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“The horse thief, who—well, bless
my soul'! Young man”—the old
doctor’s accusing index finger wig-
gled nervously—*“you are dead.”

“Suit yourself,” replied Peaceful

calmly.
. “They say that you ” Lorna
stopped, her eyes full of tears, her
lips trembling. She shook her head,
unable to continue. Peaceful looked
inquiringly at the old doctor.

“Her father was shot and killed
last night,” said the doctor quietly.
“They say you did it. Booger Allen
and Sam Harris caught you at a
water tank north of here early this
morning, and killed you.”

“Dan  Hilton—dead?” gasped
Peaceful. “Why—I liked him, doc.
I wouldn’t have harmed Dan Hilton.
Why, he—he was Lorna's father.”

Lorna looked at Peaceful, her eyes
full of tears, her lips compressed.
She shook her head, as she man-
aged to say:

“You—didn't.”

“Well, I hope to tell yuh I didn’t.
Wait a minute. Can we sit down?
1'm nursin’ a lot of blisters, and this
talkin’ will take time.”

Stretched out in a rocker in the
main room, Peaceful told them
about the note, his escape and what
happened at the water tank. He did
not have the note to show them. It
was only his word against evidence
that would surely hang him. But
he felt that both Lorna and the doc-
tor realized that he was telling the
truth.

“But what can you do?” asked
T.orna painfully.

“You might get other clothes and
leave the country,” suggested the
doctor. “No one is looking for
Peaceful Peters.” .

“And let the murderer of Dan Hil-
ton go free?” queried DPeaceful.
“They tried to murder me, too—re-
wember,” '

“You’ll be running your neck into
a noose, young man. You don't
know the men of Badger Butle.
Nothing on earth can save you.”

. “Except brains,” added Peaceful
dryly.

“Well—yes, they might help.”

“Will you help me, doc?”

. “Help you? Help you do what?”

“Help me put the deadwood where
it belongs.”

“Well,” drawled the old doctor,
peering at Peaceful over the tops of
his glasses, “I’'m only a cow-town
doctor—and coroner. I believe in
justice, young man; but I’ll listen to
what you want me to do.”

Five minutes later Peaceful Peters
relaxed in his chair. Doctor Havens
removed his glasses, blew his long
nose violently, and proceeded to pol-
ish his glasses carefully.

. “Bless my soul!” he exclaimed
softly. “Bless my soul!”

“I'll do my part,” said Lorna
huskily. “I’ll gladly to it, doctor.”

“My goodness!” exclaimed the
doctor, a dry chuckle in his voice.
He held the glasses up and squinted
through them at the light.

“What do yuh say, doc?” asked
Peaceful anxiously.

“What do I say? Hm-m-m-m.
Better wait until about midnight,
before you come to my house. Don’t
want anybody to see you. Now, if
vou will yank off those shoes, T'll
take a look at the blhsters.”

events in the minds of Badger
Butte folk. Entertainment of any
kind was scarce, and hours before
inquest time the people came from
far and near. Dan Hilton had been
a popular peace officer, and they
were all anxious to listen to the evi-
dence of his murder.
Because of the large crowd the in-
quest was held in the big courtroom,

-INQUEST S were very important
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It’s a trap to draw you away, so
Lang can get you, too.”

~ Coe turned grimly, with Lillian
clinging to him. “Where are you go-
ing, Coe?” she asked, knowing his
answer.

“To Langstown,” he said so qui-
etly. “John’s got to be back here
by dawn, or the crew will quit.”

Still gripping his arm Lillian was
dragged out into the night. “But
that is just what Lang wants you
to do,” she protested. ‘“That’s why
he left the note. He and his killers
will be waiting for you.”

Whatever Coe might have an-
swered was forestalled by the ap-
pearance of Brick Sills.

“I've got the gang to bed,” the
foreman grunted, none too steady
himself. “Thought I'd better see
Bronson about what work he wanted
us to start in the morning.”

Coe’s big bulk blocked the tent’s
entrance. “Bronson has turned in,”
he answered. “Better get some sleep
yourself Brick, John can give you
his orders in the morning.”

