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Chapter One

They were looking down the street, five of them, standing on the steps of Riverdale’s one hotel. Everyone was looking down the street, for that matter, except those who were running to join the throng down there where the dust was flying in the hot July sun.

Among those on the steps was Polly Arnold, daughter of Pete Arnold, owner of the big Bar A Ranch. She was by far the prettiest of the five girls. Her hazel eyes were aglow with commingled excitement and concern.

“It’s Ted Wayne!” she exclaimed to her companions. “I just know it’s him! He didn’t go home after the Fourth and now he’s in another fracas. If it comes to guns …” She bit her lip and ceased speaking while the others sought to allay her fears.

And it was indeed Ted Wayne. In the center of a ring of spectators he stood, tall and capable, a young man of magnificent build, wavy chestnut hair, cool gray eyes, clear-cut features—son of Ed Wayne, owner of the Whippoorwill, as the great WP Ranch was called.

On the ground, covered with dust, his jaw clamped shut and his eyes blazing, was another youth, heavier than Wayne, red-haired, with bulldog features. He was leaning on his left elbow in the dust of the cow-town street.

“Now, listen, Jake,” Wayne was saying sternly, “before you get up, tell me if this fight is ended or not. If it isn’t ended, you’ll have to throw away that gun. No … don’t make a move to touch it. If you want to go on with this, somebody else will take your gun and I’ll hand mine over to somebody.”

Jake Barry’s lower lip drew back against his teeth. “Come and get it, some of you,” he snarled.

A man came forward and took the weapon from its holster while Wayne tossed his aside to whomever might catch it. Then Barry got to his feet. He towered a full three inches above Wayne’s six feet of height. His big hands were covered with a thick reddish growth of hair, his big arms were long, his legs were stocky, his chin square. Never did a pair seem more unevenly matched.

He crouched and in another instant sprang like a tiger at the man before him. It was tactics such as this that were losing the fight for him. He sought to overwhelm Wayne with his strength. He was a wrestler, rather than a boxer. And Ted Wayne knew that, if his opponent ever got him down, he was lost.

But Wayne had been in fights before—too many of them, almost everyone agreed, including his father and Polly Arnold. These lunges on the part of Jake and his wild, vicious swings were his meat. He had succeeded in knocking Jake down, but it had taken a terrific blow to turn the trick, a blow with every ounce of muscle that Wayne possessed behind it, and it had landed fully on Barry’s jaw. Wayne knew in his heart that he could not knock Barry out. This knowledge made him a more dangerous opponent for the larger man than otherwise would have been the case.

As Jake hurled his huge bulk at him, Wayne side-stepped and got in a hard left to Jake’s left eye. So great was the force of Jake’s lunge that he staggered forward and fell to his knees.

Wayne was there when he got up, and no sooner was Barry on his feet than Wayne whipped a hard blow to his opponent’s right eye. These were not taps. They carried everything Wayne could put into a short blow and that was plenty, as the spectators agreed.

Again Jake charged. His eyes were blazing fire. He was literally insane with rage for the time being. What the fight had started over none knew, but it wasn’t long before the onlookers were aware of Wayne’s strategy. He met this second rush of Jake’s in the same manner as before—leaping lightly aside and driving another blow to Jake’s left eye. He was like a cat on his feet, dancing about the bigger man, taunting him and urging him on, luring him into those wild rushes and planting blows on either eye. It was cruel, but Wayne knew, if Jake ever got him down, he would break his back, or an arm at least, before anyone could interfere.

Jake’s eyes were swelling terribly. Blood was flowing from cuts on his face. He kept spitting into the dust that swirled about them. But he was game to the core. And his great strength would enable him to keep up his aggressive tactics for some time. The fact that he couldn’t get to Wayne, who was a boxer above the average, maddened him and robbed him of all judgment.

Time and again Wayne drew him about in a circle and got in a blow as the giant crouched for another spring. Once he clipped the bigger man behind the left ear with such force that he spun him around. Then came his chance. Once again he drove his right to that protruding, square jaw. Behind that blow was everything that Wayne ever could hope to have.

