




















for you. I've just found one of yore
steers dead %

“Dead!” Sudden fear came to
Jim Hardman. ‘“ Dead! You don’t
mean 22

“ 1 do,” snapped Lewis. * It died
of foot-and-mouth disease, Hardman.

There ain’t no doubt about it. I've
seen it.”
Jim was incredulous. Yet he felt

as if an icy hand had clutched at his
heart.

“ You're sure it’s one of our beasts,
Lewis ?

“ Shure! It’s got yore brand,
_I;Ia}',dman | Better come and see
i

The three got their horses and rode
away across the pastureland. A
couple of miles Steve led the way,
and suddenly he stopped and pointed.
In the long, lush grass lay a steer on
its side—a steer with scaly hoofs
and coat rough and uneven. The signs
were unmistakable, and silently Lewis

ointed to the brand. It was the
ar F brand. Jim gulped.

‘ But—how—why—it's impossible,
Lewis |

‘“ Seeing’s believing,” said Lewis.
‘ I'm sorry, Hardman—durned sorry,
especially after what you done yes-
terday. But duty’s duty. I've got
my job to do. Orders are that if a
. diseased beast’s found all the herd’s
gotter be destroyed. My job now is to
shoot and burn hide an’ hair of all
yore stock. You'll get compensation,
of course.”

Jim gave a bitter, angry growl.

* Compensation or not, it means
ruin for us, Lewis,” he said hoarsely.
“ We're _heavily mort%aged with
Lawyer Beat at Rocksville—and that
skunk Tanker’s behind him. The
State compensation money will come
too late to save us from foreclosure.
We were depending on the fall sales
to see us through. And now—well,
even if the money came in time, it’d

be far less than we'd have got for the
critters at the sales.”

“ 1 reckon yore right. But it can’t
be helped, Hardman. I'm only here
to enforce th’ law, lad!”

Jim stared dully at the Ranger.
But in the official’s smoke-grey eyes
he saw no weakening; no hope.
They were hard and adamant. De-
spite the debt he owed Jim—though

im was the last to have counted
upon that—he meant to do his duty.

In silence Jim mounted his horse
again. Steve followed suit, his eyes
showing his misery. The Ranger
mounted and rode away in the oppo-
site direction.

The two brothers rode home with-
out a word. All their years of work,
all their slaving and sacrifices, had
come to nothing. They would lose
their stock, their home—the ranch
they loved so much.

It was ruin.

THE THIRD CHAPTER
THE STAMPEDE !

CHIN Lo, the Chinese cook, brought

in the brothers’ dinner, but
they sat down with little appe-
tite for food. They had scarcely
discussed the situation—they couldn’t.
Both seemed stunned by the sudden,
overwhelming blow—a blow like a
bolt from the blue. .

Yet Jim’s jaw was firm and his
eyes glinted ‘as he ate. Strange
thoughts were working in his mind,
and his young brother eyed him
silently. Suddenly Jim pushed aside
his plate with a muttered exclama-
tion.

‘“ Steve,” he said, his voice tremb-
ling with sudden excitement, ‘ we're
going to have another look-see at
that steer—and right now ! "

“ Why, Jim——"

“ Never mind why—yet | "’ snapped
l1irn, his voice now steady. ‘ Get yore

orse, Steve.”
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A few minutes later the brothers
were mounted, riding back hard for
the meadow in which the dead steer
had been found. Jim forced his
mount to a mad gallop. Reaching the
spot, he flung himself from the saddle.
As Steve joined him a few seconds
later, Jim pointed to the brand on the
animal.

‘“ Look at that, Steve—look atit ! "

‘“ I—it’s our brand right enough,
Jim ; I only wish it wasn’t | "’

“It’s our brand. But it durned
well isn’t our steer!” blazed Jim,
and Steve had never seen him so
enraged. ‘‘ It’s a dirty frame-up ! I
knew it. Last night I met Del Tanker
driving their buckboard from Rocks-
ville—at near midnight | I thought it
ir}l }llty queer, then.  But—Iisten,
<1 ”

And Jim related his adventure the
mght before on the trail.

