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HOWTO
WRITE & SELL

A SONG

Snim> of flic most popular songlhits . those that
have royalties running into thousands of dollars .
havt* hoi‘ll written by amateurs who never publlshed
a son*? beforel Remember, every professional song
writer was oipo an amateur! Why don’t you try your
hand at it? V«wu have nothing- to lose and that tune
i words in the back of your head might be the
"rage-P of the radio and stage!

Have You Ait Idea For A Song?

A good idea is onl the beginning. You must be
able to build the kindy of .rhyme that appeals—write
the. Mml of melody that catolios on—select a title
that bus ‘mpun'Il.” Give your song every chance to be
accept:..,i by tin* publisher and public. T,earn, step by
step. lllw to give your idea every element that goes
|nt(1 ﬁ!'l. ypular song success.

helpful bonk. “SO YOTTWANT TO WRITE
A SONG” by Robert Bruce of Music Publisher's Pro-
tcotive Assnoirition, and editor of Melody Magazine.
This bo<l; giv>*s you IOno facts about Song W riting:
all the teclinical details clearly and simply explained
-gives y. u the names and addresses of leading pub-
Ushers n«i>w in the market for songs—tells you how
to get yeour ballyhooed and plugged—warns
you how "song sharks”—gives directions for
legally pr ting your songs.

Let this amazing infor-
mative book show vou how
HITS ARE WRITTEN,
SOLI> and PUT OVER.
W hether you want to write
songs as a hobby or pro-
fessionally. this book will
be worth its weight in gold
to you.

GET STARTED NOW!
day!

Some nf the
Subjects  Included:
Construction  of
Melody and Lyrics
Song Patterns
What Themes to Avoid
What Typos Sell Best
Hrw to Develop Technique
How to team wup with a
Lyricist or Composer
How to Get a Song
Published
What Royalties are Paid
How to Copyright a Song
How to Draw up
a Contract

$1.00

Ilustrated

Pon t delay another
Mail the coupon now and
start to write the songs
that may become next sea-
son’s hits!

MONEY BACK
It Not 100% Satisfied

Alter the book ar-
rives, read and use it
tor 5 days. It, in any
way, you are the least
bit unsatisfied with it,
return the book and

we'll send your

money back imme-
diately. Mailcoupon
now on this otter.

NOW
ONLY

Cloth Bound,

«HERALD PUBLISHING CO.

5 days and rr\k)l/ money X .
e pay poslage if $1.00 remittance

accompanies order.

| Name

» Address

] . . State.. .
. Ofy Canadian and Foreign orders $125 in advance.
Whmm

Don't GROPE Thru Your
“CRITICAL YEARS”

f Pass Thru Your “Change of Life” Easilyl \\

Even' woman coos through a "chance of life” between the
ages of 25 to 50. A period of change, physically, mentally
and emotionally. You undergo problems of adjustment in your
Health—Sex—Nerves—Beauty— Diet— Dress— Interests — etc.
You are losing your Youth, but in its place you should gain
an Interesting, healthy and happy Maturity.

“YOUNG WOMAN PAST 40"

by Dr. Edward Podolsky
Here is a hook that has been especially written for the
"'middle-.seared" woman. The detailed Information is com-
plote, clear and frank. It shows the Mature Woman how to
meet arm solve her particular problems and how to arrange
her life to best advantage and enjoyment.

PART OF CONTENTS
Fear* and Problems: Strange Channels
Abnormalllles that some

*2X- marrled Ilfe' times

beauty-he
old gracefully7 te.

Keepmg g\rnung Afte Sex Life After the Menopause
Use of wvarious melhods Sex Desire ami Sex ability
machines, exercises, medi- does not end with the 0-
cines, _heat lrealmenls nr pause—sublimating vuur en-
VoronofT's reiuveniition. In- ergies in interesting ways
Jecthms, Vitamin E, diets* Stimulating Waning
Minrery, gland work. The use of various melhods
Health”™ in" Middle Year —foods—perfnines—odors—touch
Secrets of vitality and heallh — warm colors —muslc etc
after 40-Diseases that, afflict Prudery or gr
the "middle &/ ars” and how- Marriage in the Middle Year*
lo prevent an cope with them Adjustmenl of married life
ood Proble after~ 40—gateway to richer,
Complete dle\s for reducing, happier periods—new freedom’
gaining weight—hig blood in expression, sex, life
pressure arid ~ stomach-consti- Unmarried Women Past 40
patio etc What to know n the single woman
aboul "food, diets and eating. should marry—sex problems—
Exerci*e interests and activities — ad
ome exercise for regain- justing yourself to a new mate
ing a youthful figure-facial ex- Problem* of |dowhood
ercises to prevent wrinkles, Additional oblems that
sunken cheeks, e present lhemselvesfshould she
Beautiful Women Pa*t 40 remarry—life without a hus-
Attaining new beauty after band—advice for widows,

youth disappears —developmg Middle-Year Nerves
poise _and charm of maturit Far that < .
dressing for beauly after 4 —da hi ak-
ove in the iddle Year*
Allracllveness to male does
not endfleadlng a normal and
complete sex life
The Sex Heritage
Characteristics of se
women—the sex course
puberty to old age
Menopause The Change
mptoms and emotional
CGmp|ICﬂII0n57WhICh hapixnis
within the body—what
this  per
easllyfhyglenefdlelf

safeguards
24 chapter*

250 pages *

SEND NO MONEY: mall coupon for this amaz-
gly helpful and informative

book. It will add years to your ilfe and life to your years!

When postman delivers the book pay only $1.98 plus few

cents postage. If not completely pleased, you can return book

for full refund!

Mental Adjustment

interests—

in
from

Wider Horizons

pursuits, with hob-
urn*, with people in
livities, to make'the

Hard-covered Bound

Just

HERALD PUBLISHING CO. Dept D-715
26 East 17th St. New York. N.

Send me "YOUNG WOMEN FAST 40’ by Dr. Edward
Podolsky in plain package. On delivery, | will pay postman
$1.98 plus few cents postage. If not satisfied, | can return

book and get my money back.

Name

Address

City State

O Check Here if you are enclosing $2.00 with order arid there
by saving postage and C.O0.D. charges. SAME MONEY BACK
GUARANTEE!




Increased production

means more jobs for
MACHINISTS

and MORE PAY for
who know their work

This home-study course gives you the practical facts on
modern machines, up-to-date methods, you need to advance
in machine shop work. Take advantage of the other man’s
experience as found in books, to solve your problems, in-
crease your efficiency, with

men

AMERICAN MACHINISTS’

6 BIG, DURABLE VOLUMES— 2368 PAGES, 2516
ILLUSTRATIONS, MANY CHARTS AND TABLES

ITHIN the covers of these books are to be found all
the facts that you will want to increase your prac-
tical knowledge of machine shop work and to give you the
ability to handle all kinds of jobs swiftly, smoothly, cor-
rectly. Each of the six volumes contains a complete record
of work as it is done today in America’s most progressive
and efficient shops. The books answer your questions on
methods and machines—tell what you need to know about
the operation of machines of all types and sizes for the
whole range of metal cutting, forming, and finishing opera-
tions—show by text, diagram, and illustration the essen-
tial points of setting up work.

PUTS THE MASTERY OF MACHINE SHOP WORK
AT YOUR FINGER TIPS

in simple language. fully

These six bigr volumes are clearly written
new machines,

you get the facts on modern machme simp practice,

WHAT this Library GIVES YOU

illustrated,

tical training-course—that you can use to
your earnlng power now.

NO MONEY DOWN-— SPECIAL PRICE—

LIBRARY

COMBINED HOME-STUDY

COURSE AND REFERENCE

LIBRARY BY PRACTICAL
EXPERTS

FitE1> COLVIN and FRANK STAN-
LEY. Well-Known authors of many
intensely practical books for machine
shop men, have had years of experi-
ence, not only in on-the-.job practice
themselves, but also in keeping
abreast of latest methods from one
end of the metal-working- industry to
the other, through their editorial con-
tacts with leading shops throughout
the country.

In their books they give you the
best of all (he data, ideas, methods,
and examples coming from these
sources—nh*' gist of more experience
than any one man could amass in a

lifetime of work.

easily understood. W ith them
up-to-date methods—the complete, prao-
improve your skill

EASY TERMS

—complete guide for everybody, from shop executive to Let us send you these fact-packed hooks for 10 days’ free
apprentices, interested in the operation of machines used examination, with no obligation to buy the books unless you
in turntng and boring practice want them. Remember that, if you decide to keep the books
. - . . . the special library price represents a saving: of $2.00 on the
—es_sennaldprbmc_lples and major problems involved in price of the books if you were to buy them separately. Fur-
turning and boring operations thermore, you may have the privilege of paying in small
—description of all important varieties of machines, both monthly ‘installments, while you use the books. Send the
manual and automatic, and methods of operating them coupon” today.
—data on speeds and feeds, new cuting alloys and ma-
terials, use of coolants, etc. FREE EXAMINATION COUPON
—practical information on grinding machines and abra- McGKAW HILL ROOK CO.. Inc.*
sive wheels, showing what they do, how to operate them, 330 W. kind St. N. Y. C.
and how to make best use of them on various type* of ; A . "
work Send me the American Machinists' Library* 6
volumes, for 10 days' examination on approval. In
—preferred methods of leading shops, on speeds, feeds, 10 oays | will send $1.2)0, and $3.00 monthly un-
precision grinding, automatic machines, special work, etc. til the price of $10.50 is paid, or return the
. . . . . . books postpaid. (To insure prompt shipment write
—training in the various operations performed in drill- plainly and fill in all lines.)
ing and surfacing materials in the machine shop
—valuable data, methods, suggestions and illustrations
from acc #)ted practice, showing 1E)ainly how to handle the Name
rutting of materials, the care of tools, methods of pro-
duction* etc. Address .
—exact, descriptive data on all aspects of gear cutting :
praclice useful in shops of any size City and State
—essentials of selecting machines, setting up work, and POSITION o s s e s
handling operations in"reaming, Iapplng, planing, shap
ing, slotting, milling, and broaching Company DA-5-ii



"Remember Pearl Harbor!"

DOUBLE'fICTION

ftSIER 1

TITLE REGISTERED 0. S. PATENT OFFICE

Vol. VIII, No. 6 May, 1942

A COMPLETE BOOK-LENGTH NOVEL

fFirst Magazine Publication)

ANOTHER RIO KID NOVEL

TWO GUN RIO KiD .oiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e By Don Davis 10
For three years the Rio Kid roamed the country, unjustly accused of murder and branded
an outlaw . .. Upon returning home, to clear hit name, the Kid finds the same hate brand

hanging over his sister and finds himself again on the spot for another murder .. ..

THREE QUICK TRIGGER SHORT STORIES
LAWMAN'S GUNSMOKE GOODBYE......cvrrveermrrreernnnn. By Brett Austin 74

Mike Hunter, grlziled gundog of Limas town, knew that he must give his star to a younger
man. But he didn't know that Brett Sneed and his gun-wolf pack were planning to celebrate
his funeral with powdersmoke and bank robbery.

LEAD SLUGS FOR GOLD THIEVES.......cccccvniiennne By J. Lane Linklater B2

Because young Frank Hanson handed over his gold claim to Musset's killers without a fight,
men said that he was yellow. But that was before Bill Ogden and his daughter gave the
younker something that could be repaid only in the hot coin of his flaming guns.

A NOOSE OF GOLDEN DOLLARS......cccoiieiieee, By Carleton Carr 93

The lynch mob was ready to blast the |ail wide open, and Sheriff Matt Stevens had to de-
cide fast. On one hand was his job, his girl, and perhaps his life. On the other was a drunk-
en wastrel with the stain of murder on his hands!

DOUJ3LE-ACTJON WESTERN, published every other month by COT,UMBrA PUBLICATIONS, INC., 1
Appleton St., Holyoke, Editorial and executive offices, tin Hudson St., N. Y. C. Entered as second
class matter at the post office at Holyoke, Maas. TWO- GUN Tifo KID, copyrlght 1041. by William Mor-
row. For advertising rates write to the Double-Action Group, 60 Hudson St., K. Y. C. Yearly subscrip-
tion 75 cents. Printed iu the U. S. A.

4



FOOT ITCH

ATHLETE’'S FOOT

PAY NOTHING
TILL RELIEVED

SendCoupon

At least 50% of the adult population of the United
States are being attacked by the disease known as
Athlete’s Foot.

Usually the disease starts between the toes. Little
watery blisters form, and the skin cracks and peels.
After a while, the itching becomes intense, and you
feel as though you would like to scratch off all the
skin.

BEWARE OF IT SPREADING

Often the disease travels all over the bottom of
the feet. The soles of your feet become red and
swollen. The skin also cracks and peels, and the
itching becomes worse and worse.

Get relief from this disease as quickly as possible,
because it is very contagious, and it may go to your
hands or even to the under arm or crotch of the
legs.

5

WHY
TAKE GHANGES?

The germ that causes the dis-
ease is known as Tinea Trichoph-
yton. It buries itself deep in the
tissues of the skin and is very
hard to kill. A test made shows
it takes 15 minutes of boiling to
destroy the germ, whereas, upon
contact, laboratory tests show
that H, F. will kill the germ Tinea
Trichophyton within 15 seconds.

H. F. was developed solely for
the purpose of relieving Athlete’s
foot. It is a liquid that penetrates
and dries quickly. You just paint
the affected parts. H. F. gently
peels the skin, which enables it
to get to parasites which exist
under the outer cuticle.

ITCHING OFTEN
RELIEVED QUICKLY

As soon as you apply H. F. you may*

find that the itching "is relieved. You
should paint the infected part with
H. F. every night until your feet are
better. Usually this takes from three
10 ten days.

H. F. ‘should leave the skin soft
and smooth. You may marvel at the
quick way it brings you relief. It costs

y<ou nothing to try, so if you are
troubled with Athlete’s Foot why wait
a day longer?

H. F. SENT
ON FREE TRIAL

Sian and mail the coupon
and a bottle of H. F. will be
mailed you immediately.
Don't send any money and
don't pay the postman any
money; don’t pay any-
thing any time unless
H. F. is helping you. If it
does help you, we know
you will be glad to send
us fl for the bottle at
the end of ten days.
That’s how much faith
we have in H. F. Read,
sign and mail the cou-
pon today.

GORE PRODUCTS, D.A.
881 Perdido St., New Orleans, La.

Please send me Immediately a bottle of H. F.
for foot trouble es described above. | agree to use
it according to directions. If at the end of 10 days
my feet axe getting better, | will send you $1.
If L am not entirely satisfied, | will return the
unused portion of the bottle to you within 15 day*
from the time | receive it.

Ine.

NAME

ADDRESS




MAKE GOOD MONEY

AATIONAL DEFENSE has created thousand* of

ne'r Jobs In Radio. Atthe lame 11me m*ay men
h*vt been called *«»y from good-pay radio” jobs.
Today at never before the radio industry n*?ds
trained technicians| No matter what kind ‘of work
you may be doing, no matter where you H*e.

. JW* train _yourself at home quickly,
Yn'AEIaIﬁ% in Spare time for a profitable" career

This very ilmpte and extremely intermitt- oou«e
complete “la bewk form wili Crain you.

VOLUMES
IN ONE
BIG BOOK!

OMrardi* RADIO PHY8IC3 CQURSE covers IIt*
erally every branch of modern Radio. Its really
lhlrl){)—_mx different Instruction courses complete th
one big handy. Inexpensive volume. It contain, the
material equivalent to that offered in course
priced up to >100.00. In no other way could you
ossibly master the basic fundamentals of Elec*
lelty.” Sound. Radio and Telerlslon 10 easily,
quickly and economically. Everything Is explainéd
«Imply and Interestingly. Not one word U wasted.

with p’rragicn;l*r%ro%%%%o#.luwoalWUngeaPe%htﬁ%gF%g
of successful men ... now maki

o |n%1 good money
Ry BSLIRR e ToPSinibged o

this home
NOW PREPAREANANN
FOR A BETTER JOB! ~
972 PAGES!
SO08 ILLUSTRATIONS!

