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A Thrilling Texas Border Story

By ZANE GREY
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Have you ever deliberately
taken a chance where the odds
were three to one that you
would be kliled? If you saw
your child fall into deep water,
It Is likely that you would im-
mediately plunge in and try to
sava him without reasoning the
chances against your safety.
Suppose that your wife or sis-
ter wers held captive In a house
by an armed maniac who Intend. |
od to kill any would-be rescuer:
would you go and try to pacify
that manlac? Read this install.
ment. Ses what desperats
chances Buck Duane tock to
prove his Innocence of a foul
crime,

B e hoaeiss .
CHAPTER Xll—Continued.

Duane has Just escaped Into the un-
derbrush from a posse Intant on lynch-
h him. s

The Rio Grande and its tributaries
for the most of thelr length In Texan
o between wide, low, fiat lands cov-
ared by s dense growth of willow.
Cottonwood, mesquite, prickly pear,
and other growths mingled with the
willow, and altogether they made a
matted, tangled copse, n thicket that
an inexperienced man would have
eonsidered Impenetrable,

The depths of this brake Duane had
penetrated wans a sllent, dreamy,
strange place. In the middle of the
day the light was welrd and dim,
When a breeze fluttered the follage,
then slender shafts and spears of sun-
shine plerced the green mantle and
danced like gold on the ground,

Duane had always felt the strange-

this kind of pluce, and lke-
felt n protecting, harbor-
ng which always seemed to
the sympathy of the bruke
ted crenture. Any unwound-
strong nand resourceful,
e when he had glided under
ing green roof of this
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wanted to cross the river
t was posalble, and, keeping In
work hls way upstream till
réached country more hospit-
pushed on. His left arm
vorad, us he could scarcely
slog his right to spread
he silpped sldeways be-
and made fast time,
after a tollsome penetration
“denser brush he broke through
. & the river.

n

wide, shallow, muddy
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Lifted Enough Waler to Quench His
Thirst.

Duane percelved at a glance
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CHAPFTER XIIL.

How long Duane wns travellng out
of that region he never knew. But he
reached famillar country and found a
rancher who had before befriended
Bim. Here his arm was attended to;
he had food and sleep ; nnd In a couple
of weeks he was himself agaln,

When the time came for Dunne to
ride away on his endless trall his
friend reluctantly imparted the In-
formation that some thirty miles south,
near the village of Shirley, there was
posted at a cortain eross-rond n re-
ward for Buck Dunne dead or allve,
Dunne had heard of such notices, but
he had never seen one, [His friend's
| reluctance and refusal to state for
| what particular deed this reward was
loffered roused Duane's curiosity.
| Abruptly he decided to ride over there
and find out who wanted him dead or
nlive, nnd why.

Toward afternoon, from the top of
n Jong hill, Duane saw the green fielda
and trees and shining roofs of a town
he consldered must be Shirley. And ot
the bottom of the hill he came upon
an lotersecting roand, There wans a
placard nalled on the cross-rond sign-
post. Duane drew rein near it and
Jeaned close to rend the faded print,
“$1.000 REWARD FOR BUCK
DUANE DEAD OR ALIVE.” Peering
closor to rend the finer, more faded
print, Duane learned that he wns want-
ed for the murder of Mra, Jeff Alken
at her ranch near Shirley. The month
September was named, but the date
was lllegible. The reward was offered
by the woman's husband, whose name
appeared with that of a sherifs at
the bottom of the plucard,

Duane read the thing twice, When
he stralghtened he was sick with the
horror of his fate, wild with passion
at thoss misgulded fools who could
belleve that he had harmed a woman,

A dark, passioniate fury possessed
him, It shook him like a storm shakes
the onk, When It passed, leaving him
cold, with clouded brow and plercing
eye, him mind was set. Spurring his
horse, he rode straight toward the
village.

