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A Man Oughta Line Up Equal to Himself. Nobody Can Ask More. 

 

FATE FIRES NO BLANKS 
By GEORGE BRUCE MARQUIS 

 
MERGED from the snug cocoon 
that was his bedroll, Bat 
Jennison inaugurated a leisurely 
muscle loosening stretch, a 

comfortable gymnastic never to be 
completed. 

A bullet that sidestepped his sinewy 
neck by a thin finger’s breadth had 
quarrelled by, pacing the sound of the 

shot. Then the upjutting cliffs had seized 
the crash, and tossed it from side to side of 
the narrow canyon till it muttered into a 
grudging silence, like a stubborn notion 
determined on future resurrection. Yet 
Jennison heard the clashing echoes from 
the pari-security of a low-sprung buck 
brush, so swiftly had he thrown himself 
sidewise when the bullet raced by. Perhaps 
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it is superfluous to add that Jennison’s 
Winchester was now in his hands, its 
muzzle peering avidly for the targeteer. 

Also that Sunflower had lost only two 
croppings of the lush grass, for he too was 
a seasoned campaigner. 

The buck brush was on the up canyon 
verge of a little grove of bull pine, where 
Jennison had made camp the night before. 
The canyon was narrow, its walls rising in 
terraced steps of stately cliffs, three in 
viewable number. Along near the base of 
the bottom cliffs tinkled a swift clear 
stream, neither river nor rivulet, perhaps 
best dubbed a creek. The creek was lined 
on both sides with trees and bushes, a 
tunnel of green through which the stream 
scampered like a truant child. 

An odd condition existed in the valley. 
At Jennison’s camp it was perfectly clear, 
but upstream, the length of two football 
fields away, from wall to wall the narrow 
valley jostled with great blobs of fog like 
giant puff balls, cast willy nilly from the 
playful hand of some whimsical Manitou. 
From their friendly shelter the bullet had 
sped, the blossom of powder smoke 
concealed and merged in the mimic 
counterfeit.  

The bullet that had so nearly slit 
Jennison’s gullet had obligingly blazed the 
side of a tree in its flight. Now Jennison 
wriggled backward, reached the tree and in 
its shelter stood erect. Squinting cautiously 
along the gash he gauged the point of 
origin of the bullet. A clump of willows 
near the base of the lowest cliff, that was 
it. An easy guess registered the distance at 
two hundred yards. Two hundred yards, 
slightly down hill. Most emphatically, it 
was good shooting in any man’s league.  

Of this parexcellent targeteer Jennison 
had caught not a single glimpse. It was 
true he could have withdrawn, yet 
Jennison doubted it. The shooting was too 
deadly serious for that, unless the 

marksman was one of those supreme 
egoists, who never dallied with the 
possibility that he could register a miss. 
No. All experience argued that the gunman 
would assure himself that his bullet had 
done its appointed work. Stealthy, hidden 
approach was easy. From the 
sharpshooter’s lair to the grove, the way 
was blanketed by an all but continuous 
fringe of trees and bushes. Jennison moved 
to intersect this hypothetical line of march 
just beyond where the curtain of brush and 
trees drew opposite the grove of bull pine. 

Crossing the hosannahing stream in 
two long strides per handily placed rocks, 
Jennison settled behind an eye high thicket 
of wild rose bushes, and drew his Colt’s 
.45. A dozen feet away the predicted path 
of the gunman bent down to the water’s 
edge, and in that dozen feet the prowler 
would be nicely exposed. Jennison could 
be justly censured if he failed to get his 
man. 

 
ASTING his eye up along the leafy 
banister that handrailed the trail a 

dozen yards or so away, Jennison noted 
the slight nodding movement of a slender 
new growth willow. Brushed lightly by an 
incautious elbow, he predicted, though a 
skittering bird could have given it the 
fillip, or even an animal. Jennison holding 
to his first thesis, quietly cocked a pistol, 
while he watched for a repetition of that 
stirred willow. He watched vainly. A 
somehow blunder it was not to be 
repeated. 

And then Jennison glimpsed the hat, 
decked with three feathers from the wing 
of a crow, thrust rakishly behind the band, 
and drew his breath in deeply. A black 
Stetson, with a like jaunty trio of feathers 
had once been a familiar sight to him, on 
the Tillayuma Indian Reservation. But that 
had been in Oregon and this was Idaho, 
four hundred miles removed. Yet miracles 
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do happen, happened indeed even as 
Jennison stared. Moving soundlessly on 
moccasined feet, the man beneath the hat, 
had crouched into view. And Jennison’s 
split second hunch had become reality. 
The man was Joe Three Crows. 

An Indian was Joe Three Crows, 
young, educated, wily as a fox, and as 
agile as a panther. Jennison observed the 
crouch and that the Winchester in his hand 
was cocked, a tawny finger caressing the 
trigger. How to hail him without hurling 
the Indian into irremediable folly, that was 
Jennison’s problem. Yet he solved it, his 
summons a spate of words. 

“Bat Jennison talkin’ Joe. Drop that 
gun!”  

A week ago, Jennison had been at 
Pannikan City with Doc Levitt and 
Whispering Thompson. They were in 
funds, and life a rose-tinted dream. And 
then a serpent squirmed into their Eden. 
Through grapevine channels came the 
news that an old trail companion, Pegleg 
Wimberley was sick at Hophni, a mining 
camp in the Burdock Mountains. It was 
like stating a time mellowed syllogism to 
remark that his fellow miners at Hophni 
would care for Pegleg. 

It was like adding an insipid corollary 
to observe that Bat Jennison would 
journey Hophniway to make sure of that 
care. And at once. That next morning 
found him and Sunflower on their way. 

For two days now, Jennison had 
travelled in, to him virgin territory, 
pressing into the foothills of the 
downreaching Burdock Mountains. Night 
before last he had camped at a scrawny 
town called Folio. It lay on Beech Creek 
whose gold bearing gravels had promised 
prodigal returns, a promise not fully 
redeemed nor for long. Folio had declined 
with its failing gravels, living for a time on 
memories, as did many another camp. 
Then herds of cattle began to appear, 

scattered thinly over the bunch grass hills 
and a crimpy renaissance bloomed 
diffidently at Folio. 

Jennison had been in many towns 
scattered all over the West, but never one 
like Folio. Never before had he met so 
much blatant curiosity, as he encountered 
in this slatternly village. A half dozen 
times, that sin of all western sins had been 
committed. He had been asked his name, 
his destination, even his business. For their 
comfort he had joined, for this night, the 
populous family yclept Levi, was going to 
Jerico and was the good Samaritan. 
Perhaps the pair of Colts swinging low on 
his thighs cogged the dice on his final 
statement. At any rate they questioned him 
no further. But their sly furtiveness 
annoyed him, and he withdrew out of his 
time to the sanctuary of his blankets. And 
next morning he departed from Folio with 
Aurora. No animadversions intended.  

He travelled west up Beech Creek 
valley. At Folio it was wide, with flat 
shouldered sides, but as it drove steadily 
into the foothills it narrowed and deepened 
into a robust mountain canyon. And 
though he was on the trail to Hophni, for 
hours he neither passed nor met a fellow 
path voyager. The generally untraveled 
condition of the trail indicated that the 
traffic was perennially scanty. 

