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Chapter 1

SIX-GUN SALVAGE



Hopalong Cassidy watched the old banker count the money with careful fingers. Fifteen thousand dollars was an amount to be handled with reverence and respect. As he watched the mounting stack of bills, Hopalong saw them less as the long green bills they were than as the cattle they represented—the cattle and the work. Into that stack of bills was going money that had grown from days of cold wind and rain, nights of thunder and lightning, of restless herds poised for stampede, of rivers and washes running brim full with roaring flood waters, of dust, blistering sun, and the roar of rustlers’ guns.

Into that pile so flat and green went more than money. Into that pile went months of brutal labor, the brindle steer that had killed a horse under him down in Lonetree Canyon, and the old mossyhorn who had fouled Lanky’s rope on a juniper, putting him three weeks in bed with a broken leg. And into that pile went the kid from Toyah, who had ridden up to join them so full of vitality and exuberance, only to have his horse step into a prairie-dog hole while running ahead of a stampede. They had buried what was left of the kid and sent his hat and gun to a brother in El Paso.

“There she is, Hoppy,” the banker said at last. “Buck will be mighty glad to get shut of that debt, I know. He’s a man who takes bein’ in debt harder’n any man I can think of, an’ he’s sure scrimped an’ cut corners to have that much in three years!”

“Yeah,” Cassidy agreed, “Buck’s right conscientious about most things. He don’t like to get into debt in the first place, but you know how it was with Dick Jordan. When he fell heir to that ranch out West he sold his cattle an’ remuda to Buck, knowin’ if there was one man around he could trust to pay ever’ last red cent it was Buck.

“Came at a good time too. Buck had been talkin’ about more cattle, an’ with the additional range he could use, it would be a positive shame not to have ’em. Otherwise, he never would have gone into debt.”

“You takin’ this money West yourself?” The banker’s shrewd old eyes studied the silver head. “I know Buck can’t afford to be away right now.”

“Yeah, I’m takin’ it West, an’ glad of the chance. Old Dick was a friend of mine, too, an’ I’ve heard a sight about that ranch o’ his. Rightly, it belonged to his wife. It was part of an old Spanish grant, you know.”

“Uh-huh. Helped draw up some o’ the papers. Got a daughter now, I hear.”

“Had her a long time. Shucks, she was fourteen or fifteen before they left here.”

“Say”—the banker turned around in his chair—“who’s goin’ out there with you?”

I’m goin’ alone. Mesquite’s off somewheres, as usual, an’ Buck can’t spare two men. Anyway, it ain’t a two-man job.”

“Maybe. Things out thataway are pretty lively. Had a letter from a friend of mine out to McClellan. Had his bank held up about three weeks ago, killed his cashier, wounded a deputy sheriff, then lost the durned posse.”

“Lost ’em?”

“Uh-huh, just plain lost ’em.”

Hopalong slid off the desk and gathered up the money. “Well, Buck will be waitin’ for me, so I’d better get into the leather an’ ride to the ranch. But don’t you worry about this money. I’ll see it gets to Dick, as promised.”

Tucking the packages of bills into his black shirt and drawing his belt tighter, he hitched his guns into an easier position on his dark-trousered hips and started for the door.

The banker arose from his chair and walked to the window where he could watch Cassidy cross the street. The same trim bowed legs, the broad, sloping shoulders, the lean waist and choppy walk of the horseman. His silver guns were worn by much handling, and his boots were cracked and dusty. Suddenly the banker found himself wishing he was younger and starting West with Hopalong on that ride.

As he started to turn from the window a movement caught his eye, and he hesitated. A man had stepped out from beside the bank and started slowly across the street in Hopalong’s wake. If that man had been standing alongside the bank, he might have seen Hopalong take the money, for there was an office window near the desk. The banker frowned. His wife would be waiting supper, and if he got into the saloon he might not get out for hours.… Anyway, Hopalong could take care of himself. He always had.

Trouble followed Hopalong Cassidy like wolves follow a snow-driven herd, but few men were more fitted to cope with it than the silver-haired gunfighter. He should have told Hoppy to ook up Monaghan, at the bank in McClellan. Well, he could write to him. Maybe Hoppy would have business over that way.





Dusk was softening the line of the buildings when Hopalong crossed the street to the saloon. A poker game was in session when he pushed through the batwing doors, but the players carefully avoided his eyes. They knew each other, and knew the game was fairly even all around. But Hopalong was a specialist at draw. His brand of poker was apt to be expensive for them, and they wanted none of that.

Three men lounged at the bar, all strangers. One of them, Hoppy remembered, had passed him on the step. His casual glance read their brands with a quick, easy eye, and he grinned to himself. Drifting punchers, maybe a shade on the owl-hoot side.

Trail dust lay thick on their clothes, but their guns had been wiped clean, and the cartridges in their belts shone brightly. One man—who had passed him on the walk before the saloon—was a slender young fellow with straight, clean-cut features and a deep line at one corner of his mouth. When he glanced toward Cassidy, Hopalong saw that one eye was half closed by a lowered lid. At first the man seemed to be winking, and then Hoppy realized the affliction was permanent.

The other two also had the look of hard cases. The tall man was round-shouldered and his face carried deep-set lines of cruelty and harshness. The third stranger was scarcely more than a boy, but one already far gone down the hard trails by the look of him.

Drifters were not uncommon, and the range life was not one calculated to make men soft. Such men as these came in and drifted on each morning and night, for Twin Rivers was on a trail much traveled in these months.

“Pullin’ out tomorrow, Hoppy?” The bartender leaned his arms on the bar. “Johnny was sayin’ you were headed West to visit Dick Jordan.”

At the name all three strangers turned sharply to stare at Hopalong. Their expressions excited his interest and also their apparent familiarity with the name of Dick Jordan. Only a familiar name could have turned them so sharply. They looked away, and the man with the squint eye spoke to the others in a low, careful voice, as though explaining something.

“Yeah,” said Cassidy, “we bought his herd three years ago. Buck wants me to ride out there, and that country always did appeal to me. It will be good to get shut of this dust and fill my lungs with that good mountain air again.”

“Dick bought hisself a good ranch, I hear.”

“He didn’t buy it. His wife was Spanish an’ the ranch was part of an old land grant belonging to her family. She inherited it, so they just moved out there. They took their daughter with them. She was maybe fifteen years old. Nice kid, but all knees and freckles.”

One of the strangers snickered, and Cassidy glanced at them appraisingly. Two of them avoided his eyes, but the one with the bad eyelid met his glance boldly. “Heerd what y’ said about ridin’ to see Dick Jordan,” he commented dryly, “an’ if I was you, I’d forget it. That there’s a tough country for drifters. They don’t cotton to ’em, not none a-tall!”

“That right?” Hopalong said carelessly. “Well, maybe I can help them get used to it.”

The tall man answered him, and his eyes were hard as he looked at Cassidy. “You go out there huntin’ him,” he said insolently, “an’ you’re sure likely to find him! You’re liable to go right where he is!” As he finished speaking he put down his glass and all three walked out of the saloon. On the walk outside one of them spoke, and then all laughed.

