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“I'll bust y’ in two!”" roared
Ables.
Sheriff Trouble, Chap. 4
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THE FEUDISTS 31

“I think,” said The'dore slowly,
“that the bunch smelled something.”

“Well, it will turn out just like we
wanted it to turn out. The McMurtrees
will figure they were led into a double
cross. They’ll go hog-wild. They'll start
the war up again.”

“No,” contradicted The’dore. “They’ll
think some other rustlin’ outfit timed
it to cut in. They don’t know who’s be-
hind the play. Big Lafe is the only one
that knows about Vilas.”

“That’s where you come in,” said
Wolfert. “When you go back to the
ranch you spill that. Say Vilas is in it.
Say he arranged this affair. That’ll
make ‘'em ready to come down off the
hills.”

“Yeah? How would I know this?
They’ll ask me how I know.”

“Hasy,” explained Wolfert. “You
tell the McMurtrees you saw me and a
couple other of Vilas’s hands rushin’
through the timber about daylight.”

“That puts you in no comfortable
position.”

“Lll keep out of the way,” answered
Wolfert dryly. “I can afford to take
the chance in a game like this.”

But The'dore was finding flaws.
“Vilas,” he said, “will drop you when
he finds out you put on this show. It
means the end of his arrangement with
Big Lafe.”

“Who's to tell him I put on the
show?” demanded Wolfert. “I'll ex-
plain to him some other outfit cut in
on us. No, I'll do better. T'll tell him

. some of your outfit double-crossed us.

That will finish the Vilas-McMurtree
agreement right there.”

“How about your own particular
crew of bunch-jumpers?”’

“They never did know Vilas was in
this rustling. All they know is that I'm
running an independent game. They

won’t talk. They can’t afford to. I spent
a lot of time pickin’ those jugheads.
There ain’t a hand in the bunch that
dares pull out—he'd never get clear.”

“So you're fixed to go through with
this?” <

“We're fixed to go through with it,”
amended Wolfert.

Reno suffered a tremendous desire
to move his cramped arms. The sun
burned his skin and the dust bit at it;
his throat stuck and he had to throw
all his will against the impulse to
cough. His gun had been taken—that
much he knew from the lack of weight
on his right hip. Yet occupied as he
was by the physical torment, he fol-
lowed each man’s talk with a puzzled
aftention. It was clear enough that they
were in partnership for some design
of their own. What he could not arrive
at was the nature of the design.

The’dore was talking again with a
reluctance that at once stamped him as
the weaker of the two. It was he that
held back and offered objections, while
Wolfert relentlessly argued them
aside.

“There’s two men you’ll never fool,”
said The’dore. “This Reno—"

“I'll take care of him,” cut in Wol-
fert.

“And Big Lafe,” added The’dore.
“Big Lafe is too smart not to guess
what it’s all about.”

“Then you take care of him.”

“Not so fast,” protested The’dore, “I
can swing the outfit against him. I can
take the authority away from him. Any
time I want. They’ll listen to me when
I say, ‘Let’s go wipe out the desert.’ I
can do that. But I can't frame Big Lafe
and draw on him. You've got to re-
member all those boys have got a little
of Lafe’s family blood in them. They
wouldn’t stand for it a minute.”


















THE FEUDISTS 37

was opening it when something oc-
~ cutred to him. He looked back swiftly.

“What’s that for?”
“I'm going to start the ball rolling.

- Get George.”

Wolfert nodded and went on, closing

. the door behind. Almost instantly
~ Vilas turned on his heel and walked
- to the little table in the room. He
- pulled out a drawer, took a forty-five

from within, and shoved it across the
table’s top.

“That’s yours, Reno.”

Reno reached for it, puzzled. Then
his hand snapped back and his eyes
hardened against that gun, the butt of

 which held a star and crescent of

pearl. This was the weapon he had
taken from the dying Two-bits.

“Where did you get that?’ he de-
manded.

“Recognize it, do you?”’ drawled Vi-
las. “Thought you would. Never mind
how I got it. Shove it in your holster.”

Reno's mind gripped fast to a grow-
ing suspicion—that he was being
framed. Deliberately he pulled away
from the thought, knowing that it
made no difference. The possession of

. a gun answered all arguments. His
- fingers closed about the butt.
. snapped open the cylinder, satisfied

He

himself as to the loads, and shook the

| cylinder into its seat. Vilas’s face had
" changed again and now carried a look

of bitter purpose about it. All the sur-

- face show of good humor had gone.
. Reno dropped the gun to his holster.

“What for?” he asked.

“You know what Wolfert would’ve
done to you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, here’s your answer. When he

- comes back, it’s your say-so.”