Shirley appeared to be a large, pre-
tentions country town., A branch of
some rallroad terminated there. The
maln street was wide, bordered by
trees and commodious houses, and
many of the stores were of brick. A
large plaza shaded by glant cotton-
wood oceupled a cantral location,

Duane pulled his running horse and
halted him, plunging and snorting, be
fore'n group of Idle men who lounged
on benches In the shade of a spread-
Ing cottonwood, How many times had
Duane seen just that kind of lazy
shirt-sleeved Texas group! Not often,
however, hnd he seen such placid,
lolling, good-natured men change thelr
expression, thelr attitude so swiftly.
His advent apparently was momentous,
They evidently took him for an un-
usual viglior, ®o far as Duane could
teil, not one of them recognized him,
had a hiot of his {destity,

He slid off his horse and threw the
bridle,

“I'm Buck Duane,” he sald, "I saw
that placard-——out there on a slgn-post.
It's o dnmn Mel Somebody find this
man Jeff Alken. 1 want to see him.”

His announcement was taken in ab-
golute stlence. That was the only
effect he noted, for he avolded looking
ut these villagers. The reason wns
gimple enough; Duane felt himself
overceme with emotion, There were
tears In his eyes. He sat down on a
bench, put his elbows on his knees

nnd hils hands to his face, For once
he had absolutely no concern for his
fate. 'This lgunominy was the last
“u"

Presontly, however, he became
aware of some kind of commotion

i among these villugers. He heard

whispering, low, hoarse volces, then
the shufMe of rapld feet moving awny.
All at once a violent hand jorked his
gun from Its holster. When Duane
rose a gaunt man, lvid of face, shak-
ing lke o leaf, confronted him with
his own gun.

“Hands up, thar, you Buck Duane!”
he roared, waving the gon,

That appeared to be thé cue for
pandemonium to brenk loose, Beveral
men lay hold of his arms and pioloned
them behind his back, Reslstance was
uscless even If Doane had had the
spirit. One of them fetched his
haltor from his suddle, and with this
they bound him helpless,

People were runnlng now from the
street, the stores, the houses, Old
men, cowboys, clerks, boys, runchers
came on the trot, The crowd grew.
The incrensing clamor began to at-
tract womon us well as men. A group
of girls ran up, then hung back In
fright and pity,

The presence of cowboys made a
difference. They split up the crowd,
got to Dumane, and lay hold of him
with rough, businessilke hands, One
of them lifted his fiste and roared at
the frenzled mob to fall back, to stop
the racket. Fle beat them back into a
circle; but It was some lttle time be-
fore the hubbub quieted down so a
volee could be heard.

Heeegthut up, will you-all?™ he was
yelling, “Give us a chance to hear
somethin'., Easy now-—soho, There
uin't nobody goln' to be hurt. Thet's
right} everybody qulet now, Let's see

what's come off.”
This cowboy, evidently oune of
authority, or at least one of strong

personality, turned to the gaunt man,
who still waved Dunne's gun.

“Abe, put the gun down,” he sald.
"It might go off. Here, give It to me.
Now, what's wrong? Who's thia roped
gent, an' what's he done?

The gaunt fellow, who appeared now
nbout to collapse, lifted a shaking
hand and polnted.

“Thet thar feller—he's
Dusne!” he panted.

An angry murmur ran through the
surrounding crowd.

“The rope! The ropel Throw It
over & branch! String him up!" erled
an exclited villager.

“Abe, how do you know this fellow
Is Buck Duane?' the cowboy asked,
sharply.

“Why-—he sald 80," replied the man
culled Abe.

“What!" came the exclamation, in-
credulously.

“It's n tarnal fact” panted Abe,
waving his hand fmportantly. He
wus nn old man and appeared to be
carrled awny with the significance of
his deed. *“He llke to rid' his hoss
right over us-ull, Then he jumped off,
snyd he was Buck Duane, an’ he wanot-
ed to see Jeff Alken bad”

This speech caused n second com-
motion a8 nolsy though not so enduaring
ns tne first. When the cowboy, asslst-
od by a couple of his mates, had re-
stared order agaln, someone hod
slipped the noose-end of Dunne's rope
over his head.

