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still he was
blain how six
rangers could get into
¥y unseen. Who they
e they had come fron
ad got in here w
dy—the whole tl
He hardly knew
of them next.

1g back upon the launch
men tersely: “They're
ht yet, and I could s
miles. We've g
/i em before
They're ma
ht to drive
chances.”

<

patrol
of them.
and the
launch, he

had

1ty, and

n ab
1t possible,
afte

the

f several Yellowknife
gazed upon certain grim

and pieced together the

story of how those bandits were
able to keep in the lead. But
Alan ) nothing of that har-
1 y now; he knew only
1ing had upset all his|

miles from the Alooska
went ashore a last time

Fifteen
Forks he

and cl ed a squat tree.
had a ar view to the Forks.|
The picked up a sight

that se
ly

heart pounding mad-
his ribs.

2head, three short miles
from the Forks of the Alooska, a
pair of tiny black objects, like
bugs crawling along a silver rib-|
bon, : '3

He mped out of the tree,
4 vn the slope. |
Splashing aboar, he flung all

caution to the winds.
into it, Pedneault!

“Throw
We've got to

beat them to the Forks. We’ll
close in on them in the launch.
Got to! They’ll hear us but they

won't stop, won’t fight, if they |
can make it there. Open her up!
To h—1 with rocks and mud bars!
now!”

fHIs 1 words were drowned
in the gine roar as Pedneault
opened out the launch. With the
wind stinging his eyes and the
spray lashing him, Alan clutch-
gd the painter to keep from be-
ing flung bodily overboard, and
gave Pedneault what help he
could.

The craft careened around the
last ¥ of the Alooska. A clear
open stretch lay in front. Dagh-
Ing the blinding spray from his|

eyes,, Alan rose precariously to
his feet, looked ahead:;: and his
heart sank as the truth was

borne in upon him. |
Those canoes had beaten him
to the Forks, |
It was maddening, his defeat—|
doubly maddening for its close-|

xperience Alan found him- |

|a fear
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smashing triumph.

had come within five

Vel

the laun
had missec

at loomed

0 They had beaten

had heard the thun-

ler had flung thein
h st into the race; and
oW were ing on eastward
1long one or other of the Alooska

1ches.

launch would have to b

1doned at the Forks.

the police boat would be

nded or wrecked within half

a mile if it attempted to go

of those shallow
I

ould

streams

canoes and split his party.
Unbeaten, he planned swiftly
he S were ten to one that

he chance
1
k

had darted

leadir northea
1-Azzah He decid¢
L 8 o tha

11 C one canoe and
t 1. I'll take Bill with me:
he’s a red-haired devil in a fight
he’s our best shot, he’ll be de-
pendable in whatever

comes. Bu

the third man—Ped or Larry
sple Tl

ndid men, both e:

of m
P his

the right branch

and Whipple Bill
I'll shoot up th
the one t

the great Y of
i » turned and

Hard and Lar
understanding
to the stern deck,

ny

K

1e canoes and had ti
the time that Pedne g
ing down the launch, steered it
in between two little willow is-
lands at the Forks and stopped.
Alan ordered him: “Ped, take
these two men and whip up the
south branch. Larry and Bill and
I'll cover the north. If you sight
them, don’t pitch into that pack.
You’'d be fighting six men single-

ault, slow-

minutes ot

gigantic as

He

up

1ave to take to paddle

up the

two raw recruits might into

run

an ambush; or Ped might attack
thel reckless fellow that he was,
| practically lone-handed, and
killed.

I'he <chase wa entering the
Thal-Azzah itself, \ that watery
wildernes of lakes and laby-
| rinthine channels and muskeg
thousands of square miles in ex-
tent Not far ahead the branch
split into a dozen channels lead-
[Ing In every direction. Pursuit
| would end there. A few miles
more, and those canoes would be

swallowed 94 0 N b the

| oblivion of the Thal-Azzah
But then, as he
headland, his

watery

skirled around
prophecy yester-

( to Haskell, and his convic-

ion, founded on long man-hunt-

| ing experience, that those bandits

He vould ui follov this left
branch suddenly

proved

true to the letter On ahead, a
cant thousand yards, he caught
oI fleeti glimpse ol two
heavily laden canoes that carried
1IX men
Dipping faster, deeper, he
and Larry paddled at a
pace to come up within
I The river was so wil
they could see only a few

hundred yards in front There
\ terrible €

Imto a

danger, g dang

running headlong

ambush where all three of n
would be killed outright and their
canoes sunk before they en
art to shoot back. Every 3
every curve, every clump of flag
they skimmed close B8
deadly peril The} 1
they dared not slov
vere taking their chaz

had

1d

d hi

N =i

tell-

the flags and drove

out upon the mud. Alan and Bill

lung the canoe upon their shoul-

ders; and with Larry in the lead,
following the signs, they start

t a lope back through the flag
Within a few hundred yards
they came to a little creek. a
sluggish muskrat highway that
led north. The bandits had
taken to it. Too shallow for a

canoe, they had had to wade. So

{3(‘:1‘:}1{’}1" H ll'l(\\ (1“'“ ftif.l)'])v('ll .l‘(J‘:I('l‘i,‘Illl_"v' had they passed, the