“Vilas,” said Reno, “I’ve run a lot of
errands lately, but I draw the line on

hiring out as a killer. He’s your fore-
man, not mine.”

“Never mind. When he sees you've
got a gun—"

“Lost your faith in him, Vilag?”

“I was wondering how long it would
take him to figure out his trick,” said
Vilas.

“I've got a message for you,” Reno
said. “McMurtree told me to ask you to
draw out of this mess. He can’t stop
his men from raising hell. Maybe you
can stop yours.” '

“One of Wolfert’s boys fired the first
shot?”,

“All of Wolfert's boys fired first,”
amended Reno dryly.

“I thought so. Well, they’ll never be
stopped till Wolfert's stopped.”

He was studying Reno with a slant-
ing shrewdness, his own secretive pur-
poses lending a hooded quality to the
brilliance of the sharp eyes.-Returning
the stare, Reno understood he was be-
ing played for a puppet again. He
thought then of another thing. Back-
ing to a far corner, he took a stand.

“What time is it, Vilas?”

“Toward nine,” said Vilas and reach-
ed for his watch.

The movement of his arm pushed
aside his coat front, exposing the
heavy length of chain looped through
a vest button hole and caught there by
a crossbar of gold made in the form of
a steer’s horns. Tipping the watch in
his palm, he announced the time.

“Half past nine. Why?”

Reno started to speak, the words
as dry as crackling paper. “Vilas,
you're—"

But he was cut off by the opening of
the door. Wolfert came in alone, closed
the portal behind him.

“George is down the street some-
where,” he explained. Straightening
































































































THE GUN 69

down and stop by the still body of

"~ Farley Drake.

Seems like Fate gave me this chance
to heel myself, he thought, unbuckling
the dead man’s gun belt and putting it
about his own lean hips. He pried the
Colt out of Drake’s stiffening fingers.
The effort made him weak and dizzy.
How feeble and shaky he was—in this
condition he could hardly hope to
tackle Parks and his hired Kkiller.
Something to eat, a good night’s sleep
—these he needed before he would
dare to try it. -

But could he afford to take the time?
Pursuit might be close at this very mo-
ment, though he had seen no signs of
it for three days now. Another dizzy
spell decided it for him—he would
have to take the chance.

Three hours later he was hiding in
the hayloft in the new log barn of
George Armstrong’s Hat Bar spread,
the place closest to the scene of the
afternoon’s tragedy. Here he could find
food, stealing into the kitchen after all
had gone to bed. Here his exhausted
body could get the rest it so sorely
needed. Tomorrow—he licked his dry
lips—ah, tomorrow, he would square
accounts with Larsen Parks and Flame
Halliday!

He had arrived in time to see Arm-
strong’s hired hand go riding off to-
ward the distant town of Buffalo.
Through a lighted window of the little
ranch house he could see Armstrong
holding his young wife in his arms—
Yes, it was Molly Oliver.

She was still as pretty as ever, but
her face was white, her dark eyes wide
with anxiety and fear. She clung to
Armstrong as though she never meant
to let him go. And her husband
smoothed her hair, kissed her, patted
her shoulder, seemed to be speaking

reassuring words.

All this the ragged fugitive had
seen, peering into the lighted room be-
fore he climbed into the hayloft. The
pain of his overtaxed muscles, the tor-
ture of his bruised and aching feet,
now seemed as nothing beside the
wracking hunger pains in his belly as
he smelled the savory odors of coffee,
hot biscuits, and beef that wafted to
him across the yard. Tempted almost
beyond endurance, he still stuck to his
place in the concealing hay. He dared
not reveal himself to ask for food—
George and Molly knew him, knew his
record. He could take no chances until
he had found the men he had come
over a hundred and fifty miles on foot
to kill.

Joe Kildare peered out of the barn
as a group of horsemen rode into the
ranch yard. In the yellow lamplight
that streamed out of the open kitchen
door and through the windows of the
house, he recognized Armstrong's
hired hand, Sheriff Adams, and four
ranchers, all of whom he had known
more or less intimately in the old days.
Armstrong and Molly came out to meet
them. )

The grizzled sheriff spoke tersely.
“George, it was to your credit you sent
for me. Now let’s have your story.”

“Me and Drake have been at odds,”
Armstrong answered readily. “We met
in Shadow Valley late this afternoon
and quarreled about water. One word
led to another, and finally he went for
his gun—tried to kill me. He fired
twice before I finally shot, in self-de-
fense. My first shot dropped him.
That’s all.”

The sheriff-and the four ranchers,
all stony-faced, looked at each other.