 

IT WAS four o’clock when he 
encountered the prospector, a shifty 

eyed wreck, lolling at his makeshift camp 
beside the trail. His two burros drowsing 
in the nearby shade, evidenced energy at 
par with their master’s shockless voltage. 
Jennison, the friendliest of men, turned 
aside to chat briefly, as well as to assure 
himself that he was on the trail to Hophni. 
He met one of life’s surprises. As an all 
but solid rule, these lonely wanderers 
become increasingly introspective, and 
taciturn to sullenness. Not so this chance 
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met man. Without even answering 
Jennison’s question about the trail, he 
flung himself headlong into a jumbled 
account of his vicissitudes. Floods, 
Indians, famine, near strikes, robbers, all 
pellmelled jerkily from his bearded lips. 
Now he crescendoed: 

“Yep, old Jude Pickle’s sure had slim 
pickin’s, but that’s ended. I’m soon goin’ 
to be rollin’ on plush as the feller says. I’m 
waitin’ right now till my good luck rides 
up this here trail and he won’t be long 
now. Yep—” Here he halted abruptly, 
mouth open, his snaggled teeth peering out 
furtively from behind blue pendulous lips. 
For a long moment that unlovely tableau 
held, then with a look of mingled craft and 
panic he clapped a warty and dirt crusted 
hand over his offending organ of speech. 
Slowly he dropped his hand to his lean hip 
as he giggled. 

“People are jest about two thirds right 
when they say us old pelicans ramblin’ 
round alone go crazy. Yep, jest about two 
thirds right. Now you asked about the trail 
to Hophni. You cain’t miss if you heed 
what I’m tellin’ you. Foller this road ‘bout 
a mile more. Then right where the trail 
forks there’s a whackin’ big pillar of red 
rock, taller an a house. You cain’t miss 
seein’ it. Take the trail to your right. 
That’s your road to Hophni. The other 
ain’t a trail anyway. Jest a smoothed out 
place through the bushes. It don’t take you 
nowhere. Remember, take the trail to your 
right. So long.”  

Jennison took the anxious dismissal in 
stride. As he rode along, without 
conscious effort he recalled other 
wanderers and shook his head. Junkins, 
Wimberley, Price. No, these prospectors 
had little kin with this garrulous trail side 
acquaintance. Maybe, Jennison mused, 
this man at least was right. Two thirds 
crazy? Hell. He had gone the entire route. 
Or had he? Had his final act been in the 

nature of a pose to cover up indiscretion? 
Was his luck indeed riding up the trail? 
And why his stressing of the trail to 
Hophni? Vaguely, tantalizingly, a half 
thought stirred in Jennison’s brain, that 
there was a meaning here, if only he could 
coax it to within mental grasping.  

The reddish pillar of rock, frantic 
signboard to the gesticulating miner 
loomed in the mouth of the bisecting trail 
and was disregarded. It could be that 
Jennison dozed over the saddlehorn. Or it 
could be that the goddess Fortuna, learned 
in subtle ways of entrapping predestined 
allies, had tugged ever so gently on 
Sunflower’s left bridle rein. For 
imperative reasons, not yet known to 
Jennison, he was not to journey now to 
Hophni, though he travelled indeed still in 
that general direction. Hophni, and the 
maimed Wimberley were still on his 
agenda but for a later date.  

What Sunflower plodded now, was a 
trail in courtesy only. Never planned, its 
lazy wanderings had likely been platted by 
the nimble feet of elk, carelessly following 
the retreating winter snows, back to their 
summer pastures. Horses, not many, had 
passed this way, yet not recently. Well 
yes, one, Jennison presently reckoned, a 
week, maybe two ago, but not a sign of 
cattle sullied its smoothness. 

It was in very fact virgin territory into 
which he penetrated, and Jennison loved it 
for its unmarred wildness. What peace 
pervaded it. He chuckled softly as a 
bluejay scolded him roundly for invading 
his private domain. Dammit! The bird was 
right. But then Jennison would not turn 
back for all the bluejays’ just ire. Not even 
when a pine squirrel from a limb added his 
dissonance. Not much. He would see this 
trail through to its rainbow end. 

So while the canyon deepened and 
shrank sidewise he pushed on. Near 
sundown he came on the grove of jack 
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pine girdling a neat little oval of grass. 
Here he made camp, cared for his pony, 
cooked and ate supper. Then a pipe and to 
bed. Soothed by the chattering creek, 
lulled by the hooting of a great barred owl, 
he fell asleep. At daybreak he awoke two 
minutes later had been all but pinked by a 
bullet. Half an hour later he had 
summoned Joe Three Crows to ground 
arms. 

 
 CURRENT sophistry has it that an 
Indian is always stolid, glacial, 

adamant, unbending. It is exactly 
comparable to that other inanity, that 
women are fickle. That an Indian would 
endure lacerating pain without a whimper 
was but the magic of sheer will. But given 
the moment an Indian would match 
ecstasy with any white. And now, to Joe 
Three Crows that moment had arrived. At 
Jennison’s words, he straightened up 
swiftly. 

“Bat Jennison!” he yelled it. “By God! 
That is good news!”  

“Drop that gun!” Jennison’s single 
tracked mind, was glued to essentials, not 
pyrotechnics.  

Face wreathed now in smiles, Joe 
Three Crows obliged with a graceful 
gesture. Then while Jennison pondered, he 
put on a mimic of a war dance. Prancing, 
bent kneed, he furthered forth his own 
accompaniment. 

“Hoo—hoo—whoah—hoo,” he 
chanted. “Hoo, hoo, whoah, hoo.”  

Jennison’s answering grin widened at 
the other’s shuffling. Here was genuine 
joy, not counterfeit mirth. Whatever else, 
Joe Three Crows had not knowingly shot 
at Bat Jennison. Jennison holstered his 
pistol, and hand outstretched stepped 
through the scant barrier. As their palms 
smacked he said with quiet cordiality: 

“How are you, Joe?”  

“At the top of the heap, Mr. Jennison,” 
Joe Three Crows chuckled throatily. “But 
a minute ago I was buried a mile deep in 
gloom. God, Mr. Jennison am I ever glad 
to see you! Right now I wouldn’t trade 
places with President Grant.”  

“And a half hour ago, you damned 
nigh aced me.” Jennison chided him 
lightly. 

“Not you, Mr. Jennison.” This very 
gravely. “I was gunning for Snake 
Hempells. Ever hear of him?”  

Jennison nodded, adding, “Pick up 
your gun, Joe and let’s mosey over to my 
camp. Whilst we rustle up something to 
eat, we’ll gab. I’ve gotta hunch, we’ve got 
somethin’ to talk about. And call me Bat. 
Hell. A feller who can shoot like you can 
shouldn’t oughta a Mister nobody.”  

A querying whinny floated to them 
from across the creek, Sunflower asking 
plaintively, “Where are you Bat?”  

Joe Three Crows bowed deferentially 
toward the grove of bull pine. “Sunflower, 
I presume.”  

“Yep,” Jennison smiled, “he’s missed 
me. Sometimes,” he went on whimsically, 
“I sure wonder what he’s achully callin’ 
me when he emits soundy nickers like 
that.”  