Barry staggered back, unsteady on his feet, then braced himself and looked out of his fast-closing eyes for his opponent. At that moment Wayne could probably have driven another terrific blow for a knockout. The crowd expected it and waited breathlessly. Wayne expected it himself, but for some inexplicable reason he could not bring himself to plant the blow.

His indecision nearly cost him the fight. Jake had recovered more quickly than anyone could have suspected. He dived suddenly at Wayne, striking out at the same time, and Wayne took a glancing blow on the jaw that nearly sent him to the ground.

This blow made Wayne a charging demon. Heretofore he had been cool, his face frozen in stern lines, his eyes hard and calculating. Now his eyes flashed and narrowed and he renewed the battle with such fury that it seemed to those looking on that he would tear Jake’s face to pieces.

In his attacks he was inexorable. It was he who now was on the aggressive. Barry was merely staggering about in the choking dust. It was brutal—a fearful thing to look upon. There were murmurs among the spectators. It ought to be stopped. But none made a move to stop it. It was whispered about that Jake had brought it upon himself. He had called Wayne a forbidden name in the Blue Grouse resort and had invited him into the street. Wayne had followed him out to what everyone thought would be a massacre. It was going the other way. It was Jake’s own fault. Thus none moved forward to interfere.

Back and forth and around the contestants battled. But now it really wasn’t a battle. It was the massacre that many had expected, but it was ending as they had not expected. Blow after blow—on the eyes, the nose, the jaw, in the midriff—and then the crowd suddenly cried out and Wayne stepped back.

Big Jake Barry stood helpless, his eyes so swollen they were completely closed. He was shaking and choking in the dust. One fierce blow to the proper spot would put him down and out for a long, long count.

“I guess we’re through, eh, Barry?” said Wayne.

“Go ahead and finish it,” said Barry thickly.

“I wouldn’t hit you again for love or money,” said Wayne. “You started it and I’ve finished it. I’m satisfied. I’m not even going to ask you to take back what you said … which I expect you wouldn’t do. I don’t care about it. I’m satisfied, as I said. And I know just what’s in your head. You’re thinking that, if there’s a next time, it’ll be gun play. Just remember, I’ll be expecting that.”

He turned away and retrieved his weapon from a spectator. Several advanced to help Barry. The fight was over, but the memory of it would live in Riverdale and the Teton range for many years to come.

Wayne slapped the dust from his hat that someone had handed to him, and brushed his clothes as best he could. Then he pushed his way through the crowd and came face to face with Polly Arnold. For half a minute they stood there, looking into each other’s eyes. Polly’s were cool and accusing; Wayne’s were surprised and a bit bewildered.

“Why … hello, Polly,” he stammered. “I thought you’d gone home.”

“Ted Wayne, you’re a brute!” exclaimed the girl.

“We’ve discussed that before, Polly,” said Wayne. “This had to be. If you knew what had started it, or, if I could tell you, you wouldn’t be so hard on me.”

“That’s what you always say,” returned Polly with a toss of her head. “You’ve always got an excuse.”

“Have you ever investigated any of them?” Wayne inquired.

“Of course not,” she said indignantly. “Why should I?”

“Well … well, come to think of it, why should you?” said Wayne, remembering to take off his hat. “It’s tough, Polly, that you should be around so many times when I … when there’s trouble.”

“It isn’t that, Ted. It doesn’t make any difference when I’m around. It seems there’s always trouble.”

“It’s my bad luck,” he said, frowning. “I’ve got to blame it on something and I’ll blame it on that.”

“You’re always seeking a way out,” said Polly seriously. “What will your father think? You know he has threatened more than once that if you got in another fight …”

“I know, I know,” Wayne broke in. “I’ll blame that on my bad luck, too. No, I won’t. I’ll take the blame for everything without a word and face the music.”

Polly was nonplussed at this. She looked up at Wayne, but he was looking away from her as if he were seeing something at a great distance. Her thoughts began to jump about. Then: “Ted … do you … remember what you asked me not so long ago?”

