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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  










The horse stopped suddenly and her rider came to his senses with a jerk, his hand streaking to a six-gun, while he muttered a profane inquiry as he swiftly scrutinized his surroundings.

Had it been any horse but Shamrock he would have directed his suspicions at it, but he knew the animal too well to do it that injustice.

The valley before and below him was heavily grassed, and throughout its entire length wandered a small stream.

Grazing cattle were scattered along it, and riding up the farther slope were three men, who appeared to be peaceful and innocent of wrong intent.

These his eyes swept past, and they passed a small cluster of boulders down on the slope below him, but instantly returned to them, a puzzled look appearing upon his face.

In that nest of rocks a woman lay prone, peering at the distant horsemen, and she slowly brought a rifle to her shoulder, cuddling its stock against her cheek.

What he did not see, and could not, at that angle, was the menacing head of a rattlesnake not twenty feet from her, the instinctive fear of which put a chill in her heart and urged her to shoot it, even at the risk of being heard by the men she was watching.

Rip Campbell unconsciously estimated the range and shook his head.

He could do it with his Sharp’s single-shot, a rifle of great power.

But he had yet to see any repeater that could.

Knowing the futility of a shot, he coughed loudly, and had the satisfaction of seeing a flurry below him, and a rifle muzzle at the same instant.

Slowly he raised his hands level with his shoulders, spoke to the horse and, mustering all the dignity possible under the circumstances, rode slowly down the slope.

“That’s far enough,” said a crisp voice, pleasant in timbre even though business-like and angry.

“Haven’t I told you punchers to keep off this ranch?”

“Never to my knowledge, Ma’am,” he answered.

“Have you the brazen effrontery to sit there and calmly tell me that?”

“I don’t know, Ma’am, but I never heard about no such orders.”

“Who are you? Where do you come from? What are you doing here?”

Rip smiled apologetically.

“Fifteen hundred sure would strain that gun. Ma’am. And mostly a shot wasted is worse than none at all. I’m here to offer you one that bites hard at that distance, ‘though I can’t say I generally recommend it for ladies it kicks powerful hard, heavy as it is.”

“Answer my questions. Who are you?”

“A stranger, Ma’am, a pilgrim, seeking what I can devour. But now it’s nearer sixteen hundred,” he suggested, lowering a hand to get the Sharp’s from its sheath under his leg.

“That will do.,” she warned. “The range which interests me is ten yards. You may rest them on your hat,” she conceded.

He locked his fingers over his head and grinned.

“Why, I’m a rolling stone from Montana, Ma’am. So far, I’ve rolled into trouble all the way, and it looks like I’m still a-rolling. I want to apologize for busting up your party they’ve done faded.”

“‘Done faded’ never was born in Montana,” she retorted, suspicion glinting in her eyes.

She lowered the gun until it rested on her knees, but its muzzle still covered Rip.

“Neither was I, Ma’am,” he replied, smiling. “I was born in Texas, and grew up there. My greatest mistake was going north but now I’m trying to wipe that out. It’s a long trail, and I’ve wasted a powerful lot of time.”

“You shall waste some more, after that the speed of your departure will doubtless largely compensate you. How do I know you are telling the truth?”

“As to that, not meaning no offense, I ain’t none interested. And, neither are you. I might say, as a general proposition, that no stranger has any business asking me personal questions, and also, that in such cases I reserve the right to lie as much as I please, although I ain’t admitting that I’m doing it here. Shamrock warned me that something was wrong, which it was by several hundred yards and, Ma’am, shooting across a valley is sure deceiving.”

The woman peered around, searching.

“Who is Shamrock,” her voice laced with suspicion.

Rip chuckled.

He leaned forward and patted the neck of his horse.

“This is her. My horse. She’s got a keen nose for trouble.

Also I saw that one young lady was going to mix up serious with three grown-up men, pretty craggy individuals, from what I know of punchers. That was not the right thing for a lady to do but I’m all us with the under dog, I’m sorry to say, so I horned in and offered you a gun that would fill them fellows with righteous indignation, homicidal yearnin’s, and a belief in miracles. I knowed they wouldn’t get hurt at that distance you see, there’s little things like windage, trigger pull, and others. But, Ma’am, the sound of that flying bullets and the noise of that gun sure would pester them. They’d get most amazing curious, for men, and look into it. And when they found me with a gun on them they’d get more indignant than ever. Now, Ma’am, I’ve busted up your party, which I had no right to do. If you wants them fellows right up close so you can look them over good and ask them questions, say so, and I’ll go get them for you. I owe you that much. But I don’t aim to be no party to a murder,” he finished, smiling, and slowly and deliberately lowered his hands and rested them on his belt.

She was staring at him with blazing eyes, a look on her white face such as he never had seen on a woman before, and he realized that never before had he seen an angry woman.

His smile changed subtly.

It softened, the cynicism faded from it and kindly lines crept in.

There was something in his eyes that never had been there before.

He looked out across the valley, at the few cows, where there shouldhave been so many in a valley like that.

Then he gazed steadily at the point where the three horsemen had become lost to sight and the smile gave way to a look hard and cold.

Shamrock moved, and Rip drew a deep breath, squaring his shoulders in sudden resolution.

Swinging from the saddle he walked slowly forward toward the threatening rifle muzzle, took the weapon from its owner’s knees, lowered the hammer.

He placed the gun against the rock at her side.

Straightening up, he whistled softly.

Shamrock, advancing with mincing steps, shoved her velvety muzzle against his cheek and stopped.

He swung into the saddle, wheeled the horse and rode around a near-by thicket, soon returning with a saddled DOUBLE SIX pony, which he led to its owner.

