


Missing page - inside front cover



31st Year 5%,
OF PUBLICATION 5

RANCH

Romu'lC“’-s

CONTENTS

SECOND
JUNE NUMBER

June 17, 1955

Volume 192, No. 2 ON SALE EVERY OTHER FRIDAY

NOVEL | DEATH WAITS AT DESTINY

GULCH Kenneth L. Sinclair 14
SHORT STORIES | BETRAYAL AT BUTTON- ’
HOOK James Clyde Harper 38
STRANGER, BE WARY Will Cotton 66
THE TRAIL AHEAD Sam Br.ant 81
A MAN ON THE PLACE Elsa Barker 90

SERIALS | THE VENGEANCE RIDERS,

Part One Jack Barton 16
THE FIGHTING TEXAN, )
Conclusion Will Cook 101

FEATURES | THE BIGGEST LARIAT OF :
THEM ALL, a True Story Ellis Lucia 76

DANGER AHEAD, Verse Limerick Luke 95
DEPARTMENTS | OUR AIR MAIL - Our Readers 6
TRAIL DUST 9
RANCH F/‘LICKER TALK
Chief Crazy Horse Bob Cummings 10
Hugh O’Brian 12
CROSSWORD PUZZLE 80
KNOW YOUR WEST, a Quiz Rattlesnake Robert 89
o ‘ OUT OF THE CHUTES The Editors 100
HELEN TONO WHOM SHALL I MARRY? Professor Marcus Mari 114

Editor

RANCH ROMANCES issued by-weekly by Literary Enterprises, Inc., 1125 E. Vaile Ave., Kokomo, Ind.
N. L. Pines, President. Entered as Second Class matter at the Post Office at Kokomo, lnd under Act
of March 3, 1879. Single copies, 25¢c; Yearly subscription, $5.00: add 80c for Canadian, $1. 50 for foreign
and Pan-American subscnpnore Editorial and Executive Offices, 10 East 40th Street, New York 16, N. Y.
Title registered as Trade Mark in U. S. Patent Office. Copyright 1955 by Literary Enterprises, Inc. Printed
in the U.S.A. The names of all persons in fiction stories in this magazine have no reference to any person
living or dead. Ranch Romances does not assume responsibility for safe return of unsolicited manuscripts.







































16 KENNETH L. SINCLAIR

in the right mood, with a cigar in his hand
and a soft carpet under his feet, and he
would spend every cent he owned. Let him
see velvet and silver and he would try to act
big—as if he belonged in such surroundings
—in spite of what it cost him.

The cigars had always been free in Mike
Maggard’s places. The other things weren’t.

But none of that had quite prepared Clane
for what he saw when he walked into Mike’s
Palace here in Destiny Gulch.

This was a place of shining mirrors and
red-shaded lamps, as all of them had been.
But this one was big—there were more of
the lamps than Clane had ever seen in one
place before. The long mahogany bar must
have set old Mike back several thousand in
freighting costs alone, just to get it over the
Sawtooth Mountains.

The smells of good whisky and Havana -

tobacco lingered thickly in the air. The piano
that tinkled for the shuffling miners and the
bare-shouldered girls they danced with had
. jewels set into its carved wood.

From adjoining, carpeted rooms beyond
arched doorways came the click of chips and
roulette balls, and the low-voiced singsong
of the house men as they kept their games
running smoothly.

Rowdy Mike had had what he'd always
wanted, here. He had proved that he’d been
right about the atmosphere and all the rest of
it. Give people what they want, he'd said, and
they’ll crowd your place. He had been right.
and what it had bought him was that fresh
grave up on Boot Hill.

Clane sensed the hostility that the place
turned against him. It came from a dozen
directions—from scarred little Sim Rellew,
over there behind his faro layout: from Lute
Margolis, who was tending bar: and even
from hunched little Blinky Wells, who peered
over his shoulder at Clane without missing
a beat on his piano.

They looked older than Clane remembered
them. But then he thought, well, it’s been
five years. They were five years during which

~his world had been one of dust and heat and
freight-wagon breakdowns. Hard work and
trouble had molded him in their own fashion,
and now he was a big, scarred, tough-looking
man of thirty

He didn’t belong here any more, and these
people didn’t want him back. It seemed
likely that they were afraid of him. He had
chosen his way of life and it wasn’t theirs,
and they didn’t want him to ruffle up their
discreet, profitable little world.

A man came toward him, one he didn’t
know—a fat man, with a gold watch chain
stretched across his brocaded vest. His thick
lips rolled back from his teeth as he smiled.

“You’re Clane,” he said. “The old man’s
son, eh? Isaw you up on the hill.” He waited.

Clane had seen this man at the brief grave-
side service. The old-timers had been there
too—Rellew, Lute, Blinky and the rest. Even
some of the girls had been there, dabbing
at their eves with perfumed handkerchiefs.
None of them had lost any time getting back
down here to work.

“I rode into the Gulch just before the
service,” Clane said. “Who are you?”

A soft, puffy hand sought his. “Alf Denbro.
Your dad hired me as floor man a couple of
months ago.”

“You're running the place, then. It’s cus-
tomary, isn’t it, for a business to shut down
for the day when its owner is buried?”

pression. “Look around you, Mag-

gard. We've got a crowd, even now
in the middle of the afternoon. This place
takes in fifty dollars a minute, on the aver-
age. Why turn our backs on that kind of
money?”’ His protruding eves scanned
Clane’s face. “What do vou figure on doing
here?”

Clane shrugged. a feeling of distaste run-
ning throug him as he looked around. Rowdy
Mike Maggard had had a certain touch, a
way of handling people. He could slap a
man on the back and invite him to come
up to his place and be clipped, and that man
would come. Mike had robbed them and
made them like it. But there had never been
anything crude, no rough stuff.

There was some. rough stuff now. Clane’s
eye caught a sudden commotion in one of the
gambling rooms. A roughly-dressed miner
leaped up from a poker table, swearing in a
drunken voice.

“I saw vou look at the cards vou dealt me.

DENBRO’S face took on a pained ex-
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you—” Swaying on his feet, he fumbled be-
hind him, got hold of his chair, and lifted
it over his head.

Clane crossed the big room swiftlv. A
lookout man who had been strolling around
casually, with his sawed-off shotgun on his
arm, got in Clane’s way. Clane sent the look-
out spinning, and got between the angry miner
and the house man. Reaching across the
table, he got hold of the dealer’s wrist. so
that the derringer the man had drawn fell
from his fingers.

Clane twisted, turning the hand so that
the inside of it was open to view. The ring
which the man wore had a big rectangular
stone that could serve as a mirror when the
ring was turned inward, as it now was.

“Reading the cards as vou dealt them,

eh?” Clane asked.

The dealer shook his head emphatically.
“No! No. I never do.”

“Barney, vou always were a good liar.
But I watched vou practice that mirror trick
for hours at a time, remember?” Clane
turned to Denbro. “Put another man on this
game. Tell him to keep it straight, savvy?”
He glanced at the miner. “And give this man
as many chips as he bought when he started.”

The miner mumbled his thanks and sat
down again. Denbro, watching Clane, said
softly, “That’s how it's to be, eh> You see
a good thing here and you're moving in on it.”

Clane said, “Put it that way if you want.
But from here on we’ll get along on the

house’s percentage. See that word gets
around.”
He turned away, but Denbro’s hand

stopped him. His thick lips were parted in
a fixed smile. “It isn’t that simple.” the gam-
bler said. “Your old man owned the place,
all right, but there’s another son besides
you.” He smirked meaningly. “There’ll have
to be legal formalities before vou can barge
in here and take over.”

“I’'m here, and I am taking over.”

Clane removed Denbro’s hand from his
arm and left the carpeted poker room. Thread-
ing his way among the dancers, he climbed
the stairs. The first door on the right, in
the rooms above, was marked OFICE.

He walked into it and sat down behind
the big desk, shoving his hat back on his

unruly red hair, rubbing a hand over his
stubbly jaw. This was the first time he had
been alone since coming to Destiny Gulch
and he wanted to rest a minute, to think.
He had been impulsive today. as he had been
many times before. And vet it hadn’t been
entirelv a matter of impulse that had brought
him here, at that. )

There was Bob, who would hear sooner or
later of their father's death. and would prob-
ably come here. And there was John Cassiter,
who had watched for Bob even at the grave-
side, up there on Boot Hill. Cassiter was
gaunt and stooped, and always carried a
rifle on his arm. He was the main reason for
Clane’s decision to move in on the Palace.

Clane swore softly. Cassiter was known
and hated from Arizona to Montana. He was
a bounty hunter who would wait around a
long time, if he had to, in order to collect the
rewards that were offered for Bob Maggard.

Clane wondered just how much those re-
wards amounted to by now, and he swore
again. The total must be an impressive one
to he worth Cassiter's time.

The wry thought came to him that all
the Maggards had gambled in one way or an-
other. There was Rowdy Mike, who had
smiled and shrewdly figured his odds, and
had died with an angry miner’s bullet in his
back. There was Clane, who took the risky
freighting jobs that kept him broke as a re-
sult of smashed equipment.  And there was
Bob, who gambled in still another way, with
his wits and the speed of his gun.

Bob would be fool enough to come here,
all right. The Palace had the glitter of
money, big money. It wouldn'’t last, once the
boom in Destiny Gulch had dried up, but
Bob wouldn’t think that far ahead. He would
walk into John Cassiters’ trap.

It put a sour feeling into Clane. He wanted
no part of the Palace nor the way of life it
represented. but for the present he had to
wait.

opened and a girl came in, with a drink

in her hand. She put the glass in front

of Clane and perched on the corner of the
desk, smiling down at him.

“I’'m Lola,” she said in a throaty voice.

"I'HERE was a light tap on the door. It









20 '

that was being washed from the gravel of
the creeks.

The assayer’s place had an upstairs bal-
cony and two outside stairsways that led up
to it, one at either side of the building. Clane
climbed one of them and, as his head came
level with the landing, saw that several offices
opened onto it. He glimpsed a fat man dodg-
ing out of one of the doors and going down
the other stairway. Alf Denbro had gotten
to the lawyer first.

Clane shrugged and let the fat man go. He
stepped into the office that Denbro had left.
It was not a big place, but it had a clean
smell, and there were curtains on the win-
dows. A desk was placed squarely in front
of the door, as if to block the path of in-
truders.

There was a bunch of wild flowers on the
desk, their stems neatly arranged in a jar.
The girl who sat behind the flowers looked
up from some papers she'd been working
with and regarded Clane with an expression
of polite inquiry. .

She wasn't pretty, at least not in the cal-
culated way that the girls of the Palace were
pretty. Her blonde hair was cropped short
and carelessly arranged and her small, round-
ed face had a scrubbed look. Her dress was
made of some dark fabric, cut in such a way
that it permitted only hints of her womanly
roundness to show.

Clane looked past her. Bevond, in a sort
of alcove, there was another desk and a big
safe. A man and a woman were standing
there in partial concealment, their arms tight
about one another as they kissed.

LANE cleared his throat and headed
Ctoward the man. The girl at the desk

jumped up. saving, “Just a minute!”
but he ignored her. He was thinking that
this Yancey Lunt didn’t know how to kiss
a woman properly. A freigzhter would have
done a better job.

The man and the woman stepped apart.
She flicked a glance toward Clane

“I’'m Clane Maggard,” Clane said.

The lawver was a tall man with a thin
face that women would call handsome. He
maintained a careful dignity, but his eves
were angry.

KENNETH L. SINCLAIR

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I'm Yancey Lunt,
vour father’s attorney. This is my fiancee,
Miss Torrance.” )

Clane touched his hat, glancing at her
again. She was a tall girl, with reddish glints
in her hair—about twenty-five, and a looker.
She held herself proudly. so that the silk of
her blouse strained over the full, shapely
mounds of her breasts. The riding skirt that
sheathed her lithe hips was of a quality that
spelled money. Clane detected a warm, rest-
less vitality in her, and for a moment he
wondered what she saw in a coldly dignified
man like Lunt.

The lawyer said, “We'll have to fergive
him, Beth, for tramping in here like this.
Freighter's manner, eh? 1 have some busi-
ness to transact with him, though. You're
going riding again?”

She looked at him archly. “It’s the only
fun there is for a woman, in a place like
Destiny.”

Lunt put a hand on her arm and steered
her to the door. “You’ll be more content when
our house is finished.”

“Of course.” Her voice had a bitter tone.
“Everything * must be done in the proper
order—first the house, and then me.” Look-
ing past Lunt’s shoulder, she gave Clane a
wispy smile. Then she nodded to the girl at
the desk and was gone.

Lunt closed the door firmly. “You want
to find out about the Palace, T take it. You
can talk freelv now.” He gestured toward
the girl. “Nora Wayne, here. is my secre-
tary.”

Clane said, “I want to find out if Rowdy
Mike left a will.”

“No, he didn’t. T advised him to do <o,
but he refused to consider the possibilitv that
something might happen to him.”

The onlv sound in the room, then. was
made by the girl at the desk. It was the
quick intake of her breath, as she gave the
lawyer a startled look.

The man was lving. but Clane knew it
would do no good right now to ram ahead
in a freighter’s way and accuse him of it.

Lunt hadn’t missed the sign that the girl
had given. He frowned and picked up the
papers from her desk, saying, “You’d better
take these down to the printer’s. Nora. Now.”
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Her face had a stricken look as she got
up. She’s afraid of losing her job because
of that slip, Clan€e thought, and was sorry
for her. She took the papers from Lunt’s
hand and fled from the office.

“Now,” Lunt said, “we can talk. Sit down
over there by my desk.”

Clane settled himself into.a chair, watching

Lunt as the lawver lighted a cheroot. He
was covering a certain nervousness, Clane
thought. Lunt dressed well] in the subdued
manner of a prosperous townsman. Undoubt-
edly there was a lot of business for him here,
in the boundary squabbles between owners
of rich mining claims. But there was even
more money in the Palace. It might be that
Lunt and Alf Denbro had made a deal of
some kind, which would account for Lunt’s
denying that there was a will.

“You got here very quickly,” Lunt said,
blowing out his match.

“I was on the other side of the mountains,
on a freighting job. I rode day and night to
get here.”

Lunt nodded. “Rowdy Mike told me you
were a freighter. \Who sent vou word of his
death?” : :

“A mule-skinner who'd brought a load of
mining machinery over here. He thought I
should know about it, so he made a fast ride.”

“I see. Well, lacking a will, there’ll be
some delay before vou can take possession
of your father’s properties.”

“I've already taken possession.”

The lawyer smiled thinly. “Not exactly
legal, is it?”

“Maybe not, but I'll make it stick.”

his cheroot. “You’re beating you brother
to the prize, eh?”

“We Maggards aren't that sort of a tribe.
mister.”

“All right. You've seen John Cassiter wait-
ing .around, then. You figure that if your
brother gets caught here he’ll be in bad trou-
ble, which he will. But as owner of the
Palace you’d have money at vour disposal,
and you might be able to help him.”

Clane’s jaw hardened. This Lunt, he
thought, was a shrewd guesser. “You're
throwing a lot of questions,” he said.

LUNT leaned forward, nervously chewing

Lunt made an impatient gesture. “All
right, don’t answer them, then. But has it
occurred to you to wonder how Cassiter got
here quickly enough to watch for Bob at
Rowdy Mike’s funeral? He was already here,
Maggard, because vour brother has been here
for weeks.” A

Lunt leaned back in his chair, glints of tri-
umph coming in to his eyes. “That startles
you, I see. Your brother’s not in the town;
he’s out in the hills somewhere. A place like
the Gulch attracts his kind, vou know. Al-
most every day some miner makes a rich
cleanup, and there’s gold to be had. It’s
good pickings, for a thief.”

Clane got to his feet. He had been jolted -
by the news, all right. “What does it get you:
to tell me this?>” he asked.

Lunt spread his hands. “A small fee, per-
haps, later on. I was Rowdy Mike's lawyer,
and it carries over. Now I'd like to work for
the family. In a place like the Palace there’s
always trouble. You need someone to keep
the law off vou, and I can handle that.”

Clane looked down at him, thinking that
Lunt didn't seem to be a man who would be
content with small fees. He was building a
house, and with freighting charges as they
were he would need a lot of money for that.
Beth Torrance was an expensive sort of
woman, too. But whatever ambitions might
lurk behind Lunt’s broad forehead, they were
well hidden by his mask of aloof dignity.

“T’ll see vou later,” Clane said, and turned
to leave.

“One thing more,” Lunt called sharply.
“Don’t ask me to do anything for that brother
of yours. He's gotten himself in a fix that
no one can help him out of.”

Clane made no answer to that. But as he
went down the outside stairway he was aware
that Lunt had parted the curtains of a win-
dow and was standing there. watching him.
A thoughtful. wicked triumph was on Lunt’s
face; but then, as Clane looked up, the ex-
pression vanished and Lunt showed a genial
smile.