Cassidy glanced at the bartender. “Know those fellers?”

“Been around all afternoon,” the bartender explained, “an’ takin’ in a lot of room. The squinty one, he’s gettin’ his horse shod. Then they’re driftin’ on, headin’ West.”

Hopalong accepted the information and turned it over in his mind. Suppose they knew he had the money? They might be honest cowhands just feeling their oats in a strange town, but all Hopalong’s instincts told him they were more than that, and men to be reckoned with. Nor was he the man to underrate anyone. Considering the problem, he decided that if they were planning to rob him they would do it tonight, and probably right now. There was nothing to be gained by keeping them waiting. With a plan of the town in his mind, he did a few minutes of rapid thinking, then turned and waved good night to the bartender and stepped outside.

Opposite the saloon a man sat beside a saddled horse. As Hopalong stepped out, the man drew deep on his cigarette, and it glowed with sudden, sharp brightness. Cassidy noticed it with a wry curling at the corners of his mouth. A signal. Who did they think he was? A pilgrim? A soft-tailed tenderfoot? He stepped down beside his horse and tightened the saddle girth, watching the man out of the corners of his eyes.

There were only three places men might wait where that cigarette signal could be seen. There was a narrow opening beyond the hardware store down the street. Farther along the entrance to the alley by the livery stable was another, and up the street by the sheriff’s office was the third. Nobody but a fool would wait by the livery stable, for the other end of that alley was closed off by the horse corrals. The night was cool, and that puncher across the street could have been there for only one reason, to warn the others that Cassidy had come out. Necessarily, they would have to be ready no matter which way he turned, so one man must be up the street, the other down.

The spot by the hardware store and the alley by the sheriff’s office would be the places. One man to stop him and two to close in. He grinned at the simplicity of it. Would the fellow stick a gun into him? Or merely ask for a light to give others time to come up?

Hopalong tightened the cinch, and then, as he put a foot in the stirrup, he suddenly seemed to remember something. He took down his foot, stepped up on the boardwalk, and went back into the saloon. Scarcely aware of the surprised glances, he walked swiftly through the room to the back, and turning, as if to enter the office, he went past it into a narrow passage from which a door opened at the back.

Careful not to allow his spurs to jingle, he walked swiftly toward the sheriff’s office. When behind it, he looked up the narrow alleyway between the buildings and caught the dark outline of the man who was waiting there. A hard grin parted his lips, and he moved up behind the man. “Huntin’ somebody?” he asked softly.

The squint-eyed man whirled swiftly, his hand dropping for his gun, and Hopalong struck with a work-hardened fist. It caught the man flush on the chin and his knees sagged, letting his jaw down to meet the lifting right. As though his legs had turned to limp rubber, the man slumped to the ground, and Hopalong stepped swiftly past him to the corner.

Across the street the cigarette smoker, having heard sounds of the brief scuffle, was on his feet, starting toward him. He stepped out past his horse. “Bizco?” he called softly. “What’s up?”

Hopalong stepped easily into the street. “I am,” he said.

It was the youngster of the lot, and the least experienced. Instead of brazening it out, he felt himself trapped, and his own guilty reaction betrayed him. His hand dropped for his gun.

The tall man down the street was already aware that something had gone wrong, and had stepped out from cover and started toward them. When he saw Hopalong Cassidy he knew that somehow their plan had miscarried, and like his younger friend, he grabbed for his six-shooter.

Neither man saw the blur of movement as Hopalong Cassidy drew. His guns came up, spouting flame even as theirs cleared leather, and his first shot was for the tall man, who he rightly deduced was the more dangerous of the two. The shot struck just above the glisten of the belt buckle and the second cut the edge of the first. In almost the same instant Hopalong’s other gun had roared, and the younger man went to his knees. He tried a shot that tugged at Cassidy’s sleeve. Then he spilled over in the dust, losing his grip on his pistol.

Wheeling, Hoppy jumped back into the alley by the sheriff’s office, but all he heard was a sudden pounding of hoofs, so he stopped. Bizco, the squint-eyed one, was gone.

People were crowding doorways and some had ventured into the street. Two men were bent over the tall man in front of the hardware store. Watching narrowly, Hopalong crossed to Shorty. Dropping to his knees, he turned him on his back.

The man was dying. Gently Hoppy eased his position. Now that he was dying, Hopalong felt him no enmity. Nor did he feel much sorrow. A man bought cards in a game like this according to his own wish and accepted the consequences. Sometimes such men lasted for years, and sometimes they went quick and hard, like this one.

His eyes flashed open and he looked up at Hoppy. “Fast!” he gasped hoarsely. “You’re too blamed fast!”

He breathed heavily, and Cassidy listened to the approaching feet.

“Sorry,” the fellow said.

“What you after?” Cassidy asked.

“Money. Bizco seen y’ draw money from the bank.”

“What was all that about Dick Jordan? You know him?”

It took several attempts before the man’s lips could form the words. “Did … did know him. Don’t … don’t y’ go out … there. Wouldn’t stand a chance! They … Soper an’ Sparr … devils!”

“What about Jordan? Is he all right? His family with him?” Cassidy’s voice hurried, for the man was dying fast.

If he understood the words he did not reply. The chances were that he never heard them at all, that already he was beyond hearing, beyond listening, beyond even thinking. The wheels in his brain were slowing down now, yet there was time for what he did remember. Hopalong saw his lips stir and fumble with the words, saw them in the vague light falling from the rectangle of a window. “Hadda laugh,” his lips whispered. “All … knees … freckles!” The whisper trailed away and died with its owner.

Hopalong got to his feet and thumbed shells into his guns. “That other one dead?” he asked.

The bartender was one of the men who had been bending over Shorty when Cassidy had come over to him. He still wore his white apron, but he clutched a shotgun. “Answer me! Is the other one dead?”

“Yeah,” someone spoke up, “he’s dead. Right through the stomach! You could lay a half dollar over the two holes—at least where they went in.”

“There was another feller!” the bartender said. “What happened to him?”

“He sloped. He’ll carry a sore jaw along with the memory, though.”

Cassidy walked back to his horse, Topper. He swung into the saddle and turned the white gelding down the trail toward the ranch. Buck Peters would have questions to ask and he would want to know all about it.

Confound the luck! Rose wouldn’t want Buck to start off on any wild-goose chase, but the least smell of gun smoke and the old man began champing on the bit like a fire horse! Hopalong grinned as he pictured him. Buck’s reactions were too slow now, but he would admit it to no one, least of all Hopalong.

Peters was at the table when Hopalong came in. Hopalong unbuttoned his shirt and placed the packets of money on the table, and Buck dabbed at his mouth with a red-checked napkin. “Sure took your time! I was beginnin’ to get worried.”

“What you got to worry about, you old mosshorn? Who does the work around here, anyway? You knew danged well I’d get this money an’ bring it back, an’ all you had to do was set here an’ get fat waitin’. Rose feeds you too good, Buck. You’re losin’ your figger.”