‘ And that ain’t all,”” he finished
grimly. ‘1 spoke to Joe Winter
this morning, Steve. He was all het-
up because one of his invalid cows
had vanished mysteriously-like. He
said the outfit was jinxed. Now d’you
see what I'm aiming at? Joe loses
one of his sick cows last night, and
I meet Del Tanker driving a covered
buckboard comin’ from Rocksville
at midnight—and afraid of anyone
stop ing him.”

‘* Jim—you surely can’t mean
gasped Steve.

‘“I do. Who was it told the Ranger
about this beast here, Steve ?

Steve jumped.

“ One of Tanker’s cowboys told
him—said he’d found it when hunting
for a stray this morning, Jim!” he
said breathlessly.

“1 knew itl It’'s a frame-up,
Steve | Tanker stole that sick beast,

lanted it here, and told the Ranger.

hy? ’Cause he knew what the
Ranger would have to do. ’Cause he
knew it'd be ruin for us—Lawyer

(2l

Beat would foreclose, a )
the rBanchhupl.)” » and he'd buy
“ But the brand, Jim—vqp’
gettilgg the brand !’"" YoM ol
‘ Forgetting nothin , kid.
yore eyes | That brangd's bgén dg -
quite recently—durned recently Ancel
we haven't branded a single’ erire
since branding season. Look at it | w
Steve breathed hard as he gazed
the brand. It was easy enough to at
the Eomt now Jim " mentioneq s.ete
The brand was new—indeed it wl Y
amazing the Ranger hadn’t,noti ag
it. That al‘one Was proof eng ceh
that the animal was pot ’Cheirug
that someone else had got holds7
their branding-iron and branded .‘;
“ But the durned skunks won 't belaé

us yet, Steve | " snapped Jim. “ Oy
—we got to find Lewis befol%mﬁle{
starts work. Il race for his cabin in

the hills now. Case he ain’
you’d best slip back hom%néeghf}ie
men together and send ’er’n out &
search gf Lewis. Then you folloln
me up in case there’s trouble I,w
se(}]pg ’II'ank%r afterwards | ' =
im leaped on to his ho
galloped away. He was not gt?edarég
reach the Ranger’s cabin, however
For even as he_ started hjs horsé
up the, steep rise leading to the
Ranger’s cabin beyond Crooked Can-
yon, four horsemen emerged from a
cleft leading into the heart of th
carﬁflonfitself. <
e four were old Han
his son Del, and two Iéo"i:;gll::;,
At sight of them a gust of anger took
possession of Jim, and he forgot

caut%gn- -

“ Hi, you, Hank Tanker]*
yelled. I gotter have a sett{emegg
with you. I've rumbled tq yore
durned trickery, you coyote | © It
was you who planted that dead steer
on me—stole it from the corra] at
Rocksville! I got proof and I'm
going to prove it ” :
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Old Hank stood stock-still, his hand
on the bridle of the horse he was
leading. He did not deny the accusa-
tion. His blue eyes, cold and cruel,
bored into Jim'’s. ;

‘ So yew found that out, hev you?”
he said coldly. ‘ And yew kin prove
it, Hardman ? "

*“ Yeah—you bet I can, you sneak-
ing skunk !

“ Then,” said old Hank softly, “ 1
reckon yore as good as dead, Hard-
man. Put 'em up!”

The voice was. steely. Jim's hand
whipped down for his own gun as
he sighted Hank’s six-gun raised.
But he groaned as he found the
holster empty. He had left his gun
behind !

None the less, Jim acted. Careless
of bullets in his fury, he flung himself
at his enemy. For his pains he got
the butt of a six-gun crashing down
on his forehead. His senses left him.