RICH CLOTH BINDING 4 POUNDS OF
solid valus Join the big monsy-
MFN IN RADIO BY STARTING NOW WITH
GHIRAROTr5 RADIO PHYSICS COUPS!
Brings This Course to You - 5
Dny No-Risk Trial Offer * Results
And Satisfaction Guaranteed.

EXTRA PAY IN

ARMY, NAVY, TOO,

Art you likely to be called into

«arvicet Are you now in militar

eerrket If to. you should mal . .
the coupon below immediately! Learning radio

helpa_ men %_et extra rank, extra pay, more_In-
terestingl duties. 1T'8 SMART TO RAIN FOR
RADIO NOWI

Ghirardl— Who He Is
Alfred A. Chlrardl, author of RADIO
rHYSICS COURSE, is probably the
ora man qualified—and *sufficientl
capable—to ~write unit a practical
Iclf-InslrucUon  home-training course
In Radio. Ilia knack for making evi-n
the omst technical phases of RADIO
CLEAR TO THE BEGINNER lias won him praise
the world over, and Is the result of a background
Igqqlven to few men. He organized what was per-
aps the first laboratory “and lecture course in
radio fundamentals and Service work. He has per-
sonally taught radio for nearly ten years In one
of thé country** outstanding téchnical® school*. Ha
has contributed o_utstandln% material to almost
every radio magazine and has acted as technical
consultant to many of the leading radio manufac-
turers. 11U unusdally broad experience and pro-
found knowledge of ‘radio nre reflected on every
fact-crammed page of the uuthorlUUve. up-to-date*
RADIO rilYSK”S COURSE—now made avallablo
to you personally fv SELF-INSTRUCTION right
ia four borne.

THE FAMOUS <6HIRARDt"

RADIO PHYSICS COURSE

‘font Compton, Sitipl*, Practical Caam h r uiH4mtnttit*—ad » On* 1%V okou

RADIO, SOUND, TELEVISION,
MADE EASY AS A-B-C

No prevloui radio of electrical or mathematical knowl-
edge needed. This course atari* right at the beginnin
and leads you first Into m thorough understanding of
all phases of Soun d_Electrical principles. en,
when you've mastered this foundation knowledge, the
aulhor” explains everythlng| about rxdlo etep-Dy-atep
from the basic fundamentals right through Television.
‘ This one. big. handy, 972 pace volume “gives you all
the essential “foundation knowledge required to prepare
¥ou for any kind of radio work . .. 'in Radio Manu-
acturmé;, Aviation, Marine. Police, or Military Radi#
. . Broadcasting . . . Senicing . . . Electronics
. Public Address. 836 self-examination question*
enable you to check every atep of your progress. You
can prepare yourself for “work as fadio station_oper-
ator—tadio opeiator aboard ship—servicing receiverf{—
lirtalling public eddres# equipment—Imtelling and
repairing auto sets—woik on televDion *ad Fif. You
teach yourself—in no timel

HERE’'S A PARTIAL LIST
. OF. NTENTS ... .

Radio Broadcasting.. .Sound. Speech end Music foS
Broadcasting.. -Electrical Units" and Calculations...
Electrical _Circuit*.. .Balletic* .... Magnetism,. .Elec-
tromagnetism., .Condenser* ... Transformer* ...Alter-
nating” Current Circuits.. .Electric Filters. -.Electric*!
Measuring _Instruments.. .Radio W ares.. .Radio Trans-
mission. .”.Broadcasting __ Stations.. .Receiving Station*
...Study of Vacuum™ Tubes.. Radio Frequency Atn-
rlifkation..-Superheterodyne Receiver* ... Design of
Radio_Frequency Amplifiér* and Tuning_Coils.. :Audio
Amplification.. Loud Speakers.. AmoraObue and Air-
craft Recelver*...Phonogr%h Pickups ffid Sound Am-
lifier Systems...Short™ War# Reception.. .Photoelec-
ric Cell*. . .Cathode Ray Tubes...Television.. .Testing
and Servicing...Sound ‘Motion Picture*.

ftemamberf Thi* f* onl¥ « partial fist *f th# *ubleet*
covered, Indicating tha tramendoua tcopa of this eeurael

972 Pages, 90S lllustrations. To get this $100 value simply fill In and

mall coupon today.

MAIL
COUPON

NOW

5, set your copy . of
éblr_ard?'{s Rapgio
Physics Course for
f-duy  examination
If you do in* agree
thaf RADIO PHYS-
ICS COURSE s the

complete  and
under-

published,
could not get for
$it{> ell the” knowl-
edge crammed Into
this etude course
return the book and
receive your money
back.

$9 complete — pay only $1* now, $1 a month

i TRIAL EXAMINATION COUPON

m Radio And Technical Publishing Co., Dept. D-63 J
« 45 Astor Place, New York City [
J Send me Chblrardt’™> *elf-#tii{ly RADIO PHT3IC3 COURSE tot J
m fir* days’ examination.

[ q I'tn"emloafng J1 O Send C. O. D. for $1. ptu* post**#. []
I* 1 will semi you $1 monthly until the full price of $'3xﬁus poetage. m
I Is paid. If I'm not complefely satisfied | may return the book tad m
1 get tuy money back. L]

| HOME ADDRESS . -
3 CITY @ STATE . s >m

* EMPLOYED BY
Addres*

position
If i enclose $3.00 payment In full with this order, check !
The fi ik ova Th

an
* bora. en. we will pay all “pikkiMG i»nd postage eovta. The
« return privilege and niuney-batk .guarantee hold. of I
I Q Foreign inice kb- (U.O'D. not permitted to foreign countries.! m

same "



e SOLDIER

ft,uri*ey

ARE
YOU
TRAINING FOR
YOURS?

ILLIONS of men are training in our

M armed services—developing their ability
to serve our nation better. Millions more of us
have just as great a duty to train for our part
in civilian service—to develop our talents in
office, store and factory—so that we may back
that soldier better. Our nation needs our ut-
most capacity, the best that we can be and do.
That training must be quick, thorough,
practical—you cannot wait on slow day by day
experience—you must have that, and much more.
Fortunately, for 34 years LaSalle has been
developing spare time training that fits this

TRAINS FOR
HIS
SERVICE-

crisis exactly. 11 condenses the best experience
of successful men; it gives you the boiled down
rules and principles and teaches you to use them
effectively; what you study at home tonight,
you can use on the job tomorrow. It is home
study, so you lose no time from your daily work.
It is moderate in cost and easy payment terms
are available. It means better service, new and
larger lifetime success for you.

If you are serving—or wish to serve—inone
of the fields listed below, ask for the facts
about that field and our proved spare time
training for it.

LASALLE EXTENSION UNIVERSITY A

Kept. 572-R, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

Please send me your free 48-page booklet about the opportunities and requirements
in the field | have checked below; also full details about your training in that field

—all without obligation to me.

OAccountin DE;(TpertBookkeepingOSaIesmanship
e

II:In<!ustriaI%\/I anagement O
OTraffic Management OBusiness English
OBusinessCorre8pondenceOEoremanship

Nome
Present POSItION ...t e e e e

Address

ctive Speaking DLaw

DBusiness Law
DStenotypy



FOR A BETTER JOB
AND BIGGER PAY
Jeahn

Tll-  PRINT

CBCC ~e 2Bo 8lze Sample. Enclose ka,]
rilC C So Stamp to Cover Mailing ruU

STOMACH ULCER

Pain, Heartburn, Gas ad Other

Distress Due to Gastric Hyperacidity

Lewi about tfeie vMMrtcablo, faMxD«Mir« home (wMtmeat,
often rolierod promptly. *o rlgld or lltiuld_diet. We will else toad
you, PBKE with this “samplo. ‘aa informat*T# booklet on this ilxoplo
homo treatment. Send for aample.

TWIN CITY YON CO., Dept. G-220, MinneapoUa, Minn.

£ASY WAY..

Paia

| README |

AMAZING

NEW INVENTION

Makes Blueprint
Reading as Easy as
Seeing a Movie

Now, at last an Amazing New Invention
has been perfected by Prominent Ex-
perts— an Invention that makes Blue-
print Reading easy as A B C. Better
dobs and Bigger Pay are now waiting
for men who oan read Blueprints, If
you can fead English, YOU can learn to
read Blueprints EASILY, QUICKLY
RIGHT AT HOME- IN SPARE TIME,
thru this Shortcut, Inexpensive, Sensa-
tional New “Shadowgraph" Method.
Write TODAY for our FREE book
“STEP UP TO A BETTER JOB and
BIGGER PAY" and complete details —
DON'T DELAY.

©0**7
.V &

INOSUJEPRINT

\ 10. AEAOINC

CEE f»! YOUMUST} VOUDU WBON&

BEWMI

recto* iu o tSb SMB, <used me
ATOUtM TS| I*1** AUSTIN
SUBJECT TECH

FREE s00«

SEND THIS COUPON FOR YOUR FREE BOOK

AUSTIN TECHNICAL INSTITUTE Div. H-5,
699 Broad St. Div. Newark, N. J.
Send me FREE, wnhout obligation, your

Illustrated Book. "Step Up to a Better
Job and Biffgsr Pay/* also full details

..State.
Ismmmmmme = -

%ISTSLACK t

This remarkable CAKE discovery.
TINTZ Jet Black Shampoo, trashes out
dirt, loose dandruff, grease, grime and
safely gives hair* real smooth JCT BLACK
fJUTthat fairly glows with life and lustre.
Don't put up with faded dull, burnt, off color hair
a minute longer. TINTZ Jet Black Cake works
gradual.. .each shampoo leaves your hair blacker lovelier. softer,
easier to manage. No dyed look- Won't hurt permanents. F\ill cake
SCe (3 for 31). TINTZ comes la Jet Black, light, medium and dark
Brown, Titian, and Blonde. Order today 1 State shade wanted.

S EN D NO M O N EY age on our positive assur-

ance of satisfaction in 7 days Or your money back. (We Pay Postage

tf remittance comes with order.) Don’t wait-W rite today to

TINTZ CO.. Dept, 654. 207 No. Michigan. Chicago
Canadian Office: Dept, 654, 22 College St., Toroote

POEMS WANTED st

USICAL
SETTING

Mother, Home, Lot*,

Don't delay—send us

Patriotic, Comic or aity oubjact.
Eour orlglnal poem at once for Immediate
consideration and FREE Rhyming Dictionary.

S»er©d,

RICHARD BROTHERS 147 Woods Building, Chicago. 111
'sSu m u om n i

It you suffer from Asthma Paroxysms, from coughs,

gasping, wheezing — write quick for daring FREE

TRIAL OFFER of amazing relief. Inquiries from

eo-cadled “hopeless”™ case* especially invited. Write,

NACOR, 4822-X, State Life Bldg., Indianapolis, InA

Men Vike 75% Profit

Boy sad *#H perioaal natdi, drug sundries, razor bladM and otc.
flood tide line. Send for frat catalogue. Edwards Product* C*..
1918 Humboldt Blvd.. Chicago. IM. Dept. H.

Read the New

CLOSE-UP
AND

SLEEK

THE TWO BEST PICTURE
{ MAGAZINES ON SALE
. TODAY! I'l

10c EACH



e a RADIO Techniclan
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A

COMPLETE
BOOK-LENGTH
NOVEL

TWO-GUN RIO KID

(FIRST MAGAZINE PUBLICATIONI
by DON DAVIS

CHAPTER 1

HE SOMNOLENT quiet of mid-
I afternoon gripped the little Arizona
cowtown of Chapparell. Under the

fierce rays of the Border sun the alkali dust
of Main Street was undisturbed by any

moving thing. Two saddled horses switched
lethargic tails at buzzing sandflies at the
hitchrack in front of the Palace Saloon,
and at the south end of the business block
a freighter's outfit was pulled up in front
of the Star Mercantile Company.

The appearance of a single rider from



KID NOVEL

For three years the Rio Kid roamed the country,
Upon returning home, to clear his name, the Kid finds the

branded an outlaw. . . .

They came charging out of the
doortvay, their guns roaring.

unjustly accused of murder and

same hate brand hanging over his sister and finds himself again on the spot for an-
other murder.

the north was hardly a disturbing element
in the hushed serenity of mid-afternoon.
The shaggy little roan cowpony ambled
along at a jog-trot that scarcely disturbed
the fetlock-deep dust. The stocky figure
of bis rider was slumped at ease in the

1

heavy stock saddle, with eyes halt-closed
against the sun-glare, both hands resting
in front of him on the saddlehorn. He
rode with the slack reins of one whose
horse knew the way well and needed no
guidance. He was a smooth-shaven, placid-
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faced young man, clothed in worn and
dusty range apparel, his complexion burned
a dull bronze by the Arizona sun, shaggy
red eyebrows bleached several shades lighter
than a lock of sorrel hair escaping from
under the sweatband of his Stetson.

Just as there was nothing remarkable
about Charlie Barnes' appearance, there was
no surface indication that this day was to
be different from any one of a thousand
uneventful days in the routine of Chap-
parell’s existence. Once a week for years
Charlie Barnes had jogged into town in
mid-afternoon from his small spread ten
miles north to buy a few needed groceries,
and discuss range conditions and the market
price of beef with old Frank Hess who ran
the General Store. Once a week for years,
precisely at sundown Charlie had re-
mounted his roan and headed north again
for his lonely bachelor cabin nestled in the
lower foothills of the Wasatch range.

Today, the routine was to be varied. A
stone was to be cast into the placid shining
surface of the town’s monotony, shattering
the calm of the countryside into ever-
widening ripples that would swiftly ex-
pand to engulf many other lives in a vicious
maelstrom of seething passions and roar-
ing guns.

Charlie was wholly without any pre-
monition of what was in store for him
when the roan nosed up to the rusty iron
rail in front of the General Store and
postoffice. He stepped out of the saddle
and looped a rein over the rail, then
stepped up on the boardwalk and en-
tered the store.

The interior of the store was dimly
lighted and as hot as a baking oven from
the sun’s rays radiated downward from a
corrugated iron roof. Frank Hess was in
his customary rocking chair in a little niche
back of the tarnished grille that set the
postoffice off from the rest of the store.
He looked up at Charlie’s entrance, spat a
thin stream of tobacco juice expertly into
a tin bucket half-full of sand, and said,

"Howdy, Charlie,” without moving his
chair.
Charlie said, "Howdy,” in return, and

thus far everything was as it had always
been. But as Charlie sauntered toward a
backless chair set conveniently close to the
open cracker barrel he heard Hess’ rocker
creak, and he blinked his mild blue eyes
in surprise when the gnarled shopkeeper
arose.

"Never mind gettin’ up just yet,” he
protested. 'Til set a while before 1 give
you my order.”

But Frank Hess had moved importantly
behind the egrillwork and was shuffling
through a packet of mail that had arrived
by the noon stage. He announced, “You
got a letter,” and pushed a sealed white
rectangle out through the window.

Charlie Barnes hesitated in front of the
chair by the cracker barrel. "1 reckon there
must be some mistake,” he protested. "I
never get no letters. You know 1 don',
Frank." He used a tone of mild reproof,
as though he suspected the postmaster of
trying to force someone else's mail on him.

""Says Charlie Barnes right here on the
envelope.” Frank Hess peered at the en-
velope nearsightedly. "From El Paso.” He
chuckled thinly. "You sure you ain’t been
writing to one of them matermonial adver-
tisements since Henry Pelham done cut
you out with Peggy Aiken?”