" Clane tramped hurriedly along the street.
The immediate need was to find Bob and warn
him that Cassiter was waiting for him here.
Perhaps Bob knew that already, but he was
five vears younger than Clane and he was

”
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a man in whom the urge to take chances
pulsed like strong drink. He might come
into the Gulch just for the hell of it, to brace
the bounty hunter and to laugh when he won
out over a man of Cassiter’s reputation. If
he won. . . . '

Clane shook his head. He had always been
a plodder, and he had never been able to
understand Bob—nor their father either, for
that matter. Both of them had wanted quick
winnings. Clane had wanted something more
solid, the feeling of earning his way. He
had found it in the freighting business. And
now, confronted by the duplicity of men like
Denbro and Lunt, he felt out of his element.

If Bob were somewhere in the rough hill
country, though, it seemed likely that some-
one in the Palace might know where he was.
Information had a way of gravitating into
a place like that. Men bragged to the girls,
confided in them, and the girls chattered to
one another. Perhaps Bob had come in to
see Rowdv Mike. Lola might know about
that. Clane would go there and ask her.

He had gone only a short distance, though,
when he met Nora Wayne on the walk. She
stopped, looked up at him shyly, and <aid,
“Mr. Maggard, vou don’t really want the
Palace, do vou?”

It was an odd sort of question, and he
asked, “Why wouldn't 1?”

She bit her lips. “It doesn’t seem right for
you. I mean. vou're not the kind of a man
who. . . .” She faltered, looking away.

trving to help her boss, but then he

decided that she wasn’t. He knew what
she meant. He had the marks of his trade
on him—his muscles were big and his nose
had been smashed in a wagon turnover a
couple of years ago.

He said. “T grew up in places like the
Palace. I ran a faro table for four vears.”

“And you didn’t like it.”

“No, T didn't. It seemed too easv. a
shallow way of making a living. So T got
out. Lunt was lying about the will, wasn't
he?”

The suddenness of the question caught her
off-guard. She looked up at him quickly, and
her grav eves had a stricken look. “Don’t ask

FOR AN instant he thought that she was

me about that, please. Mr. Lunt has been
kind to me. My father was killed in a tunnel
cavein, and Lunt gave me work, respectable
work.” She glanced around at the town.
“There’s plenty of the other kind, but I didn’t
want it. I've got to be loyal to him now.”

Clane nodded. thinking that she had told
him all he needed to know. Lunt, or Denbro,
or the two of them together, had plans for
getting the Palace.

He thanked her and moved on, but some-
thing stopped him and he turned to look
back at her small, erect figure as she made
her way along the crowded walk. She was
about the same age as Beth Torrance, he
guessed, but there was a big difference be-
tween them.

Nora was a practical sort, busy with the
everyday demands of making a living. She
made no particular effort to be pretty, and
that might be good insurance on this rough
frontier, where a young woman needed to be
wary. And yet Clane had sensed in her a
subtle, inward beauty that made him want
to overtake her and talk with her some more.

He called himself a fool, then. It must be
that she wasn't interested in men, or she
would have married by now. And certainly
Clane Maggard, "a tough-looking man from
an unsavory family, was no one to interest
a woman like her. He plodded on toward the
Palace.

John Cassiter was lounging in front of the
place, a bootheel hooked on the edge of the
broad porch and his back resting against a
post. His rifle was held loosely in the crook
of his arm and his gaunt dark face was
shadowed by the brim of his hat. An un-
lighted cigarette sloped from one corner of
his mouth.

From inside the Palace came the tinkle
of the piano. the high-pitched shriek of a girl,
and the rough laughter of men. Cassiter
seemed to be listening to those sounds, and
vet his eves watched Clane with a narrow
interest.

““How about a light, mister?” he asked
dryly. ’

Clane got out a match and thumbed it into
flame, holding it to the tip of Cassiter’s smoke.

“Thanks,” the bounty hunter said. “You’re
Clane Maggard, aren’t vou?”
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You aren’t the type for it. And you turned
vour back on Mike vears ago. Gambling
wasn’t good enough for you then, remember?
We kept things going for him, times when
he was out scouting for new locations. We've
talked it over and decided that that gives us
a kind of ownership. You have no right to
horn in here.”

“Did Yancey Lunt tell vou to stall me off
with that spiel?” Clane asked softly.

Denbro sighed. “He isn’t going to be rea-
sonable, bovs. So we’ll have to knock some
sense into him, eh? Take him, Lute.”

Clane reared up to his feet, kicking his
chair away. Lute Margolis, his broad and
sweaty fate beaming now, lugged past the
end of the desk and hit him with a big fist.

Rolling with the blow, Clane shifted and
snapped back. driving hard knuckles into the
bartender’s bellv. For a moment Clane was
glad that thev had chosen to do it this way.
It put him on familiar ground. He had
learned to take care of himself in a hun-
dred freighters’ brawls. He bored in, keeping
his chin down and throwing his strength and
weight against his opponent.

Lute wasn’t easy. He was big and solid,
and he was crafty. He dodged, feinted. and
then he landed a blow that shook Clane up
and would have felled a lesser man. He
blinked in puzzlement when Clane kept com-
ing at him. He tried again, and missed com-
pletely this time.”

OLTED by Clane’s hammering blows,
J breath gushing between his clenched

teeth, the bartender fell back step by
step.

Clane aimed for that big jaw now. His
fist seemed to miss, but the blow glanced
along to Lute’s ear. The big man was spun
around by the force of it, his head canted
far over and his huge arms outflung for
halance.

Darting in to finish it, Clane was stopped
by wiry arms seizing him from behind. They
pinioned him, held him even though he tried
to wrench free. Twisting his head around,
he saw that both Sim Rellew and Barney
had fastened themselves onto him.

Lute shook himself, his massive face leer-
ing at Clane. The big man had been hurt,

and now he tramped forward to settle the
score.

Once again Clane struggled to free him-
self and failed. A bitter, rising despair filled
him. He should have counted on something
like this, should have known that this would
be no freighters’ brawl with evervbody stand-
ing back while two men fought it out. These
were gamblers. and thev rigged everv game
to make certain thev would win.

Lute mauled him, hitting him syvstematical-
lv in the belly, in the face. in the belly
again. Clane writhed, but there was no way
for him to evade the blows nor to lessen
their force. A red haze of pain filled his eves.
Through it he saw onlv the sweat-beaded,
wickedly-grinning face of the man who was
beating him.

A cold fear crawled in his mind. He
couldn’t last long, at this rate. He heard the
<hrill voice of Alf Denbro urge Lute to finish
this quickly before those downstairs heard
the commotion.

A consuming hate for Denbro swept
through Clane now. The others didn’t really

. count. Denbro had probablv worked on their

natural envy for Clane's seeming good for-
tune, and now he was using them as his tools,
letting them do the rough work while he
stood back in safety. Clane vearned to get
to him and smash that thick-lipped mouth.

He sank down, abruptly, as if beaten be-
vond endurance. He heard Lute’s grunt of
triumph and satisfaction, as the bartender
stepped back. Swiftly, then, Clane doubled
over. throwing both Rellew and Barney over
his back and against the startled Lute.

The three of them went down,. sprawling.
Clane staggered back, got hold of a chair. and
lifted it. Alf Denbro’s flabby face sagged in
dismay and terror, and one of his plump
little hands to a derringer out of the pocket
of his vest. Clane leaped toward him, bring-
ing the chair down in a swift arc.

Denbro flung up his arms to protect his
head, and gave a sharp squall of pain when
the chair hit them. The derringer fell to the
floor. Denbro gave Clame a stricken, help-
less look. As Clane lifted the chair again,
Denbro whirled and fled from the room.

Clane started to follow him, but Lute got
in the way. The big bartender was on his
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“You live real high, kid,” Clane said acidly.

Bob whirled around to face him. “Dammit,
I live like I want! I'm just camping here
for awhile, that’s all. Clane don’t you start
digeing at me like you used to.”

“I’ll do more than that this time. You're
in bad trouble. You've got John Cassiter
after vou.”

“Yeah, Beth told me that too. When I get
ready to pull out of here I'll go down and
shoot that bounty-grabbing son. 1 owe him
that. He got some friends of mine—took
them in and collected his dirty money for
them.”

Clane looked at his brother in the candle-
light, wondering a little at the mixed feélings
that clashed within him. He had thought
that he was tough, but he wasn't really tough
at all. Bob was the tough one—hard. bitter-
ly confident of his powers, dangerous to every-
body and most of all to himself. But still,
he was a Maggard. Clane’s brother.

“You'll never get near Cassiter, kid. They
say he can do uncanny things with that rifle
of his. He's an old hand. and he knows his
game. You're running too long a chance,
sitting up here with that Torrance woman
going back and forth. Cassiter’s no fool.
Sooner or later he’ll wise up and follow her
in here.”

“Suits me. I'm fast with a rifle too, and
I don’t want him plodding along on my trail
when I leave here.”

“Look, kid.” A pleading tone crept into
Clane’s voice now. “Pull out. Go someplace
else. The Palace belongs to us now. and Tl
run it and send vou half the profits—more
than that. even, if you need it. You can
take it easy somewhere.”

“Like a damn remittance man? I'd as soon
be dead!” _

“Well, mavbe we can buyv the law off.
How much reward have thev got put up for
you?”

For just an instant Bob Maggard's defiant
composure broke a little. “Plenty, I reckon.
I used to tear the dodgers down and use
’em to start fires, but lately—" He drew a
deep breath. *“It isn’t the kind of thing vou
buy off. any more. I was in on a railroad
job down near Tucson, and it turned out

there were guards hidden inside the express
car.”

He shook his head. “That was a bad one.
They cut loose at us and I tallied one of
them. The others got the fellers that were
with me, and put lead into my leg. I jumped
off the train. dragged myself out in the des-
ert, and damn near died there. For davs I
listened to them looking for me, but they
never did find me.” .

Clane’s hands clenched slowlv. He'd had
a glimpse of the trapped despair that was
walled up behind the hard front that the kid
turned toward the world. Bob could only
go ahead now. and he knew it. The charge
against him was murder, and from that there
was no turning back.

LLANE thought. we're a hell of an outfit,
we Maggards. But he said. “Leave the

country, then. Go to South America.
I'll get money at the Palace and bring it to
vou tomorrow.”

“Monev? You think I'm broke? Go look
in the saddlebags!”

Clane tramped across the room and lifted
the bags. They didn’t look full, but they
were very heavy. He opened one of them
and saw that it contained several dozen
gold nuggets. some of them as large as wal-
nuts. and some leather pokes that would
be full of dust. He_ straightened.

“You've been robbing the miners.”

“Like T said, a man who doesn't watch
his gold or his woman deserves to get robbed.”

Clane stalked toward him. “Kid, if it
weren't for that murder charge I'd turn you
in myself! You've got the gold. Why don’t
vou leave here?”

“I want a little more of it.” Bob smiled
thinly. ‘“Besides that, there’s Beth-—a real
live woman, that one. Man doesn’t find one
like her very often.” He looked closely at
Clane’s face. “I've been meaning to ask
how vou got bashed up. Been in a fight?”

“Yeah, a fight. The boys at the Palace
didn’t like my horning in.”

“They wouldn't. And what makes vou
think Dad left the place to us? We both
walked out on him. He came up here a cou-
ple of times and gave me hell because I
didn’t turn out to be like you—though I can’t
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see where you did him any good, either.”

“There’s a will, kid. Yancey Lunt is sit-
ting on it, so my guess is that it contains
something he doesn’t want known. He and
Alf Denbro are pretty thick, and they've got
something in mind, I think. Bob, I'm ask-
ing for the last time. Will you pull out of
here while you still can?”

“Nope. And I'm not going to be shoved
by any preaching you can do.”

“All right.” Thoroughly angry, Clane
dusted his hands. “The devil with you, then.
I'll not protect vou.”

“Nobody asked you to! But wait—"
Clane had moved toward the door, and now
Bob blocked his way. An unsteady and
dangerous light flickered in the kid’s eyes.
“I invited you in here for some coffee, re-
member? I've got a little grub to go with it.
We’re going to sit down and eat. It'll be like
old times, Clane.” )

It was Bob’s voice that held the pleading
tone now. He wanted companionship, though
he refused to let himself say it in so many
words.

Clane shrugged and said, “All right, kid.”

Clane spent that night. or what was left
of it, in the hideout shack. They talked for
hours, but he made no further effort to tell
Bob what he should do. They had taken
separate trails, and now they had reached
a point where the paths were so far apart
no man could reach across.

In the morning Clane saddled up and rode
back toward Destiny Gulch. He still was a
little angry with Bob, and a little sorry for
him too.

His thinking swung back to their father.
Rowdy Mike had been a shrewd man who
liked to smile. He had tried ranching once,
in the davs that Clane could only dimly
remember. The owners of the surrounding big
ranches hadn’t liked having an upstart on
their graze, and a charge of rustling, backed
up by vigilante law, had been their way of
handling the annoyance.

There had been the terrible night when
the Maggard place was burned out, its two
cowhands killed, and Mike Maggard wounded.
Clane’s mother, with Bob in her arms, had
somehow gotten Mike into a buckboard and
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had been permitted to leave. Even vigilan-
tes maintained a hollow gallantry toward a
woman, once they had things their way.

It had left more than a physical scar on
Mike Maggard. He had gone back to gam-
bling, which had been his work before he
married. His wife had died within two years.
Maybe the loss of the ranch, which had
represented a solid start in life, had been
too much for her.

Clane swore softly. Things might have
gone differently for Mike after that if his
sons had staved with him. But Bob had
always been unsteady, going off to distant
places and getting in trouble there. Mayvbe
Bob’s life had been warped, too, by the things
that had happened to the Maggards.

And Clane had hated the false world of
the gambling places, where primped girls
and pasty-faced dealers separated the suck-
ers from the money they had earned by solid
work.

But there was nothing to be gained by
looking at the back-trails now. They had
been traversed in the way men chose, and
that couldn’t be undone.

E REINED up on a cliff top high above
H Destiny Gulch and looked down at the
town. which teemed with mid-morning
activity. Wagons rolled from one place of
business to the other, unloading the mer-
chandise they had brought over the Saw-
tooths. Men, their figures toylike in the dis-
tance, tramped along the streets and gath-
ered in groups to talk. ’
Perched above the lower part of the town,
looming over it, was the long, two-story
building of the Palace.

Clane scowled down at it. It was the Palace
that held the immediate danger to Bob Mag-
gard now.  Sim Rellew and Barney were
there, and thev both knew where Bob was
hiding out. Either of them might sell his
knowledge to Cassiter, to get even with Clane.
Probably Rellew would have done it before,
just for the money, but for the fact that
Rowdy Mike's iron rule had held him in
check.

That rule was ended now. And maybe
there were others in the Palace who knew
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about Bob, and who would talk if they weren’t
stopped. '

Clane’s big body straightened in the sad-
dle. He could control the Palace, he thought.
He would keep the lid on as Rowdy Mike had
done, until Bob could conclude his shady
business and leave. Clane would do that
much for Bob, and no more.

It was noon when he rode in. Seeking a
restaurant, he rode down into the lower town.
He found one, a Chinese place in which the
food wasn’t bad.

He thought about Bob as he ate. Some-
how he couldn’t blame the kid too much.
‘He had been wild, sure; but the man he
killed had been a guard who had taken a
job he must have known was a dangerous
one. And yet that was shallow reasoning,
Clane knew. It was a reaching out for some
way to justify what Bob had done. The law
wouldn’t look at it that way.

Suddenly he couldn’t eat any more. He
paid the Chinaman and went out to his
horse. He had just stepped into the saddle
when he saw Nora Wayne on the other side
of the street. The mountain wind was press-
ing her dress against her body, stirring her
close-cropped hair. She saw him and beck-
oned to him at once. He rode over to her.
touching his hat gravely.

“Mr. Maggard.” she began, “I—" She
looked awayv. biting her lip. But then some
inner compulsion seemed to push her on. and
she lifted her chin. “T want to talk to vou.”

“All right.” He eased himself in the sad-
dle, resting an arm on the horn.

She glanced up and down the street. “Not
here. We could go down to the creek.” She
looked at him squarely. “This is something
important. I'm not just trying to flirt with
you, Mr. Maggard.”

He stepped down from the horse and smiled
at her brieflyv. She was being honest with
him, and so he could be honest with her.
“T wish you were.” he told her.

She colored, and looked at him with an
odd intentness. He walked along beside her
as she started down the street. No, he thought,
she wouldn’t be.interested in him as a man.
He was battered looking and his face was
covered with a reddish stubble of beard,
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since he hadn’t shaved for several days. She
saw too many of his kind in a place like
Destiny. )

They left the crowded town, with Clane
leading his horse, and angled down a slope
to the tree-lined, grassy bank of the creek.
It was quiet here. Clane loosened the saddle
cinch and removed the bridle so that his
/horse could graze. Nora seated herself on
a rock, watching him.

“Youre a methodical man.” she said.

“T reckon. What was it vou wanted to talk
about?”