Buck’s face fired up. “My figger’s my own business!” He glared suspiciously at Hopalong. “What happened? I can smell trouble writ all over you!”

Dropping into a seat, Cassidy forked a slab of beef to his plate and accepted the hot coffee Rose poured for him. Then he told them briefly and quietly just what had happened. He left out nothing except the remarks on the subject of Dick Jordan. While Rose worried and Buck chafed at the bit and talked about outlaws, Hopalong’s mind was already away from the table and far down the trail he was about to travel.

If anything had gone wrong, it would be a good thing that he was going out. Dick Jordan was a fine man, a big man, and hard-handed, but just, and noted always for hospitality. His ranch had been a favored stopping place, and no man had ever been turned from his door lacking food. Jordan himself had been a buffalo hunter turned trader. As a boy he had worked for a cattle buyer in the East, and finally he went back to that, but his great desire was to own a ranch. He soon had it, and the Circle J had always worked hand in glove with Peters’s outfit in everything.

The dying outlaw had mentioned names. They came back to Hopalong’s mind suddenly.

What were they again? Soper an’ Sparr. Sparr!

Hopalong put his cup down so hard that some of the coffee slopped over into the saucer. Buck and Rose were staring at him. Sparr!

“What bit you?” Buck demanded, his eyes alert and shrewd. “You got an idear?”

“Me?” Hopalong demanded innocently. “About what?”

“You know what I mean,” Buck growled irritably. “I mean this here holdup! This Jordan business! If I know you, you just had a thought—not that it wouldn’t feel mighty strange under that silver thatch o’ yourn.”

Carefully Hopalong lifted his cup and then poured the spilled coffee from the saucer back into the cup. This gave him time to assemble his thoughts a little, and he tried to be casual about the question.

“Is Mesquite back yet?”

Buck’s eyes brightened. “See?” he said to Rose. “I knowed it! He’s got somethin’ on his mind that smells of trouble! If he hadn’t, he would never think of askin’ about Mesquite at a time like this!”

Cassidy forked another slab of beef onto his plate and piled mashed potatoes around it. “The kid’s a top hand in any crowd. Look at the way he worked through the roundup. And who is any better with a rough string than him? He’s as good with bad horses as Johnny was. Maybe better!”

Buck stared at Hopalong. “He’s good with a gun too. Mean an’ on the prod. I never in my life seen but one hombre as ready for trouble as he is!”

“Now who would that be?” Hopalong demanded innocently.

“You, you wall-eyed galoot! You always did hunt trouble! Most folks could ride through a town without anything happenin’, but not you. You go into a place filled with old-maid schoolmarms an’ right away trouble busts loose an’ splashes all over everybody!”

“This here trip,” Hopalong lied cheerfully, “looks like the quietest sort of ride. Dick Jordan may have trouble from time to time, but you know Dick. I’ll take your money out there an’ deliver it safe.”

The thought that had come to him as he ate was far from a pleasant one. The name Sparr had at last struck a responsive chord in his brain. Of course there could be many Sparrs. Soper he had never heard of. But there was one Sparr of whom he knew, and none of what he knew was good.

Like Jordan himself, Avery Sparr had been a buffalo hunter. From buffalo hunting, he had graduated to town marshal of a tough Western town. Indiscriminate killings won him quick removal from that job and he had drifted West. From Ellsworth, to Abilene, to Dodge, to Ogallala, to Cimarron and Bloomfield, and in each one there had been gun battles or killings. A couple of the known ones had been outright murder, and there were some others of which the same had been suspected. His surly nature and ready guns earned him no friends and many enemies.

Then Sparr had dropped from sight. There had been rumors of him around mining camps in Nevada and Montana, and it was said he had fled Calgary after killing a mounted policeman there. If this was the Sparr the dying outlaw had mentioned, he was a ruthless killer.

Hopalong could not imagine such a man on Jordan’s ranch. Dick was not a man to be frightened of a six-gun reputation, nor were the hands he was accustomed to have around him. Probably he was stewing over nothing.

“Daylight will be the time,” Hopalong said at last. “I aim to take it easy this trip and not put in any long rides. There will be some rough country to get over, and I want to make it all by daylight.”

Buck Peters stared sourly at his friend. “Ain’t sure but what I should saddle up an’ ride along,” he suggested tentatively, avoiding his wife’s eyes. “That’s a mighty long ride, Hoppy, and could be the Apaches are off the reservation again.”

Cassidy chuckled. “What you think I need, a nursemaid? You stay back here an’ run this show. I’ll get this money to Dick, stay a few days to rest up, then be back here before you know I’m gone. I need a ride anyway. I’m goin’ stale with settin’ around.”

He got up and stretched. “Thanks, Rose. I sure did enjoy that supper. Last home cookin’ I’ll be gettin’ for some time, I expect.”

He turned toward the door, then stopped. “Say, Buck, you got that last letter of Pam’s around anywheres? I’d like a look at it.”

Buck Peters’s suspicions were not dead. He eyed Hopalong darkly. “Yeah,” he said; “it’s in my desk. I’ll get it for you.” He got up and lumbered into the office. “What you want that for? The town you want is Horse Springs. It’s a stage stop an’ cowtown.”

“I know the town. I was there once. All I want to see is that letter. Seems to me I remember Pam sayin’ somethin’ about where to go if I came out there.”

“Yeah,” Buck admitted grudgingly, “there was something like that.”

He found the letter at last, and handed it over. Hopalong had seen the letter but once before, and had been told all that was in it. Accordingly, when he glanced at it he had done just that—glanced. Now, with thoroughly aroused suspicions, he looked at it with new eyes. Instantly he felt his pulse jump.

He read the letter through slowly, and then returned to the part that referred to him.

This was of two paragraphs, and the writing was different, somehow, as though strained.


Remind Hopalong of the games he used to teach me. There was one especially that I used to like to play. I wish he would think of this as he reads my letter. Dad often refers to that situation in Dry Canyon when Hopalong joined him. It would be wonderful to see Hoppy again now, feeling like that.



Cassidy looked up at Buck’s inquiring eyes. All his resolutions about keeping Buck from knowing went by the board, forgotten in his exasperation. “Buck, we’re a couple o’ fools! The day this letter came you mentioned it to me, and you said she reminded me of the Dry Canyon affair. When I looked at this letter I was thinkin’ about that gelding of mine, down sick with the colic, an’ I never paid it no attention.”

“What’s wrong?” Buck demanded.

Slowly Hopalong read the passage aloud, and then he swore. “Don’t you see? She mentions that business in Dry Canyon, an’ says she wants to see me again, feelin’ like that!”

Rose looked from one to the other. “Dry Canyon? What does that mean?”

“Mean?” Buck was genuinely worried now. “Why, four rustlers had Dick Jordan cornered down in Dry Canyon. He was helpless, an’ they were aimin’ to kill him. Then Hopalong showed up. They turned on him, an’ Hoppy downed two of them an’ the other two throwed up their hands.”

“But what is that to worry about?” she protested. “It’s in the past.”