“How could I forget it?” he said quickly, looking at her in surprise.

“Well … if I did marry you, would it help any?” she asked seriously.

His eyes lighted. “You mean …?” His eyes clouded. “It wouldn’t be fair, Polly, honestly. It wouldn’t be fair to you. I just don’t know. Maybe the devil is in me to stay. That’s a hard question, because I love you.”

“Well,” said the girl softly, “you think it over, Ted.”

He watched her as she walked rapidly up the street to rejoin her companions at the hotel. She had had to find out what the trouble was about. Wayne’s brain was whirling. A word and he could have Polly! It was incredible, unreal, but it made his heart leap with joy and then with pain. He could have Polly if … The thing for you to do is get something to eat, go back to the ranch, and face the music, he told himself.

He started for a restaurant, knowing full well that the news of the fight would beat him to the ranch. Such had always been the case, and he saw no reason for an exception now. Suddenly he realized that he didn’t care.


Chapter Two

Wayne scarcely remembered riding back to the ranch that afternoon. He had not come out of the fight with Jake Barry unscathed. The cuts on his face smarted and his knuckles were nearly raw. It was of Polly Arnold that he thought as he rode in the hot sun across the golden expanse of plain. Polly was so utterly desirable, such a sweet girl, a good rider, fun-loving, full of life, glowing with health, and he loved her. Such was the trend of his thoughts as he covered the miles homeward.

He arrived at the ranch at sunset. Almost the first man he met after he had put up his horse was Jack McCurdy, the foreman.

“’Lo, Mac,” he greeted. “Anybody been along this afternoon?”

“Not a soul,” replied the foreman, looking at Ted’s face and hands. “Who was it this time, Ted?”

“Well, I’m in luck for once,” said Wayne with relief. “For once I’ll be able to break the news to the Old Man without his having heard about things beforehand. I’ll have to wash up and sort of patch my face and hands. C’mon to the bunkhouse, Mac.”

They went on to the bunkhouse where McCurdy, who was an expert in such emergencies, began to cleanse Wayne’s cuts and make him presentable before he went into the ranch house.

“It was Jake Barry,” said Wayne simply.

McCurdy whistled softly. “You didn’t pick out any soft spot,” he said. “How’d you make out with that big bruiser?”

“Gave him everything I had in the right place and couldn’t knock him out. He’s heavy on his feet, though, and I closed both his eyes. I could have knocked him cold then but didn’t. Last I saw of him they were leading him away.”

“How’d it start?” McCurdy asked.

“He picked it,” replied Wayne with a frown. “Picked it out of thin air. You know I never had anything to do with him. Made out like he was soused and bumped into me. Then he said things, called me a few choice names, and invited me outside. Reckon he figured I would come.”

“That was a frame-up,” McCurdy decided.

“Looks that way to me, Mac. But I can’t see why he would want to do it to me. I hardly know him except by sight. Never even had a drink with him or sat in on a game where he was playing.”

“That’s just it. Some reason for it, unless he really was drunk.”

“Drunk your eye,” scoffed Wayne. “He was no more drunk than you are. There must be something behind it.”

“You know the gang he travels with, I suppose,” said McCurdy casually.

“Worst set of bums in Riverdale and you can’t call ’em anything else,” Wayne answered in contempt.

“But he don’t stay long in Riverdale and he isn’t there often, Ted. His range is over east in the Rainbow Butte country. Rainbow is his headquarters. He’d be sure to pick the toughest town on the range. He runs with the Darling outfit.”

“No!” Wayne exploded. “Is he in with that bunch of cutthroats?”

“He sure is,” McCurdy affirmed. “And that’s why I don’t like the looks of this lay. You’ve got to step easy, Ted. Jake won’t forget this … not in a million years.”

“I made him throw away his gun in the fight,” Wayne mused. “And when it was over, and he was standing there like a store dummy, I told him I knew what he was thinking about. He was thinking the next time, if there was a next time, it would be with guns. I told him that and said I’d be expecting it.”