While Joe Three Crows built up a brisk 
campfire, Jennison, with prodigal hand 
sliced bacon into a skillet. Then with the 
bacon sizzling under the Indian’s watchful 
eye, Jennison stirred up flapjacks and set 
his black gallon sized coffee pot to simmer 
discreetly in the hot ash base at the rim of 
the fire. The crisp bacon was cascaded in 
equal division to twin tin plates, the 
smoking brown grease found temporary 
sanctuary in a tin cup, and the skillet 
became a cake griddle. No scrimping here. 
Each flapjack all but spanned the ten inch 
skillet. With two each, they made 
simultaneous attack. 

A 
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“Reckon,” Jennison suggested out of a 
mouth well crammed with bacon and 
flapjack, “that at first bacon grease ‘ill 
hafta do the work fur our minus butter. But 
the least two or three flapjacks I kinda like 
to mess up with brown sugar.”  

“Brown sugar!” Joe Three Crows 
mumbled in ecstasy. “Fan me with a 
cattail. You mean you’ve got brown 
sugar?”  

“Yep,” Jennison nodded. “But it’s 
achully Sunflower’s. Notwithstandin’ 
we’ll sure borry a few lumps. He’ll never 
miss ‘em. Smart as he undoubted is, he 
cain’t yit count.” 

The meal ended Joe Three Crows 
rolled a cigarette while Jennison prepared 
to do devoirs to his well matured briar. 

“Joe,” he remarked presently from 
around the stem, “it’s a damned funny 
meetin’ you up here like this. Last time 
was at The Flat Dog Agency, four hundred 
miles away I reckon. And the fact is I was 
on my way to Hophni and jest kinda 
happened to get off the trail down here a 
piece. If I hadn’t happened on that miss, 
hell knows when me and you would a met 
up.”  

“Mr. Jennison—I mean Bat,” the 
Indian said solemnly, “you didn’t happen 
to miss your trail. You were sent. I don’t 
pretend to answer that. Call it chance, or 
fate, or Providence or even a Manitou 
(God) of my fathers. But you know and I 
know that fate fires no blank cartridges. 
Yes, Bat, you were sent.” 

There it was square in his teeth. He 
was sent. And now as Jennison sat there 
his mind back trailed to find sure echo to 
Joe Three Crows’ thought. So many quirks 
of chance, so many things that had seemed 
inconsequential had somehow shaped his 
destiny. Nor could he know that other, 
lesser men would have flaunted them. That 
in his simple knight errant way he must 
accept what others would cast aside. 

EWILDERED, almost sadly, he 
spoke. “Sometimes I’ve been kinda 

puzzled why other people’s troubles come 
my way. I’ve jest been a handy roost, I 
reckon.”  

“It’s you, Bat,” Joe Three Crows 
assessed the little man with fine 
understanding. “Being you, is the reason. 
You untangle knots. You make wrong 
things right. And when you do a fine act 
you don’t flap your wing, and crow about 
it. Don’t fidget. I’ll push the cork in the 
praise bottle as I once heard you phrase it. 
And now I’ll tell you my story.” 

“Correct,” Jennison encouraged him. 
“Should we have a job to do, we probable 
oughta should be on our hosses.”  

“Hell,” Joe Three Crows laughed, “the 
same old Bat. Job to do, let’s be at it. All 
right, I’ll tell you.”  

“Hop to it,” Jennison chuckled. “As 
the feller says ‘shoot or give up the gun.’ ” 

“Well,” the Indian began. “Let’s start 
at Acme, Oregon, the village just off the 
Tillayuma Indian Reservation that you 
know all about. I wonder if you remember 
a man who ran a little store there named 
Lavender?”  

“Sure,” Jennison answered. A kinda 
harmless little wart on a pickle with a 
missing hand, right seems to me. 
Squawman, wasn’t he?” 

At the infelicitous word, Joe Three 
Crows stiffened slightly. 

“His wife was part Indian,” he said a 
bit primly. 

“Hell, Joe,” Jennison said quickly, “I 
wasn’t slingin’ no mud. It’s jest a word to 
me like say buccaroo, or miner, or hoss 
thief—” 

Here he halted while Joe Three Crows 
threw back his head and simply roared. 
Then he reached over and prodded 
Jennison’s knee with a forefinger.  

“A man like you don’t need to 
apologize ever,” he asserted. “But I’m 

B
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apologizing. Let it lay. Lavender’s wife 
was part Indian, but she was also a—”  

The excoriating word would have 
blistered an unseasoned tongue, yet Joe 
Three Crows was not even lightly singed. 
Jennison winced at the appellation. To 
Jennison’s friends, his stubborn 
unreasoning worshipful attitude toward 
woman, as sex, was often a matter of high 
annoyance and acrimonious debate. So 
now to Joe Three Crows’ scorching 
accusation, he entered this frosty caveat. 

“Joe, you oughta be damned sure of 
your grounds when you go to lippin’ 
things like that about a good woman. 
That’s a hard sayin’.”  

“It is a hard saying,” the other 
admitted grimly, “but I spoke by the book. 
And I’ll bet you a drink that we can’t buy 
that when I’m done you’ll agree yourself 
that I didn’t miscall her.”  

“Mebbe,” Jennison grunted with a 
world of doubt held in reserve. “Anyway 
go on. It musta been five years ago 
Lavender left Acme. Say, I remember he 
had a cute little gal. About ten years old, 
pretty as a chromo, named—”  

“Naomi,” Joe Three Crows filled in the 
memory gap. “Yes, five years ago 
Lavender left Acme. He wandered around 
here and there but about three years ago 
landed in that camp you were headed for 
Bat. Hophni. Here he set up a store like he 
had at Acme. And he did well, for in a 
year or so he had saved and cached away 
about three thousand dollars, in nuggets 
and gold dust. Then the devil slammed 
him with both fists.”  

“One fist Snake Hempell?” Jennison 
hazarded. 

“Snake Hempells,” the other grimaced. 
“The other was Lavender’s—wife.”  

“Don’t seem possible,” Jennison 
protested, “Less it was a accident.”  

“She don’t deal in accidents,” Joe 
Three Crows snarled. “But wait and I’ll 

tell you about it. This Snake Hempells was 
a tough bird hanging around Hophni, 
gambling, killing and robbing as it suited 
him. There wasn’t a Bat Jennison to cramp 
his style. Everybody took to the street 
when he walked down the sidewalk. Yes, I 
see you’re wishing you’d been there, but 
you weren’t. Well, one evening Lavender 
came down to his cabin from the store to 
find that his wife had stolen his cache of 
gold dust and run away with Snake 
Hempells. Wait, that’s not all. She had 
schemed to take Naomi along for one of 
Hempells’ thugs! Would have, too, only 
Naomi slipped out of their clutches, got 
away pretty well scratched up and hid till 
her father got home.”  

For a long moment a silence lay 
between, then ruffled only by their heavy 
breathing, as each according to his tenets 
registered various emotions. At length 
Jennison broke the silence. 

“Joe,” he said with a bit of hesitation 
in his throat, “a while back you remarked 
some words about Lavender’s woman. I’d 
be kinda histed if you’d say ‘em over agin 
now and kind a wide spread.” 

“‘A pleasure,” Joe Three Crows 
obliged. “How’s this?”  