“Yeah, but she wants to see me again like that! I think they are in trouble, an’ need help!”

“Why wouldn’t she say so then?” Buck protested.

“Maybe somebody made her write the letter,” Hopalong said, “but remember what she said about the games I used to teach her? Well, one of those games was a code game. We used to see what messages we could write by using the first letter of each word as the secret message. Now wait a minute.”

He studied the letter with care, and then he said, “What did you make of this part?”

Buck stared at it. “That? Couldn’t make sense. Figgered the kid had us mixed up with somebody else she knowed.”

Hopalong scowled and read aloud.


“How ever, Long Pete Carroll of Mesa Escabrosa, head of PPY, never did come out. Better call Rod Edwards for us. Lew Brake was through a year ago. He left Pat, that mustang here, but finally came after him.



“Now take just the first letters. H-e-L-P C-o-M-E h-o-PPY.

“See?” Hopalong looked up. “Help, come Hoppy, she says. This next part doesn’t make sense because she’s tryin’ to make the letter sound right. She’s got the first two letters of ‘better’ underlined because she wants to use ’em both. Same thing with the next word. Figgerin’ in the same way, what do you get? ‘Be Careful.’ Then later she says ‘Help’ again.”

“Mighty lousy code!” Buck sniffed.

“Aw, it was just a kid’s game I figgered out!” Hopalong protested. “Tried to make it easy for her. Never figgered she’d use it like this.”

“When you leavin’?” Buck asked thoughtfully. “If they do need help, you better go mighty quick.”

“At daybreak,” Hopalong Cassidy said quietly; “an’ you can wish me luck.”



Chapter 2

“GAMBLERS DON’T GAMBLE”



On the third morning Hopalong abandoned the trail before reaching the banks of the San Isidro and walked Topper down to the stream through a maze of rocks. He had no definite reason in mind except the instinctive one of a man on a dangerous mission. He wished to leave no sign, no evidence of his passage. The main trail, while not well traveled, would be marked by more than one set of hoofprints, and his own would merge well enough with them.

To his right bulked the towering mass of Horseshoe Mesa, and off to the south were the rocky parapets of Johnson Mesa. Beyond the pass opening before him lay the wide plains through which flowed the unruly Canadian River.

While his horse drank, he dismounted and filled his canteen from a tiny trickle of water running down from among the rocks. This spring was undoubtedly known to the Apaches but he saw no evidence of anyone having been near it. He scowled thoughtfully. All morning he had been filled with uncertainty and foreboding, his eyes continually straying from the trail to study the country through which he rode.

Without any definite reason, Cassidy had the feeling that all was not well. It was not the utter and complete loneliness of the trail, for this was an empty country at best, nor was it the weather, for the air was warm and balmy, the desert still green and lovely and not yet faded by many summer suns. It was something else, some scarcely to be defined feeling in the air or in his bones.

Somewhere on the trail ahead of him was Bizco, yet it was not the outlaw who worried him. Rather, it was the Apaches. That the Indians were supposedly on their reservation made no difference, for a dozen times in the past they had returned to raiding. Of late there had been rumors heard even in Twin Rivers about the restlessness of the younger braves and their constant irritation with the treatment received from the Indian agents.

This was their country. All this range into which he was now riding had been an Apache stronghold, and no warriors ever lived more ready to fight for their land. More than once their war parties had defied the army, raided ranches, stolen horses, killed army personnel, and then vanished like gusts of wind into the desert.

By midafternoon, if all went well, he should be coming up to Clifton House, the best-known stopping place on the river. It was or had been a stage station for the Barlow & Sanderson line, and he would be sure to get information there as to the Indian outbreaks, if any, and with discrimination he might even learn something about Jordan and the Circle J.

If Avery Sparr was in the Mogollons or the Apache country west of the Canadian, somebody would know it at Clifton’s. There had been a gold strike over there, and despite the fact that the discoverer had been killed by Indians, more prospectors and miners were coming into the country. There would be talk of this around the bar in Clifton’s, and much might be learned. Finally, after studying the country around him with care, Hoppy mounted again and, fording the stream, turned his horse into the pass.

All was still. The sun was already high in the sky behind him, and its warmth was beginning to creep along his muscles and take away the chill of night. His hard blue eyes studied the pass as he rode, and they returned again and again to the trail. Unshod horses had been ridden here, too, and Hopalong had lived too long in the West to take the Apache lightly.

When the rock walls of the pass opened out again and he saw Chicorica Creek before him he breathed easier. The open country ahead, stretching far to the blue mountains beyond the Canadian, were the grama grass plains, and beyond them, out of sight from here, was Clifton House.

A shout startled him to alertness and he drew up. Then it came again, the long, ringing shout of a mule skinner, followed by the gunshot crack of a whip.

“Fool,” Hopalong muttered. “Ain’t sensible to shout like that in this here country.”

He started the gelding again, knowing, although he could not see, that the unknown mule skinner was down in the bottom of the creek. And then, suddenly, the wagon was in view. It was a Conestoga with a patched canvas top and drawn by six spanking-fine mules. A man and a woman sat on the seat, while a boy of probably fourteen rode alongside on a rawboned buckskin.

As Cassidy approached, still partly concealed by the scattered rocks and brush at the mouth of the pass, he saw the skinner swing his mules wide to start up a steep cut in the bank of the creek. The boy on the horse preceded him, shouting back to the wagon and its driver. The mules went into the cut fast, and just as the wagon pulled over the lip of the bank, a shot rang out.

Hopalong saw the puff of smoke over some rocks, and in the same instant a half-dozen Apaches broke cover and started for the wagon on a dead run. The boy and his horse were down, but as his own rifle leaped from its scabbard, Cassidy saw the mule skinner whip up an old Sharps.

Then Hopalong’s rifle came up. He sighted quickly, held his breath, and squeezed off his shot. The Winchester leaped in his hands, and the foremost Apache left his horse and hit the ground in a tawny, trail-dusted heap.

The mule skinner must have fired in the same instant, for a horse went sprawling. But more than the dropping of the man and horse, the Apaches were surprised by the sudden attack from their flank. Cassidy rode forward, drew up, and fired again, dropping his second Indian.

Snapping two more fast shots, he slammed his rifle home in the boot and went down the hill at a dead run. The Apaches broke for the rocks, and he raced after the first one, intercepting him just as they reached the rocks. With savage desperation the Indian lunged his horse straight at Hopalong and, knife in hand, leaped for him!

Cassidy had drawn his right-hand gun, and as the Indian lunged with the knife, he swung the heavy barrel. The wrist cracked and as the Indian fell, Hopalong’s plunging horse went over him, drowning his shrill cry and hammering it into a choking moan.

Swinging his horse, Hopalong cantered back to the wagon. The driver was helping the boy from under his horse. “You shore showed up at the right time, mister!” the boy said. “That hoss had me pinned down. I was dead meat for certain!”

The driver of the wagon was a dark, sullen-appearing man whose face was now a sickly white. Reaction to fear had left him shaking. “Thanks, mister,” he said, holding up a thin hand; “that was shore a help!”

