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      A corpse lashed to the back of an alligator and a beautiful girl in evening clothes give Bill Cory the shock of his life!




      The old codger’s name was Eph Carson, and he was looking for a general handyman to work on a small mountain ranch out in the high country north of Los Angeles. I met him at the United States Employment Office in town.




      Our little talk was going along just dandy when suddenly the old man dropped a blockbuster out of a clear sky.




      “I hope you ain’t got anything against lizards, son,” he said casually.




      I couldn’t have straightened up in my chair any quicker than if he had given me the hotfoot with a flame-thrower. I was just back from a three-year hitch with the Marines in the South Pacific. Most of that time had been spent in places where the principal kinds of animal life are lizards and more lizards.




      You find the scaly little varmints in your morning cup of Java. You find them nibbling your K-rations at noon. And after you have hit the sack for the night, you find them snugly parked between your shoulder blades.




      “Mister,” I said, “if it is a choice between a lizard and a slight case of double pneumonia, I will take the pneumonia.”




      The old man grinned.




      “Take it easy, son,” he cackled. “I was just funnin’ you. The only lizard around the ranch is Oswald, and you won’t have to do no takin’ care of him. Oswald’s my baby.




      “I think you’ll like the job, son,” he continued. “Big Mike Murphy is a little peculiar, but Mike’s a right good boss to work for. It’s Mike that owns the place, you know. I just do the hiring.”




      There was a funny something away back in the old man’s eyes that gave me the idea he was laughing at some very good but highly secret joke that nobody knew but him. I didn’t get it.




      I was still wondering about it when I tooled my jaloppy over the mountain roads that night. One thing sure, I was going to get firsthand knowledge on the matter pretty soon. There was a USES paper in my pocket, stating that William Cory, ex-sergeant, U.S.M.C., was now in the employ of Michael Murphy, ranch proprietor.




      Old Eph Carson had headed back to the ranch that afternoon, but I didn’t start till evening. It was ten o’clock when I got to the foothills. Two hours later, I was still looking for the big cottonwood tree that Eph had said marked the side road through a canyon to the ranch.




      The gasoline gauge was hovering just over the zero mark when I finally spotted the big cottonwood looming ghostly white in the brilliant light of a nearly full moon. I left the main highway and turned into a narrow hard-surfaced road that led back through a high-walled canyon.




      About a hundred yards from the intersection I came to a station wagon parked beside the road. I slowed down with the idea of asking if I were on the right trail. There wasn’t a sign of anybody around, so I drove on.




      The road climbed for another hundred yards, then started downgrade toward the canyon floor. By that time, the needle of my gas gauge was as low as it could get and still stay on the dash. I tried to conserve what little fuel I had left by shutting off the engine and coasting. The car dropped on down the winding road as quietly as a ghost tiptoeing across a feather bed.




      It was the utter silence of my approach that caught the weird cavalcade completely by surprise. The car glided around a sharp curve in the road, and there they were!




      They were in the middle of the narrow roadway, not over twenty feet ahead of the car. The glare of the headlights spotlighted them with a brilliance that brought out every fantastic and incredible detail.




      Named in the order in which they registered in my startled brain, there was a large gun, a pretty girl, a very large alligator and a corpse.




      The gun was one of those colossal six- shooters with which our grandpappies used to knock over buffaloes. It would have looked big enough in the hairy paw of Gargantua. In the hand of the girl who toted it, it loomed like a siege howitzer.




      The girl was not taller than five-feet- one, but she was sixty-one inches of as gorgeous pulchritude as I have ever gazed upon. Her dark hair was set in a rippling coiffure that looked as if it had been varnished. Her high-heeled slippers sparkled with rhinestones. The part between the coiffure and the slippers was occupied by about equal parts of shimmering white satin evening gown and creamily tanned skin.




      The sight of a beautiful damsel in formal evening togs roaming this isolated mountain district at midnight with a frontier model six-gun would have been disconcerting enough, but when I looked at her companion I completely forgot the girl.




      It wasn’t enough that the brute happened to be about fifteen feet of live alligator. It wasn’t enough that the bench- legged monster was toddling docilely along beside the girl like a pet dog. No, there had to be a final and utterly insane detail in the fact that the brute was carrying, lashed by ropes to its broad scaly back the body of a man.
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