3 Al way, you drop ,)‘“‘]\ here | water was still roiled from their

EO ,”“‘ Forks and wait for us. | hoots

?\XZ;IH [EJI;‘”,):I.)I(;COE3]1[1?‘.fl(:}:Il(\ltl.(i_mJilll(l\] The little creek took Alan's

{')m They oan't b(f.ow‘_r ‘ nlnvrgp;n'tv a thousand yards north to
’ M85 ] ‘“|a lake, a deep blue lake covering

and a half away.’

Bill snarled: “H—1I's blue blazes,
Alan!—let’s stick together.
splitting this up like this, it’s the

[ d—dest fool <trick I ever heard
of!”

“Shut up!” Alan snapped.
“General’s - orders, nof mine.
Every d—d thing you say or do
will be tattled to him.” He toss-
ed the launch anchor into the
mud. “I said pile out, Let's be

moving. He stepped down into a
canoe, stood rifle between his
knees, caught up a paddle.

Cursing beneath their breath,
Bill and Larry clambered in with
him.

The two canoes separated.

* * *

Alan’s estimate that his quarry
could not be more than a mile
and a half in the lead, was true
enough; but a stern chase is a

long chase, and if those bandits
were aching from exhaustion,
they had the fear of death in

their hearts to goad them on.

A whole hour, an hour of ter-
rible labor, went by, and still no
sight or sound of the bandits,
With the responsibility of this

[patrol on him, with human lives,

the lives of comrades, at stake,
gripped Alan that those
handits had taken the south
branch of the Alooska. If they

Us|

| several acres; and there, within
the Thal-Azzah itself, late in the
| afternoon, the 1long 1relentless

J‘(-lm:,[- came to its end.
Larry, a dozen steps in
lead, glimpsed the silvery

the
sheen

of water ahead; and stopping
dead-short, motioned Bill and
Alan to be cautious. They bel-

lied forward toward the lake edge

:lll{l.
and stated quietly:

They're laying low along that lit-
gle run, I just notice® = rat
start up that run. He come back
in a hurry. Then, there's a silent

spot over there. where I don't
heayr any bird or animal calls,
And then some other signs.

He was silent for half a minute.
Finally he whispered: “I’ll show
you a sign. You see that pair of
canvas-backs a-coming this way?

They're flying low, making for
this lake. Canvas-backs like blue
water. Watch 'em close.”

Skimming just over the flags

where the flags were thin and|
they had clear view,
After several minutes of wait-

Larry pointed across the lake|

“You see that big patch:' of
brownish flags over there, about
thirty or forty yards back from|
the water? See that little run|
leading back into them? That's
where our men are hiding,

the pair of graceful ducks came

R‘i\k\\’\\\\\‘\)'/i/%/{/ﬁ ‘h:nl. Frank Pedneault and those|{on; but just as they stopped|Law that’s supposed to be b
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beating and started the glide|of us, I wonder where in h
down upon the lake, they sudden now! What does it 1
ly breasted high up in the air, Bill and me now?” {¢ in
actly over the spot Larry had in-| wate 1dl¢ ( t
dicated Veering away they | ing twilight, he and Bill
winged swiftly out of sight into|ing up 11 ‘ el
the west. tood off fi 1 !

Lying there in the reeds and|der charges hanging o
bog, Alan studied the bandit cov-|heads. And if they broke as
ert and tried to plan. If all five|Larry singlé-handed would
of his men had been along with |to stand the whole brunt
him, the outcome would have|Ping them.
been swift and certain. He could| At his gesture Bill slid cau-
have come at the bandits from |tiously up beside him. In wi
either side, cut off any chance of | P€l Alan said to him: B
escape, boxed them between two|we've got to get closer. Wi
fires and deliberately shot them |g0t to get across this pond. Tl
down. But he had split his party | muskrat houses out the
at the Alooska Forks, as Haskell | Particularly good luck for us. B

ordered Now at the crucial hour

here in the Thal-Azzah, Ped-
neault and those other two men
uselessly following that ou
branch, were a hundred and
forty miles away.