When he came to his head ached
madly. He found himself stretched
flat on his back with the burning sun
in his eyes. A voice spoke near him,
and he turned his head. It was all he
could do, for his limbs were bound
with rope.

_Then he got a shock. Lying near
him was another man, like himself,
bound hand and foot. It was the
Ranger, Ben Lewis !

His own horse and the Ranger’s
were hobbled a few yards away.
Otherwise they were alone. Lewis
was speaking.

.. Listen, young 'un. We're in a
tight jam. We’re lying on the floor
of the canyon. Tanker's going to
stampede cattle down it—his %ttle
way of wiping us out, the cur! Our
hf)x,ses, too—to make it look as if
we'd both been caught in the stam-
rede—~an. accident. Afterwards,

anker will come along and remove our

bonds from what’s left of us after the
stampede.”

“So—so that's the gamei"”
breathed Jim, a shudder of horror
going through him. ‘“ You—you
know why he’s putting me out,
Lewis ? "

“ 1 reckon I do, lad. Tanker told
me what he’d done—gloated over th’
way he’d planted that steer on you.
He told me ’cause he knew I wasn’t

oin’ to live to take action.” The

anger paused, and then went on
rapidly : “ It was Tanker who tried
to get me with a rifle yesterday. He's
been trying to get me since he knew
I was here.”

‘“ But why "’ began Jim.

‘ Because the skunk knows me and
I know him. His name ain’t Tanker.
His name’s Carter, and he killed a
man down in Texas years ago. I was
a deputy sheriff then, and I roped
him in. But he gave me the slip,
and I hadn’t seen him since—until 1
saw his face at the window of the
Lazy L ranch-house less’n a week ago.
That’s why he wouldn’t see me;
that’s why he’s been trying to out me
since. He knowed I'd put th’ law on
his track agen. And now—well,
Hardman, ’less we get outer these
ropes mighty quick you’ll lose yore
life as well as yore ranch. He’d have
let me alone until I'd burned yore
stock, but I bumped into the skunk
jest by accident an hour ago. It had
to come then, and he got the drop on
me afore I could draw.”

Lewis ceased speaking and resumed
his frantic tugging at his bonds. Jim,
knowing only too well the terrible
peril they were in, began to struggle
also—struggle until the veins stood
out on his forehead and sweat poured
from him.

And then the first dread sound
reached their ears—the thudding of
innumerable hoofs. Following it came
the bawling of cattle, and the pound-
ing became thunderous. Jim raised
his head. At the far end of the narrow
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canyon had ap-
peared a black
mass of moving
objects. He
glimpsed the
tossing horns, the
flying tails of the
maddenedbeasts.
Behind were
horsemen, their
?uirts rising and
alling as they
flayed the terri-
fied animals into
desperate speed.
In a huge cloud |
of dust the steers
came pounding
necarer, the
sounds echoing
like thunder in
the narrow defile.

“ It’s the end,
Lewis !” mutter-
ed Jim. ‘ So-
long !

‘“Not yet!”
gritted the Ran-
ger, and he
resumed his ef-
forts with savage
fury. Nor wasit
theend. Forjust
then Jim heard

new sounds—a
horse’s hoofs, the clatter of stones,
and a familiar yell.

‘“Hold on! I'm coming!”

It was Steve Hardman. Jim saw
him now. His horse came scramblmg
down from the rocky trail that le
upwards along the right face of the
canyon. How any horse could have
retained its footing down that steep
declivity, Jim couldn’t think—but
Steve’s did. Amid a shower of stones
and flying rock, and with the clatter-
ing of flaying hoofs, horse and
rider came rushing down. Jim'’s heart
was in his mouth, for every instant