Charlie’s bronzed complexion took on a
deeper hue. At the neck-line of his shirt
the color showed a deep red. "In the first
place, | ain’t admittin’ that Pelham has
cut me out yet with Peggy. And in the
second place you know dang well | ain’t
mailed no letters out of here to no mar-
riage advertisements.”

"From what | hear, Henry Pelham’s got
the inside track with Peggy, and no mis-
take. It’s a damn shame, too, Charlie, but
he’s got the get-up and gall that a girl
like Peggy likes. Law’s sakes, you been
courting her for three years and | bet you
ain't popped the question yet.”

"That,” said Charlie Barnes strongly,
"ain’t neither here nor there.” His tone
indicated that the discussion of his court-
ship was ended. He stepped forward two
paces and picked up the letter.

Sure enough, it was adressed to ''Charlie
Barnes, Chapparell, Arizona.” He frowned
down at it and turned it over uncertainly
in his hands, murmuring, "Now who do
you reckon’d be writin’ me a letter from
El Paso?”

Frank Hess hobbled back to his rocking
chair. "Best way | know is to open it
and find out,” he snapped. "That’s what
most folks does.”

HARLIE leaned one elbow on the
C counter and scratched an itchy spot
behind his right ear. He tore the envelope
open carefully and shook out a single folded



sheet of paper. He squinted down at it
and moved his lip to form each word as
he laboriously read:

Dear Charlie,

I'm in £1 Paso, heading back to
Arizona where I'm going to light
that murder charge | run from three
years ago. | never killed Sheriff Ed-
wards, Charlie, and | can prove it if
I'm given half a chance. But | want
to know how the land lays before I
ride into Chapparell again for | can't
do much good if they string me up be-
fore 1 can npse around some. So |
want you to meet me at the old Bar
L headquarters south of town when 1
ride in. That’ll be in about a week, |
reckon. I’ll wait there for you, and if
you can’t come please send me some
word.

Hugh Aiken

Charlie Barnes stared at the signature
a long time after his lips ceased moving.
Hugh Aiken! Peggy’s brother! The Rio
Kid was coming home after three years be-
low the Mexican Border.

From that bold signature on the letter in
of him, Charlie lifted his gaze to a fly-
specked reward poster conspicuously tacked
above the window. He stared hypnotically
at the faded picture of a clear-eyed and
laughing youth. Below Hugh Aiken’s pic-
ture, bold black lettering proclaimed: *$10,-
000 Reward for the Capture of the Rio
Kid: Dead or Alive.”

For three years that same reward poster
had hung there above the postoffice win-
dow, a constant reminder to the citizens of
the little Border town that one of them
had turned killer and renegade, had mur-
dered foully from behind in the night and
escaped into Mexico a few jumps in front
of an outraged posse.

Since that black night three years ago,
meager reports concerning the Rio Kid had
drifted back to his home town. The ap-
pellation had been hung on him in Border
haunts because of his extreme youth and a
fancied resemblance to Billy the Kid whose
gun exploits were still fresh in the mem-
ories of Western desperadoes.

After crossing the Border the Rio Kid
had been forced to kill again and again,
though nevermore was he accused of
throwing down on an opponent from be-
hind. As his reputation grew, so bad his
list of victims, for there were always those

Twe-$im Rle MW 13

eager to gain the notoriety that would come
to the man who beat the Rio Kid to the
draw; and the legend of his gun-prowess
had grown by leaps and bounds until it
was impossible to determine where fact
ended and fancy began.

Yet, to men like Charlie Barnes who had
known and loved the young Hugh Aiken
whose picture adorned the reward pdster,
it was difficult to associate the Rio Kid with
the laughing youngster who had enlivened
the community with his boyish pranks.
Reckless and wild he had been, hard-riding
and hot-tempered, with an avid zest for life
that had led him into many minor brushes
with the law, but certainly without any of
the earmarks of one who would turn into
a coldblooded Kkiller such as the Rio Kid
was reputed to be.

Charlie Barnes' troubled gaze dropped
back to (he letter in his hand. He drew in
a deep sighing breath, and got a bandanna
from bis hip pocket to mop beads of sweat
from his broad face.

Frank Hess” high, cackling laughter
brought him back to the present with a
jerk. 71 can read the signs, | reckon. A-
sweating and a-sighing over your letter,
hey? Don'’t try to fool an old man, Charlie.
You ain’t got nothing to be ashamed of.
It ain’t fitten for a man to live alone, and
there ain’t no spare heifers in these parts,
so why shouldn’t you get one from ElI
Paso ?”

Charlie shook his head, avoiding Hess'
bright inquisitive gaze. "It ain’t what you
think,” he mumbled. "It ain’t from a gal
a-tall.”

SHADOW darkened the outer door-

way, and Charlie turned to see Les
Edwards enter the store. He wore a white
Stetson tilted rakishly over his left eye and
a bright silk scarf was knotted loosely about
his neck. He had thin, hawk-like features
that always tried to be arrogant and always
failed because he hadn’t enough chin to
back up the pose. There was a burnished
silver star pinned to his open cowhide
vest, and the carved ivory butt of a silver-
inlaid .45 swaggered low on his hip in an
open holster. It was the same gun that had
been found in his father's holster, fully
loaded, that night when Sheriff Edwards
had been shot through the back and Hugh
Aiken's gun was found in the trail a short
distance away, with one damning empty
cartridge in the chamber.
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Les Edwards was just turned eighteen
when his father was killed. He was the
only support of a widowed mother, and
the county had made the gesture of ap-
pointing the young man sheriff to succeed
the murdered man, and in that frontier
community, where the law mostly didn’t
interfere with a man’s private affairs, he
had filled the position satisfactorily for
three years.

Les Edwards nodded to Charlie and said,
"Howdy, Frank.” His voice that had been
whiny when he was younger was now grat-
ing and harsh, though, like his face, it
lacked something of the domineering qual-
ity he tried to put into it.

Hess said, ""Howdy," and his old eyes
shifted from the high crown of the young
sheriff’s new hat to the bright scarf about
his neck. "Looks like you’re going spark-
ing," he suggested.

Edwards’ laughter held the hint of a
leer. "Just come from the Bar L. There’s a
right nice new piece of she-stuft just come
across from Mexico with the last batch of
hands Henry got in." He winked obscenely
and settled himself in the chair by the
cracker barrel. "She ain’t but sixteen an’'
don’t savvy much, but I calc’late she’ll catch
onto American ways quick . . . with me
teachin’ her,” he ended modestly.

Frank Hess chuckled with only moderate
gusto. "Better watch your step around them
Mex gals. Some of ’em pack knives in their
garters.”

"l won’t worry none,” Edwards smirked.
"First thing | do is take their garters off
—then they ain’t got no place to carry their
knives.” He laughed atoud and smacked
his thigh at his own wit.

""Charlie, here, ought to take some lessons
from you on handling the ladies,” Hess
said. ""He’s got so doggone hard up for a
female that he’s dickering with one in El
Paso to come out and settle with him.”

“That’s a damned lie,” Charlie choked
out. He crumpled the Rio Kid’s letter
nervously in his hand.

"Lookit him blush,” Les
jeered. "Finally give up moonin’ over
Peggy, huh? | reckon that’s usin’ sense.
Henry Pelham’ got the inside track with
her. When | left the Bar L he was gettin’
ready to ride over an’ visit Peggy.”

Charlie clamped his lips together tightly
and said nothing. He slowly recreased the
letter and stuffed it into his shirt pocket.
His blue eyes were cold as they rested on
the silver star adorning Les Edwards’ vest.

Edwards

"Trouble with Charlie, he ain’t got
enough gumption,” the old storekeeper
said, "God knows | hate Henry Pelham’s
guts but | do got to admit he ain’t lacking
in push.”

"Hate his guts?” Edwards echoed in
amazement. He pushed his hat back oft
his forehead. '""Henry Pelham? How-come,
Frank? He’s what this country has been
needin' a long time. All the ranchers here-
abouts have got in a rut. In two years
since he took over the Bar L he’s built up
the whoppin’est herd in this part of Ari-
zony. Now that he’s started cuttin’ hay
off the meadow an’ stackin’ it for winter
feed, he'll have fat stuff to ship in the
spring while all the rest of the stock here-
abouts is half-starved from winter.”

RANK HESS deliberately spat into the

tin bucket of sand. "I ain’t denying
he’s smart. Too dang smart if you ask me.
He built up a herd in two years awright.
Wet -brands and you know it as well as
me. You’re a hell of a sheriff. Standing
up for a man like that."

"You got no proof of that,” Edwards
protested hoarsely.

"Proof? A day’s ride on the Bar L
would show half a dozen slickered brands,
and you know it as good as me.”

"l sure as hell don’t know it,” Edwards
retorted angrily. "Are you forgettin® I'm
sheriff? If | saw any slickered brands
I'd call him on ’em.”

"No, son,” said Hess slowly. "l ain’t
forgetting you’re wearing your daddy’s star
and gun. But | think you've forgot what
they mean. When your daddy was alive
he didn’t make friends with a rustler and
close his eyes to what was going on.”

"That’s a lie. Henry Pelham ain’t doin’
any rustlin’.  I’ll bet my star against a
plugged nickel you can’t prove it.”

""Maybe it cain’t be proved. But I'd still
like to know how he built up a herd so
fast.”

"He gets a bill of sale with every herd
he buys. It ain’t his job to check up on
where they come from in the first place.
If he gets ’em cheap, ain’t that smart busi-
ness? Some of the other ranchers around
here might make some money if they’d
buy stuff cheap that way.”

Frank Hess shook his head sadly. "You
got right and wrong all mixed up, son.
Ail 1 got to say is you're a hell of a
sheriff.”



"l got the votes last ’lection. I'm en-
forcin’ the law as good as any man could.
| can’t ride night-herd all over the county
every night. If some of the other ranch-
ers would wake up an' hire hands like
Henry Pelham does maybe their stuff
wouldn’t get rustled.”

"Gun-hands!” Hess snorted. "Half a
dozen tough horabres that ride his fences
as much to keep his neighbors out from
inside his fences as anything else. He
don’t need 'em to perfect his stock from
rustlers . . . not being in cahoots with the
rustlers,.he don’t.”

"You can’t prove a damn word of what
you’re sayin’.” Les Edwards got to his
feet angrily. He jerked the brim of his
white hat down over his eyes and stalked
out of the store.

Frank Hess shook his head sadly after
him.  "John Edwards would turn over in
his grave if he knew how Les was disgrac-
ing that law-badge of his. It was a bad
day for Jelcoe County when Hugh Aiken
shot John through the back and skipped
across the Border.”

Charlie Barnes cleared his throat. He
sat down in the chair just vacated by the
sheriff. He reached in his shrt pocket
for the makings, and the Rio Kid’s letter
rustled as he drew out a sack of tobacco.
He furrowed his forehead as he made a
tiny trough out of a cigarette paper and
poured it full of flake tobacco.

"l never have believed Hugh killed John
Edwards,” he said flatly.

"'l know you and Hugh was good friends,
but that don’t change what he did. He
was drunk and raising hell, and John rode
out to arrest him. Maybe it was a acci-
dent, sort of, but that don’t change the
hole that was in John Edwards’ back.”

"There weren’t any witnesses,” Charlie
reminded the old storekeeper.

"There were witnesses that saw Hugh
ride down the trail where he was Killed.
His gun was iaying there were he got scared
and dropped it. You admitted that your-
self.”

Charlie nodded soberly. He struck a
match to the crimped end of his cigarette
and drew smoke deeply into his lungs. "It
was Hugh’s gun, all right” He spoke
half to himself, rehashing all those an-
cient arguments that he had gone over and
over three years ago. ''But nobody knows
what really happened on the trail. Hugh
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might have accidentally dropped it there.
Somebody else might have come along an'
gunned the sheriff.”

"Then what’'d Hugh dodge across the
Border for? That showed he was guilty.”

"l don't see it that way,” Charlie argued.
""Maybe he found John Edwards iayin’ there,
an’ then later realized he’d lost his gun
along the way. He saw how bad it’d look
for him an’ got scared he couldn’t prove
he was innocent. You know damn well
there wouldn’t have been much of a trial
if they’d caught him.”

"I'lll say not. We’d have strung him
up quick as you could say Jack Robinson,”
Hess agreed. "And 1 don’t reckon we'd
have made any mistake neither. Look at
the Kkiller Hugh turned into. The Rio
Kid! Can’t tell me he didn’t have it in
his blood.”

"What he became afterward doesn’t prove
anything either,” Charlie argued. "No man
rides the owl-hoot trail without havin' his
hand called. Hugh was slick with a gun.
I know that. But no man’ll ever make me
believe he gunned John Edwards from be-
hind without lettin” him draw.”

"l know you've alius felt that way, mostly
on Peggy’s account,” the old man said sooth-
ingly. "She’s a sweet girl, and she’s had
it mighty tough trying to run the ranch
alone since Hugh went bad. But, by cri-
meny, | don’t see why you don’t buck up to
her and pop the question. No girl is
gonna wait forever. Henry Pelham’s push-
ing her hard, from what | hear. And he’s
got a way with women, just like he has
with rustled stock. Couldn't blame Peggy
none if she up and married him.”

"No,” Charlie admitted drearily, "I
wouldn’t blame her none.”

"By grabby, you make me sick to my

stomach.” Hess leaned forward and spat
disgustedly.  "You don’t deserve no girl
like Peggy, Charlie Barnes. Go on and

marry your widder or whatever from El
Paso. That’s as good as you got coming.”

HARLIE didn’t reply to the old man’s
C outburst. He took a last drag on his
wilted cigarette and dropped it to the floor,
toed it out. He drew in a deep breath
and turned toward the door.

"Wait a minute,” Hess called irascibly.
"Better leave your chuck-list here with
me. Il have your order ready for you
to pick up when you start home.”
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Charlie kept on going toward the door.
There was a new note of urgency in his
voice when he called back over his shoul-
der, "I won't be goin' back today, | reckon.
Got me some business out south of town."

Frank Hess stared after him, open-
mouthed. Then he slapped his knee and
began to chuckle delightedly. The Aiken
ranch was south of town. Maybe he’d

talked some sense into Charlie’s thick head.
He hoped so. It'd sure be a crime for a
sweet girl like Peggy Aiken to take up with
a man like Henry Pelham.

On the boardwalk outside Charlie stopped
and looked up and down the street. The
hitchracks were "gradually tilling up now,
and he could see small groups of booted
men lounging in the shade here and there.

He reached in his shirt pocket and pulled
out the Rio Kid’s letter, smoothed it out
and studied the date. It had been mailed
in El Paso six days previously. And in the
letter Hugh had said he would arrive in
about a week. He was expecting Charlie
to meet him at the Bar L headquarters
which, three years ago, had been a deserted
ranch house well isolated from its neighbors.

Now there were new buildings at the
Bar L, and instead of being a deserted spot
that would make a perfect meeting place
Henry Pelham was employing twice as
many riders as any other rancher in the
country. He’d have to head Hugh off some-
how. There’d be hell to pay if he rode
up to the Bar L unsuspectingly and was
recognized. That ten-thousand-dollar re-
ward would appeal to the hard-bitten crew
of riders that worked for Pelham.

Charlie thrust the letter back into his
pocket and beckoned to a lanky man who
was just dismounting in front of the store.
He said, "Hi, Jim. Do me a favor?”

Jim Lacy said, "'Shore, Charlie. You’ve
done me plenty.”

"Wish you’d take this list of grub out
and drop it at my place as you ride by."
Charlie handed his neighbor a short list
of staple groceries. "Tell the boys 1 may
not be back two-three days.”

"You bet,” Jim Lacy agreed heartily, and
without any questions.