The man’s eyes were taking him in now, and Hopalong surmised in them a cool curiosity and some calculation. “You handle them guns right good,” the man said. “You from around here?”

“Driftin’,” Hopalong said. “Figured I’d see some o’ the country west. Over toward the Mogollons.”

The man’s face stiffened, but he said carefully, “Good country to get shet of, an’ you can take that friendly. I know this country. Been ranchin’ over near McClellan for the past couple o’ years. Just gettin’ back from Colorado with my wife an’ boy. But you stay away from those Mogollons unless you—”

His voice broke off sharply, and he touched his lips with a nervous tongue.

“Unless what?”

Cassidy was walking his horse alongside the man as they started for the wagon.

“Nothin’.” The man avoided his eyes. “But thanks again. You probably kept us alive back yonder. Won’t ferget it, neither.” He looked up. “My name’s Leeds. My brand’s the Circle L, six mile out of McClellan. Look me up.”

Hopalong was intrigued by the man’s comments on the Mogollons. “Headin’ for Clifton’s. Might’s well tag along, I guess. That’s my spot for tonight.”

“Good grub,” Leeds said, committing himself to nothing.

Asking questions was the worst way to get information in this country, as Cassidy well knew. He was reticent himself, but most Westerners were inclined to be even more so. Especially in some neighborhoods where it paid to know nothing and say nothing. Yet in hopes of breaking down the man’s resistance and of leading him into some admission or comment, Hopalong talked from time to time on cattle, range conditions, the nutritive value of grama grass, and the probable chance of water from deep wells.

It was the boy who finally interrupted him. “You got a fine horse there,” the boy said, “mighty fine! He shore don’t size up like no mustang to me.”

“He’s not,” Cassidy explained. “Hombre north of here has him a horse ranch. Good friend of mine. He gave me this horse for a favor I once done him. Topper is a cross between an Arab mare an’ a big Irish stallion this friend of mine owns. He’ll walk faster’n most horses trot.”

“I’d like to get me a horse like that!” The boy was all admiration. “I seen him comin’ down the hill, runnin’ like the wind!” He looked up at Hoppy. “My name’s Billy. What’s yourn?”

At the question, Hopalong saw the driver turn his head slightly. His interest was obvious, although he knew the West well enough to ask no questions. “My name,” Hopalong replied genially, “is Tuck. Most folks call me Ben.”

They talked quietly until the wagon drew up before Clifton House. Hopalong had already taken in the situation. Four saddled horses stood at the hitch rail, and this was obviously a busy place. A wagon stood nearby with mules hitched to it, and several men loafed about. Their eyes went from Leeds to Cassidy and back again.

One of the men, a rawboned fellow in a torn shirt and dirty gray sombrero, walked over to speak to Leeds as the mule skinner swung down. The fellow had buck teeth and a tied-down gun.

A Mexican stable hand walked toward Cassidy. “Got any corn?” Hopalong inquired. “Give him a bait of it if you have. I’ll be movin’ on tomorrow.”

“Si, señor.” The Mexican also noticed the tied-down guns and the rifle, which Hopalong took from the scabbard.

Leeds and the man with buck teeth were watching him, and Cassidy ignored them as he went by and entered the long, low-raftered room of Clifton House. Two men stood at the bar and several were gathered about a table playing draw. Hopalong eyed the group with interest. Draw poker was his game, and this looked like a chance to sit in.

“See any Injuns?” The speaker was a big, dark-faced man who needed a shave.

“Uh-huh.” Hopalong jerked his head toward the door. “Leeds an’ me had a brush with ’em. Mebbe six or eight. Don’t know for sure.”

“Git any?”

“Four, mebbe five.”

Leeds had come in with his companion.

“That was good shootin’, Leeds,” the big man said. “Didn’t know you was that good.”

“I ain’t. Tuck got three of ’em. He’s good with his guns. They’d of had us shore, me with that old single-shot Sharps. I got one, but they’d of been all over us afore I could git loaded up. The boy was down, pinned under his horse.”

“Looks like you come along at the right time,” the big man said. “Tuck, your name is? Mine’s Sim Thatcher. I’m ranchin’ west of here.”

“You picked yourself a rough country, from all I hear,” Cassidy said.

“Figurin’ to stick around?” Thatcher asked. “If you’re huntin’ a ridin’ job, drop around to the T Bar. I could use a good hand.”

“Mebbe later.” He grinned. “I ain’t broke yet.”

They all chuckled. “I’d be careful of that horse o’ yours,” Thatcher said. “This is a country where good horses disappear mighty fast.”

The room was suddenly still. Leeds’s companion straightened slowly and turned his head to stare at the big rancher. If Thatcher noticed the stare, he gave no evidence of it. His attention centered, Hopalong listened an instant, judging the silence. Then he said, “Horse thieves? Where I come from they use a rope to stop that.”

“What some of us aim to do here.” Thatcher was talking, but not to Hopalong alone. He was talking to the room, and he had an attentive audience, even if they did not appear so.

“Somebody in this country?” Hopalong suggested casually. “Or is it somebody driftin’ them to Mexico?”

“Both,” Thatcher replied. He tucked his thumbs behind his belt and Hopalong noted that he wore one gun, belted too high. “Mostly right here in this country. I reckon those Texas range detectives for the Association could find plenty of missin’ stock back in the mountain meadows. It’s about time the ranchers got together an’ put a stop to this rustlin’ of stock. Hunt”—Cassidy saw one of the card players look up—“you with me on this?”

Hunt looked from Thatcher to the bartender. Then he swallowed. “I ain’t lost no stock. Well,” he added, as if agreeing to an understood fact, “not much, anyway.”

Sim Thatcher stared at him, his face stiffening. “So that’s the way it is? Well, there’s plenty around that don’t feel that way, and once the shootin’ starts it’ll be either with us or against us!”

A slim, cool-eyed man with a thin black mustache looked up gravely and seriously. “You’d do better, Sim, to talk quietly to the men you speak of. If Sparr hears of this talk, he might not like it.”

Thatcher stood his ground stubbornly. “I didn’t accuse Sparr. I haven’t accused anybody, but when the time comes, I’ll name names.”

“That wouldn’t be Avery Sparr now, would it?” Hopalong asked casually. “Seems I’ve heard of an Avery Sparr.”

“Heard of him?” It was the buck-toothed man. “He’s the slickest, fastest gunman around this country! Or any other, if’n y’ ask me! I’d say he’d make Hardin or any of them back water if it came to that!”

“What’s he doin’? Ranchin’?” Hopalong asked casually. “Seems whenever I heard of him he was a town marshal with a careless gun, or backin’ some gamblers.”

“He’s ranchin’,” Sim Thatcher replied; “partners with a Montana man name of Jordan. This Jordan, he come out here an’ shortly after, this Sparr hooked up with him.”