Mounting again, he backed Shamrock away and, removing his hat, wheeled and sent the horse up the slope without a backward glance, sitting erect in the saddle as a figure of bronze until hidden by the crest and well down on the otherside.

Then he pulled suddenly at the reins with unthinking roughness and dashed at top speed to the left until the crest was again close at hand.

With his head barely on a level with the top of the hill, he sat staring across the little valley at the point where the horsemen had disappeared.

There was a look on his face which, had they seen it, would have turned their conversation to subjects less trivial.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  







The sun was near the meridian when Rip rode into Gunsight, a town which he took as a matter of course.

They were all alike, he reflected.

If it were not for the names they scarcely could be told apart andit would have been just as well to have numbered them.

A collection of shacks, with the over-played brave names.

The shack he was riding for was the “Palace,” which only rubbed it in.

Out of a hundred towns, seventy-five would have their Palace saloon and fifty would have a Delmonico hotel.

Dismounting before the door, he went in and saw the proprietor slowly arising from a chair, and he was the fattest man Rip ever had seen.

The visitor’s unintentional stare started the conversation for him.

“Don’t you like my looks?” bridled the proprietor.

Rip’s expression was one of injured innocence.

“Why, I wasn’t seeing you,” he explained. “I was thinking but now that you mention it, I don’t see nothing the matter with your looks. Should there be?”

The other grunted something, becoming coherent only when the words concerned business.

“What’s yours?”

“A drink with you and some information.”

“The drink goes, but the information don’t.”

“I take it all back,” soliloquized Rip. “This town don’t need a number, it don’t even need a name. It’s different. It’s the only one this side of Montana where the barkeeper was hostile at the start. I’m peaceful. My hands are up, palm out. If you won’t give me information, will you tell me where I can eat and sleep? Which of the numerous hotels ain’t as bad as the rest of them?”

Davis Lee Beauregard Green slid a bottle across the bar, sent a glass spinning after it, leaned against the back bar and grinned.

“Gunsight ain’t impressing you a whole lot?” he suggested.”Why not? It’s got all a man needs, which is why towns are made, ain’t it?”

Rip tasted the liquor and downed it.

“I always size up a town by the liquor it sells. I say Gunsight is a dead sight better than I thought from a superficial examination.”

Dave Green, wise in the psychology of the drinking type, decided that the stranger was not and never had been what he regarded as a drinking man, and even went so far in a quick, spontaneous flash of thought, as to tell himself that the stranger never had been drunk.

Now, in his opinion, a hard-drinking, two-gun man was “bad,” but a coldly sober, real two-gun man was worse, although possibly less quarrelsome.

He was certain that they lived longer.

Dave was a good man with a short gun, despite his handicap, but a stirring warning instinct had told himthat this stranger was the best who ever had entered his place.

This impression came, was recognized, tabbed, and shoved back in his memory, all in a mechanical way.

It was too plain to be overlooked by a man who, perhaps without realizing it, studied humanity, although he couldnot lay a finger on a single thing and call it by name.

Dave put the bottle back and washed the glass.

“Well,” he remarked,”every man sizes things up according to his own way of thinking, whichis why there are so many different opinions about the same thing.”Letting this ponderous nugget sink in, he continued: “I reckon the bottom of it all is a man’s wants. You want good liquor, so a town’sgood, or bad. Which is as good a way as any other, for it suits you.But, speakin’ about eating-houses, there’s a hotel just around thecorner. It’s the only one in town. It butts up agin’ the corner of myrear wall. Further than saying I’ve et there, I got no remarks to make.I cook my own, owin’ to the pressure of business, and choice.”

“It ain’t run by no woman, is it?” asked Rip.

“No, why?”Rip grinned.

“I’m riding clear of wimmin. It was women that sent me roaming over the face of the earth, a wanderer. My friends all got married, and I drifted. The first section I come to where there ain’t none, I’ll tie fast, and this country looks like a snubbing post, to me.”

“You lose,” chuckled Dave. “There’s one down here, and some folks think she’s considerable. What’s more, she’s looking for a good man to run her dad’s ranch, and get an outfit together, as will stay put. But if you don’t like them, that loses the job for you. And I reckon you’re right lucky at that.”

“I know the kind of a ‘good’ man they want,” said Rip, reminiscently. “‘Good, meanig habits only. A man that don’t smoke, chew, drink, cuss, get mad, or keep his hat on in the house. Losing the job ain’t bending my shoulders. I ain’t looking for work, I’m dodging it. Goig’ to loaf till my money peters out, which won’t be soon. You’d be surprised if you knowed how many people between here and Montana think they can play poker. Just now I’m a teacher. I’m peddling knowledge to the ignorant, and I ain’t no gambler, at that.”

Dave chuckled.

“There’s some around here, too. Now, me, I’m different. I can’t play, and I know it, but, of course, I’ll sit in, just for the excitement of it, once in a while, if there ain’t nothing else to do. Come to think of it, I got a deck of cards around here somewhere, right now.”

The rear door opened and closed.

Rip looked up and saw the worst-looking tramp of his experience.

The newcomer picked up a sand-box cuspidor and started with it for the street.

“Howdy stranger.” called Rip. “Ain’t that dusty work?”

The tramp stiffened.

He hardly could believe his ears.

The tones whichhad assailed them were so spontaneously friendly that for a moment hewas stunned.

It had been a long time since he had been hailed likethat far too long a time.

He turned his head slowly and looked and believed, for the grin which met his eyes was as sincere as the voice.

It made him honest in his reply.

“No,” he said, “this here’s sand.”

“But ain’t your throat dusty?”

Two Bit put the box down.