Charlie Barnes untied his roan and
mounted. He rode south along Main
Street, lifting his hand and nodding to
greetings from loungers along the board-
walk.

CHAPTER 1l

HREE HUGE cottonwood trees

I formed a perfect triangle about the

four-roomed log house that Jonas
Aiken had built to receive his bride a
quarter of a century before. From those
trees and his initial had come the Triangle
A brand that had marked the Aiken stock
from that day onward.

Steep wooded slopes rose directly be-
hind the sheltered ranch house, while to
the west and south the terrain sloped gently
downward to the Mexican Border fifteen

miles away.
A mountain spring seeping from the
weathered rocks formed a tiny running

stream that Jones had laboriously diverted
through a stone spring-house and to water-
ing troughs in the corrals, and in his
youth and vigor he had utilized the over-
flow to irrigate a tiny patch of tilled
ground that had produced green vegetables
for the ranch table, and even flowers to
please his wife who had come to him from
a Louisiana plantation and who never quite
adapted herself to the strange new frontier
and the dry searing heat of the Border
country.

But that had been many years ago, when
there were a dozen hands quartered in the
long low bunkhouse beyond- the cotton-
woods and sleek herds dotted the rich grass-
lands spreading south and westward.

A white-faced calf lay on its side in a
wooden pen beyond the bunkhouse and
bawled piteously. It pawed the ground
feebly and rolled pleading eyes up at the
girl who leaned on the rail fence and
watched it suffer.

Peggy Aiken knew the white-faced calf
was dying before her eyes. All day she
had been watching its struggles, watching
it grow weaker while she did what she
could, not knowing the nature of the sick-
ness that had struck it down.

Toward noon Peggy had wept when she
realized she could do nothing more for
the calf. Great tears had rolled silently
down her thin cheeks, making the freckles
seem to stand out from the tanned back-
ground of her complexion. And she had
balled her thin, work-scourged lingers into
small hard fists and turned angry eyes up-
ward to the sky and addressed scathing
invectives to an unjust God above who
brought sickness to tiny calves who couldn’t
fight back, who seemed determined that she



should lose the unequal struggle she was
making to keep the small ranch going.

The dying calf was not important in it-
self. It was a symbol of all that had hap-
pened during the past three years. Rains
came in the mountains, and to the east and
south, freshening her neighbors’ ranges
while the grass on the Triangle A lay
withered and parched, offering little nourish-
ment for the greedy mouths of the stock
bearing her brand.

In the winters, packs of marauding gray
wolves slunk down from the mountains and
invaded the Triangle A pastures, seeming
to take a perverse delight in depleting her
herds while those of her neighbors went
unmolested. And now this strange malady
had struck at her new calf-crop. Its effects
were confined within the boundaries of her
ranch and already more than half of the
new Triangle A calves had been stricken.

It seemed to Peggy Aiken that the
Triangle A was cursed, had been singled
out by the Almighty for every sort of
misfortune that could possibly befall a
rancher, and she had begun brooding about
the unjustness of it, asking herself secret-
ly whether it was a retribution visited upon
her for her brother’s sin of three years

ago.
Still, she refused to admit herself de-
feated. Within her slender, ill-nourished

body the spirit of her pioneering' father
flamed indomitable.

Now, in mid-afternoon, she leaned
against the top rail of the fence with her
chin resting on folded forearms, and
watched another calf die. Hours ago, she
had conquered her weeping, her brief spell
of weakness. Now her lips were set in
a tight line and her eyes were fatalistic.
There were shadows beneath her eyes, and
sunken spots in her cheeks gave her face
a drawn, haggard appearance. Her body
was as slender and as hard-muscled as a
boy’s, showing no feminine swells of soft
flesh beneath her faded blue shirt and
tightly belted jeans.

She found herself wondering what effect
the strange disease had on the edible quali-
ties of a stricken creature’s flesh. If "she
were only sure it would,not be tainted she
could butcher this calf before it ceased
breathing, and there would be tasty veal
on the supper table tonight.

A greedy glint came into her eyes with
the thought. Peggy had not tasted fresh
meat for months. Her body craved it
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as a drunkard craves alcohol. Her breath
came a little faster as her eyes fixed them-
selves on the weakening struggles of the
calf in front of her. Her hands clenched
and unclenched themselves spasmodically.

HE wasn’t quite sane, and in a queer
impersonal way she realized her con-

dition. A dry sob came up in her throat
and she swallowed it back angrily. She
caught herself glancing about furtively,

though she knew she was alone and there
was no one about to observe her.

Suppose the veal was tainted and she
died from eating it. Would that matter
so much? No one would know, and she
couldn’t be pitied. Pity was the only thing
she couldn’t stand.

Cords stood out on each side of her thin
neck. Her eyes were dilated and enormous
beneath the shadowing brim of her hat.
She stared with hypnotic intensity at the
soft throat of the dying animal. One knife'
slash and it would all be over.

She shivered as though a chill had come
to her in the hot Border sunlight, then
turned away from the fence and walked
deliberately to a small shed. She entered
and selected a heavy-bladed knife from
several hanging in a series of leather loops
nailed to the wall. She touched the ball
of her thumb to the keen edge of the
blade and received an influx of strength and
determination from the contact.

Somehow, the unwholesome thing she
planned to do was her challenge to the
evil fate that had dogged the Triangle A
for three years. She felt light-headed, as
though she were floating along as she went
back with the knife in her hand.

If they (the "they” was wholly imper-
sonal and without meaning) were going to
kill off her calves by disease, this was the
only way she could strike back at them.
Other ranchers around her butchered a veal
whenever the supply of table meat ran
low. For over a year Peggy had refrained
from such waste. She needed every calf
she could raise to ship to market in ex-
change for precious cash, to pay a little on
the mortgage and buy winter feed.

There was a hot glow in Peggy’s eyes as
she climbed over the top rail and dropped
down into the pen beside the dying calf.
It was as though the real Peggy Aiken stood
off and watched herself do this thing—and
clapped her hands and approved.

She dropped to her knees on the sun-
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baked ground and grasped the calf’s hot
damp mu2zle firmly in her left hand, twist-
ing the head up to lift the vital jugular
vein to her knife.

The sound of a ridden horse dimly pene-
trated through the barrier that separated her
from reality. She shook her head angrily,
convinced that her ears were playing tricks
and there was really no one coming. It
was just another trick of the gods to
thwart her again. She stubbornly refused
to be tricked, would not turn her head
to see if the obtruding sound of hoofs
was actuality or her imagination.

She drew the sharp heavy knite firmly
across the calf’s soft throat, then calmly
rocked back on her heels to avoid the
spray of red blood that spurted out.

A man’s laughter came to her. She
lifted her eyes and saw Henry Pelham
astride a beautifully marked black and
white paint smiling down at the scene over
the rail fence. He lifted his hat in a
mockingly courtly gesture as her eyes met
his. He drawled:

"I’'m always being amazed by you, Peggy."
His voice was cultivated and rounded, with
none of the nasal twang ot the native West-
erner. He was a strong-bodied, well-fleshed
man in his late thirties, with full sensual
lips and brown eyes that sometimes had
a tawny, animal look. Now they rested
upon Peggy with frank admiration.

She rose slowly, holding the bloody
dripping knife stiffly outstretched, as
though the hand gripping the wooden hilt
did not belong to her. "What do you mean
by sneaking up on people?” she demanded
hotly.

He arched thick black eyebrows at her
and laughed delightedly. "I had no inten-
tion of sneaking up on you. The fact
was, my dear Peggy, you were so intent
on your task that you wouldn’t have heard
me if I'd ridden up shouting.”

She hated Henry Pelham for the smooth
mockery in his voice, for the smug self-
assurance of the man, for his wealth and
his possession of fat herds of cattle while
hers were gaunted and stricken with this
strange malady that was Killing oft her
calf crop; but she hated him most intense-
ly for the realization that he could carelessly
order a calf, or a dozen calves, butchered
any time he was so minded, and that he
would never reach such desperate straits
that he would consider the thing he had
caught her doing.

She stood slim and defiant before him
with the body of the slain calf Kicking
feebly as its life-blood gurgled out onto
the ground, and her dark eyes tlamed her
hatred at him. Then she lowered her eyes,
let the bloody knife fall to the ground, and
said listlessly:

"He was dying before my eyes. .. .just as
all the rest of my calves are dying. | .. .
couldn’t stand to watch him die.”

"So you ended his suffering?” Pelh?/m’s
tone was bantering and light. "A strict-
ly feminine reaction.... and that’s what
surprises me, Peggy. You've always tried
so hard not to be feminine. More boy
than girl. I've wondered. .. .and by heaven
I'm delighted to see you reveal a trace
of girlish softness.”

Peggy didn’t reply. She wondered if he
guessed what her true intention had been.
From his tone she thought it was likely
he did. She stooped and picked up the
butcher knife, cleansed the blade by stab-
bing it into the ground. The dead -calf
stopped kicking and lay still. She turned
and went out a gate, walked to the tool
shed and replaced the knife in its leather
loop on the wall.

Henry Pelham had dismounted when she
came to the door. He wore two .45’s in
low-slung holsters, but even in that sec-
tion of the country where most men carried
no six-shooter, or one at most, his pair
did not seem to mark him as either a show-
off or a desperado. They were a part of
the man, an integral part of his strength
and his assurance.

dropped the reins of his paint to
the ground and strode toward her,

urned by her side into the path leading

up to the house with an insolent assump-
tion of welcome that was as much a part
of him as his low-tied guns.

Peggy creased her lips in a tight line
but said nothing. She was suddenly con-
scious of an apathetic sense of utter deso-
lation. Somehow, the unavailing slaugh-
ter of the dying calf was symbolic of all
that had happened during the years since
her brother had been gone. One more
disappointment to add to all the others
she had endured. There would be no veal
on the table tonight. Her stomach mus-
cles contracted in angry remonstrance
against the unfairness of it.

She felt faint and she braced herself
against any outward show of weakness. She



stopped at the low front porch in the cool
shade of one of the giant cottonwoods
and sat down on the edge of the rough
boards.

Henry Pelham remained standing in front

of her. The mockery had vanished from
his eyes. He studied her drawn face grave-
ly and asked, "Things getting worse,
Peggy?"

She nodded, cupping her chir. in her
hands and not looking at him. "That was
the thirteenth calf to die that way. | nursed

him all morning. ...”

Henry Pelham said, "You poor kid." His
voice was very gentle, but vibrant and
strong. He took off his hat and sat be-
side her.

"It's too much for you, Peggy. Why
don’t you give up this insane idea of try-
ing to run a ranch with just one old
crippled man to help you? You needn’t
be ashamed to admit you’re defeated. You’ve
tried hard enough, God knows. I’ve stood
by and watched, and i haven’t interfered
because | knew you didn’t want help. I've
admired your courage and your determina-

tion. But the job’s too big for you, dear.
Let me help. [I've wanted to say this tor
a long time. I'm sure you knew how |
felt.”

Peggy felt like a vacuum that drank in
the rich sureness of his tone. It was bliss-
ful to let languor overtake her, to cease
resisting, to give up for a little moment
to the restful consciousness that the struggle
need not go on.

She felt drowsy, and her taut senses were
lulled by the enervating heat of the day,
the vast silence into which Pelham’s voice
merged and blended so it was like a soft
caress to her jangled nerves.

"I’ve proved what can be done here by
a man who goes at it the right way.” Pel-
ham wasn’t boasting. He was stating an
essential truth. Not arguing a point, his
regeneration of the Bar L ranch backed up
his implicit faith in himself.

"Your Triangle A is a natural exten-
sion of the Bar L. Let my men tear
down the boundary fence between them,
Peggy. Your place here will make a con-
venient round-up camp for my”—he cor-
retced himself quickly— "'for our riders.”

A round-up camp for Bar L riders! The
home her father had built with his own
hands. The three giant cottonwoods he had
set out a quarter of a century before. The
little log house where she and Hugh had
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been born. This yard where they had
played together. The corrals and the bunk-
house. The dear, familiar things that were
woven into her life.

Well, perhaps so.

"I’ build a new house at the Bar L.

Just for you, Peggy. We’ll go on our
honeymoon while it’s being built. To San
Francisco. .. .New York. | want to buy

you things, Peggy. The things every girl

wants. I've never seen you dressed in any-
thing but shirts and pants. | want to see
you wearing rich gowns.... my wife.”

San Francisco and New York. Hotels. . . .
and dining rooms where one could gorge
oneself on rare foods. Thick juicy steaks for
the ordering. Peggy’s starved stomach
quivered with the acute misery of imagin-
ing.

Henry Pelham was proposing to her.
And she was letting him. She hated Henry
Pelham. She scourged herself with that
reminder, then said faintly, "You mustn’t.
I don’t love you.”

"l can teach you to love me.” Pelham
laughed indulgently. *I'll take my chances
on that.”

She didn't feel like a girl receiving her
first proposal of marriage—as she had al-

ways imagined she would feel. She felt
nothing. Perhaps that was best.

"You're so alone here, dear. It’s not
good for you. It isn’t natural. You've

stayed here alone with only old Hank for
company long enough. | haven't told you
this before because | didn’t want to revive
bitter memories, but | promised your broth-
er | would do my best to look after you.
That’s why. ...”

"Hugh? You know Hugh?” Peggy lifted
her head to face him, her eyes dilated and

wondering.
"Quite well. We met in Mexico two
years ago. He told me about you....

begged me to look after you.”

"How was he? How did he look? What
did he say about. .. .everything?” she ended
faintly.

Henry Pelham took one of her thin
brown hands in his. "He was well. He
looked like. ...the Rio Kid, Peggy. He
knows he can never return to Arizona. He
worries about you a great deal.... about
the effect his action had on you when he
went away.”

"And you were friends?"
eagerly,

"Very close friends,” Pelham assured her.

she asked
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"When he learned | was looking lor a
ranch where | could settle down and try
out some theories of my own he suggested
the Bar L to m e ,because it adjoined
the Triangle A and he said he'd feel so
much better about you if he knew 1 was
close by to see that everything was all
right."”

Peggy’s lips quivered and her eyes were
misty. She felt a whimpering of taut
nerves inside her, a sudden convulsive soft-
ness that shattered all the barriers she
had erected between herself and the world
since Hugh’s disappearance. She let her-
self be drawn closer to Henry Pelham, and
her eyes did not avoid his. He bent his
head to kiss her relaxed lips and she did
not draw away from him.

A loud "Halloo," jerked them apart and
brought Peggy tremulously to her feet. She
recognized Charlie Barnes on his shaggy
roan, and the mist cleared from her eyes.

She heard Henry Pelham groan and mut-
ter a low word that was probably a curse,
but a great gladness filled her heart at
sight of Charlie’s familiar stocky figure
slumped in the saddle as he neared the
corrals.

She wondered how much he had seen as
he approached, but she steeled herself
against embarrassment and went forward

to greet him.
R Chapparell to the Triangle A,
Charlie Barnes gave himself over
to the soporific effect of hot sunshine and
solitude combined with the lulling, rocking-
chair motion of his slow-footed roan. He
tried not to think about Peggy Aiken, Henry
Pelham, and the impending return of the
Rio Kid.

For months, Charlie had been refusing
to let himself think about Peggy Aiken and
Henry Pelham. He had been seeing Peggy
less frequently during those months because
he felt sure she didn’t want to see him.
He knew all about the gallant though losing
fight Peggy was making to keep the Triangle
A going, and in his own stolid, unimagina-
tive way he realized that it had to be a
lone fight to the finish.