Sills hesitated. “The men are bet-
ting two to one that Bronson ain’t
got the nerve to lead ’em into that
shde area,” he grunted at last. “Me,
I ain’t betting, but I’m holding my
gang back till Bronson shows up.
And if he don’t—well, we’re quitting
cold.”

OF watched Sills stalk off,

C then he looked down into Lil-

lian’s frightened eyes. “John

and 1 will be back before dawn,” he
said.

It was a desperate hope more
than a promise. Both realized keenly
that not only their happiness but
John Bronson's life depended upon
Coe’s success.

“I'll be waiting for you both,” Lil-
lian whispered, trying to match her

man’s calmness,
dear.” _

Coe left her standing there, and
as he glided from sight, Lillian’s
head tilted back, her arms were
lifted as she breathed a prayer.
Surely He who guided those bright
stars could guide her loved ones back
safely.

Quickly Coe caught up his mount
in the corral and with Sills moving
from tent to tent, blowing out lamps
where men slept in a half stupor, he
threw on his saddle.

Coe rode quietly from the camp.
He was not a praying man, but there
were times when a fellow felt him-
self inadequate to the job—this was
one of those times, and Coe paused.
for a moment, watching those same
stars Lillian was watching on the

~“Be so careful,

- plateau above him. Then he rode

on into a rocky ravine that would
take him straight through the moun-
tains toward Langstown.

The rough miles seemed terribly
long and the hours fled so swiftly.
Desperation rode with Coe through
the forest. It still gripped him
coldly as his mount left the moun-
tains. Far ahead in the desert
Langstown’s lights blinked like yel-
low stars, and in one of those squalid
buildings John Bronson would be
held captive.

Midnight found Coe leaving his
mount in a ravine and slipping for-
ward through the greasewood. He
crouched down in the last bit of
shelter. A hundred feet of open
ground separated him from the backs
of buildings. Here and there lights
gleamed from rear windows. Coe
could see a cook in an all-night café
working in the greasy kitchen. Mu-
sic drifted up from saloons. 1le
slipped along, paralleling the store
backs. The evening stage must have
just come in, for lights came on in









Slide Rock

93

“Hey, Saxson, where are you and
Baldy going? What's coming off?”

Coe waved, but made no answer
until they were both in saddles.
Then with the horses’ hoofs deaden-
ing his words, he called:

“Stick on the job, fellas. Them
is Lang’s orders.” Coe tried to imi-
tate Saxson’s nasal voice.

Knee to knec they swept down
the street and out of town toward
the mountains. Both their young
faces were gray in the starlight.

“Thanks,” Bronson said simply.
He was none too steady in the sad-
dle as the head wound he had re-
ceived earlier started throbbing.
“Lang sure gave me a belt.”

Coe nodded. “We'll have to kill
our mounts if we reach the camp
bolore dawn,” was his answer. “If
something should happen and the
gang coes to work without us, Lang
meuans to bury them in a slide.”

Bronson jerked erect in the sad-
dle. He recognized that note of near
panic under Coe’s steady voice.
“You—you don’t think Lillian
would try anything like that?” he
cried.

Coce just drove his horse hard
ahead. An hour took them into the
mountains. Another hour and Coe
realized they were poorly mounted.
I'he beasts were foundering badly.
Slowly in the east, pine ridges be-
came outlined against a gray back-
srvound as the sun made its approach
known. [t came so swiitly!

“Easy, John,” Coe warned, “your
horse will drop dead if you keep that
up.”

Bronson’s eyes were a bit wild.
“Ivery second is putting Lang far-
ther in the lead,” he shouted. “The
men will already be up, and if they
are going to work, they’ll start soon.
Lillian would do anything to keep
them on the job. You know that!”

Coe looked straight ahead, as
they rushed across a meadow, up—
always up, toward that far-away
ridge that would give them a view
of the construction camp deep in
Snake Canyon. The sun touched
that ridge, nearly giving life to the
trees.