“You’ve done noble,” Jennison praised 
him when the lava hot words had scorched 
out their sulphurous length. “You’ve sure 
done noble. Personal, I’m feelin’ better. 
S’pose you go on frum thar.”  

“Well,” Joe Three Crows took up the 
odyssey of the despoiled Lavender, “with 
everything that had happened to him, 
Lavender wouldn’t stay at Hophni any 
longer. He sold what little stock of goods 
he had and pulled out. Folio, down the 
valley aways looked like it was a possible 
place and so he went there. He’d been a 
kind of storekeeper most of his life so he 
tried it there again. Off and on he and I 
had carried on a desultory correspondence, 
mostly about nothing in particular. But six 
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weeks ago, I got a letter that was different. 
In two weeks I was in Folio, myself.”  

“More of Snake Hempells?” Jennison 
suggested. 

“You guess close,” Joe Three Crows 
told him. “It was Snake Hempells.”  

“Not all guessin’,” Jennison said. “I’ve 
heered a lot about him and his putrid ways. 
I’d figger he’d show up if only to brag. 
Besides I stayed in Folio last night, and it 
‘ud be the kind of a burg to kennel a wolf 
like him. Go on, Joe.”  

“Hempells had come roaring into 
town,” the Indian continued, “and after 
while he and a half dozen of his men, all 
drunk ganged Lavender’s store. Lavender 
had to take what they said. He couldn’t do 
anything else. It seemed Lavender’s wife 
had left Hempells for some other 
worthless skunk. But the worst of it was 
that Naomi was there in the store.” He 
paused a moment. “A man’s got to 
remember,” he provisoed, “that 
Lavender’s only got one hand and that 
he’s no gunman. And too, Hempells and 
his toughs were flourishing their pistols. 
Yes, a man’s got to remember all that, and 
still. Well, maybe you’ve read or heard 
how Turks acted when they were buying 
female slaves.”  

“Don’t spread it out,” Jennison 
interrupted savagely. “Still and but I’ll be 
rememberin’ when I meet up with Snake 
Hempells.”  

“You will,” Joe Three Crows nodded. 
“Well the gist of it was that Hempells was 
coming back for Naomi later, a month he 
said. Before he left he warned Lavender 
not to try to make a sneak with the girl. 
Said he had friends right there in Folio 
who would keep an eye on them, which 
was the truth. So Lavender wrote to me.”  

“And he done right that,” Jennison 
okeyed Lavender’s sound judgment. “And 
did he have anything in mind special?” 

“Yes,” Joe answered, “he wanted me 

to take the girl away and get her into a 
government school where she’d be safe.”  

“A plan I’m bettin’ Naomi vetoed,” 
Jennison remarked. 

“Just that,” the other assured him. “So 
we slipped away at midnight and came 
here. “Lavender had learned about this 
valley from an Indian he’d befriended at 
Folio.”  

“A damned pore move, Jennison 
assessed it in uncomplimentary fashion. 
“It ain’t fifty miles frum Folio, and that 
means right in Snake Hempells back yard, 
so to name it.” 

“You’re wrong, Bat,” Joe Three Crows 
disagreed. ‘‘I’ll show you why pretty 
soon. It was perfect if it hadn’t been for a 
nosey old prospector who happened onto 
the combination.”  

“I reckon,” Jennison picked up the 
tale, “that prospector’s named Pickle.”  

“Jude Pickle,” Joe Three Crows 
amplified. Then he turned to ask swiftly, 
“How the hell do you know that?”  

“Because,” Jennison answered, “he 
damned nigh let it out to me yesterday that 
he was waitin’ fur Hempells to come 
along. Wait, I’ll tell you. . . . So,” he 
ended, “my guess is, he’s promised to help 
Hempells out. And Hempells’ like to 
trundle along most any minute. We’d best 
be movin’, Joe.” 

Jennison observed that the valley was 
swinging to the west of south as they 
advanced and that the robust creek did not 
follow its turnings. Not at all. It poured 
full bodied from the base of the southeast 
cliff, a cliff towering up in perpendicular 
fashion five hundred feet at a swift guess. 
The flood raced from a smooth-mouthed 
tunnel, that even now, deep in the summer, 
scarcely showed a yard of clearance 
between the roof of this rock flume and 
the foam flecked surface of the stream. 
Jennison had seen streams like this before 
in his wanderings, but not many. Now as 
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they halted here before this awesome 
phenomenon of nature in labor, a horse 
whinneyed shrilly. The dissonance seemed 
to come from a clump of willows just clear 
of the tunnel’s mouth. Joe Three Crows 
grinned. 

“My kiualan (pony),” he explained 
“I’ll get him, and then we’ll take a dive.”  

Jennison was still puzzling this remark 
when the Indian returned with his horse. 

“This is the secret, Bat,” he pointed. 
“We ride up this channel a hundred yards, 
and then presto—we’re in as neat a box 
canyon as you’ve ever seen. No you can’t 
see through it from either end. It’s got two 
bends in it. I carry a pitch pine torch. My 
pony’s used to it. The bed’s smooth, and 
the water at the deepest will just about 
reach your stirrups. This is the only way 
into the box canyon. If that damned Pickle 
hadn’t stumbled onto it, or if that Indian 
hasn’t sold Lavender out—but what’s the 
use. You see I was out on a hunt in the 
upper end of the canyon when Pickle 
splashed through. Lavender was right 
there at the upper end of this spillway and 
he had his pistol with him. He made Pickle 
turn right round and go back. Should have 
shot him, for just as Pickle ducked out of 
sight he yelled that he would pay Lavender 
off. Ready?”  

“Yep,” Jennison said, “And as to 
Pickle, Lavender should oughta shot him, 
but then he couldn’t, bein’ a decent man.”  

“Maybe I’m not decent,” Joe Three 
Crows remarked. “But if I ever get a bead 
on the old buzzard he’s sure going to lose 
his tail feathers. Here we go.” 

 
UNFLOWER disapproved of this 
torchlight parade, but with Chawenan, 

Joe Three Crows pony, familiarity had 
doubtless bred its customary contempt. 
Half way through, a thin segment of light 
appeared and soon they were splashing out 
into the sunlight where a trail turned up 

from the water’s edge into a sward as 
green and velvety as a well-kept lawn.  

Jennison had seen some strange 
country in his wanderings, but this had 
wonder all its own. It could have been the 
interior view of an extinct volcano, though 
there was nothing in particular to support 
that thesis other than the general setting. 
The walls were all but vertical and rimmed 
it uniformly. A flattened oval, minor 
diameter perhaps one mile, the major 
double, the floor was a perfect park, grass, 
trees and a bushes. Deer were plentiful, 
even antelope. How they had come into 
the valley would have presented a nice 
question for campfire discussion. The 
stream itself entered the valley by a series 
of leap frogging cascades, down over the 
rim of the south wall. Here was the Isle of 
the Lotus eaters complete even to its wispy 
waterfall, Eden with its serpent, Snake 
Hempells. 

Halting on the low bench just above 
the ford, Jennison turned to Joe Three 
Crows to query: 

“Where’s the people?”  
“Not far,” was the answer, “but hid. 

I’ll give them the signal.” 
The quavering call of a lonesome 

coyote burbled from the Indian’s lips. 
Jennison paid tribute to the mimicry but 
caviled at its timing.  