Peggy was like that. She and Hugh
were both like that. They had inherited
a tough fiber of stubborn determination
from Jonas Aiken; and from the pam-

CHAPTER 11

IDING THE long dusty road from

pered daughter of a Louisiana plantation
who had made flowers bloom in the Ari-
zona desert had come a quiet, self-effac-
ing quality of spirit that would not be
crushed by adversity, an inner pride that
met misfortune with dignity and high-
headed courage.

Charlie didn’t phrase it in just those
words in his mind. He simply knew, in-
tuitively, that Peggy didn't want any pity
nor offer of help from him or anyone else.
And he knew it was best for her to go
on that way as long as she could manage
at all. He knew something would happen
to Peggy’s soul if the time ever came when
she was forced to admit defeat.

He suspected that the same thing had
happened to Hugh’s soul that night when
he fled across the Border to escape a lynch
rope. That had been Hugh's first admis-
sion of defeat; the first time he had faced
a situation stronger than his own strength.

In Hugh Aiken’s transformation into the
renegade Rio Kid, ruthless killer and Border
desperado, Charlie had recognized the ef-
fects of that one night upon Hugh.

Peggy’s present situation was no less
serious. If circumstances beyond her con-
trol forced her to admit her defeat, Charlie
foresaw the same reaction that had over-
taken Hugh. Cornered and desperate, the
high spirit of conqu'est would turn into a
snarling corrosive bitterness that would in-
evitably seek to strike back at the forces
that had destroyed that spirit.

For months Charlie Barnes had brooded
over the possible effect of defeat upon
Peggy without seeing any way out. He was
in love with her; had loved her with single-
minded perseverance for fifteen years.
Though he had never put his feeling into
words he knew that Peggy did not doubt
his love. She knew she had only to turn
to him, and that he would always be wait-

ing-

gUntil today, Charlie had been content
to wait because he thought that was the
best course. He knew all about her neigh-
bor on the south. He knew Henry Pel-
ham was a frequent visitor at the Triangle
A, and he stolidly accepted the rumored
reason for Pelham’s visits.

Without egotism, he had little doubt that
Peggy would turn to him when she was
ready for marriage. Henry Pelham was
an outsider, a man almost twice her age.
He was despised and feared by the other
ranchers who saw in him a threat to their



settled way of life. It was inconceivable
to Charlie that Peggy would take his court-
ship seriously.

This letter from Hugh Aiken in his shirt
pocket changed everything. The Rio Kid
was coming home to fight the murder
charge that lay against his name, and Charlie
knew that return would bring heartbreak
to Peggy if it turned out badly. For three
years she had steeled herself to accept the
fact of her brother’s outlawry, and she
never spoke his name. But if he were
arrested and made to stand public trial, were
convicted and made to pay the penalty for
murder at the end of a rope, Charlie knew
it would be like imposing the death sen-
tence upon Peggy herself.

He shook his head with a dismal fore-
boding as he rode through the Triangle A
range toward the ranch house in the shelter
of the cottonwoods. The ground was
powdery dry and the fresh grass was a
pale, unhealthy yellow instead of showing
bright green. The few head of cows he
could see listlessly cropping the dying grass
showed ribs through their hides, and sharp
hipbones above sunken flanks. Only about
half of them were with calves and those
were listless, knobby-kneed little creatures
who bawled mournfully as they followed
their emaciated mothers about.

HARLIE didn’t know what he was go-
C ing to say to Peggy, hadn’t decided
whether he should tell her about Hugh’s
letter or not. He had a vague idea of
trying to sound her out, to see whether
she would welcome her brother’s return or
be hurt by it before he ventured to tell
her. From the Triangle A he planned to
ride on to the Bar L and try to make
some excuse for staying around in the
vicinity for a few days in the hope of
intercepting the Rio Kid before he showed
himself to anyone else.

As he neared the sheltered ranch house
he recognized Pelham’s paint saddle horse
standing at the corral fence. This wasn’t
any surprise, for Les Edwards had said
Pelhnam was riding to see Peggy this aft-
ernoon.

Then he saw the two figures sitting to-
gether on the front porch. Very close
together. It was apparent that they had
not seen him, were unaware of his ap-
proach. It looked to him as though they
were holding hands, as though Peggy was
intentionally leaning closer to Pelham.
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When Henry bent his head to Kiss the
girl Charlie loved, Charlie’s first emotion
was one of stunned disbelief. When Peggy
did not immediately jerk away, Charlie felt
a hot rush of shame that he should have
witnessed the act. Without conscious
thought he lifted his voice in a ringing
shout to let the couple know they were
no longer alone. Peggy’s instant response,
her confused withdrawal from Pelham, the
set look of gladness on her thin face as
she came down the path to greet him told
Charlie that the "'scene he had witnessed
was not an optical illusion.

He lifted his hat awkwardly and his
red hair flamed in the late afternoon sun-
light as he reined his roan up beside Pel-
ham’ paint. Peggy's '"Howdy, Charlie.
You’re a stranger in these parts,” sounded
effusive and strained to him. He nodded
with constraint and didn’t meet her eyes.

Peggy knew, then, that Charlie had seen
her let Henry Pelham kiss her lips. She
stepped close to him impulsively as he
dismounted and said in a quick low voice:

"Oh, Charlie. 1 was never so glad to
see anyone.”

Grim-lipped, he said, "That so?” with-
out looking at her. He made quite a job
of sliding his knotted reins over his
mount’s head and dropping them to the
ground while Peggy waited tensely for him
to look at her, to give her a chance to
say more.

Then Pelham was sauntering toward them
and the moment was lost. Perhaps forever
lost, Peggy thought. For when Charlie
nodded curtly to Pelhnam the look of easy-
going youth was erased from his smooth
face. His features had matured and hard-
ened, and Peggy knew that something was
irretrievably lost between them.

Henry Pelham was the only one of the
trio wholly at ease. He sauntered forward
with a satisfied smile lurking on his full
lips. He drawled, ""Good evening, Barnes,"
and linked his arm into Peggy’s with a
distinct air of proprietorship.

Peggy disengaged her arm from his with
a light laugh that rang false in Charlie’s

ears. "lIt’s hot out here in the sun. Let’s
all sit on the porch.”
Charlie nodded and strode .-head of them

toward the porch. He sat down on the
end of the boards and tipped his hat for-
ward over his eyes, drew the makings from
his pocket and fashioned a cigarette with
his stubby fingers.
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Peggy sat between the two men and was
silent. Her chin was lifted and a pulse
throbbed beneath the sun-burned flesh of
her throat.

"Peggy's having more bad luck,” Pel-
ham told Charlie cheerfully. "Her calves
are dying by the dozens for no apparent
reason at all.”

Charlie said, "That so?” He licked bis
cigarette and felt in his pocket for a match.

"When 1 rode over this afternoon she.
was just putting one out of its misery there
in the pen. Worst part of it is she can't
even beef them when they're sick that
way, eh, Peggy?"

"What?" She turned her head toward
him with a startled jerk.

He smiled, showing strong white teeth,
but she detected a jeering note in his voice.
"l said it wouldn't be so bad if you could
just butcher the critters when they get down.
That way, you could get a supply of fresh
meat anyway."

Peggy looked away from him and didn't
reply. He was taunting her, here in front
of Charlie. She hated him. What crazy
weakness had made her forget her hatred
a few moments ago? She set her lips in a
straight tight line and stared out over the
corrals.

“How are things going with you?” Pel-
ham spoke past her pleasantly to Charlie.
"About ready to ship to market?”

Charlie shook his head. Beneath the
low-pulled brim of his hat his eyes were
fixed on the ground. 'Not near ready,”
he admitted. "Another month yet before
they'll have any weight on them. It was
a tough winter."

"That so?” Pelham sounded genuinely
surprised and regretful. "1 shipped a
bunch last week. Prime, fat stuff. Gather-
ing another trainload now."

EITHER Charlie nor Peggy said any-
thing. A rider was coming in from
a mountain trail on the north. It was
lanky old Hank Greenow. He had been
Jonas Aiken’s foreman and was now the
only rider left on the Triangle A.
"Trouble with all you ranchers here-
abouts,” said Pelham expansively, "is that
you don’t keep up with the times. You sit
back and hope for the best. If you have
a hard winter you curse the luck and let
it go at that.”
"Yeh,” Charlie muttered, "l guess you’re
right.”

"l know I'm right. [I’'ve proved it on

the Bar L. Nobody could make a go of
that ranch until I boucht it. Now look
at it.”

Charlie took a deep drag on his cigarette.
He was astonished to see that his fingers
were trembling. His voice sounded strange
and cold in his own ears:

"Jim Thompson did awright on the Bar
L till the rustlers from acrost the Border
got to stealin’ his stock faster’n he could
raise it"

"Sure. That's what I'm saying. So he
quits. Gave up. Didn't have gumption
enough to protect his own interests.”

"Twenty miles of Bar L range lie against
the Border." Charlie’s voice was harder
now. A stubborn anger was driving him
on. "It'd take a army to patrol twenty
miles of Border against Mex rustlers.”

"Tm doing it with half a dozen hands,"
Pelham scoffed.

Charlie dropped his cigarette and scuffed
dirt on it with his boot toe. His hands
weren’t shaking any more. He pushed his
hat back on his forehead and turned to
look at Pelham past Peggy. In a remote,
quiet tone, he suggested, "l reckon you
don’t have to patrol that Border no more,
Pelham.”

Charlie Barnes was unarmed. The man
in whose face he flung that challenge wore
a .45 on each hip. For a moment the black
shadow of impending tragedy hovered over
the shaded porch. There seemed to be a
slow deadly pulsation in the late after-
noon air, as though unseen wings quivered
gently above the spreading cottonwoods.

The girl sitting between the two men
came erect and tense. She turned and
saw something in Henry Pelham’s face she
had never witnessed before. It was not an
outward transformation. His lips still
smiled. It was an emanation of evil from
within the man. It spread over his fea-
tures like a dark shadow, terrifying and
obscure. His breath came and went harsh-
ly between lips that had not ceased smil-
ing. She saw the essence of a secret lust
that was stronger and more evil than any-
thing she had ever imagined. The lust to
kill.  The driving, insensate urge to bring
death to another human being. It black-
ened Henry Pelham's soul as the virus crept
through his veins, put a stamp of bestiality
upon the handsome features that still smiled.

A sharp pleading cry welled up out of
Peggy’s throat. She leaned dose to Pel-



ham and gripped both his forearms with
her hard-muscied fingers. ""No,” she cried
softly. "No, Henry.”

The moment passed as suddenly as it
had come. Henry Pelham threw back his
head and laughed mockingly. “You’re
right, Barnes. | don’t have to patrol the
Border any more. They’d be fools to rustle
from me.”

"You admit it then?” Charlie's voice was
uneven, rasping.

“l admit nothing," said Pelham easily.
"But in private, just among us....why
should 1 deny it? It’s smart business. That’s
all.”

""Crooked business,” said Charlie savage-
ly between set teeth.

Pelham chuckled again. "I'm making
money on the Bar L while all the rest of
you are going deeper in debt with every
bad season. Wouldn’t hurt you other fel-
lows to learn some tricks from me.”

Charlie slouched back with his elbows
resting on his knees. He had been a damned
fool to push Henry Pelham that way. Get-
ting himself killed wasn’t going to help
anything—least of all Hugh Aiken, who
was depending on him—and Peggy.

He roiled another cigarette, and his
fingers shook so badly with spent anger
that he tore two papers before he got
a bulky cylinder fashioned.

ANK GREENOW had ridden up to

the corral and was unsaddling. He
was a thin, wire-muscled man, with his
left arm cut off above the elbow, result
of a tangle with a long-horned steer in
his youth. From the porch, Charlie could
see a black scowl on the old man’s fea-
tures as he looked at Pelham's saddled
horse. Hank was tough and ill-tempered,
as ornery as a two-year-old bull in rutting
time, but he loved Peggy Aiken and the
Triangle A with the passion that only a
lonely and embittered old man is capable
of, and Charlie shrewdly suspected that
Hank refused to leave his job, though many
months' back-pay were due him.

Slowly, while he stared at Hank, Charlie
said, "'l reckon maybe you’re right at that,
Pelham. | could use some money-makin’
tricks on my place awright.”

"Sure you could. You've got a nice
little spread out there, Barnes." Pelham
spoke in an obvious effort to placate the
young man whom he had been about to
kill five minutes before. “You've got a
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wide valley there that’d cut hay as good
as anything | stack at the Bar L. You
could feed through the winter and have
your stuff fat for shipping early while the
price is up.”

"Yep. | sure could, I guess. If | knew
anythin’ about cuttin’ hay an’ such.”

"Dad always said that’d be the ruination
of the range,” Peggy blazed out suddenly.
"It’s against nature. Nesters will come in
as soon as you show them the range is good
for raising crops. They’ll fence oft little
pieces and cut the range up into bits. Pretty
soon they’ll crowd the cattle ranchers out.”

Henry Pelham laughed indulgently.
"Your father was old-fashioned. In his
day cattle prices were high and there was
no such thing as drought. But we have
to keep up with the times.”

"By. ...throwing in with rustlers from
across the Border?” Peggy asked with sud-
den viciousness.

Pelham’s answering chuckle was still in-
dulgent. "You don’t understand such
things, Peggy. Leave them to the men.
You shouldn't have to worry your pretty
head about ranching. Eh, Barnes?”

"That’s right,” Charlie muttered in a
tone of constraint.

Peggy threw him an appealing glance.
"Are you siding with Henry now?”

"l guess maybe | am.” Charlie hesi-
tated. ""How do you go about cuttin’ your
hay, Henry?”

"I've been doing it with a scythe, but
I've jut gotten in one of those newfangled
cutting machines. Tell you what, Barnes.
I need a man over at my place to run that
machine right now. How’d you like the
job? I’ll pay you enough so you can well
afford to hire an extra hand on your own
spread....if there’s anything to do over
there.”

“Why,” said Charlie humbly, "that’d be
great. But | thought you hired Mexicans
for the haying.”

He heard Peggy gasp when he accepted
Pelham’s offer of a job. He was conscious
of her reproachful eyes on him, but he
doggedly refused to look at her.

"So | do,” Pelham agreed readily. "They
do all the hand work. Gathering and stack-
ing. But they’re no good with any kind
of machinery... .and my riders are insulted
if 1 order one of them to drive a team.
Just got a new bunch of Mexes in,” he
went on with a malicious undertone of en-
joyment. “There’s some good-looking girls
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with them.
while you're working for me.
have to beat Les Edwards’ time.
already been snooping around.”
Peggy laid a trembling hand on Charlie’s

No need for you to be lonely
But you’ll
He’s

arm.  "Don’t jump into anything,” she
pleaded in a hushed voice. "Stay and eat
supper. ...”

Pretending he hadn’t heard Peggy, Henry
Pelham interrupted curtly, "If you're tak-
ing that job you’d better start riding, Barnes.
You can just about make the Bar L in
time for chuck. Tell the foreman | said
to fix you up... .and 1 won’t be home
till later....if Miss Peggy will invite me
to stay to supper with her?”

Peggy waited breathlessly for Charlie to
throw Pelham's smug assurance back in his
face and tell him to go to the devil. But
Charlie only nodded and arose. He said,
"You’re the boss,” and strode off toward
his horse.

Peggy watched him go with a queer feel-
ing of unreality fighting against her bitter
disappointment in Charlie. The shadows of
evening were lengthening, and her gaze
followed the stocky figure of Charlie on
his shaggy roan until it merged with and
disappeared into the late afternoon heat
haze. The wistful, questing expression on
her thin proud young face went away and
was replaced by a hard look of new ma-

turity.

She turned to Henry Pelham and drew in
a deep breath. '"I'm sorry. .. .that Charlie
came along and interrupted. | was just

going to tell you.... that I'll marry you as
soon as you want me to.”