McCurdy stood back, surveying his handiwork with approval. “You can do it, Ted. You can get in more messes quicker and easier than any man I ever saw. But I’m with you thick or thin.”

“I know that, Mac,” said Wayne. “Do I look pretty enough to go into the house?”

“You’ll pass.” McCurdy nodded. “But don’t get in a strong light.”

* * * * *

Ed Wayne was a big man, not merely in a physical sense, but from the standpoint of influence in the vast domain of range that he dominated. Probably the only person in the Teton country who did not fear him was his son Ted. As an only son—Ed Wayne had no other children and had lost his wife when Ted was ten years old—it could be assumed that Ed thought a great deal of Ted, which was true. If Ted had been more or less of a mystery to his father when a boy, he was many times more a mystery as a man. Ed Wayne knew nothing of the handling of children. He had allowed his son to have his own way and to do as he pleased. Despite this lax attitude on the part of his parent, Ted had mixed with the men, worked cattle, tamed broncos, until he possessed all the knowledge and skill of a first-class cowpuncher. Also, he tolerated many of the vices. If he was wild, it could not be said that he was bad, intentionally or otherwise.

Conflicting emotions assailed Ted as he entered the house. It was not trepidation in expectation of having to explain to his father what had taken place in town, for he knew he would have to do that, and his explanation would be terse but thorough, but for once, having to do the explaining himself, he was curious as to the result. Moreover, it wasn’t going to be so easy on his part, for it would be the first time he had played the role. A vague uncertainty made him uneasy. For once in his tempestuous life he confessed to himself that he didn’t know where he stood. It was a feeling he didn’t relish. Anyway, he wanted it over with as soon as possible.

He strode through the kitchen with a nod at Mary, the colored cook and housekeeper. But Mary called him back.

“Your father said when you come and had your supper to go out on the porch.” She nodded. “He wants to see you. I got your supper all ready. It won’t take a minute.”

“Oh, all right,” said Ted in a tone of relief, hanging up his hat and dropping into a chair in the dining room. “Sling it on, Mary, and I’ll do what I can to it.”

His father was waiting for him on the porch and wanted to see him. Then somebody had been along with the news. Fair enough. He could acknowledge what he wished of the story and supply any details his father required. He could answer questions better than he could make explanations. It would be the same as it had always been before. Give and take, and damn the consequences.

When Mary had his supper on the table, he did full justice to it. Trouble never affected his appetite. If his father threw him out, he would take the long trail of adventure. He had long nourished a wish to do this. Yet, the Whippoorwill was his home, and … He put down his coffee cup with a bang. Was he getting sentimental? But there was Polly Arnold to be considered. He rose and walked rapidly to the porch, his lips firm, his eyes slightly narrowed. It still was light enough for his features to be clearly distinguished.

He found his father sitting in the big, green wicker rocking chair, as he knew he would find him. “’Lo, Dad,” he greeted.

“Sit down,” said Ed Wayne, indicating a chair to one side and slightly ahead of his own where he could see his son to good advantage. “Why didn’t you come back with the rest of the boys?” he demanded as Ted took the chair.

Ted’s brows went up in surprise. “Why, I’ve always stayed in town a day or two longer than the rest of the bunch,” he answered. “You’ve never objected.”

“You don’t feel that you’re a part of this outfit, do you?” said his father in that cool, smooth voice he always used on such occasions, a voice that Ted didn’t like.

“I don’t see why you should ask me that,” Ted returned a bit sharply. “I’ve rode with ’em, worked with ’em, gambled with ’em, and fought with ’em. I wouldn’t do that with an outfit if I didn’t think I belonged.” His father had been looking at him intently and he expected the explosion to come with his next remark. But it didn’t.