“Seems like it always is. If these boxes get dusty, I’ll know how it come about, me bending over them like I do, and breathin’ on them.”

Rip laughed.

“I take it we’re all dusty.”

He turned to Dave.

“Got three left?”

Two Bit walked up to the bar.

Usually he sidled.

He picked up hisglass and held it up to the light, and drank it in three swallows.

Usually it was one gulp.

Wiping his lips on a sleeve, he pushed back the glass, dug down into a pocket and brought up a silver dollar, which he tossed onto the bar.

“Fill them again, Dave,” he said, quietly.

At this Dave’s slowly accumulating wonder leaped.

He looked at thecoin and from it to Two Bit.

Sensing the situation, Rip pushed it farther along towards the proprietor.

“Our friend is right, Dave,” he said, “two is company. Make mine the same.”

Two Bit put down his empty glass and grinned.

“I’ll now go on from where I was interrupted, Gents.”

He picked up the box, went towardsthe door.

As he was about to pass through he saw Shamrock, and he stopped.

“Good, Lord,” he muttered. “What a horse. I’ve seen passels of horseses, but never one like that. Midnight her name ought to be or Thunderbolt.”

He turned.

“Stranger, what name do you call that horse?”

Rip looked around.

“That’s Shamrock.”

Two Bit grinned.

“Did you see that?” he demanded, tilting the box until the sand ran out.

“Did you see that? She knows her name like a child. Well, it’s a good name a fair name,” he hedged. “But, shucks. There ain’t no name fit for that horses. How far has she come today?”

“Near forty miles,” answered Rip.

“I say it again there ain’t no name fit for that horses. She looks like she come five,” and he passed out.

“Don’t mind him,” said Dave. “But where did he git that dollar? Steal it? Find it? Reckon he found it. I near dropped dead. Poor devil, he come here last winter and walks in, cleans my boxes and sweeps. Then he goes round to the hotel and mops and cleans the pans better than they ever was before. He was so handy and useful that we let him stay. And I’ve never seen him more than half drunk it’s amazing the liquor he can hold.”

“Sleep here?”

“No, and nobody knows where he does sleep. He’s cunning as a fox, and fooled them every time. But wherever it is, it’s dry.”

Rip produced a Sharp’s single-shot cartridge.

“Where can I get some of these Specials?” he asked Dave looked at it “‘.45-120-550’ you won’t get none of them down inthis country.”

“Post office in town?”

“Not yet. The nearest is Rawlins, thirty mile east, with the worst trail a man ever rode. The next is Highbank, forty mile south. We usethat, for the trail’s good. We get mail about twice a month. The Bar Hand the Triangle take turns at it.”

“Then I’ll write for some of these after I feed. I’ll tell them to sendthem to you, at Highbank. What name will I give?”

“Dave Green, Highbank-Gunsight mail. But you better write before you eat. This is going away day, and the Bar H will be in any minute now.” Rip arose. “Not before I eat. I ain’t had nothing since daybreak,and it’s afternoon now. I hate letter writin’, and if I don’t eat soonI’ll get thin.”

“Then don’t eat ‘though I wasn’t thinking of you when I spoke,” growled Dave. “Wish I was in danger of getting thin.”

“What you care?” demanded Rip. “You’re healthy, and your job don’t call for a man being light.”

“That’s the way you fellows talk,” said Dave. “I’m short-winded, I’m in my own way, and the joke of the country. I can’t ride a horses, I can’t even get a gun out quick enough to get a hop-toad before he’s moved twenty feet.”

“Pulling a gun has its advantages, I admits,” replied Rip, who had his own ideas about Dave’s ability in that line.

Dave, he thought, could get a gun out quick enough for the average need being a bartender, and still alive, was proof enough of that.

He walked towardthe door.

“If you was to get a big horse a single-footer, you could ride, all right.”

He went around and entered the hotel, mentally numbering it. Arranging for a week’s board and bed for himself and Shamrock, he hurried out tothe wash bench just outside the dining-room door, where he found two tin basins, a bucket of water, a cake of yellow soap, a towel, and women using them all.

Taking his turn he in turn followed them into thedining-room and chose the fourth and last table, which was next to a window.

The meal was better than he had expected but, hungry as he was, he did not eat as hurriedly as was his habit.

Fragments of the conversation of the two punchers in the corner reached and interested him.

It had to do with the DOUBLE SIX ranch, as near as he could judge, and helped him to build the skeleton upon which he hoped to hang a body by dint of investigation and questioning.

The episode of that morning had occurred on the DOUBLE SIX ranch if the brands on the cattle he had seen meant anything.

The woman’s name was Arnold, and she had a father and a brother, the latter a boy.

There was a fragment about “the Doc,” bu tjust what it was he did not hear, except that it was coupled to the Bar H.

Also, something was afoot, but it was so cautiously mentioned that he gained no information about it.

Finishing before him, the two men went out, and soon rode past the window, mounted on Triangle horses.

He rattled his cup and ordered it refilled, and when the waiters louched back with it, Rip slid a perfectly good cigar across the table and waved his hand.

“Sit down, and smoke. You ought to rest while you got the chance.”

The waiter lost some of his slouch and obeyed, nodding his thanks. “Are you punching?” he asked.

“When I’m broke,” answered Rip. “Just now I’m riding around lookin gat the scenery. Never knowed we had any out here till I heard some Easterners going mad about it. I’ve been trying to find it ever since. But, anyhow, punching is sure monotonous.”

“If you can show me anything monotoner than this job, I’ll eat it,” growled the waiter. “It’s hell on wheels for me.”

“This whole range is monotonous,” grunted Rip. “Reckon nothing interesting has happened down here since Moses got lost. But there’sone thing I like about it there ain’t no woman in thirty miles.”