“George,” the old peace officer "bit
out, “we brought the coroner out with












































































































DOLLARS TO CLINK

ed the range, They passed him without
recognition.

“What’s the matter with me?” Angel
asked himself fretfully. “Folks don’t
know me any more.”

Angel pondered as he rode down into
the Trinity Valley. Of course people
changed. He could feel change in him-
self. But not in most things. Tenaci-
ously he had clung to a determination
to show Luke Karsten that he could
laugh lightly, ride like a fool, and still
be a2 man in a man’s world. The invisi-
ble thread that linked him to Grace
was like a chain fdr strength—had
been for three years. Only for that—
Molly Gray—he recalled her last
words. A man could interpret them in
various ways. Angel thrust that out of
his mind. The feeling that he was
about to prove himself set his shoul-
ders back and his head up as he rode
into the LUK dooryard.

Change here. Yes. Angel's keen eyes
noted sagging barn doors and broken
fence panels. The LUK sat on a bald
flat. The dry fall wind blew Texas dust
in little swirls from under his horse’s
feet. The Trinity looked gray, shrunk-
en, where he remembered it as spark-
ling like molten silver. A man, a tall,
thin-faced man with a face like a good-
' natured eagle stood in the door of a
bunkhouse—Steve Murray. He said:

“Howdy stranger. Put up your horse.
It’s high noon.”

Steve did not know him. Somethmg
in Angel tightened up.

“Luke Karsten home?” he asked.

“Yeah, over in the house.”

“Gosh,” Angel breathed, and rode
the fifty yards to the old ranch house.

He swung down by the same three
steps. He doffed his hat in the door-
way. Old Luke gtood with his back to
the fireplace where a yellow flame
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flickered in a sooty cavern. The old
man’s bearded chin was sunk on his
broad chest.

“Hello, Luke,” Angel greeted.

“T dunno’s I can place you.” Karsten
stared at him a few seconds. “You look
familiar, too.”

“Lord, Lord!” Angel cried. “Have I
slipped a few years like Rip Van
Winkle? I'm Angel Patmore, Luke.”

Karsten walked around him into a
better light. “Why, so it is,” he said.
“Darned if it ain’t.”

“Last time you and me talked, right
here in this room,” Angel reminded,
“you give me hell, Luke. You said I
was nothin’ but a gamblin’ fool. That
I'd never have two silver dollars to
clink together. And I told you I'd show
you.”

“I remember.” Old Luke nodded.

“You still sore at me because I got
mad an’ tore into you?” Angel asked
diffidently.

Karsten shook his head. A ghost of
a smile flitted across his face.

“Well, I'm back.” Angel issued his
ultimatum. “I come back for Grace.
Where is she? I sent her a wire from
Chicago.”

“Yeah, she got it,” old Luke rumbled.
“So you got cows of your own now?”

“A couple of thousand head,” Angel
told him casually. “A ranch in Mon-
tana. And cash in the bank. I ain’t
braggin’, Luke. I'm just tellin’ you to
show you you were wrong about me.”

Karsten stared at the floor. “I reckon
I was,” he said at last. And only Angel
knew what a concession that was from
that stubborn old cattleman who had
known him since he was knee-high to
a grasshopper.

“You've done all right,” Old Luke
continued. “I haven’'t done so good
since you left here. Used poor judg-






























RAW LAND

northers on the Llano and the knifing
cold of the poganip on Nevada’s high
deserts. He had been taking this storm
seriously enough for the past hour. He
knew a man didn’t want to make a
mistake tonight. It made him a little
more careful not to miss the heavy
stand of aspens at Iron Point.

There, out of the wind, he managed
to build three fires. He got in between
them, turning round and round until
he was warmed through. He still had
the long swing around Ruby Mountain
ahead of him. It wouldn’t be easy, but
he knew he’d make town now.

It was long after midnight when he
stalked into the hotel barroom where
Doc Mighels sat playing poker. Doc
listened to him and then took another
look at his cards.

“I’ll play this hand, then we’ll go,”
said Doc. “You get yourself a drink
and order me one.”

“Fifteen miles to Dutchman’s Ford,
and a howling blizzard tearing at you
all the way,” one of the players com-
miserated him. “Wimmen might have
more consideration.”

Doc won the pot and heaved himself
to his feet—he was a big man—and
said, quietly reproving, “Charley, mir-
acles don’t wait on you or me or the
weather.”