She smoothed her skirt. looking down at it.
“I'm being disloval to Mr. Lunt. T know, but
I've got to tell you about the will. There
is one, in spite of what he told you. T signed
it as a witness, and I heard your father tell
him what to write in it. That was just after
vour brother first came here. The will leaves
the Palace to vou and vour brother. with the
provision that you are to run it.”

“Where's the will now?”

“Mr. Lunt keeps it in his safe. I don’t
know why he lied to you about it. Mr. Den-
bro came to the office vesterday, just before
vou did. He seemed excited, and they talked
in low voices so that Beth and I couldn't
overhear. T’'ve been upset about all this,
and T couldn’t sleep last night. 1 always
thought before that Mr. Lunt was fairly
honest.” Her slim back straightened. “There,
I've done it. T've told vou.”

“What kind of law is there in the Gulch?”

“There isn't anv. The county seat is on
the other side of the mountains, and Mr. Lunt
goes over there quite often. When there’s
heen trouble here a deputy sheriff comes over
and Mr. Lunt takes him around. 1'd get that
will for you, but he doesn’t let anvone else
know the combination of the safe.”

“You'd do that for me?” Clane asked
gently.

“Yes. if T could.” She didn't look up. and
so he stepped over to her and pulled her
to her feet.  She looked up at him with her
lips parted but she made no sound.

B BRUPTLY he took her in his powerful

b

arms and kissed her. It was a freighter’s
kiss, rough and demanding. He knew
no way to convey to her the other part of it,
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there was no light. His head throbbed

with a dull agony. He lay among rocks,
and he shifted his body painfully but could
not get up.

Something wet and cool was on his fore-
head. A hand patted it and a voice said cau-
tiously, ‘‘Be still.”

He could see the stars now and knew that
it was night. Gradually his eves made out the
dim figure of the girl who crouched beside
him, putting another damn cloth on his head.
It was Lola.

From somewhere above came the steady
tinkle of the piano in the Palace, but it
seemed strangely hushed. There was no
shuffle of dancing feet, no rough laughter.

“They thought they’d killed you,” Lola
said. “Sim wanted to make sure with his
knife but that cold fish, Lunt, didn’t want the
carpet messed. So they threw you off the back
porch into these rocks.”

Torrance's deadline for the Palace had been
sundown, and still the piano plaved. Mavbe
Lunt had been able to fend the miners off.
Clane thought.

“T couldn’t come down for a long time,”
Lola told him. “But there’s a bunch of men
gathered in the street now. They were velling
that thev were going to tear the Palace down.
Lunt started to talk to them. and I slipped
out.”

Clane staggered to his feet. His body was
hruised and his clothing had been torn by his
fall to the rocks, but no bones seemed to be
broken. The gamblers had thought thev had
cracked his skull, probably, but a freighter’s
head was harder than thev knew.

“Where’s Denbro?” he asked.
him in there.”

“They killed him. I think. They all had a
hig row up in the office, and then Lunt came
down with-Sim and Lute and talked to them
for a long time. Then they went back up, and
we heard a man scream.” She shuddered. “I
don’t know what ‘they did with Alf. That
Lunt is a devil, mister!”

Clane thought that she was probably right
about that. The lawyer had operated as ruth-
lessly as any outlaw in this. Maybe he had
hoped that Cassiter would follow Clane to

I IE STIRRED and opened his eyes, but

“T didn't see

Bob’s hideout and kill both of the brothers
there—that might be the reason why he had
smiled when Clane left his office. Tt hadn’t
turned that way, and vet Lunt had gone right
ahead. Tt seemed likelv that Denbro had
kicked over the traces, wanting a better deal
than Lunt had offered him, and so Denbro
had been killed.

“Thanks, Lola.” Clane said. “for helping
me.” He didn’t ask why she had done it: he
had seen girls of her sort help injured men
before and had always thought that they must
vearn to mother something.

“Forget it, mister. Rowdy Mike was al-
ways kind to me, and— Heyv, where are you

going?”’
“T don’t know.” Clane said. and that was
the truth. °

He left her and worked his way up the
rocky slope, passing a high, stilt-supported
corner of the Palace building. He had lost his
gun: his holster was empty now. He didn’t go
directly to the street since the crowd was
there, but circled hehind several other build-
ings before climbing up through the narrow,
littered space between two of them.

Breathing hard, he stopped at the edge of
the sidewalk. The men in front of the Palace
had torches. Clane heard Ben Torrance’s raw
voice vell, “There’s been too much of this
talk! Lunt, I’ve given vou a lot of business,
and now vou've crossed me. I’'m not taking
that, vou shifty son! You’ve gone over to
that crowd of card sharps and killers back of
vou there, and from now on we’ll treat you
like we do them. I’ll see that vou never get
near my daughter again, savvy?”

Lunt was standing on the porch of the
Palace with a dozen or so armed men behind
him. He said something that Clane’s ears
didn’t catch, something that visibly infuriated
Ben Torrance. The miner’'s face contorted as
he pulled a gun partly clear of the pocket of
his coat. but he was reqtramed by those
around him. )

“Don’t want her now, eh?” Like a tortured
bull Torrance strugg gled against those who
held him, but presently he subsided. *“All
right, boys,” he panted. “I won’t start any-
thing with all those guns in front of us. But
I'll settle with vou. Lunt. for dragging my
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daughter’s name in the mud! Boys, his say-
ing that he’s taken over the Palace is just a
trick to stave us off. Fetch that wagon!”

“I warn you,” Lunt shouted as the crowd
fell back, “that I'll protect my property.
These men have orders to shoot.”

“Shoot and be damned'!™ Torrance bawled.

The miners were taking cover across the
street from the Palace. There weren’t as many
‘of them as Torrance had boasted he would
have. Clane judged that there were about
fifty men, many of them openly chary about
getting into a gun battle. But several of them
started up the street. running in his direction.

Clane turned and kept well ahead of them,
stayving close to the walls of the buildings.

attack the miners might make upon the

Palace, Clane thought. Lunt had able
men at his disposal now and, once a few min-
ers got killed, the spirit of the mob would
collapse.

Sooner or later, running the Palace, Lunt
would learn of Bob Maggard’s whereabouts.
He had told Ben Torrance that he didn’t want
Beth any more, but he had a certain vicious
pride, and he would enjoy seeing Cassiter cor-

-ner Bob anvway.

Clane wondered if it would be worthwhile
to try to get that will, and decided against it.
The thing was just a piece of paper. in this
boom camp where there was no law. Clane
was only one man, and he had been fighting a
foolish, losing battle here from the start.

He stepped behind some boxes of merchan-
dise that had been unloaded in front of a
store and hadn’t been removed. He stood
there, the effects of his beating demanding
that he rest a little, as the half-dozen miners
who had left the main group pounded past
and turned into the livery corral across the
street. He watched them curiously, wonder-
ing what they intended to do.

A low voice. close behind him, said, “That
was quite a wild-goose chase you took me on,
Maggard.” i

Clane whipped around. The torches had
been extinguished now, but the moon was
ceming up and there was enough light for him

~ to make out the gaunt, leathery face of John

I-UNT might be able to fend off whatever

Cassiter. The bounty hunter had his rifle in
his hands and he gestured warningly with it.
Cassiter said, “You went to considerable
trouble to shake me off. Proves that your
brother's around here somewhere, doesn’t it?”

Clane said, “The hell with you.”

“Don’t like me any, do you?” Cassiter’s
humorless grin folded deep furrows in his
cheeks. “Well, that doesn’t change a thing.
You wouldn’t lead me to that brother of
vours, but my hunch says that sooner or later
he’'ll come to vou. So I'll stick close to you
for awhile. From your looks I'd say you’ve
had a rough time and might need a little help,
at that.”

Clane’s mouth twisted in bitter distaste.
“Keep away from me, you damn bounty buz-
zard,” he said in a flat voice.

Cassiter’s glance flicked down to Clane’s
empty holster, then returned to Clane’s face.
With a bony hand he slapped the stock of his
rifle. “Like I say, I'll stick around.”

There was more light on Cassiter’s face
now. He moved back a little, into the deeper
shadows cast by the piled merchandise. Clane
turned, his eves searching for the source of
all that light, and saw that the miners had set
fire to a wagonload of hay in the livery corral,
Now they were backing the wagon into the
street, pushing and steering it by means of
the tongue. Once they had it headed down
the hill, the light rig picked up speed.

A shout of alarm came from the Palace. A
rifle made a crashing report, its echoes run-
ning swiftly through the town and trailing
away along distant cliffs. The shot was quick-
lv followed by others, and stabs of gun flame
reached out from both sides of the street.

A man screamed; but a roar of triumph
came from the miners as the flaming wagon
careened onto the Palace’s porch and snapped
off the support posts, so that the porch roof
cllapsed downward. The wagon slammed
against the wall and halted with a shower of
sparks and a brittle crashing of windowglass.

There was confusion in the Palace now.
Lunt and his men had retreated inside the
place when they saw the wagon coming. They
hadn’t been able to do anything to stop it,
and now they couldn’t stop the flames which
ate swiftly upward in the tinder-dry wood.
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The screams of the girls laced through the
rising, crackling roar of the fire.

No one would be trapped in there, Clane
thoueht. They all could jump from the back
norch. But the Palace was finished. Ben
Torrance would have something new to boast
about now.

A new sound struck at Clane’s ears. It was
a dull, partly muffled explosion that came not
from the Palace but from somewhere in the
lower town. Puzzled by that, Clane darted
to a point where the sidewalk bridged a gully,
and looked downward.

The moon was fully up now. In its pale
light he could see the curtains of Yancey
Lunt’s upstairs office. billowing out through
shatteted windows. Nora, he thought instant-
ly. That crazy girl has tried to blow the safe!

But then he saw something else. A horse
stood slack-hipped at a hitchrack across the
lower street from Lunt’s office. It was a roan
pony with white-stockinged feet—Bob Mag-
gard’s horse.

Cassiter was at Clané’s side now. The
bounty hunter grunted with satisfaction as he
saw the horse. Then he leaped into the gully
and started running down the steep slope to-
ward the lower town. )

“Keep out of this, mister,” he called over
his shoulder. .

Clane followed. his empty holster flapping
at his thigh. There was no time for him to
break into a store and get a gun. But a thin
hope kept him going. Things had passed en-
tirely bevond his control here in Destiny, and
vet he might be able to warn Bob in time.

ASSITER could run. He was a hundred
C vards ahead of Clane when he reached

the assaver’s building and started up
the outside stairway. The bounty hunter
moved slowly now, prowling upward with his
gaunt body sliding along the wall of -the
building. Reaching the landing. he crossed
swiftly toward one-of the gaping windows.

“Bob!” Clane velled. “Cassiter’s up there
Watch out!”

Swift gunfire erupted from inside the of-
fice, its flame stabbing out through the win-
dow and yanking the thin curtains crazily.
Cassiter jerked back and then knelt, passing
under the window -and reaching the door.

Clane reached the bottom of the stairway.
His boot struck a piece of splintered window-
sill that had fallen from above, and he picked
it up. Gripping the futile weapon, he moved
silently upward.

When he reached the landing he saw Cassi-
ter boot the office door open.and then draw
back. flattening himself against the wall.

The man inside fired through the doorway.
Trapped and scared, he was wasting shells.”

Cassiter was banking on that. “I'm coming
after vou, Maggard.” he called and then
threw a swift. teasing shot through the door-
way, instantlv jacking a fresh cartridge into
the chamber of his rifle. He’s counting Bob’s
shots. Clane thought. He wants Bob’s gun to
be empty.

The bounty hunter’s attention was centered
upon the doorway, so that his back was to-
ward Clane. Clane moved ahead, and winced
when his boots grated upon splintered glass.

But Cassiter didn’t notice that. From in-
side the office there came the sharp click of a
gun hammer falling upon a spent cartridge.
Cassiter darted forward instantly into the
office.

Clane pounced after him, bringing the
heavy piece of wood down upon Cassiter’s
head. The bounty hunter stumbled. took two
steps on buckling legs. and twisted half
around, trving to lift his rifle. Clane struck
again and Cassiter groaned and hit the floor.

Bob was crouched behind Nora Wayne's
desk, frantically reloading his gun in the
mooenlight that reached in through the win-
dows. The door of the safe stood open. hang-
ing askew from its top hinge. The explosion
that had blown it open had peeled hack the
carpet and upset Lunt's desk. Papers were
scattered about the room.

“Thanks. Clane,” Bob said shakily, looking
at Cassiter. “That devil nearly had me this
time.” He took a paper from the pocket of
his shirt. “I got the will for vou. I saw Beth
and she told me that Lunt kept it in his safe,
so [ helped myself to a miner’s dvnamite.
Used too much of it, I guess—damn near
blew this whole place apart.”

Clane took the paper, knowing that it was
worthless now. The flames of the blazing
Palace threw their red glare against the win-
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dows, though Bob was too keved up to notice
that. By morning the Palace would be a heap
of smoldering, charred timbers.

“Bob, you've got to get out of here. Cassi-
ter will be coming around in a minute or two.
And Lunt knows about vou and Beth, I think.
So does her father. They’'ll kill vou if they
see you. You've plaved vour string too far,
kid.”

Bob finished reloading his gun, and hol-
stered it. He wiped an arm down across his
face, taking the sweat from it. “Yeah. I
reckon.”

A boot crunched on the glass on the bal-
cony outside. Yancey Lunt appeared in the
doorway, tall and unnaturally calm, his black
string tie askew and one of his sideburns
singed so that it made a dark smear on his
jaw. There was a derringer in his hand. He
fired instantly, at Bob Maggard.

The bullet’s impact flung Bob back against
the wall. His gun had been half drawn, and
now it thudded to the floor. He swayed,
staring down at the spreading crimson on his®
shirt front.

Clane darted around the desk. Lunt fired
at him, but Clane was a moving target and
the shot missed. Clane got the heavy, solid
feel of Bob’s gun in his hand and reared up.
Lunt was fumbling to reload the derringer
and now he looked up. an expression of terror
coming to his face.

Clane had no compunction about this. He
fired two shots. Yancey Lunt swayed in the
doorway and then toppled, falling across
Cassiter's legs.

OB had slid down to a sitting position.
B A crimson froth trailed from one cor-
ner of his mouth, as he looked at the
men on the floor with a strange wry humor.
“Funny,” he said; “the turn a man’s luck
can take. Cassiter couldn’t get me, but that
slab-faced greenhorn did. Well, it's better’n
hanging.” A <pasm shook his body. “Never
could have worked things out anyway. That
Beth, she was tHe woman for me. She would
have gone away with me. But I wouldn’t do
that to her, wouldp’t put her on the kind of
trail I had to ride.”
He looked at Cassiter, who was stirring a
little now. “That snake wasted a lot of his

/
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time on me. The railroad wanted to see me
hang . . . dead I'm not worth a nickel to ’im
... funny. . ..” His voice trailed away, and
then a final spasm came to him.

When Clane Maggard went down the out-
side stairway he moved slowly, painfully.
The effects of the beating he’d had in the
Palace had been pushed aside temporarily by
the urgency of what had happened since, but
now they had returned.

He looked at the legal paper in his hand,
and crushed it in his fingers. Bob Maggard
had tried to help. but he had died as he had
lived, risking himself for something useless.

In the red light of the flames Nora Wayne
came running along the street. She saw Clane,
swerved toward him. threw herself into his
arms.

She clung to him. “Oh, my dear, T was
afraid. If I'd lost you—" She drew back a
little, looking up at him. “They’ve beaten
vou.”

“No matter.” He smiled tiredly. “Lunt’s
dead. T’ve done you out of a job, I reckon. I
had to kill him. Nora.”

She looked at him steadily. “I’m sure vou
did only what had to be done. They’re saying
that Yancey took over the Palace, and defied
Ben Torrance, and talked about Beth. Ben
would have killed him anyway, I think.” She
glanced up the hill toward the blazing build-
ing. “Clane, I'll leave this place with you
whenever you say. Right now, if you must.”

A great peace washed through Clane Mag-
gard then. There was sadness, yes; that
couldn’t be escaped. He would bury Bob be-
side their father, in Boot Hill, where the
paths of their lives had led them. Then he
would leave this Sawtooth country. Cassiter
couldn’t touch him and wouldn't want to,
without the prospect of a reward.

There was freighting work to be had down
in Colorado. Clane would take Nora down
there, and he would build a house for her.
When he got back from his freight runs she
would be waiting for him.

“Tomorrow,” he said softly. “We’ll leave
tomorrow.”
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hook Spring, ten miles across the flats. It’s
surrounded by a semi-circle of mountains,
clumsily shaped like a buttonhook. That’s
~ where Daddy got the name for our ranch.
That may be where Sig Marly and his partner
stopped after robbing the bank. If so, that's
probably where Marly’s headed now.”

A trickle of excitement grew, but still T
wasn’t convinced. “You can get lost, too, you
know.” ’

“Tell Jim to saddle the big gelding for me.
[t was born at the Spring and can find its way
‘here through the worst of conditions.” She
started me toward the barn with a push. “I'll
change into sturdier things at the bank. Dad-
dy will raise the roof, but I'm still going with
vou.”