(

Reaching Jim and the Ranger, Steve dragged his horse back on jts
hasty halt and leaped down to release (hgm. But was he in time ? The st.
steers were thundering nearer and nearer! 8

haunches in a
ampeding

he expected to see b
plunge head over heels.Oth of them

A final shower of stones
a recovery, and then a m
Steve flogged his horse to
coming to a quick halt
dragged the horse back on i?sshatl&: Lad
ang eapecll( d?wn. g
teve’s knife was alrea,
slashed at Jim's bonds?ya%%t'thfis
jumped to Lewis. In a matter of
seconds they were free. Byt was
Steve in time ? Already stray beasts
were thundering past them tails
flying, horns tossing, i

» @ stumble,
ad gallop as
wards them,
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Immediately Jim's horse was cut
free he wheeled, snorting, and gal-
loped away before the alarmed Steve
could hold him. =

But for swift, frantic action the
other two would have done likewise ;
they were cow-ponies, and knew the
terrible danger well.

“ Into the saddle, Steve ! ” roared
Lewis. ‘ Up behind me, Hardman—
for your life!”

How Jim reached the back of the
Ranger’s saddle he never knew, for his
limbs were numbed and nerveless.
But he did reach it. Steve was in the
saddle of his horse now, and the three
tore away.

“ Make for the cleft yonder!”

shouted Jim.

he Ranger nodded. Steve had
turned his horse towards the cleft ;
he knew the spot well. Lewis didn’t,
but he followed instantly. The mad
race only lasted a few seconds, but
1t seemed a lifetime to the three.

At last the cleft opened before
them—a narrow, tiny gulch that led
steeply upwards from the canyon
floor to the trail above. The van-
guard of the stampede was upon them
now, and the horses escaped disaster
by a miracle again and again. Above
the thunder of noise sounded furious
yells and then the sharp, unmistak-
able crack of rifles.

But the cleft was reached. The
three tumbled from the horses and
dived into the jumble of rocks guard-
Ing the mouth of the gulch. The
hO‘r‘ses galloped on—riderless.

Tanker and his guys spotted us | ”
yelled Lewis, as they stumbled on
while the horde of maddened animals
roared past. ‘ Get ready for a scrap !

ou got a gun, Steve ?
., Steve had, and he willingly handed
1t over to the Ranger. They were safe
;low from the stampede, but they
Knew Tanker would never dare let
them escape. The stampede began to

thin out ; through the swirling dust
clouds they caught glimpses of stray
beasts. :

“ Why not climb ulp to the trail ? ”
said Steve. ‘ They’ll get us 0

“ Pick us off like flies if we did | ”
snapped Lewis. * Stay hyer. One
man with a gun could hold off an
army with luck. Lie low "

They lay low, taking shelter behind
rocks, and awaited the attack they
felt certain must come. DBut none
came. Instead, they heard the sound
of hoofs gradually dying away until
silence fel% upon the defile.

Ranger Ben Lewis moved cau-
tiously to the entrance and peered
out. He sighted four horsemen dis-
appearing up the canyon in the dis-
tance. He came back grinning.

‘ They’ve beat it,” he chuckled.
“ T guess old Tanker knows he’d not
smoke us outer hyer in a hurry, and
I guess seein’ young Steve turn up
like thet hav’ put th’ wind up him.
He knows th’ game’s up fer him.
Now we’ll beat it. Then we’ll get a
few honest-to-goodness cowpokes to-
gether and make a kinder official call
on Mister Tanker.”

Two hours later a posse of cowboys
under Ranger Ben Lewis surrounded
the Lazy L ranch-house. But once
again old Tanker was not at home,
nor was his son, Del. But the safe
was wide open and empty, and all
valuables had gone. And it was very
clear that old Hank Tanker—other-
wise Carter, the wanted murderer—
and his son had gone also.

Nor were either seen again in High
Grass Valley.

Old Judge Bentley—a friend of the
brothers—bought the Lazy L, so there
was no risk of a further feud. Peace
and prosperity came to the owners of
the Bar F Ranch with the defeat of
their foes.

THE END
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