CHAPTER IV

following the Rio Kid’s departure

from El Paso. He had covered two
hundred and forty miles on his black stal-
lion in those six days. A lot of distance
in six days, but Thunderbolt appeared as
fresh now as he had been at the beginning
of the journey. There was a close com-
munion of spirit between man and rider
which communicated the Kid’s feeling of
urgency to his sleek black mount. It was
as though Thunderbolt understood that the
Rio Kid was coming home at last, as
though the black stallion gave his tacit
approval to the venture by the eager untir-
ing pace that had completed the trip in six
days instead of seven.

I T WAS late at night of the sixth day

For two hours, now, the road they had
traveled had been a familiar one to the
Rio Kid. It paralleled the Mexican Border
about a mile inside United States territory,
following a winding course through the
broken foothills of the mountains that rose
to the north.

In the faint cool light of a half moon
the Kid's eyes picked out remembered land-
marks as the road led on toward the old
Bar L ranch though the sharp outlines of
the terrain were softened and blurred by
the shimmering yellow-tinged moon-glow.

The road climbed a long upward slope
now, and at the crest of that long slope
the Kid knew he would look down upon
the range he had ridden many times in his
boyhood. The eastern boundary of the Bar
L followed the top of the ridge down to
the Border, and he recalled every aspect of
the old broken-down gateway through which
the road passed. In later years the bound-
ary fences of the Bar L had fallen into
disrepair, and the old wooden gate al-
ways sagged open. The Kid could only
vaguely recall Jim Thompson, former own-
er, who had been driven to give up the
ranch because of the depredations of Border
rustlers. He could recall his father’s in-
dignation at the time, and how they had
been forced to ride closer guard on the
Triangle A herds after the Bar L became
deserted and unstocked, removed as a buffer
between the Aiken range and the Border.

Thunderbolt was loping smoothly up to
the top of the long ridge now. The" Rio
Kid drew himself erect in the saddle, his
belly muscles tightening, a strange choked
feeling in his throat. His gray eyes glis-
tened with an eagerness he had been putting
away from him for years, the bleak hardness
of his young features relaxed into the lines
of youth again.

He had waited long and ridden far for
the feel of this moment. He had always
sworn he would come back some day, but
it was hard to realize that day had actually
arrived. Those hard, danger-strewn years
on the renegade trail through Mexico were
behind him now. The future was rich
with promise. His old friends, his sister
Peggy, the right to remove his two guns
and return once more to the name of Hugh
Aiken....

Thunderbolt snorted and swerved to a
sharp halt at the top of the rise. Instead
of a wooden gate sagging open invitingly



into the Bar L pasture, the moonlight
showed latticed iron gates uncompromising-
ly barring the way.

The Kid frowned at the transformation
that had come in his absence. He rode
close to the swinging gates and found them
padlocked with a heavy chain. They were
swung on hinges between high solid posts
of oak, and in each direction a new rour-
strand fence of heavy barbed wire was
stretched tightly between heavy cedar posts
spaced at short intervals.

The Kid’s frown deepened two vertical
creases in his forehead. This was a plumb
unfriendly way to greet a returning pil-
grim.  What the hell was the meaning of
padlocked iron gates? First time he had
ever run across anything like that in the
cow country where there always was a warm
welcome for a wandering rider.

And across the old Bar L range, too. That
was more than strange. It was downright
crazy. His gray eyes narrowed to slits,
and his hand strayed into his shirt pocket
for tobacco sack and a book of papers.

The Bar L range! He had planned to
make the old ‘dobe ranch house his head-
quarters while he spied around and got the
lay of the land without sticking his head
into a noose. He had written Charlie
Barnes a letter asking his old friend to
meet him there, thinking it would be a safe
place for a hideaway.

He felt a tingling in his scaip as he sat
motionless on the black stallion in front of
the locked iron gates. An instinct of cau-
tion that he had learned to obey during
these past three years. The feel of danger
was there in the night-silence on the lonely
ridge-top.

HAT other changes had taken place
Wsince his hasty departure? For three
years he had been deluding himself with
the belief that things had stood still back
home while waiting for his return. In all
his imaginings he had come back to find
everything just as he had left it.

His lips were cold and tight as he licked
the cigarette paper and put the rolled cylin-
der of tobacco between them. He hesitated
with the head of a match against saddle
horn for striking. He felt more profound-
ly alone than he had ever been in his life.
Always before an implicit belief in his own
future had been a spectral figure that rode
by his side along the lonely way. It had
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been a matter of patience, and he had
schooled himself in patience; unswerving
determination, which he had never lost;
the inward knowledge of his own innocence
and the confident assumption that he would
some day return to Arizona and prove that
he was innocent.

Now he was shaken by a loss of con-
fidence. What had appeared a simple mat-
ter in his imaginings began to present all
sorts of insuperable difficulties. He had
been cut off from all communication with
Chapparell for three years. What a fool
he had been to think everything would stay
as it was until he returned to vindicate
himself. He had pushed blithely on from
El Paso after writing that letter to Charlie
without a care in the world. It had all
looked so simple when viewed from afar.
Now, faced with a locked gate instead of
the sagging neglected fence he had known,
the way ahead seemed direfullv complex.

If this had happened to the Bar L, how
could anyone guess what other sweeping
changes had taken place. He felt lost, like
a boat adrift on an unknown sea without
a compass. What was there he could be
sure of now? He didn’t even know that
Charlie Barnes still lived. He should have
waited in El Paso for a reply. .. .

He scratched the match across the horn
of his saddle. It made a rasping noise that
was loud in the blanket of night silence.
The flame that spurted up was unaccount-
ably bright. He cupped his hands over it
quickly, ducked his head with a furtive
air to put his cigarette into the flame.

By this action he was sharply reminded
that he was a fugitive from the lynch rope,
a wanted man with a ten-thousand-doliar
reward upon his head. He had almost for-
gotten that during these past weeks since
he had crossed the Rio Grande in the Big
Bend district of West Texas. True, he
had encountered many of the old yellowed
reward posters along the way, but he had
become contemptuous of them because he
had changed so much it was difficult to
recognize the Rio Kid from those faded
pictures.

It was different here in Arizona, in the
shadow of the crime that had driven him
across the Border. He would be instantly
recognized here. His instinctive cupping
of the match flare and hiding his features

while he sucked fire into his cigarette
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brought the gravity of his danger into vivid
focus.

He iet the cigarette go out between his
lips, threw it to the ground with an angry
gesture. Thunderbolt snorted and stamped
a foot in the dust. He curved his neck,
nuzzled his rider’s knee with soft question-
ing lips.

The Kid leaned forward and patted his
satiny neck. He muttered, "Yo’re wonderin’
what th’ hell, Old Timer, ain't you? Wall,
so'm |. There’s thuh Border a mile south.
All | gotta do is foller this here fence. |
know the trails on the other side. I’ve
rode ’em before. An’ I'm all to once
afraid | don’t know the trails hereaboots.
It’d be awful easy tuh ride into somethin’
1 couldn’t ride out if I go on.”

Thunderbolt tossed his head and nick-
ered softly. It seemed to the Kid the
stallion was saying, "You know best. 1
don’t like this country either. .. .but what-
ever you say. ...”

He let his agile, lean-hipped body slump
lower in the saddle while he considered
the situation well. If he turned south across
the Border now there would be no retrac-
ing his steps, ever. He knew that much.
He had dared a lot coming this far on
the way home. If he turned away now it
would be the end of his dreaming.

Yet, better to end it that way than by
swinging at the end of a rope. He wond-
ered how Peggy had held up during the
three years he had been gone. In the be-
ginning he hadn’t let himself think about
Peggy. Not outwardly. It had been too
painful. They had been very close after
their parents died. He knew her pride,
and her fierce unyielding loyalty. It couldn’t
have been easy on her.

OULD it be best for Peggy if he
W turned back now? Three years had
given the wound time to callous over.
Wasn't it likely his return would just re-
open the old wound? Was it selfishness
that had brought him back to clear his
name?

He laughed, A short bitter laugh that
echoed away eerily from the wind-swept
ridge where he had halted. God knew
it would be easier to turn back. He could
cross the border and go east to Juarez, across
the river from El Paso. A girl named
Kitty was waiting for him there. He knew
Kitty would be waiting. She wouldn’t ask

him any questions. Kitty wasn’t the sort

to ask questions.

A pinprick of light showed westward
and a little south, near to the Border. The
Rio Kid straightened in the saddle and
stared downward from the ridge, unaccount-
ably fascinated. There was someone down
there. A night rider lighting a cigarette.
A thousand mad fancies rioted through his
mind. Charlie Barnes, perhaps. Faithful
old Charlie, a day ahead of the hour set by
the Kid in his letter. The match flare had
showed not more than a quarter of a mile
away. He had to restrain an impulse to lift
his voice in a shout that would tell Charlie
he was there on the ridge.

He didn’t know the night-rider was
Charlie Barnes. He cursed himself tor a
fool. It might be anyone else. An enemy
who would start shooting the moment he
was recognized. The future beyond that
locked gate was peopled with enemies. The
unknown was a challenge that lured and
drew him on. His feeling of utter alone-
ness increased. If he passed beyond that
barrier he would have to turn himself into
a skulking figure of the night, afraid to
approach any man lest he be recognized.

He wasn’t used to skulking. Not even
while riding the owl-hoot trail. He had
never cringed from meeting any man, had
learned dependence upon his guns and his
skill in handling them.

But even the Rio Kid’s two guns would
avail him little here where every man's
hand would be against him. The moment
he rode down into the Bar L range he would
be committing himself to a sneaking course
of action. It could not be otherwise.

His black stallion nickered again, and
turned his splendid head inquiringly. The
Kid asked, "Gettin’ tired of standin’ here
lookin’ at that locked gate? Well, so'm I.
What the hell they mean by lockin’ a gate
acrost a road? A man’d think, by God,
they didn’t want me to ride this way.”

Thunderbolt tossed his head and nick-
ered.

The Kid’s gray eyes became bleak in
the cold moonglow. "Lockin’ me outta my
own home range, huh?” He slid his hands
to the worn butts of guns tied low on his
hips, and the cold wood gave back en-
couragement to him.

He drew his right-hand gun, and lifted
the reins from the saddlehorn with his
left. He pressed his thighs against Thun-



dcrbolt’s sides and the eager black pranced
forward close to the hinged gates.

He leaned from the saddle and turned
the padlock so it lay flat against one of
the iron bars, pressed the muzzle of his
.45 against the small keyhole.

The racketing crash of a single gunshot
thundered up the hillside from below and
directly ahead. The Rio Kid lifted a
strained face to the moonlight and stared
down the slope. No other sound came to
him. The reverberating echoes drummed
away into the distance and were swallowed
up by the night.

The Kid’s pulse drummed in unison with
those resounding echoes. His finger was
tight on the trigger, but still he did not in-
crease the slight pressure necessary to blast
the gate open.

That shot was a warning that something
was going on down there. The moonlit
night was no longer a beckoning solitude,
but was peopled with unseen wraiths who
lit matches and fired shots into the night
with no reason at all.

He set his teeth together tightly, and
his lips came back from them in a snarl
of derision at himself and ah his hesitancy.
He was getting the jumps—Ilike an old
woman.

He pulled the trigger of his .45 and a
leaden slug smashed the padlock under the
muzzle. Thunderbolt pranced away and
snorted. From long force of habit the Rio
Kid reloaded the cylinder of his gun before
holstering the smoking weapon.

Only silence beyond the fence answered
the challenge of his shot.

He reined Thunderbolt forward to the
gates again, leaned from the saddle and
flipped the chain loose. The gates creaked
on their hinges as he rode through. He
left them swinging open in defiance of
range etiquette, lifted Thunderbolt into a
swinging gallop in the direction of the shot
he had heard.

There’d be no more question of turning
back.

CHAPTER V

HEN CHARLEY BARNES

reached the boundary fence be-

tween the Triangle A and Bar

L ranches he encountered swinging iron
gates fastened shut with a heavy chain and
an open padlock looped through two links.
He frowned heavily at the padlock and
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chain as he passed through into Bar L
range. It was the first time he had ridden
that way since Henry Pelham took over
the ranch. He’d heard rumors of locked
gates on the Bar L, but had shrugged and
discounted those rumors. Now he decided
it was a man’s own business if he wanted
to padlock the gates to his property.

The sun had disappeared below the west-
ern horizon and the beginning coolness of
evening came on as Charlie rode toward
the cluster of ranch buildings where only a
few years before there had been nothing
but a single abandoned adobe structure.

Almost immediately after passing through
the iron gates a change was noticeable in
the range feed along the way. A lush
greenness showed in the Bar L pasture,
instead of the listless yellow of the Tri-
angle A pasture. It was positively uncanny
to see how the wire fence seemed to act
as a line of discrimination between an area
that had received bounteous rainfall and the
parched dryness of Peggy’s range. Sleek,
contented cattle grazed here, and in the
soft twilight of the Arizona evening a se-
rene atmosphere of smug self-satisfaction
seemed to be exuded by the land itself.

You couldn't blame Henry' Pelham for
that, Charlie reflected as he rode along.
Whatever the man’s sins he certainly pos-
sessed no magical power that induced rain
to fall on his range while it avoided neigh-
boring ranchers. This was merely another
evidence of an unsatisfactory law ot nature
which Charlie had observed often before:
Let a man once hit a streak of bad luck
and it appeared that God took a perverse
delight in visiting every other form of mis-
fortune upon him.

Right and wrong had nothing to do with
it. All the old copybook maxims took a
beating when it came to the facts. God
didn’t frown on wickedness and reward
virtue. Not in Arizona, anyway.

As Charlie rode on into the wide flat
meadow where Pelham had introduced the
startling innovation of cutting hay and
stacking it for winter feed, he ceased both-
ering with abstruse meditations upon the
singular ways of the Almighty to let his
mind take an active interest in the scene
before him.

There was a stretch of rich grassland
here, almost a mile wide and several miles
long. Three or four sections in all, per-
haps. Years ago there had been a deep
gully down the center of the meadow, cut
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in the sandy soil by rushing spring freshets
that boiled down from the mountains. In
the hot summer months the gully had al-
ways been bone-dry, but Pelham had
changed that by the simple construction ot
a levee across the upper end of the wide
valley that formed a reservoir to catch and
hold the spring floods, backing the precious
water up into a miniature lake and im-
pounding it to be released through a series
of side ditches as needed through the grow-
ing season.

It was, Charlie saw, a crude but effective
method of irrigation which made the grass
in the valley grow rank and knee-high
instead of the short growth it had formerly
attained. And even now it was ready for
a first cutting of hay, with plenty of time
yet for a second crop to grow high before
the heat of summer was over.

Charlie shook his head in dismay at him-
self and his own disloyal thoughts as the
evidence of Pelham's bold imagination and
ingenuity was spread out before his eyes.
For generations the ranchers ot the West
had stubbornly refused to recognize prog-
ress, to change the settled way of the
range. Grass was for grazing during the
summer, to fatten beef-stuff for fall ship-
ping. That’s the way it was done all over
the West, which resulted in a great influx
of fat beef to the markets in the tall, with
a subsequent dropping-off ot the market
price because of lack of demand.

And, conversely, market prices were high
in the spring when cattle were gaunt and
thin from scarcity of winter feed and there
was little if any range stock fit to be
shipped to the slaughterhouses.

An unwilling admiration for Pelham
welled up inside Charlie Barnes as he real-
ized that the Bar L owner was successfully
turning tradition to his own advantage. By
cutting the meadow hay and stacking it
during the summer, forcing his stock to
graze the more barren hillsides for suste-
nance, he was reversing the time-honored
fattening time and shipping his beef in the
spring while prices were high.