“Up with him!"” sereeched a wild-
oyed gouth,

The mob surged closer was shoved
back by the cowboyn.

“Abe, If he's Buck Duane how'n hell
d1d you get hold of his gun?* bluntly
queried the cowhoy,

“*Why—ne set down thar—an' he
kind of hid his face on his hand. An'

Buck
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“How'n Hell Did You Get His Gun?”

I grabbed his gun an' got the drop on
him."

What the cowboy thought of this
was expressed In a laugh. His mates
likewlise grinned broadly. Then the
lender turned to Duane.

“Stranger, I reckon you'd better
speak up for yourself,” he said.

That stilled the crowd as no com-
mand had done. *I'm Buck Duane,
all right,” sald Duane, quletly. “It was
this way—"

The big cowboy seemed to vibrate
with o shock. All the ruddy warmth
feft his face; his jaw began to bulge;
the corded velns in hls neck stood out
in knots, In an instant he had a hard,
stern, strange look. He shot out a
powerful hand that fastened In the
frout of Duane's blouse,

“Somethin® gueer here, But If
you're Duane you're sure in bad, Any
fool ought to know that. You mean
it, then?"

“I'm Dunne; yes. But I won't stand
for the blame of things I never dld.
That's why I'm here, I saw that pla-
eard out there offering the reward.
Until now I never was within half a
day's ride of this town. I'm blamed
for what I never did. I rode In here,
told who I was, asked somebody te
send for Jeff Alken.”

“An' then you set down an' let this
old guy throw your own gun on yout”
queried the cowboy In amazement,

“1 guess that's it,"” replled Duane,

“Well, it's powerful strange, Iif you're
really Buck Duane what do you waat
to see Alken for?”

“I wanted to face him, to tell him I
never harmed his wife"

“Suppose we send for Alken an' he
hears you an' doesn't belleve you;
what then?

“If he won't belleve me—why, then
my cuase's 50 bad—I'd be. better off
dead.”

A momentary sllence was broken by
Slbert.

“If this lsn't a gueer deal! Boys,
reckon we'd better send for Jeff."

“Somebody went fer him. He'll be
comin' soon,” replied a man,

Dunne stood & head taller than that
circle of curloun facen. He guzed out
above and beyond them, It was'in this
way that he chanced to see a number
of wowien on the outskirts of the

| crowd, Bome were old, with hard

faces, like the man. Bome were mnl'

nnd comely, and most of these seemod
agitated by excltement or distress,
They cast fearful, pitying glances up-
on Duane as he stood there with that
noose around his neck,. Women were
more human than men, Duane thought,
He met eyes that dlinted, seemed
foscinated at his gaze, but were not
averted. It was the old women who
were voluble, loud In expression of
their feellngs,

“Thar comes Jeff Alken now,” ealled
o man, loudly.

The crowd shifted and trampled in
engerness,

Duane saw two men coming fast,
one of whom, In the lead, was of stal-
wart bulld. He had a gun in his hand,
und his manner was that of flerce en-
ergy.

The cowboy Bibert thrust open the
jostling eclircle of men.

“Hold on, Jef," he called, and he
blocked the man with the gun. He
spoke 8o low Duane could not hear
what he sald, and hia form hid Alken's
face. At that junctore the crowd
spread out, closed In, and Alken and
Siber: were caught in the circle, There
was a pushing forward, a pressing of
mnny bodies, hoarse cries and flnging
hands—agnin the lossne tumult was
nbout to break out—the demand for
nn outlaw's blood, tha eall for . wild
Justice exefnuted a thousand times be-
fore on Texas' bloody soll,

Sihert bellowed at the dark en-
croaching mass. The cowboys with
him beat nnd cuffed in vain,

“Jeff, will you liten?" broke In Si-
bert, hurriedly, his hands on the other
man’'s arm.