“That ‘ud sure make a coyote 
somersault with envy,” he grinned, “but 
they don’t never yelp in daylight.”  

“That’s why I do,” the other explained. 
“They know it’s Joe performing.”  

Jennison heard voices, the one fresh, 
vibrant and alilt with life, the other 
dredged of hope, somber with fear. The 
screen of bushes parted and Lavender and 
Naomi appeared then halted at sight of the 
stranger. Then Lavender recognized him 
and knew his great worth. 

“Mr. Jennison,” his voice was trebled 
from emotion, “God did hear me.” 

S 
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“As to that,” Jennison floundered, “I 
cain’t say. Anyway, me and Joe have sure 
arrived right side up and agrinnin’.”  

They dismounted, and Joe introduced 
the girl. Jennison’s nomenclature anent 
beauty in women was circumscribed, yet 
fervently he applied it now to this girl, 
though indeed silently. “Purty as a 
chromo.” Pulchritude had no higher 
symbol of speech to him. Yet this fifteen-
year-old satin-skinned lass was worthy of 
more, far more. Now Jennison had a 
practical thought as the small talk flowed. 

“Joe,” said he, “that back trail sure 
oughta be watched off and on. Any way so 
to do outen flounderin’ down crick?”  

“You betcha,” Joe Three Crows 
laughed. He pointed aloft. “See that hole 
fifty feet or so above the tunnel? Old 
channel I guess. Gives a full view of the 
valley to the grove where you camped and 
two miles further anyway. I spotted your 
camp fire from there last night. I’ll 
scramble up and look. Take about ten 
minutes.”  

Jennison watched that superb climb 
with smiling lips. Indian or no here was a 
man. 

“You’re sure lucky, Mr. Lavender,” he 
observed, “in that Joe. He’s sure a regular 
he-man.” 

“Don’t know what Naomi and I would 
have done without him,” Lavender 
declared. He looked wistfully at his 
maimed hand. “ ‘Specially with me 
crippled like I am.”  

“You oughnta blame yourself on 
account of something you cain’t help.” 
Jennison insisted, “long as you play the 
man up to what you’ve still got. Mebbe 
I’m a mite handier with a gun than you, 
but that’s because I never knowed 
anything else. You can run a store, and I 
couldn’t. A man oughta line up equal to 
himself. Nobody can ask more.” To Joe 
Three Crows, “All clear you say, let’s set 

down then and kinda talk things over, all 
of us.”  

“Let’s start with the Injun who told 
you about this valley,” Jennison began. 
“Joe says you let him have a shirt, outen 
payin’ fur it. Was it before Hempells, 
excuse me Miss Naomi, misbehaved in 
your store at Folio or after that?”  

“I don’t see—” Lavender parleyed. 
“Leave the puzzlin’,” Jennison told 

him, “I ain’t askin’ fur fun.”  
“Well,” Lavender was feeling out a 

backtrail, “it was afterward. Next day in 
fact.”  

“How long had you knowed him,” 
Jennison continued.  

“Guess I hadn’t seen him around town 
more than a day or so before then,” so 
Lavender testified.  

“And after he’d told you about this 
place?”  

“I’m not sure I saw him again.”  
“So he didn’t guide you up here.”  
“No. He told me how to get in. That’s 

about all.”  
“Now remember close, Mr. Lavender. 

Did he tell you about this handy keyhole 
Joe’s jest been spyin’ through?”  

“He didn’t, Mr. Jennison.” It was 
Naomi subbing for her befuddled parent. 
“I heard the conversation, all of it.”  

“Jest one thing more then,” Jennison 
smiled at the girl. “Did he by any chanct 
tell you that thar wasn’t no other possible 
way to git into this valley, or out either fur 
that matter?” 

Communal glances between the two 
then Naomi answered.  

“He said,” she reported verbatim, “jus’ 
one doah an’ no laddah’.”  

“Just one door and no ladder,” 
Jennison transcribed the vernacular 
thoughtfully. “Well, we’d best plan on him 
bein’ a liar. If he knowed what Joe found 
out he’s a half liar anyway. And he may a 
lied further. That’s something I’m lookin’ 
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into.”  
“But what would be the point to all 

this, Bat?” It was Joe Three Crows asking.  
“Well,” Jennison amplified the 

thought, “S’pose that Injun was in 
Hempells’ pay. Hempells wanted Miss 
Naomi here where he could lay hands on 
her when he got readied so to do. And 
which he ain’t goin’ to not by a damned 
sight, excuse me, Miss. What better place 
than this fur his said plans? Then with old 
Jude Pickle watchin’ the front gate so to 
speak, nobody could sneak out, could 
they? Then jest s’pose thar’s a back door. 
They know you’re here, Joe, and it’s 
dollars to a pinch of dust they also know 
I’m here too. I mean Pickle and mebbe that 
Injun. Should thar then be a back door, 
they’ll probable use it. I don’t like that 
Injun bearin’ down on that ‘laddah’. He 
kinda lugged it in by the years looks to 
me. So I’m goin’ to take a look-see. You 
stay here, Joe. If you see any signs down 
valley cut loose with your Winchester. 
Three shots. I’ll come froggin’ back. And 
if you see trouble, let Miss Naomi 
skedaddle up that trail you’ve made and 
duck into that said hole, and stay thar.”  

Jennison turned up stream, passing 
within a few rods their lean-to camp cook 
fire, with a scattering of utensils 
festooning stubbed-off limbs of a handy 
tree. Such simple living was incident to 
the season. A little farther and he knew 
that they had at least two saddle horses, 
the stigmata of their calling printed on 
their glossy sides. Nearby, three more 
horses, pack animals by the viewable 
signs. Almost shoulder neighbors to the 
horses, deer. 

 
OW to his task. From his cantinas he 
drew his field glasses and focused 

them on the upper reaches of the cliffs. For 
if another way opened down into this 
valley, its beginnings would be evidenced 

up there, above the green line held by trees 
and bushes. Two hours of scanning, and he 
was convinced. Other than for a bird 
entrance here did not exist. And then, just 
as he slipped the binoculars back into the 
cantinas, he heard the shots. One, then 
three. The one a pistol, the three a rifle, a 
rifle that stuttered with haste. 

The distance back was perhaps a half 
mile, and Sunflower was a good horse. He 
ran unvexed with spur or quirt. Yet he had 
encouragement. Jennison, feathering the 
saddle in masterly way was talking to 
Sunflower as man to man. There was need 
for him to hurry. Naomi was in peril. Well, 
yes her father too, even Joe Three Crows, 
but it was for the girl that Sunflower must 
climax his ultimate best. Yet that clipped 
two minutes flight seemed interminably 
long. It seemed to Jennison that he could 
have cut a cord of wood, killed and 
skinned a deer, or braided a lariat in the 
measureless time that snailed between that 
first shot and the tragic scene that met him 
when he pelted into sight. 

It was a pitiful tableau that would 
trouble his sleep for many a night to come. 
Not the prone body of Lavender, his head 
cradled in Naomi’s lap. Not that alone. It 
was what he read in the girl’s eyes as he 
swept nearer. Horror, panic, hopelessness, 
despair. And then Jennison saw Joe Three 
Crows as he emerged rifle in hand from 
the auxiliary tunnel and scrambled swiftly 
downward, his face a thunder cloud.  