Against Charlie’s innate cattleman’s dis-
trust of any change that smacked of turn-
ing the range into farmland was the in-
disputable evidence of his eyes that Pelham
was making money while those about him
were bogged down in debt and barely mak-
ing ends meet.

He began to wonder if those vague ru-
mors against Pelham, the insinuations that

he was in league with the Mexican Border
rustlers might not be wholly without fac-
tual basis. He wanted to hate Henry Pel-
ham, he wanted to believe the worst of
the new Bar L owner, but he could not be
otherwise than honest with himself. Here
was reason enough for Pelham’s prosperity.
Scorn his methods or hate them, a man had
to admit he was using his head for some-
thing besides a place to rest his hat.

IDING across the lushly grassed val-
Rwley. Charlie turned his thoughts un-
illingly to his own small
of Chapparell. As Pelham had pointed
out less than an hour ago, the same
opportunity existed there for cutting
hay and stacking it for winter feed.
Not on so large a scale, but with
a little conservation of water and some
rudimentary attempt at irrigation he had
nearly a section of land that would grow

as good hay as Pelham grew.

Instead, Charlie still followed the old
custom of grazing his stuff on it through
the summer, trying to fatten them up after
a hard winter for fall shipping. And each
fall for years past, market prices had been
growing less and less wuntil now they
reached a low point where a man was
sometimes lucky to get back transportation
costs from a shipment. It was a slow sure
way of going broke, and Charlie was one
of the few Arizonians who had sense
enough to realize he was bucking the in-
evitable. Yet for years he had gone on the
same old way, ostrich-like, refusing to take
modern advantage of the possibilities of
his own ranch.

It was galling to admit that a man like
Henry Pelham had to be the one to come
in and show them how wrong they had
been, but Charlie was enough of a realist
to accept facts without ‘argument.

Approaching the ranch buildings, he dis-
covered that he was now glad the letter
from the Rio Kid had prompted him to
accept Pelham’s offer of a job in order to
have an excuse for sticking around the Bar
L for a few days. He resolved he'd keep
his eyes open, by golly, and learn all he
could about this haying business while he
was watching out for the Rio Kid.

Everywhere before him in the dusk of
evening was concrete evidence of the ex-
tent of the rehabilitation of the old run-
down Bar L ranch. There were new cor-
rals and cutting pens, modern branding

ranch north



chutes and capacious barns. The adobe
walls of the ranch house itself had merely
been repaired, but there was a new frame
bunkhouse behind it, and farther up the
slope was another long narrow frame build-
ing which he guessed had been built to
house the Mexican laborers hired to do the
manual labor in the hay-fields which the
regular cowboys regarded as beneath their
dignity.

Half a dozen spurred and gunned riders
were squatting against the outer wall of the
bunkhouse waiting for the supper bell to
ring when Charlie rode up to the corral.
He saw their watchful hostile gaze upon
him, and though he didn't recognize any
of their hard faces he knew he had seen
them all at one time or another in Chap-
parell where they were a close-mouthed
crew, sticking close together and avoiding
contact with other punchers.

He gazed back at them coldly, making
no sign of greeting. An old man hobbled
out of one of the barns and approached
him when he swung out of the saddle and
started to loosen his girth. The old man
was bald-headed and had wizened features.
He dragged a dub foot and wheezed with
asthma. His voice was high-pitched and
querulous:

"Lookin’ fer someun, young feller?"

Charlie shook his head stolidly. "I'm
on the pay roll . . . beginnin’ tomorrow
mornin’.”

The old hostler squinted rheumy eyes
at him, at his puncher's garb and the sig-
nificant fact that he carried no gun. "You
don’t look none like the kinda rider the
boss gen’ally hires.”

Charlie said, "Don’t 1?” He pulled his
saddle and blanket off. "Where'll | put
my horse where 1 can catch him up later?
1 may take a little ride aroun’ tonight.”

"'Stick him in this pen over here." The
old man hobbled in front of him to un-
latch a heavy hinged gate into a small cor-
ral where two other saddle horses munched
new-cut hay in feed troughs. Charlie slipped
the bridle off and slapped the roan on his
sweaty flank, sent him trotting into the
corral. "Where’ll 1 find the foreman?”

"Up to thuh bunkhouse, 1 reckon.” The
old man dragged his heavy foot back to the
barn and Charlie turned up the slope to the
bunkhouse.

The row of squatting figures did not
move as he approached. Complete silence
held them, though Charlie had an uneasy
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feeling that he had been the subject of
spirited discussion until he was close
enough to hear what was being said. They
were a h< ;t-bitten bunch, with none of the
joviality that generally characterizes the
Western cowboy as he relaxes before sup-
per after a hard day in the saddle. Charlie
met only cold, impersonal stares and blank
features as he walked up stolidly and
stopped in front of them. He rubbed his
blunt chin and asked mildly, "Which of
you is the foreman ?”

The man on the end of the row was
heavy-shouldered, with swarthy features
and a hooked nose that had a westward
slant to it. He, in common with two
others, wore two guns, and he was chew-
ing a straw between yellowed snag teeth.
He tilted the straw upward and looked past
the end of it up at Charlie thoughtfully,
then grunted, "I’m him. What yuh want?"

"Mr. Pelham,” said Charlie, carefully
suppressing his rising anger, ''said you’d
fix me up with supper and a place to bunk."

"What for? You a friend of his?”

"I’'m workin’ here.”

The foreman’s eyes traveled slowly down
from the crown of Charlie’s hat to the toes
of his boots. The third man on the fore-
man’s left snickered into the silence.
Charlie turned his head and considered him
gravely. He had a thin hatchet face and
a great deal of very thin nose that came to
such a sharp point it appeared to have been
filed that way. He had shifty eyes and he
kept blinking his lids as Charlie stared at
him.

"What,” asked Charlie gently, "is so
damn’ funny?”
"The idee of you workin’ here.” The

hatchet-faced puncher yawned and started
to get up. He was another of the three
who carried two guns in criss-crossed belts.
His hands went to the low holsters as he
stood up.

HARLIE Barnes leaped forward with
C tigerish agility surprisingly at vari-
ance with his mild expression and solid
build. He drove his right fist to the end of
the man’'s pointed jaw before he came fully
erect. The back of the gunman’s head
thumped solidly against the wall behind
him. He slid back to the ground slowly
and his eyeballs became glazed.

Teetering_pn the balls of his feet, Char-
lie demanded, "Anybody else feel like
laughin’?”
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Before the others could answer, the fore-
man ordered gruffly, "Lay off. If thuh boss
hired him, that’s the boss’ business.” He
jerked a thick thumb toward the doorway
of the bunkhouse. "Take the bunk at the
west end. Cookie’ll ring fer supper purty
quick.”

Charlie Barnes nodded stolidly. He
squatted on his heels in front of the others
lined up along the wall, and built himself
a cigarette with steady fingers. Hatchet-face
moaned and feebly essayed to sit up. He
wiggled his jaw with uncertain fingers and
mumbled, "Did a haws kick me?”

The man at the end of the row was a
smooth-faced youth with hot queasy eyes
and a surly mouth. He laughed jeeringly.
"Pull yore guns fust next time, Mart.”

No one else laughed nor said anything.
Charlie scratched a match and held the
flame to his cigarette. When it was draw-
ing well, he said, "l reckon maybe you-all
mistook what | was hired for. 1 don’t
claim to be a gun-hand, but it don’t look
like Pelham needs any more of them. I'm
gonna run the hay-cuttin® machine.”

"A danged farmhand,” the smooth-faced
lad jeered. "He don't belong bunkin’ with
us, Pat,” to the foreman. "Whyn’t you send
him up with the other hay-cutters?”

The foreman's reply was a surly grunt.
The man next to him answered, "Pat ain’t
fakin’ no chances of sendin' competition
tuh sleep up near-abouts Tonita. He’s done
give all us our awders tuh stay plumb
away from her. You know that, Billy,"
and the man next to the end from Billy,
bearded and red-faced, gibed, Pat’s big-
gest worry there is gonna be cuttin' out the
sheriff from town. He was here this aft-
ernoon, all dressed up in fancy duds, stakin'
out his claim.”

The foreman, Pat, -spat out his straw
and drawled derisively, "l ain’t worryin'
none aboot Tonita an’ the sheriff. I’'m takin’
her fer a ride in thuh hills tonight, an’
after she comes back she won't be int’rested
in the sheriff’s fancy duds no more.”

All of the men laughed coarsely, except
Mart, who was still tenderly rubbing his
jaw and darting *an occasional venomous
glance toward Charlie.

A yellow-skinned Chink came from the
rear door of the adobe ranch house and
lustily rang an iron cowbell to summon the
hands to dinner.

Charlie followed the others in morosely.
There were dark undercurrents here that

worried him no little. Tonita must be the
new Mexican girl both Les Edwards ancf
Henry Pelham had mentioned. A beautiful
young girl was as dangerous around a bunch
of gunmen like these as a spark in a keg
of black powder. Add the weak-chinned
possessor of a law-badge and mix well . . .
only God could know what sort of an
eruption would result.

And ail he wanted was a chance to re-
main on the ranch peacefully tor a few days
in the hope of intercepting the Rio Kid
before he rode blithely from El Paso into
a trap. But his plan to patrol the east
boundary at night to head oft the Kid
looked like it might already have hit a
snag. If the foreman was going to be rid-
ing with Tonita he wasn't likely to look
with favor upon the nocturnal prowling of
a new hand—it would look too much like
an attempt to spy on his love-making.

For the first time in his life Charlie
Barnes caught himself wishing he was not
so much a man of peace, longing for the
w'eight of a six-gun on his hip and the sure
ability to throw lead as fast as any
other man. He had a foreboding hunch
his fists weren’t going to be enough on the
Bar L.

CHAPTER VI

HE foreman stayed behind, talking to
the Chinese cook, after the others

I finished dinner. It had been a good
dinner, more and better grub than Charlie
Barnes put on the table for himself and his
hands, and he left the long pine table with
a feeling of well-fed satisfaction.

The soft coolness of an early night breeze
caressed his face outside the ranch house.
The others had strolled on ahead to the
bunkhouse, and he hesitated outside the
door, rolling a cigarette and glancing up
at fleecy white clouds scudding in front
of the moon.

A feeling of lethargic contentment was
hard to shake off. He found himself try-
ing to put off thoughts of the very serious
business that had brought him to the Bar L.
Mart had been surly and glum at the sup-
per table, but the others had acted as
though he weren’t there. He decided
they’d probably leave him alone in the fu-
ture if he left them alone. That’s all he
asked.

The soft thrumming of a guitar drifted
through the night from the Mexican quar-



ters farther up the hillside. After a mo-
ment a young girl’s rich voice joined the
guitar. She was singing Mi Probecita, and
the plaintive haunting sweetness ot the na-
tive folk-song brought a queer choking into
a lonely man’s throat when he listened to
it through the darkness.

Charlie wondered if it was Tonita singing,
whether she was a nice girl; and it she
wanted to go riding with Pat tonight. His
thoughts were vagrant and all mixed-up.
He hesitated to go on to the bunkhouse
where the others had mentioned a stud
poker game. He stayed there in the shadow
of the ranch house, and without warning
his gaze and his thoughts went toward the
Triangle A in the far distance.

There was acute pain in thinking ot
Peggy and Henry Pelham together. He
knew Peggy had been dismayed and disap
pointed when he allowed Henry Pelham
to order him away from the ranch. He
had seen the look of gladness in her eyes
there on the porch when he called Henry’s
hand. He hated to recall how that look
of gladness had given way to one ot dreary
despair when he agreed to take Pelham’s
offered job. But he defended himselt with
the thought that it was best she shouldn't
understand the motive that had prompted
him to accept the job. Only God knew
how the Rio Kid’s return would come out.
If it turned out badly Peggy would be
better off if she never knew.

The foreman came out ot the ranch house
carrying a tin basin of steaming hot water
extended in front of him. He passed Char-
lie without seeing him, went on toward
the bunkhouse to shave his swarthy face,
Charlie supposed, in preparation for his
date with Tonita.

Charlie hesitated a moment longer, then
angrily turned on his heel and strode up
the slope behind the bunkhouse toward
the quarters of the Mexican laborers. The
girl was singing again, a different song now,
one that Charlie did not recognize.

A small fire of dry mesquite roots crackled
in front of the Mexican quarters. Quiet
figures with colorful serapes around their
shoulders were grouped about the fire, and
the girl stood erect in front of the danc-
ing flames. The man who strummed a soft
accompaniment on his guitar was withdrawn
from the group, squatting on his heels in
the shadow of the house.

The girl was beautiful, and she was ex-
tremely young. Silhouetted against the fire-
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light, her figure showed lithe and slender.
She tilted her head to look at Charlie as
he entered the circle of firelight, and her
full, parted lips smiled at him with the
unaffected coquettishness ot an unawakened
child while rich melody continued to pour
from them.

No one spoke until her song was ended
and there were nods and grunts of appro-
bation from the silent figures -about the

fire. She stepped back out ot the firelight
and it seemed that a magical spell was
broken. A tall, grace-featured Mexican

arose and nodded courteously to Charlie.
In his native tongue, he said, "The Senor
is welcome among us.”

Charlie thanked him in the Mexican lan
guage, and said hesitantly, "I was attracted
here by the music. The song was beautiful.”

""Gracias, Senor.” There was a note of
pride in the tall Mexican’s voice. "It was
my Tonita who sang.” He added politely,
"The Senor is a new vaquero, no?”

"A new hand on the pay roll,” Charlie
told him simply. '"Hardly a vaquero. Not
the Bar L kind.”

The Mexican nodded his understanding
and offered him a corn-husk cigarette wrap-
ping and a sack of tobacco. Charlie squatted
beside him and rolled a long cigarillo. One
by one the other Mexicans about the fire
arose and quietly faded away.

"We are but lately come from Mexico to
cut the hay,” his host explained to Charlie.
"There are many things we do not under-
stand here . . some things we do not
like.”

"I'm to help you with the hay,” Charlie
explained hastily.  “Driving the cutting
machine.”

HE girl, Tonita, appeared momentarily,

passing through the outer circle of
firelight toward the corrals. The Mexican
by Charlie’s side stopped her with a sharp,
"Tonital”

She turned, poised as though for flight,
and Charlie had a fleeting impression of
an unbroken colt whirling and planting its
forefeet at the first feel ot a rope about its

neck. But she replied submissively, "Si,
Papa ?’

He asked sternly, ""Where are you going
in the night?”

A placid brown-faced woman came from
the shadows behind them. She spoke rap-
idly in a fiat monotone that held terror
in it. She told her husband that the fore-
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man had ordered Tonita to ride with him,
and she wrung her work-roughened hands
unhappily while she spoke.

"Por Dios,” muttered Tonita's father.
"This | do not like.”” He turned to Charlie
and murmured, 'You will excuse me,
Senor,”” then got up to grasp Tonita’s arm
and lead her away from the fire out of
earshot.

Charlie squatted by the fire and morosely
sucked on his cigarette while the murmur
of voices from father and daughter came
to him. He felt acutely ill at ease because
he, too, was an American like Pat who
had ordered the Mexican girl to ride with
him.

A burst of ribald merriment drifted up
the hillside from the riders' bunkhouse.
That would be the others, ribbing the fore-
man while he shaved for his date with
the girl.

Tonita’s father came back alone with a
measured stride. His features were set in
grim tight lines but he did not speak of
what troubled him.

He began to talk, instead, of tne haying
work ahead, with many gesticulations of
his sinewy hands and Hashing of his white
teeth. Yet, even while he spoke Charlie
knew his ears were open for sounds from
the corral, and once while he paused after
a sentence a twinge of pain crossed his
face when the hoofbeats of two horses trot-
ting away from the ranch came to them.

ft was not more than ten minutes after
that when a rider galloped up the road
from Chapparell and came directly to the
Mexican quarters without pausing at the
ranch or bunkhouse. It was Les Edwards,
his face flushed with drink and his eyes
bloodshot. He gave Charlie Barnes no sign
of recognition as he demanded, ""Where’s
Tonita? | told her 1'd be back to see her
tonight?”