E WERE caught halfway across the
Wthe flats. At first there were wedges

of sand, swept up by slivers of wind
which surged ahead of the storm like the lead
wolves of a savage pack pouncing forward for
the kill. Then the wild, hungry storm sucked
us into its shrieking maw, and we lost the
world.

Sand beat at my hands and neck and
ripped across my back like thousands of tiny
needles. The wild shriek of the wind made
communication impossible. Janeyv passed me
the end of a rope to guide me in following her
gelding through the thick, blinding wall. But
my horse made no attempt to panic or shy. It
seemed to sense that the gelding knew the
way to safety, and it followed closely.

Soapweed and mesquite leaped from the
murk underfoot, bent by the wind to the
breaking point. Cholla and staghorn cowered
from the blasting sand. thorny surfaces im-
potent against this savage force. All around,
the desert was riotous with sand and leaves
and limbs. Hurtling tumbleweeds banged
against us, careened wildly off, vanished into
the writhing sandyv flow.

For an age, it seemed. we struggled through
the smiting force. Then there was a rift in
the wind. and bushes and rocks were around
us. We went hurriedlv farther, and then there
was less wind, less noise. The gelding had
brought us safely within the protective semi-
circle of mountains. Overhead the sand rolled

on, deflected by sloping mountains in an-end-.

less murky wave. But down here was vision
and greenery and breath, and a ribbon-thin
trickling stream.

We dismounted and greedily drank, as did
our buffeted mounts. I swabbed their nestrils
and eyes and ears, shook sand from my hol-
stered gun. :

Janey got back in the saddle. “The Spring
is about a half mile away. The nearer we
approach it, the less sand and wind we’ll have.
Come on, I'm anxious to see . . .”

But I led the way. Five hundred yards
along, two sudden shots rose above the muted
sound of the wind. T caught a stir of motion
ahead as I hurried our mounts from the nar-
row pathwav and took cover in the under-
brush.

“T didn’t think Marly would waste two
shots at a time.” I said, pulling my gun.

But Janey, peeking through the scrub
cedar, exclaimed in alarm. “Drew. there are
two of them—Sig Marley and another man.
They're splitting apart and starting toward
us from different directions.”

I glanced through her peephole and swore.
Probably Marly’s partner had never fled from
this vicinitv. Perhaps he had waited for
Marly to gain strength and escape, or for op-
portunity to effect Marlyv’s rescue. Possibly
last night. as T tossed the gun through Mar-
lv’s cell window, the partner watched from
the shadows, laughing at my foolish plan.

Whatever the explanation. one fact re-
mained frighteningly inescapable. Both were
armed and were creeping toward us through
the underbrush. They’d kill us, then escape
with the two heavy bags of coins thev’d- dug
up near the spring. Their trail would vanish
in the storm. as would Frank King’s money.
But that would be no concern to Janey and
me, for we'd be dead as soon as the two men
found us.

Retreat was impossible. The moment we
left our hiding place we’d be exposed full view
to them. We'd be like sitting ducks on a pond,
cut down without half a chance.

NANELY, I said to Janey, taking her hand
l in mine, “I had meant to apply for the

ranch manager’s job until this mess came
up. I wasn’t cut out to wear a star, but I
know cattle as well as any man.”
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blanket-roll and a skimpy warsack behind
the saddle cantle. He mounted and said, “All
right, let’s go.”

They forded the creek and aimed south
toward the Wyaming line. They passed Mc-
Vey’s Durham-strain steers. alreadv fat on
the abundant reservation graze, and his com-
panions eved the cattle with envv. Their
own stock was not faring so well, due to the
overcrowding of the Powder River range
and to other disturbing conditions in that
part of the country.

McVey knew that there were ranchers
who would sell their souls for a range such
as this within the Crow Reservation. He’d
come by it through a stroke of good fortune
and some skillful diplomacv. He'd been one
of the first cattlemen to settle in the Powder
River country, and once he’d given a half-
dozen beeves to a band of half-starved Crows.
And the Crows had. never forgotten. Yes,
he’d been lucky—until he ran afoul of a
certain Russ Brandon.

They lifted their horses to a lope that
covered distance rapidly without tiring the
animals. They spoke not at all now, but
rode in a stony contemplation, each man in
his own way, of what might happen if the
Texans, by some accident, suspected that
they were being entangled in a spider’s web
of lies.

They put up that night at the headquarters
of Bar Z Ranch, a dozen miles south of the
Montana-Wyoming line, and spent the fol-
lowing night with the Barton brothers’ Two-
B outfit in the shadow of the Granite Mound
bluffs. At mid-afternoon of the third day they
reached Riverbend.

They were no longer but four. Friends
and neighbors had joined them along the way
—singly, in pairs, in small groups—until
there was a band of nearly thirty riders.

It made quite a cavalcade, but not so
formidable a force as it seemed. A number
of the men were making the trip merely out
of curiosity, and as many more considered it
something of a lark. Several were teen-age
kids, others creaky oldtimers; extreme youth
and extreme age would make them unre-
liable in a pinch.

Besides the three who had come to his
-camp, McVey felt certain that no more than

half a dozen could be counted upon in a
showdown. Still, the Texans more might
be awed by numbers—and that, McVey re-
flected, would be in his favor.

The road twisted through low wooded
hills, then was carried across the Powder by
a plank bridge. The wooden span gave off
a thunderous racket under the pounding of
so many shod hoofs, and now townspeople
appeared at windows and doorways to watch
the McVey faction come in. The people of
Riverbend knew, of course, that trouble was
in the air.

From the bridge McVey saw that Main
Street was all but empty of men, and that
none of the few who were in sight were
strangers who might belong to the Brandon
crowd. He could see the Texans’ camp, a
quarter of a mile south.

fear in the atmosphere of Riverbend. The
absence of townspeople from the streets,
and their anxious faces at windows and door-
ways, gave substance to the feeling. It was
understandable. Two big groups of armed
men at odds and about to clash must seem
to these people like a powder keg that a tiny
spark might touch off into a"terrific explosion. -
George Stacey appeared in the doorway of
his Riverbend Bank, across the street, and
even at that distance McVey could see the
troubled frown on the banker’s rather hand-
some face. Their glances met, and McVey
dipped.-his head in a slight nod in an at-
tempt to tell Stacey, who had a stake in this
grim game, not to worry.

At that moment Stacey’s wife, Clara ap-
peared beside him. Clara had once been
Clara Higgins: she was old Pat’s daughter.
There'd been a time when McVey himself
had been one of her suitors. He gave her a
sharp glance now, wondering how she was
taking it. Her face was expressionless, but
in her eyes was a gleam of excitement. He
thought, so that’s all it means to you! Anger
stirred in him.

It was because of Clara Higgins Stacey that
this trouble had developed—though that was
something very few people knew. It was
something that the Texan, Matthew Bran-
don, was not to know. That was agreed.

IT SEEMED to McVey that there was
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But McVey found himself thinking, is sher

really worth it?

At his side, Pat Higgins said, “Clara’s
taking it hard.”

McVey said. “Yes?” and let it go at that.

They reached the Territorial Saloon. The
Territorial was Riverbend’s largest gather-
ing place for riding men: the miners from
the nearby diggings preferred another saloon,
and the lumberjacks, when they came in
from the logging camps in the hills, yet an-
other. It was tacitly understood, at least
by the Powder River men, that the kangaroo
trial would be held in the Territorial.

The town’s two main streets formed a T,
and the saloon was located on Main so
that it looked out on South Street. And now
the Texans were_coming along South, walk-
ing their horses. McVey, seeing them, felt
a tightness in his chest. Perhaps fear was at
work in him, for there were more men in the
Brandon crowd than Pat Higgins had said.

Matthew Brandon. his two sons, and a
dozen gunhands, Higgins had told him—
fifteen men. There were six more than
Brandons’ Wpyoming ranch—called XO
Ranch, because of its brand—which Russ
Brandon had ramrodded until his death.
- McVey knew all of them by sight, and sev-
eral quite well. They were tough  hands.

On reaching Main Street, thev fanned out
in one long row abreast with Brandon—at
least, McVeyv supposed the man who domi-
nated the group must be Matthew Brandon
—in its center. They faced McVey,_and the
men surrounding him, and their leader’s chill
gaze instantly singled out McVey.

Brandon loomed tall in the saddle, his
cragey face partially masked by an iron-gray
mustache, a spade beard. He was case-hard-
ened by at least sixty rigorous years. His
pale gray eves glinted coldly, like steel. His
hands now resting on his saddlehorn, he
leaned forward the better to study McVey.

“You in the buckskin shirt.” His voice
boomed in the heavy quiet. “You're Mc-
Vey?”

“I'm McVey, Brandon.”

“You're the man who killed my youngest
son?”

“I’'m the man.”

Brandon’s face twisted with quick hatred.

“Your friends have kept their part of the
bargain, bringing you here,” he said. “Now
I'll keep my part. I'll give you a hearing.
This is your trial, McVey. You've admitted
killing my boy Russ. If you want to plead
self-defense, go ahead.” It’ll do you no good.
I'm going to prove that you murdered my
son in cold blood. And after it's proved, I'm
going to hang you up by the neck until you're
dead—no matter what your friends say or
do. And may God have mercy on your
rotten soul!”

Tom McVey felt the chill touch of fear.
These rough words from the Texan were not
empty ones. Brandon meant what he said.
And this too McVey knew: the men would
not be easily duped. It would be difficult to
lie to him.

Pat Higgins was saying, “We’ll hold the
trial inside, Brandon, where there’ll be less
chance of either side turning it into a shoot-
ing match.”

Brandon turned his knife-sharp gaze on
him. “Higgins, you sure like to call the tune.
Watch out that you're not called on to pay
the piper.”

“It's our range, and, by damn, we’ll make
the rules.”

“You're forgetting that the Brandon Cat-
tle Company has a stake in it.”

““I'm forgetting nothing,” Brandon replied.
“But your having a ranch here doesn’t change
the fact that you yourself are an outsider.
As a stranger, mister, you’ll play the game
our way. We're going inside. If you want
to put McVey on trial, come along.” He
turned to McVey, took his arm. “Let’s go,
Tom.”

Walsh, stopped them to say, “McVey, -

T HE Territorial’'s owner, dapper Faro Ed

vou boys are always welcome here. That
you know. But I don’t want my place turned
into a shooting gallerv.”

McVey nodded. *“There'll be no trouble
if I can help it. But if things get out of
hand. I'll pay vou for any damages.”

He moved back through the long room
and took- a chair at the extreme rear. He
took out makings and began fashioning a
cigarette, watching Higgins line the mem-
bers of their party along the right side of
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was going to move steers up to the Crow Res-
ervation. The range around here is crowded
with outfits. Everybody’s chasing around
branding out of season and hunting mavericks,
disturbing the cattle all the time and keep-
ing them from putting on tallow. Then there’'s
the rustlers.

“Anyway, Russ heard that McVey shipped
better beef and got hicher prices last fall
than anybodyv around these parts. So Russ
figured he could get some graze up there.
He went to the Crow Agencyv but got turned
down. He blamed McVey. He figured that
McVey was such good friends with the In-
dians that he could keep other cattlemen out
of the Reservation.”

Ryan paused for breath, then continued,
“About ten days before Russ was shot dead,
the two of us were here in Riverbend. We
ran into this hombre—”" with a jerk of his
head he indicated McVey— “over at the
livery stable. Russ accused him of keeping
XO Ranch from making a deal with the In-
dians. McVey denied it. Russ lost his tem-
per and—"

Ryan was interrupted by a voice shouting.
“Open up, here! Make way, damn it!”

Some townsmen had overcome their fear
and were now blocking the doorway, trying
to hear what was being said inside. As they
moved aside, Brandon’s sons escorted a
woman dressed all in black into the saloon.
Matthew Brandon faced these newcomers.

“Luke, bring Linda here,” he ordered.
““Jess, fetch a chair for her.”

McVey stared. All the Powder River men
stared.

One Brandon son brought the woman
through the room, her hand on his arm. The
other got a chair from one of the tables. She
was seated near Matthew Brandon, facing
McVey. She had brought with her a large
leather-bound book, which she now placed in
her lap. She lifted the veil that covered her
face, fixed it back over her hat. She was
quite young and strikingly beautiful.

To McVey it was obvious that she was in
mourning attire, for Russ Brandon. And he
wondered whether she was his sister, sweet-
heart or wife.

This was trickery indeed. McVey looked at
Matthew Brandon with sudden anger, and

said, “Brandon, did you have to make this
worse than it already was?”

“This shouldn’t bother vou, McVey—if
vou're not guilty.”

“This is no place for a woman.”

“It is for this woman,” Brandon shot back.
“She is Russ’s widow.”

There were surprised comments from the
Powder River men, and McVey himself, even
though he had guessed the woman might be
the dead man’s widow, was jolted. It had
not been known on this range that Russ
Brandon was married.

The woman ignored everyone else and
gazed intently at McVev. He squirmed men-
tally, knowing that her presence would make
it doubly hard for him to lie.

RANDON said, “Tip, get on with your
B testimony.”

“Well, Russ got mad,” Rvan said:
“He called McVey some names. Russ told
him he must have a squaw up there, else he
wouldn’t be such good friends with the Crows.
McVey told him to shut up. That’s when
Russ jumped him. I've got to admit that
Russ started the fight. It wasn’t much of a
set-to, though. This McVey is a tough cus-
tomer. He hit Russ twice and rolled him in
the dirt.”

McVey saw the woman wince. It was as
though she could feel his fists slamming into
her husband.

Ryan went on, “Russ was crazy mad by
that time. He got to his knees and one hand,
and pulled his gun with the other hand. He
fired a shot, but he was groggy and it went
wild. Before he could fire again, McVey
walked in on him and kicked the gun out
of his hand.”

“That was the end of it?” Brandon asked.

“That day, yeah,” Ryvan said. ‘‘But later
McVey killed Russ.”

Pat Higgins broke in, “Hold on. I'm going
cross-examine the witness.” He moved two
steps in Ryan’s direction. Then: “When Russ
fired that shot, did McVey shoot back?”

“Well, no.” .

“But he could have pulled his gun in-
stead of kicking Russ’s gun out of his hand?”

“T reckon so.”

Higgins looked at Matthew Brandon. “It’s
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“Yes, sir.”

“Which way did the killer go?”

“He crossed the creek and headed north,
riding fast,” Will said. “When he was gone,
I picked up my tool box and went to where
Mr. Brandon was. He was dead, all right.
I didn’t stop. I was still scared. When I got
home, I told my folks. Pa went off to see if
Mr. Brandon was maybe still alive, even
though I was sure he wasn’t.

“When Pa came back, he said there was
nothing anybody could do. He said too
that we’d better forget what I saw—not tell
a soul. Pa said it was most likely a cattle-
men’s feud. and homesteader folks would
only get into trouble by getting mixed up
in it.”

RANDON was no longer so friendly
B toward Will. “Why isn’t you pa here?”
he demanded.

It was Mrs. Tunstall who answered, ex-
plaining that her husband didn’t know what
was happening here today. The foreman
of a logging outfit had wanted him to build
a shed, and Tunstall would be in the hills
for several days.

“My son and I heard about this trouble
from one of Mr. Jessup’s ranchhands who
happened by our place this morning. We
worried, trying to decide what was right for
us to do. It seemed that we should come
and let Will tell what he saw. Being home-
steader folks, maybe we should have stayed
away. But . . . well, we hoped it wouldn’t
make trouble for us Tunstalls.”

“Madam, I'd think more of vou home-
steader folks if your husband had taken
my son’s body home to XO Ranch instead
of letting it lie there on the road.”

“My husband knew the body would be
taken care of, Mr. Brandon,” the woman
said. “Two riders came along while he was
at the creek ford. My husband hid in the
bushes, fearing to be found with the dead
man. He watched to make sure the riders
did something about your son. They put
the body on a harse and headed toward XO
Ranch.””

“Who were these men?”

“Tom McVey and Pat Higgins.”

“What else did your man say about it?”

“Nothing else. That is all.”

“Not by a long shot is it all!” Brandon
exploded. “Your son saw one of that pair—
either McVey or Higgins—take my son’s re-
volver and fire a shot with it.”

Mrs. Tunstall was startled.
he did.”

Brandon gave'McVeyv a wicked look. Then,
“Which man fired the shot, ma'm?>”

“My husband said it was McVey.”

Tom McVey no longer maintained his show
of calmness. His face was tight with strain.
Sweat beaded his forehead.

Brandon said roughly, “Kid, you see that
man?” He pointed at McVey, his arm ex-
tended full length. “He’s the man you saw
shoot down Russ Brandon. Right?”"

“No, sir. That’s not so.”