“Very well,” said Ed Wayne in a voice that lost some of its stern fiber. “But it might have pleased me if you’d come along with the outfit just once. But I couldn’t expect you to think of that. After all, I’m seeing that I can’t expect very much from you. It looks like …”

“Now listen, Dad,” Ted broke in, “you can expect just what you ask for. I can’t remember more’n a dozen times that you’ve given me a definite order on this ranch. I’ve worked with Mac and taken his orders, and carried ’em out, as he’ll tell you, but you didn’t seem to care whether I took orders from anybody or not.”

Ed Wayne leaned forward in his chair. “Are you throwing that up to me?” His eyes were flashing angrily because he knew his son was speaking the truth. “I’ve given you one order … not given, but begged. I’ve asked you to keep out of brawls … now deny that.”

“So somebody’s beat me to it again,” said Ted with a trace of bitterness. “Well, let’s have it. I’ve stood it before and I can stand it again. But I’m thinking that these pony express riders who go racing around the range could find business of their own to attend to if they looked for it.”

“And just what do you mean by that?” said the stockman.

“Exactly what I said,” Ted snapped back in a tone he never before had used in speaking to his father. “I had thought that for once I would be able to tell you about a fracas before somebody else got to you. And this time I won’t try to explain anything or answer any questions. Whatever you’ve heard goes as you heard it.” Ted was angry.

“You’ve been in another fight?” his father asked quietly.

“And well you know it,” Ted snapped out.

“And you think somebody’s beat you here with the news?”

“I can read signs,” said Ted.

Ed Wayne rocked silent in his chair for a space. “I knew you had been in a fight,” he said finally. “I’m not blind yet, if I am old. I knew you’d been in a scrap soon as I put eyes on you. But no one has been here ahead of you, if that’s what’s in your head. There hasn’t been a soul on this ranch today that didn’t belong here. I’ll expect you to take my word for what I’ve said.”

Ted was staring at his father. No messenger! His father never lied. Then what was it all about? “All right,” he said grimly. “I’ll tell you about it myself, and I won’t leave out anything because I have the privilege. It was …”

“Just a minute.” His father held up his hand. “I don’t want to hear a word about it. Not a word. And if anybody else tries to tell me about it, I’ll close his trap as soon as he opens it, if I have to knock all his teeth out.”

Ted’s eyes now were wide with astonishment. It was some little time before he could find his tongue. “Whatever you’ve got on your mind, Dad,” he said, “you should hear about this mix-up. It’s … it’s important.”

“I don’t care how important it is,” his father said coolly. “I don’t want to hear about it. I’m no longer interested in your fights. If you want to go about the country getting into brawls that reflect on the ranch and on me, and make people think I brought you up to do this sort of thing, and that I’m agreeable, go right ahead. I’ve threatened to throw you off the ranch, but it was only a threat. I couldn’t throw you out if I wanted to, because you’re my son. That may mean something to you, but it probably won’t. I wanted you back a couple of days earlier because I have something for you to do … an order to give, for once.”

Ted was flushing through his tan. “I … didn’t know,” he stammered lamely. This was far worse than if his father had upbraided him and then ordered him to get out. For the second time since he had returned to the ranch he was at a loss to know what to think or do or say.

“We’ll go inside,” said Ed Wayne. “It’s getting dark out here.”

Ted followed his father into the big, comfortable living room where a large lamp shed its rays on the big center table from under an ornate shade. Ed Wayne sat down with an arm on the table and Ted took a place across from him. The stockman was drumming on the table with his fingers, a sure sign he had something weighty on his mind, as Ted well knew.

“Do you know, or have you ever heard of a man called Jim Hunter?” Ed Wayne asked.

Ted racked his brains. “Not that I can remember,” he answered at last.

“I expected that would be the case,” said his father. “Anyway, I want to see this Jim Hunter. I want to see him here in this very room as soon as I can. He’ll come if I can get the word to him. I’m going to send you out to look for him. I think you’re just smart enough to turn the trick.” He looked across at Ted for the first time and found his son’s eyes alive with interest.

Ted merely nodded.