“That damned Siwash,” Joe Three 
Crows in his wrath used the utter mudsill 
appellation to his race, “shot him. But he 
won’t shoot anybody else.”  

There was need for calmness, clear 
thinking, sanity here, so Jennison slid 
quietly out of his saddle, without haste 
approached the girl and looked down at 
the man. There was blood on the grass 
beneath his body but no visible wound. 
Jennison turned and looked questioningly 

 N
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at Joe Three Crows who now was panting 
at his side.  

“In the back, low down,” he gasped. 
“Spine I think.”  

“We’d best find out,” Jennison 
nodded, as he knelt down. Lavender’s eyes 
fluttered open as they shifted him gently.  

“We’ve gotta look,” Jennison told him. 
“We’ll be careful.”  

“No pain,” Lavender said weakly. 
“Paralyzed, I guess.”  

“Tain’t likely,” Jennison soothed him. 
“See, you can wiggle your left boot toe. 
Nope, you’re hurt undoubted, but you ain’t 
paralyzed. You’re weak, fur you’ve lost a 
dipper full of blood probable. But a man 
can lose that much with a bad nose bleed. 
Let’s look, now at the wound. Nope. It 
ain’t so worse but what it could be a lot 
worset. We’ll let you rest a bit then we’ll 
carry you up to your camp. Jest stretch out 
now and take it easy as you can. I’ve gotta 
look round with Joe a minute. That’s right, 
Miss Naomi, jest cradle your pappy’s head 
in your lap agin. We’ll be back in a couple 
of minutes. And don’t fret moren you 
hafta. See,” he pointed, “your pappy didn’t 
git hit so hard on account the bullet 
plowed through this six-inch saplin’. That 
kinda took the punch offen it. He’s 
prodded, but not so hard as he would a-
been only fur that handy bull pine.”  

“How’d it happen?” Jennison asked 
when out of earshot of the two. 

“Not exactly sure myself.” Joe Three 
Crows answered. “All I know is that 
something made me look up toward that 
tunnel. The damned Siwash was down a 
few feet below the end and as I whirled he 
cut loose. I got in three shots before he 
made it back in and out of sight.”  

“You get him?” Jennison asked. 
“You bet,” the other grunted. “Blood 

all along the tunnel. He’s splattered out on 
the rocks below, plenty dead. Must have 
skinned up the cliff. There’s cracks 

enough I guess, anyway for moccasins.”  
“Let’s look,” Jennison said 

thoughtfully. “He mighta had a ladder or 
something similar.”  

What they found shamed Joe Three 
Crows, yet added to Jennison’s mental 
stature in the Indian’s eyes. Wedged down 
in a crack at the verge of the opening 
down-creek, was the knotted end of a long 
lariat. Its fifty-foot length now swayed 
loose but there was evidence that before 
this it had been snuggled artfully into a 
crevice that ran down the face of the cliff. 
The lariat was brown matching well the 
color of the cliff. As to the Indian, as Joe 
Three Crows had stated, he was 
“splattered” on the rocks below. Jennison 
drew the lariat up and yanked it free from 
its anchorage. 

“Proves one thing to me,” he said with 
satisfaction. “Him leavin’ it thar to climb 
back with, means thar ain’t no other way 
into this valley ‘ceptin’ the two we know 
about. And now, thar’s only one. We’ll 
sure watch it.”  

He studied the valley with care, the 
sprawled body briefly. 

“He was after you, Joe,” he said with 
certainty. “That means, I figger, that 
Hempells is likely due right soon. Bein’ a 
careful man he wanted you outen the way. 
Sure goin’ to be a joke onto him, when he 
finds us both personally present so to 
speak.”  

Lavender was still without much pain 
so Jennison left Joe Three Crows there 
while he and the girl set out to make 
necessary preparations at the camp for 
moving the wounded man. And Jennison 
wanted to talk to her out of Lavender’s 
hearing. 

“You see,” he announced sunnily, “all 
we’ve gotta do jest as soon as we finish off 
this said Hempells is to tote your pappy 
out to Pannikan City, so as Doc Levitt can 
cure him up. If you ain’t never heard of 
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Doc let me tell you. When they made Doc 
they broke the mould. Thar ain’t now, 
never was, nor won’t be another doc like 
him. When he sets into a case the angel of 
death takes a immegiate vacation. How, 
you ask, will we git your pappy to 
Pannikan? Why we’ll swing him in a 
blanket between two hosses in case he 
cain’t ride by then. We’ll hafta take it slow 
mebbe, and agin mebbe not too slow. So 
jest you remember that and don’t fret, 
anyway no more than you would jest 
natural. And till we can start fur Pannikin, 
you betcha the three of us ‘ill be takin’ 
good care of him.”  

“You’re awfully good,” she said shyly, 
“and you make me feel better.”  

“Not good,” Jennison corrected, “but I 
hope I’m human.” 

 
 BLANKET in hand, Jennison and 
the girl were soon back. With care, 

they lifted Lavender onto this improvised 
stretcher and carried him back to the lean-
to and the bed which represented the 
ultimate of comfort within their pioneer 
limitations. Next they cut away the blood-
soaked clothing and cleansed and dressed 
the wound. Rough surgery sprung from 
sheer necessity was sometimes even 
practiced but only when the need was very 
great. That was not now. So when 
Jennison had given Lavender a stiff drink 
of liquor, he and Joe Three Crows returned 
to care for their sadly neglected horses. 

“Joe,” Jennison suggested as he lifted 
his binoculars from his cantinas. “S’pose 
you take our hosses up beyond the camp 
and unsaddle ‘em and stake ‘em out. I’m 
goin’ to clamber up yonder and spy out the 
valley. Then we’d best rustle up some 
grub. Should Naomi have a good hunk of 
fresh deer meat, she might boil it fur broth. 
Her pappy may not feel hungry, but he’s 
gotta gain himself some strength and 
eatin’ is sure one of the all firedest ways of 

doin’ that said which. I’ll be back in the 
shake of a bull’s tail. What’s that? Well, 
Joe, he’s gotta chanst to make it, I figger. 
But he’s gotta tell himself that he’s gonta. 
And keep almighty sayin’ it.”  

The noon meal ended, Jennison and 
Joe Three Crows returned to the ford to 
prepare for the assault that Jennison felt 
would not be long delayed. For the 
frustrated attempt on Joe Three Crows 
pointed conclusively to this. But its 
failure, probably unknown to Hempells, 
would cause no change in his plans. He 
could brush this Indian aside like a 
dancing thistledown. Even if he knew of 
the presence here of Jennison, that would 
have no weight unless he knew who this 
stranger really was. Even then he would 
probably chance it, for he was a bold man 
indeed.  

First a look down valley, then 
thoughtful concrete planning. The arch of 
the tunnel here was wide enough for two 
horses abreast, with a natural shoulder of 
creek bank flush against the breached 
walls of the dam. Here at Jennison’s 
suggestion they ricked up some tinder dry 
brush, threaded well with pitch pine 
shavings. Should Hempells try a night 
foray the touch of a match would swiftly 
focus the marauders as a perfect target. 