“Kid, I'm warning you—"

Mrs. Tunstall rose and put her arm about
the boy. She was defiant, facing Matthew
Brandon. “Will has told the truth. If Tom
McVey were the man, Will would say so.
But it was a man he didn’t know.” Her voice
rose so that it reached everyone in the room.
“It was not Tom McVey who murdered
young Mr. Brandon. And that’s what we
came here to sayv.”

Brandon stared at mother and son for a
long moment, then shook his fist at McVey.
“You rigged this,” he shouted. “You put
them up to it!” '

Russ’s widow hastily rose and placed a
hand on his arm. “No, Dad. The boy and
his mother have told the truth. I know it,
and I think you must know it.”

He pulled away, swung around, struck the
top of the bar a mighty blow with his fist.
Then: “McVey, you Jying son!” He was so
beside himself with rage that his voice
failed him for a moment. “You're covering
up for the man who did murder my son!”
He whirled to face Pat Higgins. “And you’re
in cahoots with him!”

He raged on, “I'll get at the truth if I
have to tear this range apart. I've a hunch
that the guilty man is somebody important.
You wouldn’t be shielding him if he were a
nobody. So he’ll be easy to find. And find him
I will. I'm Matthew Brandon, and no man
is so important that he can murder my
son and get away with it!”

“Yes—yes,
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He turned on his heel, strode to the door-
way. The gaping townsmen there scattered
to let him pass. But he faced about at the
door and looked back at McVey.

“As for you, mister,” he said, “I'll have an
extra rope ready for vou when the time
comes.” o

He went out on that, leaving behind him a
silence that scemed charged with his fury.
After a moment his men started filing from
the saloon. The two vounger Brandons wait-
ed for Russ's widow, however. She lingered,
looking at McVey in a troubled way.

He forced himself to meet her gaze, and
a strange thing happened within him. He
looked upon this woman and she was some-
how more wonderful to his eyes than any
woman he'd ever known. He found himself
wondering what it would be like to know her
well, to know her as intimately as Russ Bran-
don had known her.

She spoke finally, without hatred or anger.
“You'd better think this over and decide that
you’re doing wrong. For it is wrong. There
is nothing right about shielding a murderer.”
She paused as though expecting him to reply.
When he said nothing, she continued, “I'm
staying at the hotel. Come see me when
you're ready. Tell me the name of the guilty
man, and I'll see that no harm comes to you
at the hands of the Brandons.”

He still said nothing. She turned away and
left the place, followed by the Brandon broth-
ers.

Vey lingered in the Territorial long after

the Texans rode from town. They gave
Faro Ed Walsh some business, and- over their
drinks they rehashed the whole sorry mess.
The majority of them were mystified. Besides
McVey, only three of the group—Pat Higgins,
Chris Nolan and Milt Jessup—knew why
McVey had admitted responsibility in Russ
Brandon's death, and whom he was shielding.
And those three kept the secret.

McVey sat at a table, not drinking and not
really listening to the talk. He wondered if
Matthew Brandon did not have a right to
know the truth. He was disturbed, not so
much by the gaunt old Texan, he realized,
but by Linda Brandon. He could understand

I HE men who'd come to town with Mc-

that she would want her husband’s killer
brought to justice. But he knew that the
truth must not come out. He must not be
swaved by the plea of a woman who could
never mean anyvthing to him.

After a time Pat Higgins joined him, bring-
ing a bottle and two shot glasses. The old
man filled the glasses. set one before McVey.
“Drink up, Tom. It's medicine vou need.”

McVey downed the whisky, but said,
“That’s no cure-all, Pat. You know, I've been
thinking of the woman—Russ’s widow. It’s
rough on her, Pat.”

Higgins's leathery face tightened. “I keep
thinking of somebody else,” he said. “That
widow isn’t the only woman concerned.” He
was silent a moment, brooding. Then: “If
Russ had a woman of his own . . . well, what
ailed him, anyway?” Getting no answer, he
said, “How long are you hanging around
here?”

“Until dark,” McVey told him. “I want to
see George and Clara, but I don’t want to go
around to their house until I can make it
without being seen. 1 don’t want anybody to
begin to wonder.”

“Better not stay in town too long,” Hig-
gins said. “Those Texans aren’t done with
you. That Matthew Brandon's got a devil
in him.”

“In his boots, I'd have one in me,” McVey
said. “Pat, he’ll try to get hold of me—to
force me to talk. I'm not letting him catch
me. When he finds that out, he’ll come after
vou.” He saw fear in the old man’s eyes.
“You'd better drop from sight until this
blows over. Let yvour cowhands look out for
vour outfit. Take a trip somewhere.”

Higgins nodded, saying, “If only that home-
steader woman and her kid had kept away.”

“Yeah,” said McVey. “If only....”

By sundown most of his crowd had quit
Riverbend, and at nightfall the remainder—
except for Higgins, Nolan and Jessep—pre-
pared to ride out. Those three, left alone
with McVey in the Territorial, began to show
some impatience, and then some uneasiness
when two XO hands came into the saloon.

Higgins prodded McVey then, saying, “It’s
dark enough now, Tom.”

McVey roused from his gloomy reverie,
picked up his hat, rose. The others fell in
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behind him as he headed for the door. They
halted when one of the XO men, Len Mack-
lin, swung away from the bar and stopped
McVey. .

Macklin nodded toward the three men.
“These hombres would have been your wit-
nesses?”’

“That’s right.”

“Some gall, McVey. The whole range
knows these men are close friends of yours.”

“Let it drop, Len. The trial’s over.”

“Sure,” said Macklin, moving back to the
bar. “We'll let it drop—for now. But don’t
get the idea that Matt Brandon will forget
you and your tinhorn witnesses.”

McVey ignored that, strode from the place.
The others were in a hurry now to get away
from Riverbend, and so no time was wasted
fn getting their mounts at the livery stable.
They rode at a brisk pace to the bridge, across
it, and along the dark road through the hills.

Once out of sight of the town’s lights, Mc-
Vey said, -“See ?you boys tomorrow,” and
reined in.

He waited until the darkness had swallowed
them, then left the road and quartered up a
slope. It was a hard climb, and he halted
upon reaching the crest of the slope to let his
horse rest for a minute. He'd no sooner
stopped, however, when he heard the sound
of riders laboring up the slope. He twisted in
the saddle, looking back and down. There
were two of them. The distance was too
great for him to identify them. even when
they emerged from the timber and crossed a
patch of moonlight, but he knew they were
the two XO hands who’d come to the Terri-
torial.

They'd had a drink, then started out for
XO Ranch—leaving town imemdiately after
he and his three companions rode out. They'd
been coming along the road when he left Pat
Higgins and the other two, seen him climb
into the hills, and now hoped to overtake him.
They'd like to turn him over to Brandon.

He touched spurs to the dun. intending to
give them a run for their money.
H set out across it at a lope. The XO
men spotted him from the hill as they
topped it. They began to push their mounts,

E DESCENDED into a little valley and
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shortening his lead. He climbed again, then
traveled along a pine-studded ridge. The
timber was so. dense that he worked his way
through it with difficulty. Then the ridge
ended abruptly in a bald, steep slope.

He sent his horse downward, and midway
the dun lost its footing and fell hard. McVey
threw himself clear of the animal, but landed
on his left side among some rocks. Pain
knifed through him. and for a long moment
he lay stunned. When he was able to rise,
he saw that the dun had scrambled to its feet
and was continuing downslope, with rocks
and gravel giving way beneath its hoofs in a
sizable landslide. At that instant he heard
a rider reach the edge of the slope above him.

The rider shouted, “Here he is, Chick.
We’ve got him!”

McVey recognized the rider by his voice:
Len Macklin, the XO man who’d accosted
him as he was leaving the Territorial Saloon.
He started after his horse, hearing the second

" rider, Chick, join the first. The ground shifted

beneath him at every running stride, and
soon he was a part of a small landslide. It
tripped him, near the bottom of the slope,
and he fell hard again. He rolled and tum-
bled the remainder of the way.

A gleeful shout, “Got him!” reached him
from above.

They started the treacherous descent as he
picked himself up. They picked their way,
however, and their caution gave McVey a
chance to get his bearings. The dun stood
twenty feet away, and he moved toward it on
wobbly legs.

Len Macklin velled,
Plug him in a leg!”

McVeyv threw himself to the ground as
one of the pair opened fire. He heaved over
in a roll, then leaped up as two more shots
racketed. The dun was spooked by the gun-
fire and shied away, but he managed to grab
his Winchester from its saddle boot. The XO
riders held their fire now, since his horse kept
them from catching him in the sights of their
guns.

He dived into a brush thicket. Another
shot roared, the slug ripping through the
bushes. He jacked a cartridge into the rifle's
firing chamber and beaded the man furthest
downslope. He squeezed the trigger and both

“Drop him, Chick!
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man and horse went down. The slug had
caught the animal in the head, dropping it
in its tracks. The man—it was the one called
Chick—failed to get clear of the dead horse.
He lay pinned beneath it.

His voice rose in a shriek. “Len, get me
out of here!”

McVey worked the Winchester’s lever,
caught Macklin in its sights, began to squeeze
the trigger. He eased up on the pressure, just
short of tripping the hammer, and let the
tension within him escape in a lusty sigh. He
had no real quarrel with these two, and there
was now no need to kill them. He lowered the
rifle.

“Macklin! You hear me, Macklin?”

Len Macklin reined in near where Chick
lay helpless. “I hear vou, McVey.”

“Call it quits,” McVey said. *Don’t make
me kill vou.”

Macklin swore, but said, “All right. Go
yvour wayv.”

McVey came warilv from the
caught up his horse, and. still keeping an eve
on the XO man, led the dun away. When
beyond bullet range, he mounted and rode on
through the hills. Only when lost to Mack-
lin’s sight and certain the man was not follow-
ing him did he turn in the direction of River-
bend. He was still shaky from his encounter
with the XO men when he saw the lights of
the town . » ;

At the start of the trouble, three months
ago, it had seemed a small thing for him to
say, “I'll take the blame.” Tt had been
public knowledge that Russ Brandon had
made one attempt to kill him, and it had
seemed logical that people would believe he
had made a second try and that McVey had
killed him in self-defense. Now he knew that
it was no small thing.

He'd taken responsibilitv for Russ Bran-
don’s death because of his friendship for the
people involved—George Stacey, his wife
Clara, and old Pat Higgins. He'd been at
the Higgins ranch the day Stacev appeared
there and blurted out that he’d shot Russ.
Reaction had set in: Stacey, his nerve gone,
was shaking like a man with a high fever.
And he’d laid it at their doorstep, so to speak.

They'd not been surprised, Pat Higgins
and he. Thev'd know that Stacey had been

thicket.

brooding about Russ for weeks, driven crazy
by his hatred for the younger man. But they
had been jolted, nonetheless. It had been
difficult to imagine the banker. a soft-spoken
and kindly man, as a killer. But it had been
even more difficult to visualize him facing
the music. Even at that first moment they’d
realized that the dead man had kinfolk who
would try to avenge him. '

Stacey had said, “I'll take my medicine.”
But thev'd seen the fear in him and had
sensed that he wanted them to help him get
out of taking his medicine.

Being his father-in-law, Pat Higgins had
said, *“No. Tom and I will cover up for vou.”

And McVey, because thev were his friends,
had said, *‘Sure, we’ll keep you in the clear,
George. Get hold of vourself.”

They had left him at the ranch and gone
to find Russ’s bodv. On the way, Higgins
had said that he would take the blame. But
McVey had reasoned that the old man could
no more get awayv with it than Stacey. He.
on the other hand, could claim self-defense
with a chance of heing believed. Now he
knew what a fool he’'d been. Murder wasn't
easily covered up.

c¢VEY forded the river and turned up-
M stream. He left his horse in a clump

of trees and went on toward the town
on foot. The Stacev house stood on the east
end of Riverbend, and he reached it without
encountering anvone who might wonder about
his visit there at such a time. Outside, it was
no more attractive than its neighbors, but
within, McVey knew from other Vvisits,
George's money and Clara’s pride of posses-
sion had made it a fine home. It was Clara
who answered his knock and admitted him.

“George had some work at the bank,” she
told him. ~“But he won't be long.”

She'd always been a gay and rather frivo-
lous person, but she was grave now and he
wondered if she had grown wiser since Russ
Brandon's death. He couldn’t tell. He'd nev-
er quite understood Clara, nor wholly trusted
her.

He said, “You heard how things turned out
today?”

She nodded. *“The whole town’s talking.”

“How's George taking it?”
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Higgins, the banker’s controlled anger

had seemed a more frightening thing
than explosive rage. He’d pleaded with his
son-in-law not to do anything foolhardyv. He'd
been afraid that if Stacey went after Russ
Brandon with a gun it would be Russ who did
the killing.

Stacev had waited—one week, two, three.
Then one day he’d seen Russ in town. He'd
armed himself, obtained a mount at the livery
stable, ridden out. He’d waited at the creek
ford, then accosted the XO manager. Russ
had been his usual cocky self. He’d told
Stacey that Clara had flirted with him on
several occasions and that she’d given herself
to him the day he found her alone at the
ranch.

Stacev had known that his wife was by
nature a flirt, but whether or not he believed
Russ Brandon, McVey didn’t know. He did
know, however, that George Stacey had shot
Russ Brandon dead.

Sitting in Clara’s kitchen and watching
her, McVey remembered the anger he'd felt
when Higgins finished the ugly story. He
recalled having said something about his go-
ing after Russ, but the old man had argued
against that. He’d pointed out that it wasn’t
McVey’s place to even the score, since Clara
was not his wife. And he’d added, with much
bitterness, “Besides, Russ alone wasn’t to
blame. I figure Clara led him on. You know
how she can work on a man.”

After Russ’s death, McVey and Pat Hig-
gins had made their quick decision to cover
up for George Stacev for more reasons than
to protect the banker from the vengeance of
Russ’s kinfolk. They had not wanted the
whole range to know what had happened to
Clara. Even if she were not entirely blame-
less, it was better to keep the secret. Thev
hadn’t wanted her to become the object of
gossip.

Clara came to set a place at the table for
McVey. She gave him a searching look and
said, “You're awfully quiet, Tom. Haven't
you anything to say to me? After all, yvou
and I—" she smiled at him—*“are old friends.
Or have you forgotten?”

There was more in her smile than mere
friendliness, and her tone hinted at remem-

STACEY hadn’t flown into a rage. To Pat

bered intimacies. He thought, Great Scot,
she’s starting in on me again! What had
happened to her because she’d smiled upon
Russ Brandon had taught her nothing, it
seemed. He looked at her, marvelling, un-
derstanding her less and less.

“T guess 1 ran out of talk at that crazy
trial today,” he told her. *“Too much was
said—too many lies.”

As though she’d read his thoughts, Clara
said, “You're blaming me for all this trou-
ble.” Her lower lip quivered: there was a
threat of tears. “Like George. Just like
George. You'd think I wanted this, the way
vou and he treat me. I tried to fight Russ
off, I didn't want George to kill him, I'd do
anything to keep those Texans from harming
vou or finding out about George.” The
tears came. She wiped them away with a
corner of her apron. Then; “Tom, don’t vou
turn against me—not you too!”

“All right, Clara, T won’t turn against you.
And T doubt that George has.” )

“You don't know. He no longer treats
me . . . well, like a wife.”

“This thing is on his conscience.”

“He blames me,” Clara said, “and without
reason. I never gave Russ reason to believe
that I'm a loose woman. I didn't. You be-
lieve that, don’t you, Tom?”

He said, “Sure, Clara, I believe it,” and
at that moment he understood her.

Clara could do no wrong, to her own way
of thinking. She was still far from grown up.
She was wronged against, but never wrong.
She could flirt with a man other than her
husband, and the man was to blame if he tried
to take advantage of her.

Even now, with the tears wiped away, she
was smiling at him again in that too-inti-
mate way and saying, ‘At least I can always
count on you. Can’t I, Tom?”

He smiled wryly. “That you can, Clara.”

He had just finished the supper she had
hastily fixed for him, and was on his second
cup of coffee, when George Stacey arrived.
Though strictly a big-city man, Stacev had
adapted himself completely to the back-
country of Riverbend and was perhaps the
town’s leading and most respected citizen.
He came of a family that owned banks in
Cheyenne and St. Louis, and the .Riverbend
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Bank was linked with the other two estab-
lishments.

Stacey was a coarselv handsome man in
his middle thirties. He was of stocky build
and growing a bit thick through the middle.
He'd been a jovial sort until this trouble. It
had turned him solemn, and tonight he looked
down right grim.

He acknowledged McVey’s presence with
a nod, and replied with an even more curt
nod to Clara’s asking him if he would like
a cup of coffee. He seated himself at the
table, and said, “So it’s started, has it?”

McVey nodded. “But how did you know?”

“Len Macklin and another XO man came
into town as I left the bank,” Stacey said.
“They had only one horse between them.
The other man, Chick Evans, was hurt.
Macklin claims they had a fight with you and
that vou tried vour best to kill them.”

“Macklin is stretching it. If I'd tried my
best, thev would be d2ad men now. They
jumped me over in the hills, tried to cripple
me so they could hand me over to Matthew
Brandon. Did they head for his camp?”