Alken nodded coolly., Duane, who
had seen many men in perfect control
of themselves under elrcumstances ke
these, recdgnize '@ spirit that domi-
nated Allen, & was white, ecold,
passionless. There were lines o7 bitter
griet deep round his lips. If Duane
ever feit the meaning of death he felt
it then.

“Sure this 's your game, Alken,”
sald Sibert. “But hea: me a minute,
I reckon you'd better hold oun till you
hear what he hus to say.”

Then for the first time the drawn-
faced, hungry-eyed giant turned his
gnze upon Dunne. He had Intelligence
which was not yet subservient to pas-
sion, Moreover, he seemed the kind
of man Duane would care to have
judge him in a ecritical moment llke
this.

“Listen,” sald Duane, gravely, with
his eyes steady on Alken's, “I'm Buck
Duane. I never lled to any man in my
life, I was forced into outlawry., I've
never had a chance to leave the
country. I've killed men to save my
own life. I rode thirty miles to-day—
dellberately to see what this reward
was, who made it, what for. When I
rend the placard I went slck to the
bottom of my soul. So I rode in here
to find you—to tell yon this: I never
saw Shirley before to-day. It was im-
possible for me to have—killed your
wife. Last September I was two
hundred miles north of here on the
upper Nueces. I can prove that. Men
who know me will tell you I eonldn't
murder & woman. I haven't auy idea
why /such a deed should be lald at
my hands. It's just that wild border
gossip. And see here, Alken. You un-
derstand I'm a miserable man. I'm
nbout broken, I guess. I don't care
eny more for life, for anything, If
you ean't look me in the eyes, man to
man, and belleve what I say—why, by
God! you can kill me!"

Alken heaved a great breath.

“Buck Dunne, whether I'm im-
pressed or not by what you say need-
n't matter, You've had accusers,
Justly or unjustly, as will soon appear.
The thing is we cun prove you Iino-
nocent or gullty. My girl Lucy saw
my wife's assallant.”

He motioned for the crowd of men
to open up.

“Somebody—youn, SBlibert—go
Luey. That "Il settle this thing."

Duane heard a8 a man In an ugly
dream. The faces aronund him, the
hum of volces, all seemed far off. His
life hung by the merest thread., Yet
he did not think of that so much as
of the brand of a woman-murderer
which might be soon sealed upon
him by a frightened, imaginative child,

Th. crowd trooped apart and closed
agnin. Duane caught a blurred Image
of a slight girl clinging to Sibert's
hand, He could not see distinetly.
Alken lifted the child, whispered sdoth-
ingly to her not to be afrald. Then
he fetched her closer to Duane,

“Lucy, tell me, Did you ever see
this man before?”" asked Alken, huskily
and low. “Is he the one—who came
in the house that day-—siruck you
down—and dragged mama—17"

Alken's volee falled.

A llghtning flash seemed to clear
Dunne's blurred sight. He saw a
pale, sad face and violent eyes fixed
in gloom and horror upon his. No
horrible woment lo Duane's life ever
equaled thia one of sllence—of sus

for

pense,

“It min't him 1" cried the child.

Then Sibert was flinging the noose
off Dusne's neck and unwinding the
bonds round his arms. The spellbound
crowd awoke to hoarse exclamations.

“Hoe there, my locoed gents, how
easy you'd hang the wrong man”
burst out the cowboy, as he made the
rope-end hiss. “You-all are a lot of
wise rangers,. Haw! haw I

He freed Duane and thrust the bone-
handled gun buck In Duane’s holster.

“You Abs, there. Reckon you pulled
a stunt! But don't try the )ike agaln.
And, men, I'll gamble there's a hell of
a lot of had work Buck Duane’s named
for—which all he never done. Olear
away there. Where's his hoss? Duasne,
the road's open out of Shirley.”