“You follow Clear River into Green Valley, which is DOUBLE SIX, and you’ll change your mind,” chuckled the waiter. “She’ll chase you off, too.”

“I’ll be cussed. And she’s suspicious of strangers?”

“Don’t put no limit on it like that, she’s suspicious of everything that wears pants.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, her cows has been wandering off, looking for better grass, I reckon, and she thinks they’re being drove.”

Rip pictured the valley, but hid his smile.

“You can’t blame the cows. They’ll find the best. Any ranches around here run by men?”

“Sure, three of them. There’s the Bar H, and the Triangle, and overwest is the Double X, but it’s ranchhouse is so fur from here that it’sa sort of outsider. It’s the biggest, the Bar H is next, and then comesthe Triangle. The Triangle don’t hardly count, neither though it’s close by.”

“What about the DOUBLE SIX you mentioned? And what’s your name?”

“My name’s George. The DOUBLE SIX has gone to the dogs since it was sold. It ain’t a ranch no more. Of course, it’s got range, and water, and some cows, and a couple of building’s but it ain’t got no outfit. Old Arnold, his gal, and his kid all tenderfeet are trying to run it.”

“But they’ve got to have punchers,” objected Rip.

“They can’t keep them, though I ain’t saying why,” replied George mysteriously.

“Does the Doc own the Bar H?” asked Rip.”Lord, no. It owns him but, say, you’ll have to excuse me. I got workto do. See you at supper. So long.”Rip left and rode back the way he had come that morning, lost inmeditation. Reaching the rim of the valley he looked down over therolling expanse of vivid green, here and there broken by shallow draws,with their brush and trees. He noticed an irregular circle of postsjust south of him and close to the river. Experience told him what theymeant, and he frowned. Here was a discordant note that enclosure,small as it was, was a thing sinister, malevolent, to him almostpossessing a personality. Turning from the quicksands he sat and gazedat the nest of rocks below him until Shamrock, well trained though shewas, became restless and thought it time to move. Stirring, he smiledand pressed a knee against her and as he rode away he shook his head.”Yes, girl, I’m still a-rolling and I don’t know where to.”After supper he talked with George until they heard the creaking ofwheels and harness. Looking up they saw four heavy horses slowlypassing the window, followed by a huge, covered wagon with great, heavywheels having four-inch tires. A grizzled, whiskered, weather-beatenpatriarch handled the lines and talked to his horses as though theywere children.”Now I got to make a new fire and cook more grub,” growled George,arising. “Why can’t he get here in time for supper? He’s always late,going and coming.”

“Who is he, and where’s he from?”

“Ol’ Buffaler Wheatley from Highbank. He’s going up to Juniper andSherman.”

“He come from Highbank today?” demanded Rip, surprised.”Shore and he must have come slow.”

“Slow? Forty miles with that in a day, and he come slow ?” retortedRip. “He was lucky to get here before midnight. If you’d have donewhat that old feller has today, you’d not think much of anybody aswanted you on hand at supper time.”

“Maybe you’re right,” conceded George, dubiously, as he went into thekitchen.Rip arose and went out to the shed where the driver was flexing hismuscles. “Howd’y,” he said. “Got the waggin where you want it?”

“Howd’y, friend,” replied Buffalo, looking out from under bushy brows.”I reckon so. ‘Most any place’ll do. Ain’t nothing ‘round’ll scratchthe polish off it,” he grinned.Rip laughed and began unhitching the tired, patient horses, and hisdeft fingers had it done before Buffalo had any more than started.”Fine horseses,” he complimented, slapping the big gray at his side. “Youmust treat them well.”

“I do,” said Buffalo. “I may abuse myself, sometimes, but not thesehere fellows. They’ll pull all day, and are as gentle as kittens.”

“How do you find freightin’?” asked Rip, leading his pair into theshed.”Pickin’ up, and picking fast,” answered Buffalo, following with thesecond team. “It’s getting too much for one old man and this waggin.And top of that I got the mail contract I been asking for for years. SoI got to put on another waggin and make the trip every week ‘stead ofonly when the freight piles up enough to make it worth while. ReckonI’ll break my boy in on the new waggin.”

“I’ll leave the feedin’ to you,” said Rip, leaning against the wall.”You know what they need.”

“All right, friend, much obliged to you. I just let them eat all the haythey can hold and give them their measures of oats. I have to carry themwith me can’t get none away from Highbank, everythin’ up here beinggrass fed.”

“I feed oats when I can get them,” replied Rip. “I always reckon acorn-fed horses has more bottom.”

“Shore has if they’re that kind,” agreed Buffalo.”Travel the same way all the time?”

“Yes. I won’t gain nothing going t’other way ‘round,” answered Buffalo,busy with his pets. “You see I always come north loaded. The first stop,after here, is Juniper, where I loses part of the load. That’s thirtymiles from here, and the road’s good. Then I cross over to Sherman,lose the rest of the load, and come back from there light it’s fiftymile of hard travelin’. Goin’ like I do I has the good, short haul withthe heavy load, coming back I have a light waggin on the long, meanhaul. If I went to Sherman first, things would just be turned ‘round.”

“What do you do when you have passengers for Sherman?”

“Don’t want none.” snorted Buffalo. “Wouldn’t carry them to Sherman,anyhow. Anybody with sense that can sit a horses wouldn’t crawl alongwith me in the heat and dust on that jouncin’ seat. But sometimes I hasa tenderfoot to nurse, consarn them. They ask so many fool questions Inear go loco . But they pays me well for it, you bet.”