He planned, rejected and pla:
ned again, and finally cax {

decision,

‘We've got to carry
to them, and we’'ve
nenx irom getting away
yonder, There’
we can do both
I are going to circle

them on foot and

got

Cle

those

arounda

them from the other side

11 get there somehow, even if

ve have to swim part way. With
any luck at all we ought to g
into a position where we can put

two or three of them out of busi-
ness at the very beginning, be-
fore they wake up to u They

won't fight if they can help

uld they take chances on

of them getting wounded o1
killed, if they don't have (
] to whip back acro

and dodge into that

yonder. Now, Larry

week in this a
With no tent, no she

ter tne mosquitoes ana

",M';]Li (i"l,l‘ TE)’ m crazy 1n
than a day, and they'd fall ih
our hand If you understand
now what’s cut out for us, well
be starting.”

3oth men nodded

Bill and Alan backed away
with infinite caution, for one
flushing waterfowl would raise all
the others., Yard by cautious
vard the two men slipped back
into the rushes till they were a
safe distance from the lake.

Then they began the long hard
job of circling around the ban-
dits. |

Wet, muddy, tortured by insect

pests, they pushed steadily on,
mindful of coming twilight
It took an hour and a half to

make the wide careful circle and
start coming in toward the ban-|
dits from the north. With the|
sun cut in two by the western
horizon and the chill of twilight
in the air, those six men would
shortly be on the move. But
Alan’s hopes had risen again; it
seemed that he indeed “had

taken his luck along.” The ban-

dits did not know they were be-|

. |
ing stalked. In half ah hour|
more, if luck held, he and Bill

would be in position to open on

keeping down in the wate:

the little reeds to help
can sneak from one house to
next The last one isn't a d
ye from those men §i
make it we'll have int-hl
range and the best k 1 ¢

to shoot

' hat
1 1 Ccare 1
flags, eased in
squirmed- toward
at house, which (
eet above the 1t
and entl hid their approach.
it they stopped a mo-
nent, chose their next one !
sank back into the water.

As they crouched down behir
the third little dome of muc
reeds, a towering red-b
man parted the flags the;

at, bent and scoqe
water,"took a 1
down with an oath

ste; and then, shak-

staring
a hatfu

Mg tne
disappeared aga

Alan’s last se abot
these bandits be strang -
ers in the coun pell
now. He had had a

this hu

e red-bhearded
could y vely,

POS1

edge again to
Don’'t sh
shows up.
three of

1ave

you're looking down a
at those men, don’t hesitate.
straight. We can’t make
ers of that outfit. This is a
ficht. One or the other party
going to get wiped out.”

They started for the fourth
muskrat house,

Halfway there, disaster over-
whelmed them, sudden and stun-
ning.

It came from the air, in th
shape of a pair of red-throated
loons. Flapping heavily out of

the west, the birds dropped with

a loud splash not ten feet away
from the two men.

At the splash Alan heard
muffled oath over in the flags;

then a rustling movement, as
though the bandits had nervously
jumped for their guns; then
lence. And then a voice from the
twilight among the reeds:

“Nothin’, Jus’ a pair of divers
plumped down.”

The alarm would have blov
over if the loons had swum off.
But the birds, crop-heavy and in

S1
th

them all unawares dolent, stayed where they were,
I)m]‘)pmv' “ll\l‘l\:l. to hands an i'sh()\\mg no intention of moving

s > away. As the female startec

knees, the two of them crawled| 1_\‘1“ : UA; ‘Al_ ‘1](1' the mate turn-
along . fHYDUGR musk sl water,| PECUUNGE DGISEL, IAEe SIS A

keéping only their guns dry. They
came up within a hundred yards|
of their quarry. i

As he parted the reeds in front |

of his face Alan saw the tops of|
a clump sway suspiciously. A
moment later he glimpsed the

dim outline of a man standing up,

stretching himself, sitting down
again,

In actual sight now, those men |
who had killed Jimmy Mont-|

gomery! And only a pistol shot |
away! But to take them. .. Alan
cursed savagely at the thought of
Pedneault and those two men a
hundred and forty miles distant. |
As he remembered what Haskell
said about the Law being behind
his patrol, his lips curled in scorn
at the scant expression. “The

ed its eye suspiciously at the two
strange objects sticking above the
water,

What startled it Alan never
knew. Bill did not move; he
[himself did not bat an eyelash.
But in that jumpy taut silence

the male suddenly three open its
beak and sent up a raucous

| maniacal shriek, as though some

animal had seized it by the neck.

Instantly its mate joined in.
The jarring, ear-splitting dis-
cord set muskrats diving off their

houses and flushed every water-
fowl in the lake a hundred yards
distant. With a last frantic peal
the loons taxied over the water,
finally managed to take wing,
and flapped heavily away.
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