“The last I heard of him,” Ed Wayne went on, “he was over in the Rainbow Butte country. Maybe he’s in Rainbow, and, if he isn’t there, you might get word of him there. I’m going to give you letters to two men over there who may be of use to you, and I’m going to describe him to you so well that you’ll know him on sight anywhere. There might be a little danger mixed up in this, but I don’t want you to take any chances. You must not take any chances, whether you get the word to Hunter or not. That’s an order. You understand?”

Ted’s eyes were flashing with excitement. Rainbow. The town where Jake Barry of the Darling gang was supposed to make his headquarters. He was glad now that his father hadn’t heard about the fight.

“I understand.” He nodded briefly.

“Don’t forget that particular order,” his father said sternly. “Here are the letters.” He drew two envelopes from his inside coat pocket and passed them over to Ted. “It won’t be hard to find those men, but don’t find ’em when they’re with anybody, and don’t tell anybody anything about your business. If you find Hunter, he’ll come back with you. You can tell him the second you see him. He’s a big fellow, yellowish sort of eyes … well, not yellowish, maybe, but queer-looking … dangedest light eyes you ever saw. You can’t miss him, because the end of his nose is shot off. You could tell him by his nose in any crowd. He isn’t what you’d call snub-nosed. And if any man called him Snub Nose, that man would never have use for any more words. I’ve never known him to be without a corduroy coat. If he’s changed any, one or both of those men you have the letters to will be able to tell you. Now … do you think you want to take on the job?” He looked again at his son, quizzically this time.

“I’m not only going to take on the job,” replied Ted, “but I’m going to find Jim Hunter and bring him back.”


Chapter Three

As Ted was leaving the room, his father called him back. He glanced at Ted’s empty holster—for Ted had merely discarded his gun in the kitchen and still wore his belt—and then looked his son squarely in the eyes. “Was there any shooting?” he asked succinctly.

“No,” replied Ted readily. “I saw to that.”

Ed Wayne nodded and satisfaction shone in his eyes. “That’s good, Ted. It’s dangerous for a man to be as fast and sure with a shooting iron as you are, and you can make your gun your worst enemy.” He nodded absently. In his day, Ed Wayne had been listed with the best of them. He had several notches to his credit. Secretly he was proud of Ted’s prowess, but he dared not flaunt this pride openly. “You want to be right careful on this trip, Ted.”

“Is this Jim Hunter a gunfighter?” Ted asked curiously.

“When he has to be,” Ed Wayne returned.

“Will he know who I am? Maybe I ought to have some kind of identification, if he never has seen me.”

The stockman thought a moment. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he confessed. “But I would have thought of it before you left in the morning. Come in the office … no, go get your hat and bring it in with you.”

When Ted returned with the hat, his father sat at his desk in the little office off the living room. Before him was pen and ink. He took the hat, turned out the sweatband, and on its inside on the right inked his brand, WP, and after it he fashioned a crude wing.

“There,” he said, handing Ted his hat, “if he wants identification, show him that. I don’t have to tell you not to show it to anyone else, I reckon.”

Ted grinned. “I’d be likely to cut it out and wear it for a badge,” he said. For the first time that night Ed Wayne smiled.

The stockman sat at his desk, fingering the pen absently, staring straight ahead, thinking, and remained thus for a long time after Ted had left. He was sending Ted on an errand of much greater importance than the youth could realize. Several times he was tempted to change his mind and try to get word to Hunter in some other way. Had he listened to Ted and learned of the trouble his son had had with Jake Barry in town, Ted never would have been entrusted with the mission assigned him. He might change his mind yet, he thought, not knowing that Ted would not give him a chance to change it, that he would be on his way in the morning with the first faint glimmer of the dawn.

When Ted left the house, he hunted up Jack McCurdy and they sought seclusion in a corner of the nearly deserted bunkhouse.

“Listen, Mac, I’m not supposed to tell a soul a thing about this, but I know I can trust you, and maybe you can give me some information of the right brand,” said Ted. “You’ve had more than one confidence from me before and I reckon you can handle another. Am I right?”

“Right as rain,” said McCurdy with a nod.