“Dammit, Bat, that’s smart,” Joe Three 
Crows declared admiringly. 

“Well,” Jennison said dryly. “One way 
to live long is to plan kinda careful. I’m 
doubtin’ if we’ll need it, but if we do there 
she is. All you’ll hafta do, Joe, is to rake a 
match along your britches and touch it off. 
As to the other things we’ll go into some 
of ‘em now. Howsomever my guess is 
they’ll move in by daylight. A man as able 
with a gun as Hempells undoubted is ain’t 
like to worry none. And he’s got some 
fancy cannonaders with him frum what 
I’ve heered, specially Harelip Scully. 
Whilst we’re talkin’ about that, remember, 

A 
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Joe, that Hempells and Scully are my meat. 
You can play tunes on the belly buttons of 
any of the rest, but leave them two fur me. 
Cumtux?” (understand). 

“Me Cumtux,” Joe Three Crows 
grinned. “Yo’ bet yo’ my life.” 

 
HE afternoon wore away without 
incident. But because the grove where 

Jennison had camped was only a scant 
mile from the unbarred gate to their 
citadel, they spied out the lower reaches of 
the valley at not infrequent intervals. With 
Joe Three Crows on watch, Jennison 
would stroll with well assumed 
nonchalance up to the camp to exemplify 
the prophylactic of apparent freedom from 
care. It was a sovereign tonic for the girl, a 
lesser for the man. Yet even with him it 
had a modicum of efficacy. The bedrock 
faith Jennison held in Levitt needed no 
pretending. Given the opportunity, Levitt 
could save Lavender. And that opportunity 
would be given, though the heavens 
crumbled about their ears. But first they 
must dispose of Hempells. The rest in 
Jennison’s sunshiny words would be as 
simple “as dealin’ the Jack frum the 
bottom of the deck.” 

Jennison and Joe Three Crows ate their 
evening meal in relays, the Indian first. 
Jennison finished in record time and had 
just about readied their incipient 
lighthouse beacon when Joe Three Crows 
called to him from the mouth of the handy 
observation tunnel.  

“Company, Bat,” he reported.  
One swift glance from the tunnel 

confirmed the diagnosis. Company had 
indeed arrived. Seven horsemen were 
riding out of the canyon to pause at 
Jennison’s last night camping ground. 
Here they sat their horses while they 
seemed to hold council. It was near sunset 
and the narrow gorge was already heavy 
with shadows. Their goal was a scant mile 

away, and doubtless there was temptation 
in that nearness, and something else. Yet 
the parley which in all likelihood was 
between the eager leader and Pickle, who 
knew the difficulties of that treacherous 
mill chute, eventuated in seeming victory 
for the guide. All appearances indicated 
that they were camping there in Jennison’s 
grove for the night. Unless, suspecting 
onlookers, it was a clever pretend devised 
to deceive. If that was indeed the game 
being played out there before Jennison and 
Joe Three Crows, Hempells was wasting 
effort. Come night, come day, a competent 
reception committee would be before the 
castle gates.  

They watched the manifold activities 
of the camp. The unsaddling of horses, the 
picketing out, the budding campfire, the 
silhouetting of figures against its blaze as 
the men stacked their plates with food. 
Then the campfire, transmuted into a 
robust bonfire, the skyward flight of 
scurrying sparks at industrious prodding. 
Then the fire’s slow death as the men 
sleepily cuddled their blankets. If genuine. 
And so it seemed, even under the 
moonlight that was soon flooding palely 
this sequestered valley. Waterloo had been 
postponed.  

“No fireworks tonight, Joe,” Jennison 
said presently. “Let’s go back.”  

Leaving Joe Three Crows at the ford, 
Jennison walked on to the camp. A tiny 
fire burned demurely before the lean-to, its 
quiet light marking out the motionless 
body of Lavender stretched on his bed just 
within the make-shift building. On a 
blanket before the fire the lonely figure of 
the girl, keeping vigil over the wounded 
man. At the sound of steps she glanced 
around, then was on her feet with that 
unconscious grace and agility that only 
youth can strut. Age can ape feebly, but 
that pitiful mimic impresses not at all. She 
met Jennison a few steps from the fire. 

T 
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“Daddy’s asleep,” she volunteered. 
“He’s not suffering much now.” Then 
abruptly, “They’ve come?”  

“Yep,” Jennison nodded. “They’ve 
camped down here a mile or so. Settled fur 
the night so it looks. Still and but, me and 
Joe ain’t takin’ no chances on a slip-up. 
And that’s jest fine about your pappy. 
Nope, I ain’t suprised a mite. He’s goin’ to 
be all right and that’s whatever.”  

Her eyes were searching his face in the 
moonlight. Now she said softly, “There’re 
not many men like you, Mr. Jennison. You 
make me think of something in my Bible, 
‘the shadow of a great rock in a weary 
land.’ ” 

“Shucks,” Jennison said in genuine 
confusion, “I sure don’t cast much of a 
shadder, me weighing only a scant 
hundred and thirty. Jest the same I’ve 
gotta hunch your pappy’s due fur a sure 
mend in health. And as fur Hempells, 
don’t you fret none. Me and Joe’ll handle 
him.” 

 
SHE scuffed at the grass with a toe as if 
embarrassed. Then a hand went into a 
pocket and was withdrawn, a neat little 
pistol in her brown fist. 

“Mr. Jennison,” she said with simple 
earnestness. “Daddy and I had a long talk 
this afternoon. If anything happens to you 
and—Joe, we are not going to fall into 
Snake Hempells’ power.”  

Jennison felt a strange constriction of 
his throat, a dimming of his eyes at her 
words. 

Chivvied as the two had been, penned 
here in this remote valley, they had made a 
decision. 

“Miss Naomi,” he said very gently, 
“you and your pappy figgered right. Death 
ain’t nothin’ set up agin’ a lotta ways of 
livin’. But,” he stressed it positively, “you 
ain’t goin’ to hafta use that said gun. 

That’s my solid hunch and she’s seldom 
wrong.”  

Jennison and Joe Three Crows lazed 
by their little campfire smoking and 
talking in comfortably comradely way. 
Nor was it a pose. Not much. Every 
foreseeable peril had been duly appraised 
and checkmated. Calmly they waited for 
the turn of fortune’s wheel. 

And they talked of many things. The 
probable fate of Indians, the different faces 
and figures you could see in the full moon. 
They contrasted the intelligence of dogs 
and horses. They discussed earnestly 
whether in building fences against ranging 
stock a man had the right or no to use the 
often brutally maiming barbed wire. They 
argued the effectiveness of a Winchester 
versus a Remington. They wondered why 
coyotes were always down on their luck, 
why frogs croaked, roosters crowed, if 
there were really hoop snakes. They 
debated the ancient chestnut, which was 
first the hen or the egg, the best way to put 
out a fire, what to do if you were struck by 
lightning.  

Occasionally they ate some jerked 
venison, but drank coffee without 
inhibitions the whole night through. Twice 
Jennison slipped up toward the lean-to, for 
observation and reassuring report. Both 
Lavender and the girl seemed asleep. 

Dawn pushed its gray shield up 
covertly above the eastern rim of the 
valley, in the willows birds twittered 
sleepily, day tiptoed into view. Jennison 
arose from his seat before the fire and in 
leisurely way stretched his muscles. 