“YES.”

“He'll start a manhunt,” McVeyv said. He
finished his coffee. rose, picked up his hat.
“They're apt to find my horse and then come
hunting me here in town. I'd better move
along. I came here to tell you not to worry,
George. You're still safe. No matter what
happens, I'm not going to give it away that
you . . . Well, vou know you can depend
on me.”

Stacev nodded. “I know,” he said. Then
his face turned hard. his voice ugly. “I want
you to know this, Tom. Brandon has to be
stopped, and I'm going to stop him. He’s not
going to cause more trouble. I've made up
my mind to that.”

cVEY eved him curiously. “What'’s
on your mind, George?”

Stacey said, “After what happened
at Hatchet Creek, I made inquiries about the
Brandon clan through the Stacev banks in
Cheyenne and St. Louis. I've learned enough
about Matthew Brandon to know that there’s
a way to get him. Two years ago he met up
with hard times and came close to going
broke. He'd suffered heavy cattle loses.

“To recoup, he shipped cattle to market
when beef prices were at rock bottom. That
still didn’t save him. He was forced to form
a corporation and sell stock to the public.
His Brandon Cattle Company is largely
owned by shareholders other than himself
and his sons. His Texas ranch is still not too
prosperous, and his newly-founded ranch
here in Wyoming has vet to show a profit. So
the way to hit back at him is through his

company and its stockholders. You follow
me, Tom?"”

“You're planning a sort of financial bush-
whacking?”

“You could call it that.”

“That’s a dirty sort of game, isn’t it,
George?”

“Maybe it js, but it’s the only way to keep
him from making more trouble here,” Stacey
said. “And he's planning trouble for this
whole range.” He paused to light a cigar,
the hard look still on his face.

Then: “Drought conditions are still seri-
ous on his Texas range. He was rounding up
cattle for the trail when word of Russ’s death
reached him. He didn't halt the work. He
shaped up two big herds. He stayed with
them most of the way up from Texas to make
sure they got through safelv. That's why it
took him so long after Russ’s death to show
up here. He’s going to throw those two herds
—five thousand head—onto the Powder Riv-
er range. They'll arrive in a few days. So
vou can see that somebody’s got to trip him
up—for more reasons than one.”

McVey was frowning. He said, “Five thou-
sand head . . . there's not enough grass for
that many more cattle. The range is already
overstocked. Every rancher along the Pow-
der will be up in arms when those Brandon
herds are trailed in.” :

“They’ll talk a good fight, and that's about
all,” Stacey said. “They won’t buck Bran-
don’s gunhands. He’'ll have to be stopped
another way. So it’s up to me. I may have
to play an underhanded game, but I doubt if
anybody—except Brandon—will find fault
with that.”

“I won’t,” McVey said, “if it gets him off
my neck.”

“I’ll get him off,” Stacey said, rising. “But
it’ll take a little time. Meanwhile, you’d bet-
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McVey dismounted and filled the dipper
from the bucket of water Riordan had drawn
from the well. “All right,” he said. “I could
argue the point, but I won’t. What’s the
deal and where do I fit in?”

“Stacey said you’d fix things for me.”

“What things?”

“Look, quit playing dumb.” Riordan’s
friendliness was fading. “You know what
this is all about. Stacev said you and he
saw eye to eye on this Brandon business.”

“I talked with him last night. He didn’t
mention you.”

“He wasn’t sure I'd show up,” Riordan
said. “He'd sent word to me a week or more
ago, but I didn’t get to town until last night.
You’d just left his house when I got there.
Anyway, he mentioned you to me, and that’s
what counts. The way he told me, Stacey
figures that Matthew Brandon means nothing
but trouble_for this whole range—along with
wanting to nail your hide to the fence. So he
wants me to make trouble for the Texan.”

McVey drank from the dipper, put it back
on the post. Then he said, “Just how are
you going to make trouble for Brandon?”

“How do you think?” Riordan said. “By
making off with his cattle, once he turns
those two herds loose on the range. I'm to
have a free hand. Stacey says that you'’re to
see that I get it.”

“Keep talking.”

“All you've got to do is have a talk with
the other ranchers.”

“I'm to tell them that vou're to have a
free hand, eh?”

“That’s it.”

“They’ll never go for that,” McVey said.
“You’ve got a bad reputation, Jake. My idea
is that the ranchers would rather share the
range with Brandon than come to turns with
a thief.”

Riordan scowled. “You've a rough tongue,
McVey. But I'll swallow what you just
called me, for now. As for these Powder Riv-
er ranchers, I know what they’re like. They'd
come to terms with the Devil himself rather
than share the range with a big outfit liKe
Brandon’s.” He took a final puff on his ciga-
rette, threw it to the ground. He got off the
well wall and tapped McVey on the chest.
“You can’t dispute that, can you, bucko?”

McVey merelv shrugged, inclined to believe
that the rustler was right.

Riordan went on, “Figure it this way. Il
make a killing on those Brandon cattle. I'll
have a stake that will set me up for life.
There’ll be no need for me to go on risking
my neck running off anvbody else’s cattle.
After I've cleaned out Brandon, I'll quit.”

McVey said, “You've come to the wrong
man,” and saw the black look of rage cross
Riordan's heavv face. He went on, “Stacey
should know me better than to think I'd be
a party to a deal with a rustler.” )

“T’ll let Stacev know about this.”

“Your privilege.”

Riordan stared at him for a long moment,
then shrugged, said, “Have it your way,” and
turned toward his horse. He reached for its
trailing reins and made as if to mount. then
whirled with his gun in his hand.

¢VEY had been watching him closely,
M and so was braced and ready. He
threw a punch at Riordan’s face be-
fore the rustler could bring the gun to bear.
and caught him between the eyes. Staggered,
perhaps momentarily blinded, Riordan swung
the six-shooter like a club. McVey dodged
the blow, closed in, got a two-handed grip
on his right forearm. He jerked the rustler
off balance, then rapped his hand hard against
the well’s stone wall.
Riordan velled with pain, lost his hold on
the weapon. But now, with a shouted oath,
he drove a knee to McVey’s groin. For Mec-

. Vey there was numbing agony. The pain

doubled him over, and then, clouted at the
base of the skull by the rustler, he was driven
to the ground. Dimly he saw Riordan grab-
bing for the gun.

He had the presence of mind to kick out,
all he was capable of doing at the moment,
and the toe of his boot struck the revolver
and sent it slithering bevond Riordan’s reach.
The rustler swore and dived after it.

McVey forced himself up and lunged from
a crouch, slamming against Riordan’s reach-
ing arm and throwing him off balance. He
caught up the gun, flung it aside, then came
erect and drove a punch to the side of Rior-
dan’s head. The rustler reeled backward and
fell to his knees against the well.
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UT the thought of Cathy and the
B beaver-hatted Rawlings drew Jeb to the
Red Diamond that evening. As he el-
bowed his way through the crowd around the
bar, his eye caught sight of Rawlings, sitting
at one of the tables with Sam Wetherall and
two other ranchers. The table was cluttered
with chips. Jeb saw Rawlings open and close
a fan of cards in his hand. Then he looked
away, feeling as always the stab of pain that
came, when he saw Sam Wetherall, the man
who had succeeded where he had failed.

It was understandable why Bonny had
chosen the rancher. He could give her the ma-
terial things that Jeb perhaps never would be
able to supply. And he had been wrong, Jeb
remembered ruefully, in thinking that if
Bonny loved him the way he did her those
material things weren’t so important. Maybe
Bonny had never really loved him.

He reached the bar, feeling the crush of
bodies close around him. Kanter, a dirty
apron tucked around his middle. was helping
his barman pour drinks. The sweat glistened
on his fat face and he watched his customers
with greedv eves, pushing a bottle forward
whenever a glass was set down empty. Jeb
beckoned to him, saw the saloon owner’s jaw
2o a little slack as he saw him.

“What will vou drink?” Kanter asked as
he bustled up. “You’re my guest, Jeb. Best
marshal Bonnet ever had.”

“I’'m not thirsty,” Jeb told him. “But I'm
wondering, Sal. How much is vour chum there
taking Wetherall for?”

He watched the beads of sweat collecting on
Kanter’s forehead. “Don’t reckon I rightly
understond vou, Jeb,” Sal said finally, trying
to look puzzled.

“I don’t want to have card sharks around
this town, Kanter. Cold decking is out.”

“You got Rawlings wrong,” Sal said, lick-
ing his lips. He wiped some of the sweat. off
his fat face. “Sure, Mart likes a sociable
game. Who doesn’t? There’s nothing wrong
with that.”

“Not with a sociable game.”

“So I fixed it up. You can see for yourself
that Rawlings is on the level. The last I knew,
he was in the hole plenty. You can ask Weth-
erall if it isn’t all sneare”

“You know as well as I do that they al-
ways start by going in the hole plenty and
dealing honest hands. It attracts the suck-
ers.”

“Rawlings is no gambler.”

Jeb shrugged. He decided he wasn't going
to get anvwhere by talk. “And how's your
niece?” he found himself asking.

Relief flooded into Kanter's face. The
saloon owner picked up the bottle he had set
down on the bar, and held it out toward
Jeb. ]

“Better have one,” he said with a twisted
smile. “This is good stuff. Jeb, my best.
Cathy’s fine. She was kind of floored at first
to find her uncle running a drinking place,
but she’ll get over that. If vou want to see
her. she’s upstairs. She goes for vou, Jeb.” He
chuckled softly.

“Another time,” Jeb said.

He pushed away from the bar. Near the
door he paused and watched Marty Rawlings
at the table, saw his long fingers ruffling a
pack of cards and then flicking them out
across the table. There was nothing crooked
in that deal. Maybe he had been making a
mistake.

Jeb went out into the fresh cool air of eve-
ning. He had gone only a few paces when he
heard the rapid click of lightly running feet
behind him. He swung around to find a girl

‘coming toward him along the plank walk. As

she passed through a beam of light seeping
out from a window, Jeb recognized Cathy.
“Hello, Jeb.” she whispered as she came
up to him. “T had to see you. You said any
time. Do vou mind?”
Wondering, he shook his head.

“T was upstairs, in Uncle Sal’s quatters,
looking down into the saloon, and I saw you go
out. He has a window up there so he can see
what's going on in his place all the time.”

“T didn’t know that.”

feel her eyes searching his face. He
recognized the desire that was building
up inside him for the girl who stood so close
to him. He could make out the rise and fall
of her breasts as she breathed. '

* Then he realized that Cathy was hesitating

SHE paused a moment, and Jeb could
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target was an elusive 120-ton diesel sunk In
the raging waters of an angry river.
The story really begins in the fading min-

utes of January 31, 1954. In this blackest .

hour of night, a S7-car freight rattled north
through the deep Deschutes River canyon of
Centra] Oregon. A savage rain flung itself at
the locomotive hull. The engineer and fire-
man had to strain their eves to see ahead.

Suddenly the canvon was filled with a deaf-
ening roar. “The world spun on end. Wood
splintered fiercely, as great loaded boxcars
flew off the rails and were tossed against the
jagged canyon walls. Steel screamed and
threw showers of colored sparks into the
blackness. Then, as quickly as it had come,
the din died away. The train settled like a
glant dying rattlesnake. )

- From the rear of the train shouts went up.
The surviving trainmen began a grim inspec-
tion of the wreckage. No one was jured. but
Engineer Ernie Barton and Fireman Earl
Sutton were missing. So was the head unit of
the giant locomotive.

A fresh rock slide had caused the tragedy.
Rounding a sharp curve, the engine had
plowed into the slide. The head unit had bro-
ken loose and plunged down a 25-foot em-
bankment into the river. So had a loaded
refrigerator car. Its yellow tip stuck out from
the river’s wild surface some 50 yards down-
gtream from where it had left the track. That
was all that was visible of the two cars which
had gone into the river.

. Railroad clean-up crews with their huge

derrick cranes arrived to start mopping up.
Of prime concern was the fate of the railroad
‘men. There were no indications that they had
jumped clear. If they had ridden the locomo-
tive to its watery grave, their bodies must be
recovered at all cost. Also, the Spokane. Port-
land & Seattle railroad wanted to salvage the
diesel, worth $200.000.

The Deschutes was definitely no place to go
wading. At the point where the engin& took
its fateful plunge, the river charges hell-bent
through a narrow gorge, creating a massive
wall of water. Diving was impossible. The
railroad crews were up against it. The diesel
played hide-and-seek with their probes and
sounding devices. Navy and Coast Guard en-

gineers had no answer.

Then someone asked, “Why not get Pred
Devine?”

Northwest. For 40 years this 200-

pound brawny Westerner has ranged
along the coast salvaging ships, laying cables,
building dams, performing impossible feats on
a scale ranked with Paul Bunyan. But even
this expert was stumped by the problem. How
do you salvage a locomotive when you can't
get to it, and don’t even know where it is?
Where do yvou start?

The railroaders urged Fred do what he
could. Days dragged on as Devine and his
men poked beneath the river’s surface from a
special surf boat, anchored securely to each
bank by strong cables. It was risky business.
If a man lost his footing or the boat upset,
he would be swept downstream in an instant.
Chance for survival in that water was slim
indeed.

‘A week went by. Suddenly a shout went
up. A man riding a magnetic boom thought
he had something. When he brought his probe
to the surface, grease and green-and-yellow.
paint clung to the -threads of the pipe. They
had found Old 867 at last! It was 90 feet
from the track. lving in 15 feet of water at
right angles to the shoreline.

Diving was out of the question, Devine
knew. He had to figure another way. He
clanced up at the crowd of spectators on the
bluff. Among them were cattle ranchers, and
Indians from the nearby Warm Springs re-
servation. Suddenly an idea struck him.

“We'll lasso that baby with a cable lariat,”
Fred announced confidently.

On paper the plan looked simple enough.
In practice, Devine’s dizzv scheme involved
some 4000 feet of 2-inch steel cable, plus trac-
tors, bulldozers. winches, tackle blocks, cranes
and half a hundred men—all hooked together
in one gigantic block and tackle system. What
Fred hoped to do was slip a noose around the
engine’s nose, then drag her to shallow water
on the east bank. A coffer dam could be dozed
there, deflecting the current enough to allow a
diver to explore the cab for the missing men.

Twenty-man crews on each side of the river

DEVINE is a legend in the Pacifie
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made ready for this strange around-up. De-
vine ordered a telephone system strung from
bank to bank so he could co-ordinate the
work. On the east shore three heavy anchor
cables were strung. The noose itself was
rigged from two 800-foot cables attached to
huge windlasses.

On the opposite bank a 50-ton bridge crane
would draw the lariat across the river before
each “toss.” A short distance downstream
another cable was strung with grappling
hooks. These would be lowered into the river,
to keep the bodies from going downstream if
they should work free when the engine was
hooked.

Three hefty 350-pound tackle blocks were
included in the svstem. Each block doubled
the pulling power. Two Caterpillar tractors
would exert 20 tons of pulling power at the
drawbar. Devine would attempt to drag 100
tons of dead weight, plus a calculated 70 tons
caused by the river’s swift flow. That was. If
he could even hook his lariat on!

Fifteen days after the mishap. Devine spun
the lariat for the first time. In mid-stream the
mad current caueht the heavy lasso. sweeping
it far from the spot where the locomotive lay.
The attempt had been a complete failure.

Again the bridge crane dragged the loop to
the opposite shore. Once more Fred bharked
the command. The river again took the noocse
downstream. A third attempt was made. Just
offshore. the line grew taut.

“We’re hung up on a rock.” a crewman in-
formed Devine by telephone.

The cable was worked loonse for another trv.
Again the loop came up emptv. The other
men were discouraged, but Devine never gives
up. They examined the lasso. The steel
showed flakes of paint. Thev had made ccn-
tact, after all.

Devine ordered a deeper sweep. While
evervone watched tensely. the loop plunged
into the torrent. Tt strained. grew tight. The
tackle blocks moved several feet, then slack-
ened. The toss had been good but the slip-
pery engine had shaken off the noose.

EXT day the loop caught solidly on
N something. The cables. moved. Ten
. . twenty . . . thirty . .. forty . ..

fifty feet! Suddenly, at a point just bevond

where the cable had disappeared, the river
became smoother. The water level on the
bank dropped 18 inches. The engine had been
shifted sufficiently to change the river’s flow.

Another hitch was taken in the lasso. The
tractors leaned to their task. Something black
broke the water’s surface. A cheer went up.
For the first time since that tragic night, six-
teen days earlier, the diesel’s dark hull was
visible. Then there was a loud report. The
thick cable snapped just above the water line.
The locomotive settled back into its watery
grave. Only a portion of the cab showed. The
front end, where the bodies presumably lay,
was three feet below the surface in very swift
water.

Devine set his great block-and-tackle sys-
tem for another pull. The diesel’s rear short-
ly became snagged on an underwater ladge.
One of Devine'’s veteran divers, Louis Smith,
decided to risk going down. But he wasn't
able to get inside the cab, and couldn’t see in
the murky water. He probed with a pole but
felt nothing.