“Don’t breathe a word of this, Mac,” said Ted earnestly. “Dad is sending me to find a man in the Rainbow Butte country and the first place I hit is the town of Rainbow itself. I’ve only been there once, and that was when I was a kid. But I know how to get there and I’ve been within a few miles of the town several times.”

“Why, you can’t miss it,” said McCurdy. “It’s just south of the butte, about halfway between the butte and the river on Rainbow Creek. Any trail out there will take you to town so long as you keep south of the butte. But holy smoke!” He paused and looked at Ted curiously.

“Yes, holy smoke.” Ted nodded. “Now where does this Darling gang hang out over there?”

“Isn’t that a question,” snorted McCurdy. “If they’re not working some job, they’re in town or in their hangout in the butte breaks. You know there’s a swamp east of the butte where the creek goes to pieces and runs everywhere before it gathers itself together again in the south. Tumbled country, willows and trees, and some soap holes, too, where the quicksand is fine as salt. Be careful about how you wander about there, boy, and, if you meet up with Jake, there’s goin’ to be fireworks. Funny to me the Old Man should send you over there after what happened in town.” He shook his head in perplexity.

“He doesn’t know a thing about what happened in town, Mac. Nobody has been along to tell him and he wouldn’t let me tell him, and, when I found out he wanted me to go over there, I wouldn’t have told him on a bet. Just asked me if there had been any shooting.”

“I see,” said McCurdy. “Who you goin’ over there to find?”

Ted hesitated, and then shook his head. “I can’t answer that, Mac,” he said slowly. “I expect you’ll understand. Maybe you’ll know the man I’m going for, and maybe you won’t … but I can’t tell you. But there’s one thing I want to ask you. Just how fast is this Jake Barry with his gun?”

“I thought it would come to that,” drawled McCurdy. “He’s fast, Ted, but he’s tricky. He’s awful tricky. After what you told him, he’ll be on the lookout. If you meet up with him, you must draw on sight. And make your draw good. Say, Ted”—he put an arm about the younger man’s shoulders—“I’m just in for a day or two and I’m supposed to go right back on the range. But I can sneak a day or two or three. Won’t you let me go with you, buddy?”

Ted shook his head. “It isn’t in the cards, Mac, old boy. I’ve got to do this alone. But you know how I appreciate it. And if I need you, I’ll send for you some way, don’t worry. One thing more, Mac. Are they antagonistic out there toward the WP?”

“They’re nothing else but!” exclaimed McCurdy. “That’s why I hate to see you go alone. But the whole outfit is ready and at your disposal. All we need is the word, and, if you’re not back in three days, out we come, whether you like it or not. Paste that in your hat!”

Ted put a hand on McCurdy’s knee. “You’re several kinds of a brick, Mac … but use your own judgment. Remember, we … I don’t want any gun play, but if it has to come …”

“I hope you’ll be first,” interrupted McCurdy grimly, “and I have a hunch you will.”

It was not yet daylight when Ted Wayne had his breakfast in the cookhouse and rode away on his charging gray—the best saddle horse on the ranch. McCurdy watched him go, and, if he harbored any misgivings, he kept them to himself. When old Ed Wayne rose an hour later, his son had gone.

“How long has he been gone?” the stockman asked McCurdy.

“Since about daylight,” replied the foreman. “Maybe an hour, maybe …”

“Look here, McCurdy,” Ed Wayne interrupted sternly. “Don’t be beating around any bushes with me, understand?” It was the harshest tone he ever used in speaking to his chief aide. But the rancher was annoyed this morning to the point of anger. He had wanted to see Ted before he started. He hadn’t been altogether sure that he wanted the youth to start on this mission alone. He had been disturbed by his ignorance of what had happened in town and had regretted some of the things he had said to Ted. He was not sure of himself and this was enough to upset him. “Did Ted tell you where he was going?” he demanded.