Leeds turned toward the door. He seemed anxious to get out and away. Sim Thatcher stared at him and started to speak, but the door closed after Leeds and they heard his rapidly retreating footsteps on the hard-packed ground. Nobody spoke for an instant, and then Sim nodded after him. “He keeps some good stock around.”

The buck-toothed man turned slowly. “Meanin’?” There was a menace in the question. “Leeds is a friend of mine.”

The room was suddenly still again, and judging the two, Cassidy was suddenly worried for the big rancher. Yet it was not his place to interfere, nor would he.

It was the rancher himself who used judgment where Hopalong had expected none. “Why, nothin’,” Thatcher said quietly. “I was thinkin’ o’ those mules he drove up. Mighty fine! Best mules I’ve seen this side o’ Missouri!”

Coolly he ignored the gunman, his broad back turned to him.

After a minute the door closed, and Hopalong noted the man had left. Quietly he said, “That hombre’s a friend of Leeds. Looks like he might be gun handy.”

“He is.” Thatcher’s voice was dry. “That’s Johnny Rebb. He’s a gunslinger all right. He rides for Jordan’s outfit.”

“Johnny Rebb, is it? Where’d he get the name?”

Thatcher’s chuckle was dry. “Like most of that crowd. Names come easy to them.”

“How’s the trail to Horse Springs?” he asked. “I’m ridin’ that way.”

“ ’Bout like it has been.” Thatcher measured him. “That job’s open, friend.” He nodded toward the guns. “Especially if you use those like I figure you do.”

Hopalong shook his head. “Maybe later.”

Sim Thatcher turned to go. “Well,” he said quietly, “if you go to Horse Springs you better watch both your horse an’ money.”

Hopalong watched him go, then drifted across to the poker game. He was aware of the cool eyes of the gambler on his face, but he paid no attention. Cassidy’s shrewd blue eyes watched the dealing of the cards. This gambler was smart, and he had clever fingers. He was winning, but very slightly, and he would emerge from this game some few dollars ahead. Too many would-be card sharks went all out for a big killing and either frightened off other suckers or got themselves shot.

This man would win and win again and again, not taking too much at any time, but always keeping ahead of the game. Such men often leave games with the other players not even aware the gambler was among the winners.

Finally he heard one of the players call the man Goff. Cassidy filed that bit of knowledge away and drifted down the hall and into the room he had taken for the night.

A quick inspection of the room showed him a crudely made bunk with a cowhide bottom. He would be using his own bedroll. There was one window that looked out toward the barn, and it was small, yet a man could get through it if need be. The door had a bolt on the inside, and he shot it home, then unbuckled his gun belts and placed them on the chair near his bed. He took one gun from the holster and put it down under the blankets, where it would lie alongside his leg. He had known of men being murdered in their beds because they could not lift a hand as far as their pillow.

He slipped off his boots and was ruefully studying a hole in the toe of his sock when there was a light tap at the door. He slid the remaining gun from its holster to his waistband and moved swiftly to the door. “Who is it?”

“Goff.” The voice was low. “Figured we might have a talk.”

Hopalong shot back the bolt and opened the door with his left hand. Goff stepped in. He glanced at the gun in Hopalong’s waistband, then smiled. “This is a friendly visit.”

“Sure it is,” Cassidy agreed, “an’ it’ll stay friendly. You can sit on the foot of the bed.”

Goff moved across and seated himself, crossing his legs. His trousers were carefully brushed, his boots polished like mirrors. He drew up one trouser leg lightly, then hung his hat over his knee. “Just meet Leeds during that Apache battle?”

“Uh-huh.”

Goff had come on his own initiative, so he could do the talking. Hopalong waited.

“Nice country west of here—if you know the right people.”

“Uh-huh. Most country is like that.”

“From Texas?”

“From a lot of places. What’s on your mind, Goff? You’ve opened, an’ I called you. Now what have you got?”

Goff laughed. “Smart!” he said, smiling. “I like that. Men who don’t tell all they know are few and far between.”

“When I was a boy,” Hopalong said quietly, “I used to hear that a fool’s tongue was long enough to cut his throat.”

“True.” Goff hesitated, studying the end of his cheroot. He watched Hopalong; then he said, “I should know you, friend. I know most men who wear guns the way you do, but somehow I don’t quite place you.”

“Then maybe there’s one you don’t know.”

“Probably there are many, although if anybody suggested that, I’d not believe him. I’ve known most of them, Doc Holliday, Ben Thompson, Hickok, Hardin, the Earps—many more.”

Goff frowned. “Thatcher offered you a job. Taking it?”

“You heard me tell him. I’ve still got money.”

“He would pay well.”

“Where one man,” Hopalong said quietly, “will pay well for a gun handler, there’s always somebody else who will pay well—or better.”

Goff chuckled. “And you want the best price for your work?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“I would.” Goff studied him carefully. “But sometimes a man doesn’t take everything at face value. Sometimes a man wants to know what he’s hiring. Four-flushers have been known to carry two guns, and carry them like you do.”

Hopalong’s eyes were frosty. “Meanin’?”

Goff suddenly felt chilled. His tongue touched his lips, and the nervous gesture angered him. This man was either dangerous as a poised rattler or he was making a good bluff of it. “Meaning nothing!” he said irritably. “Man, you should know a man can’t buy something without knowing what he’s getting. Can you produce?”

Hopalong Cassidy leaned forward slightly, his hands resting on his knees. His eyes at that moment were utterly cold and hard. “If a man says he can play a piano,” he said quietly, “you got to have a piano handy to prove he’s a liar. If a man says he’s a bronc peeler, you got to get him in the saddle to find out if he can back up his brag, but if a man walks like a fighter an’ carries guns like a fighter, then all you got to do to find out if he’s a windbag is start somethin’.”

The eyes of the two men held, and it was Goff’s that wavered first. It infuriated him, but he was too much the gambler to show it. “You’ve got something there, my friend. Any man who says he’s a fighter and is not, is a fool. He’s asking for it.” He hesitated, staring at his cheroot. “Are you suggesting that I try you?”

Hopalong’s laugh was genuinely pleasant. “Why, no,” he said, “because I don’t figure you’re the man who hires gunslingers. But if you, or anybody, wanted to find out for sure, that would be the way, wouldn’t it? Call a man’s bluff and see what he’s holding. You’re a poker player. You understand that.”

Goff nodded, his mind leaping ahead. “Yes,” he agreed, “I do. And something tells me that the man who calls you would find you holding a full house.”

“Maybe. So what then?”

“Why, then,” Goff spoke carefully, “I would say that if you want Sim Thatcher’s money, hire out to him. If you want to talk to somebody who might pay more, ride on to Horse Springs and tell Mark, who tends bar in the Old Corral, that Goff sent you, and you’re looking for work.”

“Thanks.” Hopalong stood up. “I may just do that.”

“If you don’t,” Goff added as he reached the door, “you might like it better south or west. This country can be very unhealthy for unattached strangers.”

“Or strangers who make the wrong attachments?” Hopalong suggested.

Goff smiled. “I see we understand each other.” His eyes warmed somewhat. “It pays to learn the customs of a country before taking any permanent stand. The casualties are high for those who make mistakes, and you look like a man who might find the right attachments very profitable.”