“Anything else I can give you a hand with?” asked Rip, following theold man out of the shed.”No, thankee, I’m all done. The only man that can give me a hand now isthat scamp, George. I’m going in to eat, friend. Got to be up and beon my way before the sun comes up. I get the cool of the mornin’ formy team, and give them a longer rest when she gets hot. If you see JimFanning, tell him I’m buyin’ hides as a side line now. I pays spot cashfor them, same price as Ol’ Saunders would pay, less the freight. He hasquit the business and went to live with his married da’ter, old fool.”

“Fanning sell hides?”

“No, I just want him to know so he can tell the Bar H and the Triangleand maybe the Double X. I want to have a good load going back fromhere. There ain’t no profit in going all the way back with an emptywaggin. Well, good night, friend. I’m much obliged to you.”

“That’s all right,” smiled Rip. “I’ll tell him. Good night, andgood luck.” he added as an after-thought, and then drifted around tothe saloon, where he found several men at the bar.Dave performed the introductions, and added: “Campbell, here, says heain’t going back punchin’ cows as long as his money lasts. He’s atravelin’ eddicator in the innercent game of draw or was it studhorses,Campbell?”

“Draw is closer to my heart,” laughed Rip. “My friend, Tex, told meI might learn draw if I lived long enough, but I’d have to have a packof cards buried with me and practice in the other world if I aimed tolearn studhorses.”

“It grieves me to see a young man wasting his time in idleness,” saidBen Castle, the storekeeper. “The devil is always looking for holts.Young men should keep working. Might I inquire if you feel likeindulgin’ in a little game of draw? You’ll find us rusty, though.”

“We don’t play oftener than every night, and some afternoons,” saidFanning.”I’m a little scared when a man says he’s rusty,” replied Rip. “ButI reckon I might as well lose tonight as later. I hope Dave is too busyto cut in he said he don’t know nothing about it.”

“Dave’s still cuttin’ his teeth,” chuckled Jim Fanning, “but he uses mysilver to cut them on. When he learns the game I’m going to drift out oftown while I still got a horse.”Two punchers came stamping in and Dave nodded to them. “Here’s yourvictims, here’s them infants from the Double X. Boys, say ‘Howd’y’ toMr. Campbell. Campbell, that tall, red-headed feller is Stu Hawkes, andthat bowlegged towhead is Tom Wilkes. They ain’t been in here in threemonths, and they’ve rid twenty miles to rob us.”

“And we might walk home,” retorted Wilkes. “Let’s lay the dust beforewe starts anythin’. Campbell, you’re in bad company. This gang would roba church. You want to get a kneehold and hang onto the pommel after this game starts. Here’s how.”As the game progressed the few newcomers who straggled in felt theirinterest grow. As each finished his drink, Dave would lean forward andwhisper: “There’s what I call a poker game. Four highway-men playingthem close. To listen to them you’d think they never saw a card before.”Rip was complaining. “Gents, I know I’m ignorant but would youadvise me to draw to a pair of treys? Shall I hold up an ace, or takethree cards? I’ll chance it, I never hold a sider. Gimme three.”

“Ain’t that just my luck,” sighed Ben. “And me with three of a kind.”A little later Rip picked up another hand and frowned at it “Well,seeing as I always hold up a sider, I’ll have two, this time.”Hoofbeats drummed up and stopped, and a voice was heard outside. Davelooked at the calendar. “Big Tom’s a day ahead he ain’t due for hisspree till pay-day. Hello, Huff. What you doing so fur from home?”

“Hello, Dave. Hello, boys.” said the newcomer. “I feel pretty goodtonight. Just got word that McCullough wants two thousand head from usfellows up here. He’ll be along with his reg’lar trail outfit in a fewweeks. Sixteen men, a four-mule chuck waggin, and nine saddle horseses tothe man. I’m sending word that I can give him a thousand head, and theTriangle is going to give him five hundred, so he’ll want five hundredfrom the Double X, which Stu and Tom can tell Sherwood.”

“Shore,” growled Stu, and his ranch mate nodded.”Goin’ up to Dodge again?” queried Castle.”He didn’t say,” answered Big Tom. “Who’s doing the scalpin’?” heasked, going over to the table, where he gradually grew more restlessas he watched.”Some of these days, when I grows up,” grinned Wilkes, “I’m goingup the trail with a herd, like a reg’lar cow-puncher. Dodge may betop-heavy with marshals, but I’d like to see it again, with money in mypockets.” Stu grunted. “Huh.” He looked over his hand, and drawled: “The lasttime you went up you put on too many airs. Just because Cimarron letyou play segundo once in a while when he went on ahead to size up thewater or some river we would have to cross, you got too puffed up. I’maiming to be the second boss the next trip, and I’ll hand you a fewjobs that’ll keep you out of mischief.”Big Tom watched the winner rake in the chips and could stand it nolonger. “Say,” he growled, “anybody getting tired, and want to dropout?”Castle looked up. “I only won two dollars in two hours, and I got somework to do. Everybody being willin’, I’ll go out and bury my winnin’s.”Big Tom took his place. “I’m sure of one thing: I can’t lose theranch, for I don’t own it.”A round or two had been played when Big Tom drew his first openers.Rip raised it and cards were drawn. After it had gone around twice,the others dropped out. Big Tom raised and Rip helped it along.The betting became stiffer and Big Tom laughed. “I hope you keep onboostin’ her.”

“You can’t get me out of this pot with dynamite,” replied Rip,pushing out a raise.Big Tom’s gun was out before he left his seat. His chair crashedbackward and he leaned over the table. “Meanin’?” he snarled.Rip, surprised, kept his hand on the chips. “What I said,” heanswered, evenly.”Tom.” yelled Dave. “He don’t mean nothing. He’s a stranger down here.”Big Tom’s scowl faded at the words. “I reckon I was hasty, Campbell,” hesaid.Rip spoke slowly, his voice metallic “You was so hasty you come nearnever getting over it. Put down the gun.”