Downing his drink, he led the way
to his office and got his worn black bag
and the few things he knew he would
need. There was nothing prepossessing
about Doct Mighels, in his ill-fitting
clothes, the front of him invariably
spattered with cigar ashes. Undoubted-
ly he drank too much. Judged by city
standards, he wasn't even much of a
doctor, his ways unorthodox and often
harsh. But whatever he was, he gave
of himself without stint, and when he
walked into a sick room, it often seem-
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ed that some heavenly healer entered
with him; for just his presence seemed
to imbue the ill and dying with hope
and courage, and his dowdy clothes
and the shabby black bag, with the
hole worn through one end from years
of rubbing against his saddle skirt,
were forgotten.

It was that way with Mina Colcord.
He reached her in time; and it was in
Soapy Tapper’'s barroom, her son was
born.

Asa knew what he owed these men;
he also knew how things were with
Grat Spane. He called Grat aside. “I
can make a job for you, Grat,” he said.
The boy shook his head and thanked
him.

“A job is what you're needin’,” Asa
told him. They gazed at each other for
a second, and Grat knew that Asa had
his secret.

“It wouldn’t do any good,” he mut-
tered. “I wouldn’t stick.”

In the morning, Mina let them see
the child. Grat’s hard young face sud-
denly corded into a bleak mask. With-
out a word, he turned and headed out
to his pony. Never glancing back, he

rode away.

Soapy insisted on holding the baby.
Mina gazed at him and saw through
all his worthlessness and found some-
thing good. "

“Yo're sure somethin’ to be proud
of, young feller,” Soapy declared ad-
miringly. “I—I was sorta hopin’ you'd
be a girl.” Mina saw his chin quiver
and knew that memory was reaching
back across the years to something that
was clean and good. Then suddenly, as
though frightened at what he beheld,
Soapy laughed nervously. “Shucks!”
he exclaimed. “Men is what this coun-
try needs. Like as not they’ll be sendin’
yuh off to Congress or sunthin’.”














































































N ENCHANTED RANCH

I could order the creek to continue its
flowing, but, alas, I am not a real ma-
gician.

This will probably be my last com-
munication to you, so good-by and good
luck to yourself and your husband.

Sincerely,
The Magician.

“‘My husband!’” cried Diantha.
“Oh, I must set him right about that!”

Then her face grew very red as her
brother regarded her with his owlish
sincerity.

“Why?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’'t know,” she replied.
“I—I'm just foolish. I don’t know why
I said that.”

“You are foolish, Diantha,” he told
her. “But what about the engine?”

“Can we afford one? What will a
pump and engine cost?”

“I haven't the remotest idea,” he re-
plied.

“We’ll have to ask The Magician,”
she determined. “He can’t quit us now
—I won’t let him.”

“What’ll we plant this morning?”
asked Duncan, turning away in high
disgust.

That night another typed note was
thrust into the cleft in the upright
stick, and Aaron Rose saw it was de-
posited. He was reading it at nine
o’clock:

Dear Magician:

You mustn’t quit us now! We have
come to depend upon you. We don’t
know what an engine and pump will
cost, nor what kind to get, nor what
size, or anything. Won't you tell us all
about it?—and how to run it? Don't go
oway. Don’t take away the enchant-
ment of The Enchanted Ranch. We
must raise a garden to live. We have
almost all of our money invested in
this ranch.
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Our names are Duncan and Diantha
Stanley, and we're from San Francis-
co. My brother is going to make a for-
tune some day with a set of scientific
books that he is writing. Volume I s
nearly ready for the publisher now.
We must hold out here and live until
it is offered to the public, then we'll
try to repay you for your interest and
kindness,

Diantha.

Aaron Rose gazed into the red light
of the candle, idly folding the note in
his big fingers. His heart was beating
swifter, his blue eyes were brighter.

“‘My brother,’” he repeated softly.
“That's different. Yes, I'll tell the
world that’s different!”

Next morning at ten o’clock Aaron
squatted at the mouth of his cave, with
the telescope trained on the distant
ridge between The Enchanted Ranch
and the Falcon River. A man, driving
a laden burro ahead of him, slowly
picked his way through the chaparral
along the ridge. For this man’s passing
Aaron Rose had been waiting patient-
ly many days. And now that he had
come in sight Aaron merely watched
his progress through thé chaparral
and made no move whatever. They
went from sight, the man and the
laden ass, and Aaron trained his tele-
scope on the flat below, where Diantha
was filling shallow boxes with rich
earth in which to plant tomato seed.

“He’ll be makin’ another trip next
month,” mused Aaron, “and I got lots
o' grub. Everybody expects me to stay
in New York four or five months, any-
way. There’s lots o’ time. I gotta keep
this ranch enchanted, since—since he’s
only her brother.”

So Aaron sat down and wrote an
elaborate letter telling Diantha about
the pump, and advising her to invest
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