He opened the door. “If you stay in this part of the country,” he added, “we might get together in a game of draw some night.”

Hopalong nodded. “We might.” His opaque blue eyes lifted. “Ever hear of Tex Ewalt?”

“Who?” Goff stiffened, his eyes suddenly sharp with attention. That he knew the name was obvious, and there were few gentlemen of the green cloth who did not, for Ewalt was one of the cleverest card handlers in the business. A man who knew every trick of the pasteboards ever invented, and a few he invented himself.

“Tex Ewalt,” Hopalong said innocently. “I thought you might like to know—what I hadn’t learned for myself, he taught me.”



Chapter 3

HORSE SPRINGS



There are towns that are born hot from the ferment of hell, towns blasted into being on the edge of a cattle trail, the end of a railroad, or the site of a gold or silver strike. Not often do these towns last. They are like some evil plant startled into quick growth by the sin that spawns it, and dying when the price of the sin can no longer be paid. The West has known many such towns, and many a sun-blasted hillside preserves their foundations and ruined walls.

Some towns came to stay, to grow from raw adolescence and become adult, to lose the hard, stark lines of ruthless utility and grow green grass lawns, hedges, and tree-shaded dooryards. Before long old men sit on porches, rocking placidly and talking of the old days. And where once thundering hoofs roared down the dusty streets a child plays with a ball or a dog lies in the dust and sun, sleeping away the warm summer hours.

And there are other towns that are born neither to grow nor to die, but to linger on, fed from some sparse vein of humanity or interest or evil. Such a town was Horse Springs.

First, there had been the spring. A wagon broke down on the site and a man named Teilhet made some Indian whisky of spring water, two gallons of alcohol, a bar of soap, two plugs of tobacco, and an ounce of carbolic acid. It made a full barrel, and it went fast. With his profits he purchased odds and ends from passers-by that could be converted into what he sold as whisky. Sometimes the ingredients were one thing, sometimes another, but the quantity was unlimited and the liquor was potent. Moreover, it was all there was, so nobody complained.

Horse Springs acquired a second citizen who helped Teilhet at the bar, did odd jobs, and stole whatever he could lay his hands on from passing wagons. Surprised in his stealing, he ran to Teilhet for help, and the saloonkeeper, if such he could be called, killed the pursuer with a shotgun blast. The wagon, team, and contents he kept for himself. Johnson, the bedraggled handyman, dug the first grave in Horse Springs’s Boot Hill and planted the teamster.

Time passed. The saloon grew to a stage station and fort. It resisted Apache attacks and harbored more rustlers and thieves. A claim or two was filed but came to nothing; the store Teilhet put in did good business with travelers and with the few ranchers beginning to come into the country. It outfitted prospectors, and on occasion provided the murderers who stalked the prospectors in the hills and murdered to recover the outfit. In short, Horse Springs was a place of evil. A place of treachery.

Yet it did grow. A few decent people came, as a few always will, and they stayed, avoiding the hangers-on around Teilhet’s saloon. They worked at cultivating gardens, mule skinning, driving stage, or running a few cattle or sheep.

As Teilhet grew older he hired a drifter named Mark Connor to tend bar, and, if anything, Mark was even more evil than his boss, but Mark had learned early what Teilhet learned only at the last. He learned to be his own counsel, to listen much and talk little. Mark became the first agent in Horse Springs for Avery Sparr, whom he had known in Montana.

Horse Springs had grown to a population of a hundred and fifty persons of whom at least fifty were rustlers, thieves, murderers, and others treading the downward path that would end in a hangman’s noose, legal or otherwise. Of this town Teilhet was the official king, but behind his back Mark Connor had grown into the power and the command, a fact generally understood but not mentioned. Also understood was the fact that Mark Connor himself took orders, and he took them from Avery Sparr, or from Soper.

Into this town men drifted, and some passed on; some remained. Most of those who remained were thieves or worse; some of them were honest cowhands who went to work on the few scattered ranches in the vicinity. Some were murdered on the trail after leaving town; some were killed in the town itself, although these were relatively few and they died in what, to all intents and purposes, were fair battles.

After a time the town acquired a routine for such matters as strangers with gun skill. Spotted at once, they were divided quickly into three kinds: the few who might be valuable to Sparr, the bluffers and brawlers, and the third element, the officers of the law.

But not even Mark Connor could make up his mind about Hopalong Cassidy.

Tuck, as he called himself, might be the first or the last. He was not the quarrelsome type, although he carried with him an air of wary readiness for trouble that was in itself warning enough.

On that sunny afternoon when first he walked into the Old Corral Saloon he wore a sun-faded red shirt, a battered hat, and worn jeans. His weather-beaten face revealed nothing; his blue eyes were opaque, hard, and casually aware.

Mark waited, his own white, still face unrevealing. He waited, but the newcomer revealed nothing, offered no comment. “Stayin’?” Mark asked finally.

“Mebbe. How’s the grub?”

“The best.” Mark Connor liked good food and allowed himself a little enthusiasm. “We got a cook!”

“Then mebbe I’ll be around a while.”

“Huntin’ a job?”

“Mebbe. Not patic’lar.” Hopalong’s blue eyes strayed to meet Mark’s black, cool glance. “You Mark?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m Tuck. Hombre back at Clifton’s mentioned you. Goff, his name was.”

Mark permitted himself a nod. If Goff vouched for this man he must be all right, for Goff was careful. He was usually careful. It paid to avoid mistakes when you worked for Avery Sparr. “Known him long?”

“Don’t know him at all. We talked a little.”

The door opened and a man walked in. The back-bar mirror revealed Johnny Rebb. The buck-toothed gunman sauntered to the bar. “Howdy.” He nodded to Cassidy. “Rye,” he said.

Cassidy glanced at Mark. “Grub?”

The bartender pointed with the hand that held the bar towel. “Through there. It’s beef an’ beans, but best beans a man ever ate.”

“Creosote fire?”

“Uh-huh.” Mark’s lips stirred in the shadow of a smile. This man knew good food. “You bet! He wouldn’t bake ’em any other way.”

Cassidy turned and walked through the wide door into what passed for a dining room. There were two potbellied stoves there, both glowing, for while evening was just drawing near, the altitude was a little more than seven thousand feet and the air quickly grew chill.

A dozen tables were in the room, and only one of them was occupied. The man at the table was wearing a gray tweed suit with a heavy gold watch chain across the dove-gray vest, immaculate boots, and a black flat-crowned hat. He was clean-shaven except for a small beard on his chin and a thread of black mustache. His black eyes lifted and glanced at Cassidy, then returned to his dinner.

After a few minutes a small, quick-moving girl came into the room. Hopalong gave her his order, then let his head turn as Johnny Rebb came in and sat down. If Rebb knew the man at the other table, he gave no sign of it.

Cassidy glanced over at Rebb. “This much of a cattle country?”

Rebb shrugged. “The best, if y’ can keep peace with the Apaches.”