“I’m a mite touchy at ”

“If you has anythin’ to say, put down that gun.”

“No offense?”

“For the third time: Put down that gun.”Big Tom shook his head and appeared to be genuinely sorry. He slid thegun back and picked up his chair. “You raised?”

“I did. I advise you to call and end it.”

“She’s called. Five little hearts,” said Big Tom, lying down his cards.”They’re hasty, too. Queen full, count them. Let’s liquor.”The foreman paused in indecision. “Campbell ”

“We all get touchy,” interrupted Rip, scraping in the winnings.”Will you drink with me?”

“I’ll take the same,” said Big Tom, and he bought the next round,nodded his good night and went out.Rip turned to Dave. “Will you oblige me by tellin’ me what Mr. Huffgot huffy about?”Dave hesitated, but Stu Hawkes laughed and answered for him, his slowdrawl enhancing the humor of his tale, and wrinkles playing about hiseyes and lips told of the enjoyment the picture gave to him. “ClearRiver crossed our range, flowed through Little Canyon, made a big bendon the Bar H, passed out of East Canyon, and flowed down the middle ofthe DOUBLE SIX. Three years ago a piece of Little Canyon busted loose and sliddown, blockin’ the river, which backed up, getting’ higher and higher,and began to cut through its bank about three miles above. Big Tom gotbusy, pronto . He sends for a box of dynamite, sticks it around in the débris and let’s her go all of it. When the earthquake stoppedthere was a second one in the dust and smoke we all thought it was adelayed charge. It wasn’t. It was a section of the canyon wall, near ahundred feet long and almost two hundred feet high. There was a shalefault running down from the top, back about forty feet. Everythin’ infront of that was jarred loose and slid. The canyon was choked so hardand fast that it won’t never get open again. Clear River kept right ona-cuttin’, and it now flows on the other side of Pine Mountain, whichmeans the Bar H ain’t got no water of its own, except a few muddy holessouth and west of the ranch buildings. That’s why he’s touchy. Butthat’s a long speech, and a dry one. Let’s all liquor again.”
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Rip looked forward eagerly to the coming of the outfits for their monthly celebration, and he wasn’t certain he wouldn’t make enemies before the night was over, which impelled him to visit the Bar H and the Triangle while he would be welcome. He had familiarized himself with the DOUBLE SIX valley and the country close to the town. Therefore, he mounted Shamrock after an early breakfast and rode south, passing the shack occupied by the Doc, about two miles south of Gunsight. The Doc was squatting on DOUBLE SIX land, had a small corral, a hitching post, and a well. Rip stopped at the latter and had a drink while he mentally photographed everything in the immediate vicinity.


When he started on again, he had the choice of two trails. One wound up over Pine Mountain, a high, wooded hill, and was the more direct route to the Bar H. The other followed the riverbed around the base of the mountain and was the trail used by the Triangle. Deciding on the shorter, if more difficult, route, he gave Shamrock her head and started up the slope. The trail was fair, following the line of least resistance and threading through rocky defiles, rocky clefts, and skirting steep walls. Riding down on the south side, he found himself in a deep ravine, and when he left it, he came to the old bed of the river. A grin came to his face as he pictured the episode of the dynamiting.


Following the dried-up bed, he entered East Canyon and found its north wall to be perpendicular and remarkably smooth. The other side sloped more, showed great erosion, and was scored by clefts and wooded defiles running far back. Emerging from the canyon, he rode over a hilly, rolling range and some time later recrossed the old riverbed, arriving at the Bar H ranch houses. Two men were in sight—one mending riding gear and the other fixing the fence around the well. They nodded, and he asked for Big Tom.


“He’s around some’rs,” said “Squint” Farrell, whose name had been well bestowed.


“Git off and set down,” invited the other. “He won’t be long. Ridin’ fur?”


“Gunsight,” answered Rip.


Bill Fraser’s eyes were on Shamrock. “Ever think of swappin’ horses?” he asked.


“Not this one,” smiled Rip. “She’s too dumb, won’t learn nothing. But I had her since she could stand up, and she’s rapid for short distances.”


“Meanin’ several short distances hooked together,” suggested Squint. “I can see she’s dumb—it’s writ all over her.”


“I don’t care,” said Fraser. “I’m a great hand with the dumb ones. I’m doin’ wonders with Squint.”


“Shore,” grunted Squint. “He owes me so much money I got to do what he says. Here comes Tom now. He’s some touchy this mornin’. Must ‘a had a session with them poker deacons last night.”


“He holds them too long,” chuckled Fraser. “He figures that if three little deuces are worth a dollar, why two aces and two kings is worth a hull lot more.”


“Does sound reasonable,” said Squint. “Three deuces makin’ only six, and the others makin’ a king is thirteen, twenty-six, and two more is twenty-eight. That the way you been figurin’ all these years, Tom?”


Big Tom smiled. “Howdy, Campbell. What brings you down here so early?”


“Curiosity, mostly,” answered Rip. “That and not havin’ nothing to do. And I’m grievin’ about them two dollars Castle took away from me last night.”


“Nobody that wiggles away from Castle and only leaves two dollars behind can associate with me steady,” objected Fraser. “I got my rights.”


“Maybe we’ll see him get two more tonight,” said Squint. “We’re ridin’ in with money in our pockets.”


“And you’ll travel light returnin’,” said Big Tom.


“And most amazin’ noisy,” laughed Squint.