“Joe,” he suggested, “mebbe it ‘ud be a 
good idee fur you to take a glimpse down 
valley. Hempells moren like ‘ill be rarin’ 
to go. I’ll fry some bacon and turn us over 
some flapjacks whilst you’re peekin’.”  

“They’re beginning to stir up the fire,” 
Joe Three Crows reported presently. 
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“Dammit but that bacon smells good, Bat. 
Flapjacks too. Give me two for a starter.”  

They ate swiftly, but that was just 
routine, not nerve acceleration. Then with 
Joe Three Crows again heading for his 
post above, Jennison walked up to the 
lean-to. Lavender was awake, the girl busy 
about the cook fire. Jennison greeted her 
cheerily then stepped over to the lean-to 
and smiled down at her father. 

“You’re lookin’ chipper,” Jennison 
declared. “Bet you can wiggle all your 
toes now to beat all sixty.” Then to them 
both, for the girl was now standing by his 
side. “Things are goin’ to be poppin’ soon 
if not sooner, down at the ford. But don’t 
you worry a-tall. The crick banks ‘ill keep 
lead frum strayin’ this way and me and Joe 
‘ill hang that wash out to dry in quick 
order. Jest remember, that when the 
shindig starts. Don’t come no closer, Miss 
Naomi, and kinda keep flattened down. So 
long.”  

As Jennison reached their smouldering 
campfire, Joe Three Crows called from the 
mouth of the tunnel, “They’re saddling up, 
Bat.”  

“Best come on down then,” Jennison 
suggested. “We’ll probable be seein’ ‘em 
squirtin’ outen this water spout down here 
purty quick. We’ve gotta be ready to 
thumb in the cork.” 

 
 FEW yards short of the giant tunnel, 
the stream seemed to pause as if to 

catch its breath for the daring plunge. Here 
it was all but currentless, a crystal pool a 
yard or so in depth. Low banks formed the 
sides of this basin, banks as high as the 
shoulders of a tall man. On the camp side, 
the bank was fringed well with bushes. 
Here Jennison and his companion would 
be crouched presently, Joe Three Crows 
nearest to the creek’s outlet. He had his 
rifle, Jennison at this close range would 
stake all on his two .45 Colt’s. 

The men at the grove had been 
saddling up, Joe Three Crows had 
announced. That meant that they would 
soon be moving. The time for waiting 
would not be long, yet there would be time 
to brew a cup of coffee, and drink it too. 
Nor did Jennison even glance at his watch, 
a thing at which Joe Three Crows 
presently marvelled. For the Indian had 
three times consulted his own excellent 
timepiece within a space of ten minutes as 
he noted with some annoyance. What a 
superb ally, Joe Three Crows reflected, 
was this gray-eyed little man. 

Presently, above the velvet-like roll of 
the chuted water they heard it, the muted 
sound of advancing horsemen pushing up 
the smooth-bottomed channel against the 
tug of the swift current. Then the low 
dissonance of guarded voices as the open 
end of the tunnel blinked into view. 

Two, four, six, so they emerged into 
the quiet little pool to halt, each clutching 
a cocked rifle ready for instant use. 
Jennison’s attention centered on the lead 
pair, Snake Hempells and Harelip Scully. 
That sloped back head, set on thin 
articulate neck gave ocular proof that the 
patronym, Snake, had been justly 
bestowed. Whoever the donor it was pure 
genius. Now as he halted there he seemed 
suspicious of the silence, the lack of 
resistance, the suddenly noticed absence of 
his guide. He turned in the saddle to bark 
angerly: 

“Where’s that damned Pickle?”  
Like a swiftly discordant answer to his 

snarl came Jennison’s cold words. 
“Hands up! We’ve got you covered.”  
What happened then no single eye 

could have read in all its interlocking 
multiple evolutions. It may be that destiny 
drove Snake Hempells along a predestined 
path to overthrow and death. Ten ticks of a 
watch and the two survivors with hands 
trembling aloft stared in dazed wonder at 
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Jennison, then at their dead companions, 
then up to where Joe Three Crows 
scrambled madly for that upper tunnel. 

“Ride out slow,” Jennison ordered, 
“and up here. Now put down your hands.”  

For a long appraising moment he 
looked at his white-faced prisoners. Young 
they were, scarcely more than lads. 
Maybe— 

“Boys,” he said not unkindly, “you’ve 
both been travellin’ down the wrong side 
of the lane. I’m askin’ myself now if 
you’ve learned enough to cross the street.”  

“You mean,” one of them blurted 
through flabby lips, “you’re willing to give 
us a chance to go straight from now on? 
God, yes, after this.”  

“Me too,” his companion fervently 
echoed the thought. “I’ve sure got a 
bellyfull.” 

“You’ll mebbe backslide,” Jennison 
conceded out of a wide experience. “Still 
my advice is, don’t. And you might as 
well take them four saddle hosses along. 
They belong to you as much as to anybody 
I reckon. Also take that trail fur Hophni 
and keep goin’. We’re toddlin’ back 
through Folio and I ain’t expectin’ to see 
you agin. So long.” 

 
E TURNED to Joe Three Crows who 
had now returned, to say briskly. 

“Run up to the camp, Joe, and tell ‘em 
everything’s all right. And if you’ve got a 
shovel up thar bring it along. Yep, I can 
see in your eye that you got a bead on Jude 
Pickle. I ain’t chidin’ you fur it, Joe. Trot 
along now.”  

The matter of interment was simple, 
the communal grave found ready, 
excavated by the recent uprooting of a 

giant pine. To Joe Three Crows a mild 
phenomenon was presented, for the body 
of Hempells unlike his fellows had not 
been eddied into the shallows, but lay 
submerged on the bottom of the pool. It 
had a simple explanation after all as 
Jennison demonstrated when they had 
carried him up onto the bank.  

“In minin’ camps,” Jennison told him, 
“if a miner’s body floats we figger he’s 
been killed and robbed. You see most 
miners carry their gold dust in a moneybelt 
round their middle. If he’s got much gold 
dust on him, the weight ‘ill drag a dead 
man down and hold him thar. You see 
gold dust runs about four pounds to a 
thousand dollars. Here, heft this said 
money belt. Twenty pounds, I reckon it, 
anyway, say $5,000, mebbe a little more.” 
While Joe Three Crows balanced 
Hempells’ wealth on his palm in wonder, 
Jennison went on a bit sadly. 

“Joe, you’re eddicated in school, 
college mebbe, whilst all my learnin’ has 
been in the school of hard knocks. 
Notwithstanding I’ve been told that if a 
man takes another man’s wife away frum 
him, that the husband can sue this laterly 
thief and collect big damages.” 

“That’s right,” Joe Three Crows was 
plainly puzzled. “It’s for what they call 
loss of consortium.”  

“I’ll bet that’s the right word,” 
Jennison brightened, “though I ain’t never 
heard it before. Anyway, that said which 
happened to Lavender, didn’t it? And 
Hempells done it to him, didn’t he? Well, 
‘less you can show me wrong, Lavender’s 
sure gettin’ paid fur his loss of—I 
disremember what. Anyway, him and Miss 
Naomi are sure agoin’ to git the dust.” 
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