Sibert swept the gauplog watchers
aside and pressed Dusne townrd the
horse, which another cowboy held.
Mechanically Dusoe mounted, felt &
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1ft as he went up. Then the cowboy's
hard face softened In a smile.

“T reckon It aln’'t uncivil of me to
say—hit that road quick!™ he sald,
frankly.

He lod the horse out of the crowd.
Alken jolned him, and between them
they escorted Duane across the plaza.
| The crowd appeared irresistibly drawn
to follow,

Alken paured with his blg hand on
Dunne's knee, In It, unconsclously
probably, he stlll held the gun.

“Duane, a word with you," he sald.
“I belleve you're net so black as you've

“It Aln"t Him!"

been painted. I wish there was time
to say more., Tell me this, anyway.
Do you know the Ranger Captain Mac-
Nelly 7

“1 do not,” replied Duane, in sur-
prise.

“] met him only a week ago over In
Falrflgld,” went on Alken, hurriedly.
“He declared you never killed my wife.
I didn’t belleve him—argued with him.
We almost had hard words over It
Now—I'm sorry. The last thing he
snld was: ‘If you ever see Duane
don't kill him. Send nhim mto my
camp after dark!” He meant some-
thing strange. What—I can't say.
But he wuas right, and I was wrong.
If Lucy had batted an eye I'd have
killed you. Still, I wouldn't advise yon
to hunt up MacNelly’'s camp. He's
clever. Maybe he belleves there's no
treachery in his new ideas of ranger
tactics. I tell you for all it's worth.
Good-by. May God help you further
as he did this day!™

Dunne sald good-by and touched the
horse with his spurs.

“So long, Buck!" called Sibert, with
that frank smile breaking warm over
his brown face; and he held his
sombrero high,

CHAPTER X1V,

When Duane reached the crossing
of the roads the name Fairfleld on
the sign-post seemed to be the thing
that tipped the oscillating balance of
declision In faver of that direction. If
he had been driven to hunt up Jeff
Alken, now he was called to find this
unknown ranger eaptaln, In Duane's
state of mind clear reasoning, com-
mon sense, or keenness were out of
the question. He went beeause he felt
he was compelled.

Dusk had fallen when he rode into
a town which Inquiry discovered to
be Falrfeld.

There did not appear to be any
ceamp on the outskirts of the town.
But a5 Duane sat his horse, peering
around and undecided what further
move to mnke, he caught the glint of
fllckering lights through the darkness.
Feading toward them he saw the mov-
ing forms of men and heard horses.
He advanced naturally, expecting any
moment to be halted.

“Who goes there?' came the sharp
eall out of the gloom.

Duane pulled his horse. The gloom
was lmpenetrable.

“One man—alone," replied Duane,

“What do you want?"

“T'm trying to find the ranger camp.”

“You've struck It. What's your
errand ™

*“l want to see Captaln MacNelly."

“Get down and advance. Slow.
Don't move yoyr hands, It's dark,
but I can see”

Duane dismounted, and, leading his
horse, slowly advanced a few paces.
He saw a dully bright object—a gun—
before he discovered the man who
held it. A few more steps showed a
dark figure blocking the trail, Here
Duane halted.

“Here, ranger, unders od this. My
visit Is peacefal—friendly If you'll let
it be, Mind, T was asked to come
here—alter dark."”

Dusne's clear, penetrating volce
enrried far. The Mstenlng rangers at
the campBre heard what he sald,

“Ho, Pickens! Tell that fellow to
walt,” replied an aut! ritative volce.
Then n slim figure oetached Itself
from the dark, moving group at the
camp-fire and hurried out.

“Better be foxy, Onp,” shouted &
ranger, In warnlog.

“Shot up—all of you,” was the re-

This officer, obviously Captaln Mae-
Nelly, #oon joiped the two rangers
who were confronting Dusne, He had
no fear., He strode straight up to
Duane.

“I'm MacNelly,” he said. “If you're
my man, don't mentioh your nome—
yet.”