Smith made several more hazardous trips
into the icy water to inspect the position of
the wreckage. Dozens pushed heavy boulders
into the torrent for a makeshift dam. When
they had deflected the current enough. Smith
worked his way cautiously into the engine
and down the dark corridors. In one he found
the engineer’s drowned body. The fireman
wasn’t there. His body was found much later.
far downriver.

Dynamite stick were set in the underwater
ledge. The shattering blast cleared the way
so the diesel could be dragged to shore. For
the last time the cables strained. Twenty-
three days after its death leap. the bedrag-
gled. water-soaked locomotive was haulec
ashore, where it could be dismantled.

With a self-satisfied grin, Devine began
rolling up his great lariat. Spectators clapped
him on the back and pumped his hand. They
knew they would be talking about Fred De-
vine for a good long while around their camp-
fires. You don’t soon forget a man who can
sling a lariat like that one!'
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scanned the circle made by the wagons, ex-
amined the family groups that clustered
around the cook fires. There wasn’t one of
them that wasn’t weighted down with cares.
worries about the future.

Yes, it would be good hitting the moun-
tains with Crothers. free as an eagle. And
there were other women besides Hope. Cro-
thers had said the squaws were friendly. Jake
found his tongue licking his dry lips, and his
cheeks were hot because it didn’t seem right
to be thinking thoughts like that with Hope so
close.

Tupper came up then, lifting his legs slowly
as if he found them heavyv to move. Then,
while the shadows lengthened, they ate. Jake
noticed Ma Tupper watching her man while
he picked at his food. She was a big. raw-
boned woman, silent and strong.

Tupper set down his plate half finished and
got up to set up the sleeping tent. Watching
him in the twilight, Jake noticed a hollowness
in the man’s cheeks, and he wondered briefly
if Tupper were sick. He was probably just
worn out. Jake decided he’d go and find
Crothers for a while, and then catch some
sleep, because he’d have to be up at midnight
to night-guard the stock.

He had moved off a little way, when he
heard Hope calling his name. He stopped and
swung around slowly, to find her running to-
ward him. His heart began to tap more rapid-
ly and he felt suddenly ill at ease and awk-
ward, as if the arms dangling at his sides were
too long.

“Mind if I talk to you a piece, Jake?” she
asked as she came up to him.

Jake inclined his head. ‘‘Sure not.”

She smiled at him wistfullv. “You think
we can take a walk?” she suggested.

He helped her between the wagons, fas-
tened together with ox chains, out onto the
plain beyond the camp. Behind them, the
voices and clatter of the camp grew softer,
and the breeze, freshening as the darkness in-
creased, blew cool in Jake’s face.

Hope kept very close to him, so that he
could hear her soft breathing above the cruch
of their boots against the ground. Jake felt

as if he had grown older and was responsible

for this quiet slip of a girl at his side. It was

a good feeling, unlike anything he had ever
known

They had never been off together this way
before, and it seemed to Jake to sort of put
the two of them apart from the rest of the
world. almost as if the aloneness was drawing
them closer together, even, than they were.
He didn’t want to say anything. It would
lreak the spell.

lence, her voice seeming small and
timid. “Jake, I’'m worried about Pa,
awfully worried.”

He stopped, caught her chin in his hand,
and looked down into her troubled face, now
vague and shadowy in the glooin. He felt a
siab of concern for her, knowing what she
meant.

“Reckon he’s tired,” he said.

She clung to his hand. “It’s more than
that, Jake,” she went on urgently. “There’s
something wrong with him, some misery he’s
trving to pretend isn’t there. If anything hap-
pen to him, I don’t know what Ma and me
would do.”

Jake wished he knew what to do to ease
her. Gruffly he said, “There isn’t anything
you can do. Your father will get better.”

“It's getting worse, whatever it is. I've
been watching.”

Her worry edged deeper into him, making
him uneasy. He tried to keep his tone level,
so she wouldn’t notice. “This is a hard trip,
Hope. But it will come out all right. You
witit and see.”

For a moment she was silent. Then she
said quietlv, “I hope you're right, Jake.
Please be right.”

He found his arm circling her shoulder. A
wild desire was filling him up, and the touch
of her was making the blood rush crazily
through him.

“Sure I'm right,” he told her.

He felt a tremor pass over her, and he
wished again that he could prevent her worry-
ing about her father. She seemed to be snug-
gling up to him, trying to draw comfort from
him.

“I hope you don’t mind my talking this
way,” she whispered. “Ma doesn’t pay me

?

BUT after a little Hope cut in on the si-
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ing, reading the trail. He wasn’t any cow
whacker.

“Sure, Jake,” Tupper answered.
time vou had a day off.”

Jake shifted his weight from one leg to the
other. He was aware that Hope was staring
at him, and he let his eyes drop to the ground.
He was thinking he was a fool to have en-
couraged her last night. Now maybe she’d
realize how it really was; that he had to look
out for himself and had no place in his plans
for her.

Her voice; low and accusing, dug into him
like the point of a knife. “Pa doesn’t feel
good, Jake. Why don’t you ride with Crothers
some other day?”

Truculently he answered, “Crothers might
not ask me again. Anyvway, a feller gets
mighty fed up nursing those critters.”

That's what happened when you started
paying attention to women, he thought. They
started crowding in on you.

“Ba ought to ride in the wagon until he
feels better,” Hope went on.

“Oh, I'm all right,” Tupper cut in. “Jake,
you go along with Crothers if you've a mind
to.”

He had won, Jake thought. He finished his
coffee hurriedly, not wanting to be around
with Hope, not wanting to be reminded that
Tupper didn’t look well. But having the day
start this way had taken some of the edge off
it. He wasn't even sure any more that he
wanted to scout with Crothers. Looking at
Tupper’s sagging shoulders, he felt a grudging
admiration for the man’s fortitude. Tupper
wanted to make Oregon bad, and he wasn’t
giving in for a touch of fever.

Even out there ahead, riding with Crothers
across the plain, the gnawing guilt didn’t
leave Jake. He kept looking back at the strag-
gling string of wagons, followed by the loose
horses, and then, half hidden in the dust, the
cattle. with the moving dots of the riders
keeping the cows on the move.

Crothers talked little. His keen eyes swept
the wilderness ahead, checking for Indians
and picking out the way through the gullies
and over the rises for the train behind. He
left markers, pieces of rag tied to a- stick, for
the lead driver to follow. A small herd of

“About

antelope bounded off far to the west, but the
guide gave no suggestion of noticing them, al-
though Jake fingered his rifle restlessly.

The day was hot, with the dry air beating
into Jake’s face, and it seemed unnaturally.
still. The few clouds building up in the south
looked like wisps of black smoke. Once
Crothers hauled up to rest their horses.

So abruptly that Jake was startled, he said,
“That Hope Tupper is a right nice gal.”

Jake felt his cheeks flush. “She’s all right,
I guess.” .

Crothers’s leathery face held no emotion.
“With a woman on your hands, there’s no two
ways about it,” he remarked casually. “A
man'’s got to settle down.”

“T aim to keep on moving.”

“Sure, son,” Crothers said, nodding. Then
he pointed into the growing bank of clouds.
“Reckon there’s wind getting ready out there
—a twister, maybe.”

They rode on then, Jake feeling more edgy
as the time went on. He decided it was be-
cause he hadn’t slept enough. Crothers seemed
to notice it too, and he began talking, telling
Jake about one time when he’d been caught in
the mountains in a bad blizzard. Jake only
half took it in. It seemed he couldn’t keep his
mind on anything.

ND then, abruptly, Jake caught sight
of the dark funnel-like cone that

stretched between the earth and the
mass of clouds. The cone was coming toward
them, racing across the plain. Jake felt his
muscles stretch taut, and every nerve was like
a strung bow. He called out to Crothers.

“Sure, a twister,” the guide said. “Most
likely it’ll miss us. Might spook the cows,
though.”

Jake thought suddenly of Tupper, sick,
mavbe having to control a wild herd of beasts
already keyed up from thirst. He whirled his
horse around.

“I'm going back,” he said. “They’ll be
needing all the hands they can muster-to look
after the cows.”

He heard Crothers’s words scraping at his
ears as he started to pull away.

“Always figured you for a cow man.”

He remembered urging his mount forward,
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He wondered what would happen if Tupper
died. It was too late for the family to turn
back. The others in the train would pitch in
and help them, but it would be a hard life for
these women.

In a quiet way these folks were very brave,
he decided. They had left the life they had
known to start out anew in a strange unbro-
ken land, buoved up by faith in themselves.
Theyv were not like him and Crothers. moved
by a selfish restlessness, afraid of ties or solid
work. They built, while he and Crothers <at
around whittling. It took more guts to strive
than to drift.

Jake edged away, out of the crowd around
the tent, and began walking slowlv along the
line of wagons. A little way off some children
played, unconscious of the drama that was
being unfolded in the tent back there. In
years to come they were the ones who would
benefit from the vision of their parents.

A sort of fierce proudness began building
up inside Jake, thinking about things that
way. He was a part of making this dream of
a future come true. But it was a future hed
never share in.

He thought that he wouldn’t stay on with
the train any longer than was necessary. If
he didn’t belong, he'd best strike out forim-
self as soon as possible. Remaining would
only increase the hurt of not belonging. May-
be at Laramie the Tuppers could find a new
driver. Jake didn’t know what he’d do then.
but it didn’t matter.

Sitting down in the shade of a wagon, he
waited, letting time flow past him, knowing it
would take a lot of time to wipe out the self
reproach that lay so heavily in him. He heard
footsteps, but he didn’t look up. He was
startled when he heard Crotherss rusty old
voice speaking to him.

“Don’t reckon you feel much like jawing
now, son,” the guide remarked. “You’'ll be
wanting to puzzle things out for vourself.”

“Is he dead?” Jake asked.

“No, Tupper isn’t dead. And I reckon he’ll
pull through, though it’s going to be a mighty
hard trip for him. You’re thinking, son, that
it's your fault.”

“Maybe. It doesn’t matter. You think they
could get another driver up ahead?”

Crothers settled down beside him. Jake
watched him take out his pipe and carefully
“knock the dottle out of it.

“You ought to keep going to Oregon, son.”

“No. I'm pulling out. T don’t belong with
these folks.”

“That gal Hope will need you. Tupper'll
be laid up a long while.”

~ Jake shrugged. “There are other men,” he
said gruffly.

Crothers said, “I'm not one for giving ad-
vice, but what I was saving last night is some-
thing maybe vou'd want to think over. My
kind of men are dying off. There’s a reason,
Jake. It's on account of our not being needed
any more. Steady folk are moving in, settling,
building the country up.”

“About all the use us old timers are, now
that the trappings scarce, is for showing the
steady folk how to get where they’re going.
And mightyv soon the trails will be so worn
we won't even be necessary for that.”

“A feller can still drift.”

“Sure. You're young, son. You’ve got stars
in vour eves and vou can’t decide’ which way
to head, and you're restless. But that’s just
growing up. You were really born too late to
get any satisfaction out of drifting. I reckon
if you set your mind on going some place
and making something of yourself, you
wouldn't be restless any more.”

E GOT up and moved away. Jake sat
there. He couldn’t seem to get Hope

out of his mind. He remembered again
how she had felt in his arms, and her quiet,
sure strength. Yet she was a woman, too,
needing a man to give her comfort and assur-
ance. If they had a place of their own in Ore-
gon, it wouldn’t be bad. It was new territory,
where a man could make what he wanted of
himself. But she wouldn't have him now, after
the way he had caused her father’s accident.
But maybe he’'d go-on with them, looking
after the Tuppers’ cows until they reached
Oregon. They’d need a man with the outfit
with Tupper laid up. Then, when they reached
their destination, he’d look around and stake
out some land. It wouldn’t be the same, start-
ing out by himself without Hope, but it would
be interesting to see what he could do for
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“Don’t mention it,” said.the cowboy. “I’d
have given him more, but I didn’t much
blame him. A man’s kind of particular about
his hame. Why don’t you call him Bill like
he wants?”

‘“None of your business,” Molly said coolly.
“Come on, Willie, let’s go.”

This time the boy obeyed. He pulled him-
self awkwardly back into the saddle. He took
the gun the cowboy handed him and tucked
it into its canvas holster. One thing about
Willie, Molly thought with a flash of pride,
he sure wasn’t a cry baby.

“My dad will kill you for that,” he told the
cowboy. _

“Come on, Willie,” Molly said.

She had a sort of half-pleasant, half-em-
barrassed feeling that her new neighbor was
standing watching her as they rode away, and
when she looked back he was.

After a bath and a half-hour’s rest-Molly
felt better. As a sop to feminine pride she had
put on a dress. It was an old one, but it
was the same soft, deep shade of blue as her
eyes, and the white ruffled collar did flatter-
ing things to her face.

Through the open door she could hear Wil-
lie and Uncle Nat talking while they finished
the evening chores. Through the dusk she saw
Willie’s puppy go galloping across the yard.
He threw his big front feet around the boy’s
leg, caught Willie’s pants in his teeth, and
tugged. Willie stumbled and almost went
dewn. Molly heard him laugh. He tousled
the pup’s ears, threw his arms around the
scrawny neck, and hugged him hard. The
pup licked the boy’s chin and Willie laughed
again,

Willie’s affection for that pup was his most
endearing quality, about the only sign that
the girl’s critical eyes had vet seen that he
stood some chance of not growing up to be a
heel like his father.

Willie began talking to Uncle Nat again,
bragging as usual, this time about how he
had run the stranger away from the waterhole
with the gun Uncle Nat had fixed up for him.

Molly’s lips curled scornfully. “Men!” she
said contemptuously, and then partially
amended the blanket indictment to exclude
Uncle Nat. Uncle Nat wasn’t actually worth

his weight in cactus thorns, but she liked
having him around.

Willie was different. Although he had been
on the Diamond E for four years, even in his
hest moments Molly had never been able to
feel much more than lukewarm liking for him.
Willie was an aggravating nuisance, and right
now the ranch was under a five-thousand dol-
lar mortgage becaues she had to make con-
stant payments to Willie’s father for the priv-
ilege of putting up with him.

Uncle Nat limped in with a bucket of milk
and set it on the table. He wiped his hands
down the sides of clean levis.

“Think I'll ride in to town for some corn
plasters, Molly. Don’t fix me any supper.
I'll get something in town.”

“All right. But rememtler. the doctor said
not more than two ‘somethings’ at one time.”

He blinked at her solemnly. “I wasn’t even
aiming to go near the saloon,” he said in an
injured tone.

Molly laughed, and reached for the kero-
sene lamp on the shelf over the sink. As she
started supper she let her mind drift back to
the cowboy who had bought the old Melloch
place. She wondered what he had thought
of her.

Tomorrow, she thought, she would ride
over there again and ask him nicely if some
arrangement could be made so that the Dia-
mond E could share the spring water. She
would wear a becoming shirt, and her face
would be clean.

in from playing with the pup. He came
in flushed and tousled and dirty.

“Where’s Uncle Nat?”

Molly slid hot biscuits from a pan onto a
plate. “He went to town.”

“You reckon he’ll get drunk again?” Willie
asked. -

Molly frowned. “Wash vour hands and
face, Willie. Supper’s ready.”

He made a face at her. “Quit calling me
Willie!”

But he went over to the sink, drew a little
water in a wash pan, dipped his fingers in it
gingerly, rubbed his face lightly, and wiped a
lot of smudge on the towel.

lT WAS after dark when she called Willie
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“Uncle Nat—"

The door was shut, but they both heard the
sound of a cowboy's full, rich baritone singing
“Oh, Susanna!” Outside, the pup barked
shrilly.

Willie gave a wild yell, yanked the door
open, and ran outside. :

Molly put up a hand as if to loosen her
collar, then with a calm face moved to the
back door.

A slender cowbov with curly black hair
and dancing black eyes stepped across the
vard into the path of light thrown by the
lamp. He lifted Willie high in his arms, held
him tight for a moment. then set him down
again. He turned a smiling face to the girl
standing on the porch.

“Hello, Molly.”

“What are vou doing here, Bill?”

“That doesn't sound like a very warm wel-
come, honey,” he said.

He crossed the half-dozen steps to the
porch. put one hand on her shoulder, the
other under her chin, and kissed her unre-
sponding lips. He ran the hand up over her
cheek with a caressing gesture.

“Aren’t vou the least bit glad to see me,
Molly 2"

“No,” said the girl, and wondered if he
could possibly guess that she lied. Probably
he did. because he laughed. Bill Morgan
knew all there was to know ahout girls.

Now Willie was tugging at his father’s belt.

“You're going to stay awhile, aren’t vou.
dad? And when you go vou'll take me with
vou, won't vou?”

Bill Morgan tousled the boy’s rough hair.

_but he kept his eves on the girl’s tight, un-
smiling face.

“Why. now, we'll see about that,” he siid
easilv. “I reckon I'll stay as long as Molly
will et me.” -

“You may as well come in to supper.” she
said ungraciously. “It’s ready.”