Only a hundred yards more. Then
Coe was looking down on the camp
far below, and for the first time in
his life his eyes were full of fear.
Smoke curled slowly from the cook
shack, but there was no life; the men
were gone. So were the shiny-bladed
plows and fresnos that would have
been left behind had the crew quit.

“They’re working!” Coe’s voice
sounded hollow and empty, for Lil-
lian’s pinto saddle horse was not in
the corral.

He leaped from the saddle and
plunged on an angle down the steep
slope toward a shoulder that would
give them view of the road’s end,
hidden now by a bend in Snake Can-
yon. Bronson followed him awk-
wardly with the unaccustomed gun
belt thumping against his thigh.

Each second Coe expected to hear
the deadly rumble of sliding rock.
Lang had had ample time to get into
position.  Slipping, stumbling in
their haste they left the pine-studded
slopes and entered the shale. Claw-
ing his way over a ridge, Bronson
bumped into Coe as he stopped
abruptly.

AR below them and a litile
ahead, men moved in the can-
yon bottom like ants. Teams

dragging fresnos and plows, cut and
filled the road while Brick Sills
leaned against a rock, watching.
And Lillian rode her pinto back and
forth, giving her moral support.
Only for an instant did Coe’s cyes
remain on the scene before sweeping
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forays, the Indians acquired both
horsemanship and military skill to
such a degree that European ex-
perts writing on the subject called
them “the world’s best light cav-
alry!”

Along came our American pio-
neers in the first part of the last
century to run into the toughest op-
position any white man ever en-
countered from a native race, and
the only thing that saved them was
they soon learned the Indian sys-
tem of fighting and transportation
which, as one old Comanche said,
was, “Get plenty of horses. Use
‘em!” A big remuda of mustangs
went with every Indian wvillage.
Every family had from a half dozen
to fifty horses which they used mer-
cilessly, changing spent animals for
fresh ones whenever possible and
thereby making forced marches over
such a distance and at such a speed
that they had the white military ex-
perts scratching their heads.

The early cattlemen took this sys-
tem for their own. The “cattle
drover” east of the big river rode his
one horse at a walk, but when he
moved west and became a cowboy,
he found he couldn’t work a bunch
of spooky Texas longhorns at that
pace. Frequently he had to ride at
a run even to keep in sight of the
fleeing animals and often he had to
ride over a country that was par-
ticularly tough on horseflesh. So
Indian style, each man acquired a
string of from six to twenty mounts.
Mustangs were cheap. You could
buy unbroken mustangs from four
bits to five dollars, or you could
have any horse, free, out of a wild
herd—if you could get your rope on
him.

Quick, light, tough, plentiful, and
bred on the range, the mustang was
made to order for the early cow-
boy.

Right here, let’s dispose of the
idea that “mustang” and “broncho”
are two words meaning the same
thing. “Broncho” is a Spanish
word meaning rough and wild. In the
old West they spoke of “broncho”
Indians and “broncho” towns as well
as “broncho” horses, and a horse of
any breed might be called “broncho”
if he were mean enough, but of
course there were a bigger percent-
age of mustangs that rated that title.

Another thing, the so-called “na-
tive” horses of California and Texas
were often confused with mustangs.
While they were more or less of
the same blood, the “native” was a
superior animal, having a bigger
percentage of Arab or barb blood
and although range bred, he never
was really wild. Spanish-Americans
seldom rode mares. They turned
them loose to raise colts and only
worked them tramping out the grain
in harvest season on the great adobe
threshing floors. The result was
that the native colts were about as
wild as mustangs, but their sires
were selected animals and therefore
the breed tended to improve.

The sunset of the mustang came
when the cattle business changed its
emphasis from quantity to quality
because of the diminishing range.
The longhorn passed out because he
returned small and poor beef for the
amount of grass he ate. The Here-
ford, Black Mulies, and shorthorns
that came in, demanded different
handling. Where the longhorn ran,
they walked, and it was soon learned
that working these new cattle a man
with two or three “good” horses, a
Morgan, an Arab, a half-breed, or
the like, could get along better than
the cowpoke with a string of ten or
so little crow-hopping mustangs,
and the two bigger horses ate a lot
less feed than the ten little ones.
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