“Said he was riding over Rainbow Butte way,” drawled McCurdy. He knew Ed Wayne’s moods, and suspected what was coming. But he knew, too, that his services were of great value to the stockman, in more ways than just running the ranch, had been, for that matter, for many years. Like Ted, he was not afraid of the ranch owner.

“I see.” Wayne scowled. “How much did he tell you of what he was going over there for?”

“Said he was goin’ over to see somebody,” replied McCurdy. “But he didn’t tell me who he was goin’ to see. Took the big gray, so I don’t expect he’ll be long gone.”

“Is that all he said?” Wayne asked sharply.

McCurdy looked at him coolly. “Now, listen, Ed, if you’re tryin’ to get something out of me that I don’t know, you’ve got both feet stuck in the gumbo. I don’t know anything, and that’s all there is to it. You know me well enough …”

“I know both of you well enough to know you don’t keep anything from each other. But there were things I told Ted before I sent him out that I asked him to keep to himself. If he told you those things, then I’ve got something to tell you. If he didn’t, then I haven’t a thing to say.”

“I don’t know what the things were, so I can’t answer your question straight,” McCurdy retorted stoutly. “But I have strong reason to believe he didn’t tell me any of those things. He wouldn’t tell me what I wanted to know, if that’ll help you any.”

Wayne frowned doubtfully and tugged at his mustache. Then he tossed his head in a characteristic gesture that seemed to close the matter. “By the way, McCurdy,” he said casually, “Ted told me he had been in a fight in town yesterday, which I knew he had, of course, the minute I set eyes on him.”

“Yeah?” said McCurdy languidly. “Who was he fighting with?”

“Humph,” said the stockman with a scowl. “I didn’t let him tell me. I let on I wasn’t interested in any more of his fights, and, if he wanted to go on tearing up, to go ahead.”

“Well, then you haven’t got any kick coming.” The foreman nodded sagely.

“Of course, he told you about it,” the rancher went on, “and I knew I could get the details from you later. I just asked him, if there was any shootin’, and he said there wasn’t. Did he tell you that?”

“Yep,” replied McCurdy cheerfully. “I can vouch for that.”

“All right, let’s hear about the fight,” said Wayne briefly.

McCurdy was carefully rolling a cigarette. He now lighted it just as deliberately. “So you want to hear about the fight, Ed? And you wouldn’t let Ted tell you about it?”

“I thought it was best I didn’t let him tell me,” was the stockman’s answer. “I usually know something about the way to handle my business.” He was irritated by his foreman’s tone.

“But he wanted to tell you, didn’t he?” McCurdy asked blandly.

Ed Wayne was suddenly angry. “Look here, Mac,” he snapped out, his face reddening. “I don’t like the way you’re acting this morning. I had my own reasons for not wanting him to tell me about it. And I won’t let anyone else except you tell me about it. Of course I want to know, naturally have to know. You can see that. He told you … I’d lay a hundred head of shorthorns to that … so let’s hear about it.”

But McCurdy shook his head. “I won’t do it, Ed,” he said slowly. “Here Ted came back from town expecting that the news of the row had got here ahead of him, as it always had before. He was glad it hadn’t. He told me … ‘For once I’ll have a chance to tell him myself’ … meaning to tell you. He went in there to give you the details and you turned him down flat with a mean remark. Wait a minute! It won’t do you any good to get mad. You wouldn’t let him tell you himself when he wanted to, and now you want to double-cross him and get the story behind his back. Go right ahead and get sore, but you won’t get the story from me, and I’ll fire any man under me that lets out a word of anything he hears. That’s flat.”

Ed Wayne stared at his foreman in astonishment. Then he cooled again and tugged at his mustache, which was a sure indication of one of two things—either he was mad or thinking deeply.

“I suppose you know,” he said coldly, “that I can ride into town, if I choose, and hear plenty.”

“You can,” McCurdy agreed, “and you can hear plenty that isn’t so. You could have got the facts from Ted firsthand. He doesn’t lie. Seems to me that instead of gettin’ all het up about it, the squarest thing you can do is to wait and let Ted tell you when he comes back.”
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