After a little more idle conversation, Rip pulled his hat more firmly down on his head. “Well, I just thought I’d drop in and say hello. Any place else to go?”


“Don’t be in no hurry,” said Big Tom. “But if you’re set, you might get acquainted with the Triangle—it’s only an hour’s ride. They’ll be in town, too, tonight.”


Rip nodded all around and rode off the way they pointed. He looked carefully at the brands of the cattle he passed, stopped at the Triangle for a drink and a few minutes’ conversation with a puncher who was saddling a fresh horse, and returned by the trail around the eastern end of Pine Mountain to Gunsight, where he spent the afternoon playing seven-up with Dave, with indifferent success.


Night had scarcely fallen when a whooping down the trail heralded the approach of an outfit. It was from the Triangle, and they stamped in eagerly. Castle, Fanning, and several more of the townsfolk followed them, and it wasn’t long before liquor and cards vied with each other for the honors of the evening. Rip, declining cards and going easy with the liquor, watched the games and became better acquainted all around.


“I’m losin’ my holt,” mourned Castle. “Reckon I’m sick.”


“When you get so sick you can’t move,” grunted Hank Lewis, foreman of the Triangle, “I’m comin’ in and takin’ your clothes. You’ll be left like you was born.”


“You ain’t got a chance, Hank,” asserted Fanning. “I live next door to him, and I’ll get him first. Here’s a little more to freeze him out.”


“No man with three jacks ought to sit in this here game at all,” muttered Gardner sorrowfully. “But I’m trailin’.”


“Now that I know what Sam’s got, I’ll trail, too,” grinned George Lang. “Here comes Huff and his angels.”


The Bar H arrived tempestuously. Big Tom’s voice could be heard above the noise, and he was the first to enter, followed closely by his outfit. He nodded to the crowd and ordered drinks all around. Exchanging a few words with Dave, he approached Rip.


“Reckon you can hold onto that last pot, Campbell?” he asked.


“I’ll do my best,” replied Rip. “I’ll have a better chance with Castle out of our game.”


“Let’s make up another table,” said Big Tom, looking around.


Fraser joined them, followed by Lefty Carson. “I’m after more’n two dollars,” he laughed. “Castle always did play a kid’s game.”


“Somebody else is pickin’ on me,” came Castle’s voice. “If that Fraser’ll come in some evenin’, I’ll try to suit him. Hey, Dave. What’s the matter? Somebody tie you to the bar?”


Dave’s retort was not what fiction attributes to a fat man. He was not genial; he was stirred up. “You go hang. I’m so cussed busy I can’t see. I ain’t no jack rabbit.”


“He says so himself,” shouted Squint, roaring with laughter. “If I ever sees a jack rabbit lookin’ like Dave, I’ll give him all the trail.”


“Hey, Two Bit,” yelled Dave, with a voice that shook the bottles. “He’s always around when there’s nobody here, but when there’s a crowd to be waited on, he flits. Hey. Two Bit.”


Dahlgren held his hand over the bar. “Gimme a glass of liquor, Dave, and I’ll trap him,” he laughed, looking at his foreman, who had forgotten all about cards and was drinking steadily.


Dave looked at him, grinned, and complied. Dahlgren turned, glass held up. “Order, gents. Order. Less noise. I’m gonna trap a bum-bum and have him on show right before you for two bits a head.”


The crowd took it as a wager and wouldn’t let him explain. “All right, you coyotes, let it go that way, then: two bits apiece that I do,” he cried, and, the cynosure of all eyes, pranced to the door where he placed the glass on the sill and then lay down along the wall, his hand raised to grasp his quarry. Laughing, he faced the crowd. “They are ‘lusive animals, gents, but they can’t oh-ho resist the enticin’ smell of—”


Another roar went up as a hand stole around the glass and whisked it from sight. Oblivious to this, Dahlgren took the shout as a tribute to his humor. When he could be heard, he continued, “They can’t resist the smell of liquor, gents. When the wary bum-bum scents this here glass of fire water,” he pointed and stopped as another roar went up. “Well, I’m d d,” he grunted. Scrambling to his feet, he plunged out into the night as Two Bit entered the rear door, carrying the liquor at arm’s length. Two Bit stopped, gulped down the fiery liquid, and, placing the glass on the bar, started to serve the card players, his face grave and serious.


The place was in an uproar when Dahlgren returned, and he was met by a howling mob of creditors. Shaking his fist at Two Bit, he exhausted his change as he bobbed around in the crowd, got more from Dave, and at last managed to pay off. Emitting a yell, he jumped for Two Bit, grabbed him, and began to manhandle him playfully. Others joined in, and the sport grew fast and furious, rougher and rougher. Rip, seeing how things stood and thinking that Two Bit was in danger of being hurt, plunged headfirst into the mass of merrymakers, grabbed Two Bit, and, at the first opportunity, threw him reeling toward the door. Leaping after him, he grasped the confused tramp, whispered, “Vamoose,” and then yelled out, “I can’t, huh? We’ll see.” There was a flurry, and Two Bit shot out of the door as though he had left a bow. Rip turned and faced the crowd. “Did you hear him?” he demanded. “I showed him if I could or not. Blast his nerve, to talk like that to me.”

“Wish he’d said it to me,” growled Big Tom, whose liquor was making him surly and uncertain. “I’d have busted his cussed neck. This here country is getting too d— independent. That’s it—too independent. The Bar H runs this country, and I run the Bar H,” he boasted, resting against the bar. “That’s it, and it’s got to learn it. It’s got to learn that the Bar H runs this country, and I run the Bar H. Anybody say I don’t?” he demanded, looking around.