The pup had decided that maybe he liked
Bill Morgan, and he was ready for more play.
He hurtled against the cowboy and wrapped
big forepaws around his leg. Molly had
turned for the door and didn’t see that part
of it, but she heard the pup yell, she heard
Bill Morgan swear. and she turned just in

time to see his boot toe lift the pup off the
ground and send him tumbling a dozen feet -
away. :

The pup yvelped again as he hit the grotind,
then ran whimpering to the corner of the
porch. ‘

Willie gave a little cry that sounded as
sharp and hurt as the pup’s, and went to
comfort his cringing, trembling pet. :

“That was a mean thing to do, Bill,” said
Molly.

She bent over the dog, petted his rough
head, then touched the bov on the cheek.

“He isn't really hurt, Willie.”

The boy raised his head, sniffled once,
wiped his fist across his eves, then turned and
went in the house. '

Bill Morgan shrugged. “Funny kid, isn't
he?”

Willie talked some, byt his big windy

about how he had backed down the
stranger on the old Melloch place with his
water pistol, lacked his usual shrill fire. Bill
Morgan was trving his best—and his best was
pretty good—to be charming.

Molly sat still, warily waiting to learn what
had brought Bill back. He wanted something,
of course—probably money again. Pretty
soon he would start making veiled threats to
take Willie away with him if he didn’t get it.
Molly recognized his deft, roundabout way of
starting his build-up. He was working on
Willie now. being nice to him, trying to cure
the resentment his thoughtless kick at the
pup had caused.

For once Bill didn’t seem to be doing much
good.

In the middle of one of his best stories,
about how he had ridden a man-killing outlaw
in the Cheyenne rodeo, Willie stood up.

“Guess I'll go to bed, Molly.”

It was the first time in the four years he
had been on the Diamond E that he had gone
to bed without an arguemnt. Bill Morgan
looked surprised for a moment, then leaned
over and.patted. the boy’s head.

“Goodnight, son.” .

The boy didn’t answer. He took a short,
dark bottle from a shelf behind Molly’s back,

SUPPER was a strained, uneasy meal.
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killer. T'll get him the same way I got Mc-
Kitrich. I'm not afraid of gunfighters: I'm
as fast as he is—faster, maybe.”

“Of course vou are,” Pendergast said. “You
are faster. I saw Quartermain kill that man
in town. He used a trick, got the man talking
and took him off guard.”

“He won’t trick me,” Parker said. and
left the porch when his brother and Audie
came up with the horses. The crew assembled
and he meunted.

“Be dark in another hour,” Pendergast
said. It would be safer to wait.”

“I'm waiting for nothing,” Parker said,
and wheeled his horse and stormed out of
the muddy vard, his crew strung out behind
him.

Pendergast watched them leave, a pleased
man who could puff his cigar in content while
other men fought and died for him. He had.
at that moment, the almost overpowering
urge to get paper and pencil and figure up
the profits.

To pass the time, he added dead men in his
mind. There were Rob, Forney, and proba-
bly either Parker or Bushrod before this
night’s business was through. In the event
that the gods did not provide, Audie the Kid
and Harlow would take care of it on the ride
home. Thev had Shallak and Davis along
to take care of what crew would remain.

On Quartermain’s side of the ledger, there
was Purvis gone, and Joel McKitrich, who
would have tipped the odds had he come in
earlier. Jim Quartermain would be dead by
morning, and the Running W crew would be
scattered.

Horace Dobbs Pendergast would be left
holding a very rich prize. There would be a
token pavment to Harlow and the others, then
the raking in of profits. Pendergast smiled
and spun his cigar into a mud.puddle.

From the direction of town a buggy made
a moving dark spot against the gray curtain
of rain. His attention sharpened, tapering
off to relief when he recognized Jane Beal.
" The girl pulled into the yard and dismounted
by the porch.

She looked around at the vacant ranch
buildings and said, ‘“Horace, I can't go
through with it!” -

“You're too late,” he said. “Parker and
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the crew are riding on Jim Quartermain right
now. By nightfall it will be all over.”

“I don’t want. that,” she said. “Horace,
I'm sorry, but I've changed my mind.”

“This is funny,” he said, but the light in his
eyes said that he did not think it humorous
at all. “You rotten-minded little tramp!
Who do you think vou are, telling me that
vou've changed vour mind>”

had never seen before. Ruthless as he

had been, Pendergast had always been
suave. Now he was like a money-hungry
gambler, ready to kill with his bare hands to
get what he wanted.

“All right, I'm rotten,” Jane said. “I'm
evil and no good and anything else vou want
to call me, but I can’t stand to lose him,
Horace. T love him!”

He laughed, his head tipped back, both
hands pressing his fat stomach. Through the
drumming rain his mirth pealed. The sound of
it frightened her and she retreated off the
porch.

Pendergast followed her then and Jane
dashed around the buggy to keep away from
him. “You fool,” Pendergast said, “do you
think I'd share anything with you? I'd have
to sleep with one eye open to keep you from
robbing me blind.”

“No,” Jane said frantically. “Please, I just
want you to stop this.”

When Pendergast began to stalk her, Jane
seized the buggy whip and lashed him across
the face with it, leaving a bright red welt.
Pendergast cursed and tried to grab her, but
she ran around in front of the horses and into
the house, slamming the front door as he
mounted the porch in pursuit.

She ran into the parlor, frantically search-
ing for a weapon, because she realized that
he meant to kill her. There was nothing in
the parlor except the empty pegs over the
mantle where Bushrod kept his rifle. She
heard Pendergast leave the front porch and
run around the house.

Dashing into the hall, she opened a door
and saw Rob Jenner’s .50-110 Sharps in the
corner. Snatching it up, she opened the
breechblock and saw that there was a car-
tridge in it. She ran into the hall.

JANE recoiled a step from this man she
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your world, Carrie, a world full of gentle
people. Afraid T wouldn’t fit.” He laughed
softly. “I was like the little boy who’s afraid
to talk for fear he’ll swear, then speaks one
word and finds out that he's shocked every-
body. There’s no place for a gun in your
world, Carrie, but because I am who I am.
there is no place in mine without one.”

“We were going to make a place together.”
she said. “where there was no need. Weren't
we? What happened, Jim? Where did that
dream go?”

“Tt just went.” he said. “Blame it on Jane
if it’s make you feel better. Blame it on me.”

“That's no good.” she said. “If the dream
had been real enough nothing would have
happened to it.”

the bunkhouse a man yelled, then quiet

was like a cape thrown over the vard.
Quartermain reared up to look, then settled
back.

“T keep thinking of McKitrich,” he said.
“how lost he was near the end—tired and
confused and lost. and trving hard to hang
onto something that never existed for him.”

“Like you think it doesn’t exist for vou?”

He raised his eves to her. “Why, ves. I
guess that’s it. It wouldn’t last for us, Carrie.
A few years. mavbe, then I'd go out like Mc-
Kitrich did. trving to hang onto a shadow.”

“I'm not like McKitrich’s wife,” Carrie
said.

Someone velled from the cottonwood grove.
When Quartermain did not answer, the shout
came again. ‘“Hev. gunfighter, vou coming
out?” Tt was Kurt Harlow’s voice and there
was pleasure in it, a gloating triumph that he
- no longer bothered to conceal. Darlness was
not far off now and there was no slack in the
rain.

Carrie Holderman tucked her hands inside
the ton-liree sleeves of his shirt and said,
“Too bad we can’t have a fire.”

Someone left the shelter of the cottonwood
trees, but he did not take two steps before a
fusillade from the bunkhouse cut him down.
This was followed by a wicked fire from the
Long Knife crew which drove the men in the
bunkhouse into a panic. One tried te bolt

SHOTS tore through the silence. Inside
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from the door and was shot through the leg,
but managed to crawl around the corner of
the building to safety.

Quartermain watched this from the window
and his interest picked up. If the downed
man were not too badly wounded and if he
used his head. he could break this loggerhead.
Harlow must have realized this also. for he
sent two men to circle the house in the rear.
Quartermain ran through the hallway and
into the kitchen to cut them off.

He knocked the pane of glass from the back
window with a circular motion of the rifle
barrel, and shot as the first man tried to make
the woodshed. The bullet tagged the man and
he went end over end as he fell. The other
man snapped a shot at Quartermain that
stripped wood from the window frame, then
ducked behind the corner of the house, caus-
ing Quartermain to miss.

There were no further attempts to break
free of the cottonwoods. Harlow had pinned
down Quartermain’s men, but his own men
were pinned down too.

The house was beginning to get dark and
Quartermain went back to the parlor. He sat
down beside Carrie and said. “Won’t you tell
me why vou came back?”

“No,” she said. “I intended to tell vou, but
I've changed my mind. I don’t want you to
hate me, Jim.”

“I'd never do that, Carrie.”

“Yes,” she said, “you would if I did this
thing.”

Harlow was velling again. “Quartermain!
What about a talk?”

Quartermain threw the front window open.
“Talk about what?”

“T got vou on the hip

“Let’'s see vou do something about it,”
Quartermain velled back.

Suddenly a gun opened up from the back
corner of the bunkhouse, and Quartermain
knew that the wounded man had dragged
himself completely around. the building and
was now pelting Long Knife obliquely. Har-
low’s crew ducked to the other side of the
trees to get away from this fire, but in doing
so exposed themselves to Quartermain’s rifle.
He sighted quickly, dropped one man, then
watched complete confusion grip the crew.
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had tried to organize a fire fighting crew, but
the house was drv and fire-gutted from with-
in, so they had given it up.

Turning to Jane, Quartermain said, “All
right, Jane. What have vou got to say?”

“Are you going to believe him?” She sound-
ed insulted. .

“I asked you a question, and I want an
answer right now.”

“Jim,” she said. “how can you think such
a thing?” She saw no give in his face and
added, “All right, I did mention it to Pen-
dergast this noon. I was angrv and he saw
that, so I said that Carrie had gone to see
Rob and that we'd had a tiff over it. T told
him that she was leaving the Running W.”
She looked around at the silent, wet faces.
then shouted, “What are you staring at? Can
I help it if a schemer turns simple conversa-
tion into something terrible?”

One of Quartermain’s riders spoke up.
“Something funny here, boss. We found Rob
as soon as he’d been hit; he wasn’t more’n a
quarter mile away. We carted him way down
to the other end where cookie had his wagon.
Man ought to have shelter when he’s hurt.
Anyway, he patched him the best we could,
and I sent Britches over to Long Knife with
the word.

“There was nobody there except Pender-
gast, and he was dead. Someone’d puck-
ered him with Rob’s buffalo gun. Britches
took a look around and saw some buggyv
tracks. The rain’d pretty well messed ’em up,
but he claims that rig over there made ’em.”
He pointed to Jane Beal’s buggy.

The eyes again focused on her. and she
wrung her hands. “Yes, I was there too. Jim,
you don't believe them, do you?” She wiped
the rain from her face. “I got the idea from
Carrie, making peace instead of more killing,
so I stopped there on my way home. Pen-
dergast was there and he acted like a crazy
man. \Vhen he came at me with an ax, I ran
into the house, found Rob’s gun, and—and
shot him.” She looked at each of them ap-
pealingly.

Carrie’s voice was softly sarcastic. “You
poor thing; you’re trembling.”

_ Jane’s temper got the best of her. “Do I
have to stand here and take sass from her?”
OQuartermain’s face was grave. Watching
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him, Carrie Holderman knew that he was
weighing the evidence, but his verdict was
swaying toward Jane Beal.

Finally he said, “Rob, I don’t think we
have anything conclusive.”

“Of course he hasn’t!” Jane snapped.
“He’s just a hating old man who’ll go on
hating until someone shoots him.” .

Carrie touched Jane Beal on the arm and
said, “Are vou sure vou and Mr. Pendergast
never corresponded while vou were back
East?”

Surprise came into Jane's eves. but the
night hid it from all but Carrie. “This is ri-
diculous,” she said. “Mr. Pendergast was a
friend of my father's, nothing more.”

Looking at Jim Quartermain, Carrie said.
“Jim, vou asked me twice why T came back
here and I wouldn’t tell you. But now T will.
When T was packing I asked vou to get me
my handbag. but yvou were confused and gave
me Jane's.”

She unbuttoned her shirt and pulled out the
letters. “She has written to Pendergast, Jim,
many times. All of these letters will show that
she and Pendergast were in this together, all
the way. even to the point where she knew
her own brother and father were going to be
killed.”

termain’s hand, but he fended her away.

He could not read them in the dark. but
Carrie’s voice carried the truth in it and he
had no doubts now, no memories to sway his
judgment.

“Give me my letters,” Jane said, trying to
reach around Quartermain. “Jim, I'm asking
vou to give them back, and to believe in me
as I've always believed in you.”

The men standing around were passing si-
lent judgment and it bothered her. She had
no support, no one who even cared to listen
to her plea.

“Jim, I love you: that wasn't a lie.” She
pressed her hands together. “I’'m everything
they say, but never in that. That’'s why I
went to Pendergast, Jim, to beg him not to
have you killed. I wanted you above every-
thing else. Don’t you believe that?”

“No,” he said simply, and let it go at that.
He could upbraid her, accuse her of taking

JANE made a grab for the letters in Quar-
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Rob sighed and said, “I’d be obliged if
you’d cart me home, fellers. I'd like my own
bed.” He touched Quartermain. “Your place
is gone. Until you build again, I'd consider
it neighborly if you and your woman staved
with me.”

“T’ll be over, then,” Quartermain said. and
nodded to one of his men, who mounted and
pulled the travois out of the vard. Bushrod
followed his father into the rainy night and
Cherokee walked away, looking at the damage.

ARRIE HOLDERMAN stood by Jim
Quartermain. She said, “I hated to do
that, Jim. I wanted you for my own,

but not that way.”

“Then why?”

“Because she had gotten awav with so
much, Jim. All her life she’s gotten away
with evervthing. She used vou from the start,
because she wanted to—what's the use? 1
just couldn’t see her get away with this too.
I’m sorry. T wasn’t big enough.”

“You've answered so many questions for
me, Carrie,” Quartermain said. “She had
that way about her of making a man feel that
he could never do enough for her, that he
had to give her everything.” He laughed soft-
ly: “I never owed her anything, Carrie. All
this time that I've been thinking I did. I
didn’t owe her one damn thing, did I?”

“No, Jim.”

He looked around at his ranch, seeing the
smouldering ruins, the stampeded horses gath-
ering in the night near the gutted barn. but
the sight of this did not sadden him too
much.

Quartermain said. “This is the price I have
to pay for peace, Carrie. 1T have to start all
over, from the bottom.” He looked at her
then. “Do you start with me?”

“Yes, Jim. TI’ll always be with you.”

“I have my place near Crystal City to sell.”
he said, mentally adding his assets. “That’ll
be enough cash to carry us and to start an-
other house. I'd like to build it away from
the cottonwoods this time—maybe nearer the
road.”

Cherokee Nye came up then, his boots
softly - sucking at the mud. He said, “She’s
" a total loss, Jim, except for the cattle and the
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fence. You’re burned out to the ground.”

“Only the buildings,” Quartermain said.
“We still got a crew?”

“Two dead, and Acky's got a bullet in his
leg. What do vou want me to do? They can’t
c<leen out in the rain.”

“We'll use Jenner's place until we build
again.” Quartermain said.

Cherokee grunted and thought this over.
“That going to work? There was bad feeling
between Running W and Long Knife and it
isn’t going to wash away with the rain.”

“Sooner or later thev’ll have to learn to
enter the same room without fighting,” Quar-
termain stated. “Now's a good time to start.”

“Uh,” Cherokee said by way of agreement.
“This country sure's been shot to hell in a
hurry.”

“It’s been cleaned out,” Quartermain cor-
rected in that mild voice he used when he
wanted his undisputed way. *“There’ll be no
more sidearms carried in the San Saba, Chero-
kee. A saddle gun is all right. but no more
pistols. Shooters aren’t welcome here.”

“1 see,” Cherokee said, and glanced at the
Remington in Jim Quartermain’s holster.
“When’s this starting?”

“Now,” he said, and lifted the gun. He
turned it over several times and said, “Chero-
kee, a man worked on this for me, to make it
better than another man’s guns. But it’s all a
lie. McKitrich had a set of Colts with no front
sights and flat hammers and the actions
smooth as silk, but he died. No gun is better
than any other, Cherokee. They're all junk.”

and watched it land in the mud. A

timber inside the house parted and
allowed one side to fall in. The fire had not
completely carried through the parlor. Two
walls remained, as well as half the porch.

“See if vou can find a wagon,” he said.
“We’ll take Acky to Jenners’ and send some-
one in for the doctor.”

Cherokee walked away, a vague bobbing
shape in the night. There was no more light
from the burning buildings now, just the bed
of sizzling coals that slowly went out beneath
the sifting rain.

A break appeared in the clouds, and a sliver

I IE ARCED the pistol away from him
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