All this seemed strange (¢ Duane. in

- —

keeping with much that had happened
Intely.

“I met Jelf Alken
Dunne, “He gont me—"

“You've met Alken|" exclaimed
MncNelly, sharp, enger, low. “By all
that's bully!” Then he appenred to
catch himself, to grow restrained.

“Men, fall back, leave ne alone &
moment.”

The rangers slowly withdrew.

“Buck Duane! It's you? he
whispered, eagerly.

“Yea"

“If I glve you my word you'll net
be arrested—youn'll be treated falrly—
will you come Into camp and consult
with me?"

“Certainly.”

“Duane, I'm sure glad to meet you,™
went on MacNelly; and he extended
his hand,

Amazed and touched, scarcely realis.
ing this actuality, Duane gave his hand
and felt an unmistakable grip of
warmth,

“It doesn't seem natural, Captaln
MacNelly, but I belleve 'm gied to
meet you,” sald Duane, soberly.

“You will be. Now we'll go back to
eamp. Keep your identity mum for the

to-day,” sald

present.”

He led Duane in the direction of the
eamp-fire.

“Pickens, go back on duty,” he

ordered, “and, Beeson, you look after
this horse.”

When Duane got beyond the line
of mesquite, which had hid a good
view of the camp site, he saw a group
of perhaps fifteen rangers sitting
around the fires, near a long, low shed
where horses were feeding, and a
small ndobe house at one side.

“We've Just had grub, but I'll see yoa
get some. Then we'll talk,” sald
MacNelly. "“I've taken up temporary
quarters here, Have a rustler job on
hand. Now, when you've eaten, come
right into the house”

Duane was hungry, but he hurried
through the ample supper that wawe
set before him, urged on by curlosity
and astonlshment. While eating he
had bent keen eyes around him. After
a first quiet scrutiny the rangers ap-
parently pald no more attention to
him, They were all veterans in serv-
lce—Duane saw that—and rugged,
powerful men of Iron constitutlion.
Desplte a general conversation of
campfire nature, Duane was not de-
celved mbout the fact that his advent
had been an unusual and striking one,
which had caused an undercurrent of
conjecture and even consternation
among them, These rangers were too
well trained to appear openly curious
about thelr captaln's guest. As It
was, Duane felt a suspense that must
have been due to a hint of his
identity.

He was not long in presenting him-
self at the door of the house.

“Come In and have a chalr” saldi
MacNelly, motioning for the one other
occupant of the room to rise. ‘“Leave
us, Russell, and close the door, TIN
be through these reports right off.”

MacNelly sat at a table upon which
was a lamp and various papers, Seen
In the light he was a fine-looking,
soldlerly man of about forty years,
dark-halred and dark-eyed, with a
bronzed face, shrewd, stern, strong, yet
not wanting In kindliness. He scanned!
hastily over some papers, fussed with
them, and finally put them in enve-
lopes. Settling back In hls chalr, ha
faced Dunne, making a valn attempt
to- hide what must have been the ful-
filment of a long-nourished curlosity.!

“Duane, I've been hoping for this
for two years,” he began,

Duané smiled a UHitle—a smile that!
felt strange on his face, He had never

“Come in and Have a Chair.”

been much of a talker. And speechy
here seemed more than ordinarily difi
cult,

MaeNelly must have felt that,

He looked long and earnestly aty
Duane, and his quick, nervous manner
changed to grave thoughtfuloess.

“Bver hear from home since yow
left Wellston ™ he asked, abruptly,

“No," replled Duane, sadly. '

“That's tough. I'm glad to be abl&
to tell you that up to just lately your
mother, sister, uncle—all your folks,
I belleve—were well, I've kept posted.,
Buot haven't heard lately”

L

What do you thing that Cap- 3

tain MacNelly has In store for

Duane? WIill Duane ever con.
sent to go te prison?
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(TO BE CONTINUKD)
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