Just at this auspicious occasion, Squint was unfortunate enough to step on the foot of a man who had little use for him and who, several times in the last few years, had been restrained only by force from carrying out his thinly veiled threats. Teddy Forbes, the deadliest man on the Bar H, more than disliked Squint, and only their common interests had averted bloodshed. Now he snarled and reached for his gun, but found it held in the holster by Little Tom Carney, who hung to Forbes’ arm like a leech until others came to his aid and succeeded in taking the killing edge from Teddy’s anger.


Teddy struggled, gradually getting free. “I don’t want him now,” he panted. “Let go of me. I’ll get him when he’s sober.” He wrestled free and went over to his foreman. “You heard what I said?” he demanded. “There won’t be no interference this time.”


Big Tom rocked back on his heels and scowled down at his gunman. “I heard you,” he replied. “And I say you’re making a fool of yourself. I’m running this ranch, and I’m tellin’ you that I’ll see that he is good and sober and gets an even break, if it ever comes to gunplay between you two. Take my advice, and forget about it.” He pushed Forbes to one side and waved his arm. “Everybody have a drink with Big Tom Huff, the boss of the Bar H. Set ‘em out, Dave.”


They responded, but the soberer heads began to feel uneasy. Dave looked at Castle, who exchanged glances with him, and at Rip, who, lounging against the farther wall near the card players, was missing nothing. Rip allowed a faint smile to show and winked at the proprietor, a knowing, significant wink. If it was meant to bring ease to Dave’s troubled mind, it failed utterly. Worse than that, it acted the other way.


“D— it,” thought Dave. “He’s sober as a horse and cold as h—,” which anomaly did not strike Dave’s too-busy mind. “Is he aiming to get Huff? Is he nursin’ last night’s play? Here I was hoping none of the Double X would ride in, and Trouble was campin’ under my fat nose all the time. H— will sure pop at the first shot—they’ll shoot him to pieces, and no tellin’ who else.”


The card game died gradually, and the players nearest the crowd shoved their chairs back. Dave noticed it and shook his head imploringly, trying by sheer willpower to force them back to the game. He failed, and his fears looked to be justified. Big Tom, turning ponderously, looked at them and then stared as their strange inactivity slowly impressed itself on his befuddled mind.


“Go on and play,” he roared. “I run the Bar H, and Bar H runs the country.”


Dave leaped into the breach. “They can’t. Castle’s got all the money.”


“Castle’s got—ha, ha, ha,” roared Big Tom. “He’s the old fox. Goin’ to shake hands with the old fox.” He weaved across the floor and shook Castle’s hypocritical hand. “And he’s got Campbell’s two pesos. Me and Campbell’s goin’ to play a two-hand game for the limit, and the winner’ll tangle up with Castle.”


That plan did not suit Dave at all. He refilled a glass and slid it across the bar. “Hey, Tom,” he called. “Hey, Tom.” As the foreman turned clumsily and stared at him, Dave held up the glass. “I never thought you was so stuck up as to ask the boys to drink with you and then throw ‘em like that.”

“Who’s stuck up?”

“Then why didn’t you drink with ‘em?” demanded Dave, severely.

Huff looked at him and lurched forward. “Beg boys’ pardon. I’m with the boys. I always drink with the boys, and I ain’t stuck up.” He gulped the liquor and, spreading his feet, leaned against the bar. “The Bar H runs this country, and I run the Bar H. I’ll learn ‘em, too.” He threw off two of his men who tried to quiet him, fearing he’d say too much. “I’m all right,” he assured them. “I’ll learn ‘em,” he continued. “There’s that minx on the DOUBLE SIX. I’ll learn her, too. I’ve been layin’ low, but I’ll learn her. I’m not stuck up, but she is. First night I called, she tried to sneak out and leave me holding the sack. But I showed her who was running this country. She’s a wiry minx, but I kissed—”


“That’ll do,” snapped Rip, the words sounding like the crack of a whip. He leaned forward, away from the wall, his hands hanging limply at his sides. The crowd jumped, and Dave’s heart was severely taxed. “I don’t know the woman, but I object. The Bar H may run this country, and you may run the Bar H, but if I hear any more about women, I’ll take the job of running you, and the Bar H, and the country, besides, if I have to. I’ve got some rights, and I ain’t going to have my evening spoiled by women. And that goes as she lays.”


Big Tom had pushed away from the bar and swung around unsteadily. He blinked and focused his eyes on the man who had interrupted him and who spoke about running him. Steadily, the meaning of the words hammered at the liquor-paralyzed brain cells, and at last was recognized and understood. His blood-red face wrinkled like the muzzle of an angry dog, and the red eyes blazed with murder. Memory tried to inflame him further, and succeeded. He snarled an oath and reached for his gun.


There was a flash, a roar, and a cloud of smoke at Rip’s hip, and before the crowd could move, they were facing two guns, from one of which trailed a thin wisp of smoke. Big Tom, holding his benumbed hand against his body, looked from it to his gun, which slowly ceased sliding and came to a stop on the floor at the other end of the bar. He appeared to be stupefied.


“I didn’t touch him,” snapped Rip. “I hit his gun. You all saw him draw first. I’m aiming to make this personal between him and me, and so far as I’m concerned, it’s over now. But if anybody has any objections, I’ll hear ‘em.” Receiving no reply, he continued, looking out of the corner of his eye at the Bar H foreman:


“Tom, I don’t aim to do you no injury, and you can palaver all you want, and have all the fun you want, regardless. That is your right. But I’ve got rights, too. And so has all the boys. And we ain’t going to hear nobody talk about women. Women is barred all the way to the ace. I ain’t going to listen about ‘em, at all. They lost me the best job I ever had, on the best ranch I ever saw. They drove me clean out of Montana









