“Any big outfits around?”

“A few. Mostly small stuff.”

“What about this Circle J outfit?” Hopalong was aware that the man in the gray suit had looked up casually, indifferently, and was listening without appearing to. “Hear it’s big. They run a lot of cows?”

“Some.” Rebb did not appear anxious to talk.

“From what I hear,” Cassidy continued, “this Dick Jordan is plumb salty. Don’t expect the rustlers make much trouble for him.”

The room was still for several minutes and then Johnny Rebb said with emphasis: “Rustlers don’t make any trouble for the Circle J!”

There was more to that remark than appeared, and Hopalong turned it over in his mind. It could mean that Jordan was around and able to handle rustlers, as he had in the past, and it could also mean that the ranch was protected. The man in the tweed suit was interesting, and Hopalong wanted to know who he was.

Meanwhile, as he ate he studied the situation. The Circle J lay well to the south, and the sooner he rode down there and got in touch with Pamela or her father, the better he would feel. Yet it did not pay to ride blind in a country like this, and he knew the hours spent around Horse Springs would not be wasted.

Ignoring Rebb and the stranger in the tweed suit, he sat long over his coffee and did a lot of careful thinking. Then he went to the livery barn to see how his horse was being cared for. Here and there he made comments about the weather and did much listening. He knew how to fit facts together and how to make a complete picture of isolated bits of information. This he was doing now, and the final result was not reassuring.

He had no hope that he would remain long unknown. In the first place, Bizco would be somewhere around, and might even now be reporting to Avery Sparr that Hopalong Cassidy had started West with fifteen thousand dollars for Dick Jordan. Certainly, if he had not already done so, he soon would, and if not, they were sure to meet sooner or later if Bizco had continued on West.

The draw poker session was on when he returned to the saloon, but for once he had no desire to sit in. Johnny Rebb was loafing about, and Cassidy drifted toward him and dropped into a seat nearby. “Leeds go home?”

“Yeah.” Rebb looked up, grinning slightly. “He shore was proud o’ you. Said you saved his bacon—an’ no mistake.”

“Got him a good place?”

“Fair to middlin’. He does all right.”

“What’s McClellan like?”

“Cowtown. Some minin’. Used to be soldiers around.”

“Money in town?”

Rebb shrugged. “Sometimes. One big mine over thataway. Big for this country, anyway, and when the ranches pay off, she’s loaded.”

“Bank held up over there, they tell me.”

Rebb’s eyes lifted. They were suddenly veiled. “Who tells you?”

“Hombre back down the line.” Hopalong jerked his head over his shoulder in the direction of Texas. “Had a letter from there.”

“Yeah, there was a holdup.”

“Catch anybody?”

Rebb chuckled. “Why, they couldn’t catch cold, not that outfit! An’, again, maybe they didn’t want to.”

“Friendly sheriff?”

Rebb was uneasy. He did not like leading questions, but he thought he saw a kindred spirit in this stranger calling himself Tuck. “Not exactly, but he might be gun-shy.”

Hopalong chuckled. “Towns with loaded banks shouldn’t have gun-shy sheriffs.”

“That bank,” Hopalong suggested after a minute, “may have more trouble.”

Johnny Rebb glanced up. “What d’you mean?”

Hopalong shrugged. “Can’t tell. Some fellers might figure”—he hesitated, then let his eyes meet Rebb’s—“that now’d be a good time to cash in a six-shooter over there. Right after the one holdup they’d not be lookin’ for another.”

Rebb scowled. It was a good idea. Was this stranger feeling him out? Who was he? He glanced up and caught Mark Connor’s eye, and suddenly he did not feel so good. “Got to light a shuck,” he said.

“See you.” Hopalong let Rebb rise to his feet before he spoke again. “Come around someday an’ we’ll talk about this again. Might be right interestin’.”

Rebb hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t rightly figger you, amigo,” he said quietly, “but in this country you better not get any ideas. Local folks take care of local business.”

Cassidy let his blue eyes show their steel. “Meanin’ you?” There was a hint of challenge in the tone of his voice that stiffened and angered Rebb.

“No,” he said, “meanin’ other folks, who don’t take to buttin’ in!”

Hopalong went to his room. Once inside he dropped on the bed and pulled off a boot. It dropped on the floor. After a few minutes he pulled off the other and let it fall. Then he took off his hat and leaned back on the bed. He did not go to sleep.





Miles to the south, at the Circle J, Avery Sparr sat on a cowhide-covered divan and stared at the man who was talking. He was a slim, dark-faced young man with one lowered eyelid.

“An’ he’s got that fifteen thousand on him! He’s comin’ right out here with it!”

Sparr was a tall, spare man with shoulders narrower than his hips, but rounded and bowed with muscle. He stared at Bizco with shrewd eyes. “An’ he got the boys? Both of ’em?”

Bizco was nervous. “Yeah.” He touched his dry lips with his tongue tip. “Jumped me from behind, then called the Kid. You know he was green. When he started the ball rollin’ it took in the whole street.”

“You get this hombre’s name?”

Bizco nodded. “He’s a two-bit cowpoke from out on some ranch near town.”

“What was his name?” Sparr’s voice showed his irritation.

“Hopalong Cassidy.”

“Who?” Avery Sparr sat up straight. “Did you say Hopalong Casssdy?”

“Yeah.” Bizco was surprised at the reaction. “You know him?”

Sparr snorted. “Know him? Why, he’s one of that crazy Bar 20 outfit! The worst one o’ the lot, an’ poison with any kind of a gun! Sure, I know him! Know of him, anyway. I never had a run-in with him, although some friends of mine did. Those friends,” he added, “are in Boot Hill.”

Bizco stood silent, but mentally he was congratulating himself on escaping as easily as he had. If Cassidy’s name drew that kind of reaction from Avery Sparr, then he, Bizco, had no business fooling with him. Bizco was a shrewd and cunning young man. It had been said that what he couldn’t do with a running iron just simply couldn’t be done. He knew how to use a cinch ring effectively, too, and had profited by the coming of wire to the plains country by using it also to make convenient designs for branding. A hot wire could burn a brand as well as an iron and could be twisted and shaped into any kind of a brand.

He was adept in his own way. He could read sign, too, and he knew a lot of unusual things about driving cattle by night. But he had no illusions about himself. Nor did he have any urge to die by a gun. He had long discovered that the difference between living and dying was a fast horse—and he made sure his horses were always fast.

Sparr got to his feet. Standing, he towered above Bizco. He was three inches over six feet and heavier than his lean, hard body indicated. Turning impatiently, he strode toward the door across the room.

He was a gray-eyed man with a haggard face, drawn cheeks, and hard, prominent cheek and jawbones. His hair was brown, thin, and always clung tightly to his long skull. Without another thought for Bizco he opened the door, went through, and closed it behind him. Then, crossing the room beyond, he tapped on another door, from under which a thread of light showed.

A girl’s apprehensive voice replied, “Who is it?”

“Sparr. Open up.”

There was the sound of a bar being removed, and then the door opened
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