The Mexican beside Charlie arose cour-
teously.  "'Si, Senor Sheriff, but she did
not know.

He was speaking Mexican and Edwards
interrupted him impatiently, "I can’t un-
derstand that lingo. Talk English.”

"Si, Senor. | wee! try.” The Mexican
nodded submissively. "Tonita, she ees . . .
I don’ know for how you say . . .”

"Tonita,” said Charlie roughly, "has gone
for a ride with the foreman. You got
here about ten minutes late, Les.”

Les Edwards gave a startled exclamation
as he looked directly at Charlie for the

first time and recognized him. "What are
you doing here?” he demanded. "You had
a hand in this, Barnes?”

Charlie laughed sardonically. ”A hand

in what? Getting Tonita away from your
filthy hands? Maybe 1 would have, except
I don’t figure she’s any better off with
Pat.”

Les Edwards cursed luridly. In terse sen-
tences he told them what he would do to
Pat for trying to steal his girl. Then he
asked thickly, ""Which way’d they go?”

"That way." Charlie pointed in the di-
rection the two trotting horses had taken.
Edwards reined his horse away from the
fire and spurred in the direction Charlie
had pointed. '

The girl's father gazed after him, shak-
ing his bead sadly. "This is not good,

Senor.” It is evil for Tonita. | feel it
here.” He put his hand over his heart.
"It ain’t good," he agreed. "Excep’ may-

be he and Pat’ll kill each other an’ that
sure won’t be no loss.” He stood up and
placed his hand on the Mexican’s shoul-
der. "Reckon 1 might mosey along too, to
sorta keep an eye on things. If anything
happens I'll try my best to see Tonita gets
home safe.”

The father’s eyes thanked him wordlessly.
He stood there like a statue while Charlie
strode away, but he hadn't gone more than
ten paces when he heard the Mexican is-
suing crisp orders to someone to saddle up
his burro at once.

HARLIE continued on to the corral
C thoughtfully. The Bar L range was
sure due to be overcrowded tonight. He
hoped to God the Rio Kid wouldn’t pop
up unexpectedly to complicate matters
further. Les Edwards was a crazy fool to
go looking for trouble with Pat while he
was half drunk. The foreman was a gun-
killer if Charlie had ever seen one. Les
wouldn’t be any match for him dead sober.

And that reminded Charlie that he was
totally unarmed. He’d be sticking his neck
into something if he rode out there without
even a saddle-gun to protect himself with.

He hesitated with his hand on the gate
where his roan was penned, then turned
back toward the bunkhouse.

In the yellow light of a kerosene lan-
tern hung from a rafter the five Bar L
hands were sitting around an improvised
poker table when Charlie entered the door.
Billy glanced up at him with a sneer as he



threw a hand of cards down. "Here’s the
farmer wantin’ to join us, | reckon."

"Nope," Charlie disclaimed. *I’'m only
wantin’ to borrow a shootin' iron. You,
Mart.” He fixed his cold gaze on the
hatchet-faced man whom he had knocked
down outside the bunkhouse. "You’ve got
a couple you don’t go for very fast. How
about loanin’ me one of ’em?”

All of them around the poker table had
divested themselves of their guns before
starting play, and their belts and holsters
hung on nails over their bunks. Mart
started to snarl an angry 'No,” then
changed his mind and asked with a leer:

"Whatcha wanta gun for tonight?”

"Les Edwards just rode out lookin’ for
Pat an’ that Mex girl,” Charlie explained
swiftly. "I aim to follow an’ try to stop

any trouble an’ | reckon I’ll fee! better
with a six-shooter handy.”
The bearded puncher guffawed loudly

and urged Mart, "Loan him yore gun an’
let him get his fingers burnt for tryin’ tuh
playnursemaid.”

""Shore,” Mart agreed instantly. "Go to
it, hayman. There’s both my guns . ..
hangin’ over yonder bunk.”

"I won’t need but one,” Charlie told him
pljcidly. He stepped around the poker
table and got Mart's belt carrying the right-
hand holster, strapped it about his waist
and hurried out without another word. A
wave of derisive laughter followed him out
to the corral, and he thought to himself
angrily that he didn’t blame them any. A
fellow that horned into another man’s busi-
ness in Arizona was always a fool , . . but
this was one time when another man’s
business was his own.

He grabbed up his bridle and went
through the gate, whistling softly to his
roan who came forward to nuzzle him.

The other two horses that had been
penned with the roan were gone now. Rid-
den, Charlie supposed, by Pat and Tonita.

He slid the bit into the horse’s mouth
and led him out, threw the saddle on and
mounted. Not more than twenty minutes
behind Les Edwards, he followed the young
sheriff into the vast emptiness of the Ari-
zona night.

CHAPTER VII

HE RIO KID- rode alertly down the

I long slope, with shortened reins
that held Thunderbolt to a jumpy

lope, head up and vigilant gaze raking the
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moonlight-drenched terrain for signs of
trouble ahead.

He had ridden into danger often like
this in the past three years, driven by a
sharp unease of spirit that found a sort of
anodyne in physical combat, goaded by a
reckless daring that could be assuaged only
by the pitting of his own life against heavy
odds.

He was motivated by no such mood as
he rode down into the Bar L pasture to-
night. He knew that reckless daring would
avail him nothing here where the odds
would be a hundred guns against one if he
were seen and recognized. He had promised
himself he would use the utmost caution
on his return to Chapparell, but the chal-
lenge of the locked iron gates and the sin-
gle mysterious shot in the night had been
too strong for him to resist. The old im-
pulse to dare boldly everything had hold of
him again, and his only concession to cau-
tion was a tight rein on Thunderbolt and
open-eyed vigilance as he rode onward.

He sensed rather than saw movement on
his left and in front of him. Mesquite and
catclaw grew sparsely here, and in the
moonlight the single stunted bushes as-
sumed all manner of grotesque shapes so
it was difficult to distinguish the real from
the imaginary.

He reined Thunderbolt down to a walk,
leaning forward along his satiny neck and
speaking soothing words into the black
stallion’s sensitive ears while his gaze
searched ahead and to the left where he
had discerned movement.

He saw it again. A rider on a fleet horse
streaking through the brush at an angle
away from him. The horse was dark, but
had a blazed forefoot that showed clearly
in the moonlight when gaps in the bushes
allowed clear view.

There was a suggestion of terror in the
swift flight of the horseman, or so it
seemed to the Rio Kid whose perceptions
were sensitized by the danger into which
he rode. He didn’t know what made him
feet that way. A fleeting instinct came to
him, perhaps the actual scent of panic in
his keen nostrils, a vibration of fear cast
off by the fleeing rider who was swiftly
drawing away from him without being
aware of his presence.

He touched Thunderbolt’s smooth sides
with blunt spurs to send the black lunging
in pursuit, again impelled by instinct rather
than by conscious thought.
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Astride the fastest mount in the South-
west, the Rio Kid rapidly dosed the gap
separating him from the galloping rider.
He rode erect, loose in the saddle, exultant
with the rush of air against his face, sud-
denly eager to make his first contact with
(he old life.

He drew a gun and urged more speed
from Thunderbolt when he saw the white-
blur of a face turned back toward him from
the rider ahead and knew that his pursuit
had been noted.

Momentarily he expected a flash of fire
from the unknown rider who was being
rapidly overtaken and he was prepared to
return the fire, but no lead came singing
back at him.

There was only the rhythmic thud ot
eight hooves spurning the ground, and as
he and Thunderbolt drew nearer, the
wheezing breath of the hard-ridden horse
ahead.

The rider looked slim and youthful in
the moonlight, leaning over his horse's neck
to urge a last burst of speed from the tir-
ing animal, and the look ot grim resolu-
tion on the Kid’s face changed to one of
blank amazement as Thunderbolt ranged
up alongside the other horse and he caught
his first real glimpse of the rider's face.

The thin oval of Tonita’s face was pale
and strained as she darted a despairing
glance sideways. Her, eyes were dilated
and enormous, tortured with fear, and the
recollection of them was to torment the
Kid for days to come.

iscovering the night rider to be
’Q a beautiful girl gave a touch of un-
and of madness to the whole scene,

and the Kid's thoughts reeled under the im-
pact of surprise. He checked Thunderbolt
to gallop beside the girl, holstered his gun
and lifted his fingers to the brim of his
hat, stammering, '"‘Howdy, Miss. | reckon

. well, howdy.”

Her horse was faltering in his stride,
wheezing brokenly and rapidly slowing to
a trot. When the girl made no reply but
looked straight ahead, tossing her head as
though in anger or contempt, the Rio Kid
leaned forward from his sadle and caught
her bridle rein, firmly pulling her horse
down to a walk and then to a full stop, say-
ing soberly, "No use runnin’ him plumb
off his laigs, Miss. He’ll be awright if you
let him blow a bit. I'll just keep these
here reins till he catches his breath.”

It wasn't until she spoke to him in Span-
ish that he realized the girl wasnt an
American. She angrily demanded his rea-
son for interfering and stopping her ride,
and her dark eyes flashed sultry wrath while
the Spanish sibilants sizzled from her lips.

When the Rio Kid replied to her in
Spanish as fluent as her own some ot the
outraged anger left her face though her
young bosom continued to heave up and
down while her breath panted in and out
between tight lips.

He had just been riding through, the
Kid explained smoothly, when he heard a
pistol shot. Then, when he had seen her
fleeing away through the night, well . . .
he shrugged his shoulders. Being a
stranger and all, he had thought he'd better

investigate. That was all. And would the
Senorita be pleased to explain ?”

Tonita’s slender  shoulders  drooped
wretchedly beneath the Kid’s searching

gaze. He saw that she was a mere child,
and horribly frightened. But her tut! lips
gamely tried to form a smile that was meant
to be coquettish and she impulsively laid
a trembling warm hand on his arm.

"Es nada, Senor,” she breathed rapidly.

"It is nothing at all. 1 was riding with a

a friend and he shot at a coyote. That
was the sound you hc-ard.” And her horse
was gun-shy, she went on to explain rapid-
ly, and had bolted and run away. That was
all. Truly it was. ”£s verdad, Senor,” with
a tremolo in her voice that implored him
to believe her story.

The Rio Kid knew she was lying. Her
voice held nuances of fear that would have
told him she was lying even if he hadn't
seen her desperately trying to outpace him
on a horse that certainly had not been run-
ning away out of control.

He said nothing, however, but drew his
off-gun and fired it into the ground with-
out warning. Her jaded mount reacted to
the gun-shot with only a weary twitch of
his ears. The Kid holstered his gun and
said matter of-factly, "Your horse seems to
have got all over being gun-shy.”

Crimson flooded her pale cheeks. She
caught her lower lip between firm teeth
that glistened white in the moonlight.
Then she tossed her head and said stiffly,
"If the Senor chooses to disbelieve me,
Tonita cannot help that. 1 will go now.”

The Kid shook his head and caught her
bridle rein again. "l don’t think it’s safe
for you to be riding around alone. I'll go



with you. Has a Mexican outfit taken over
the Bar L?"

Her face showed fear again, and rising
anger. But she repressed both, replying to
his question, ""But, no. Senor Pelham owns
this ranch. My father and others have
come from Mexico to work in the hay-
field.”

"Pelham? Hay-field?" the Kid repeated
stupidly. He came to a sudden decision,
started to turn both horses about. "'l reckon
we’d better back-track you and see just
what’s back there where the shooting was.”

He jerked his head up and listened in-
tently as he turned the horses about. A
furtive sound drifted through the night
silence from behind. Something was mov-
ing almost soundlessly on their trail; a
four-footed animal from the- sound, yet
not heavy enough for a horse.

Tonita glanced at him swiftly when he
checked the horses. She saw the look ol
questioning on his face, heard the sounds
too, and recognized them.

She swayed in the saddle toward him,
and before the Rio Kid was aware of her
intention two soft arms clasped him about
the neck and she was clinging to him
tightly, half-lifted_ out of her saddle.

He started a confused protest, but warm
lips were seeking his, the soft flesh of her
young breasts was crushed against his body
and when he unwillingly lowered his eyes
to hers he saw a starry brightness reflected
from hers that swept his mind of every
other thought save an answering passion
to possess the lips offered to him.

The blood pounded hotly through his
veins, blacking out every other sound. He
was young and lonely, and his youth re-
sponded to Tonita’s. There was a fresh-
ness and a virginal purity about her lips
that no man could mistake, and his arms
went around her lithe body, crushing her
closer and closer while the madness took
full possession of his senses. He was, after
all, only a young man who had been denied
the normal companionship of decent girls,
and there was a fierce hunger within him
that was not easily sated.

Tonita was young and unversed in love.
She had seen lust in the eyes of men when
they looked at her, and she knew those
men and their desires were bad. But she
knew instinctively that this tall lean-featured
young rider was not bad. Though she
.had first given her lips to him as a desper-
ate sacrifice to draw his attention from those
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gueer sounds on the trail behind them, she
found her first kiss from a man far from
an unpleasant experience. She let herself
go lax in his tight grip, and the strength
and resistance were drained out of her body.
Her lips were responding to the pressure
of his, fervidly and without shame. She
wondered confusedly why her parents had
warned her against giving her caresses to
a man, and in the splendor of the momen,
she was fiercely glad she had chosen this
method of covering her father’s approach
on his soft-footed burro.

HE KID held her tightly in the moon-

light for many minutes with his mouth
pressed tightly down upon her lips. When
he slowly relaxed his grip and she slid
back into her own saddle a sense of high
exaltation gripped him. It wasn’t love. He
was far too cynical and understanding to
fall into that trap on the spur of the mo-
ment, but there was a shaky feeling of
emptiness inside of him, and every other
consideration was swept away by the poign-
ant realization that this something had been
stolen out of his youth when he rode into
Mexico on the renegade trail.

While he stared at Tonita, seeking to
form words that would express his true
feelings, she breathed a soft, ""Adios Senor,”
that had a lilting note but nothing of mock-
ery in it, then dapped silver spurs to her
rested mount and galloped away without
another word toward the Bar L.

The Kid started to follow her, then
checked his first impulse. He moodily
rolled a dgarette while his gaze watched
her erect figure merge with the haze of
moonlit radiance. He didn’t dare ride into
the Bar L. Not yet. And there was
still the unexplained mystery of that gun-
shot back along the trail from whence she
had come.

He had forgotten all about the queer
pattering sound behind them when be
wheeled Thunderbolt into Tonita’s back trail
and began following it at a fast trot. He
leaned from the saddle to watch for the
tracks kicked up by her galloping horse,
and it wasn’t until a few hundred yards
away when the tracks of an unshod burro
joined those of her horse that he recalled
the sounds he had heard just before she
flung her arms about his neck.

He pulled Thunderbolt up sharply and
frowned down at the message written for
him to sec in the soft sand. The burro
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had followed Tonita, had turned off from
her trail at that point, angling off toward
the Bar L on a wide circle to avoid the
point where he had held Tonita in his arms.

It was all as clear to him as though he
were reading a letter with everything ex-
plained in words that he could read. Some-
one had been following Tonita on a burro.
She must have heard the light hoofbeats
when he did, and instantly recognized what
they meant. To prevent him from seeing
the burro-rider, she had thrown her arms
about his neck and pulled his lips down to
hers.

The Rio Kid grinned down wryly at
the burro tracks. So, that explained her
action. Somehow, he wasn’t wholly dis-
pleased. It gave reason and meaning to
the madness of the scene. Apd he couldn’t
rid himself of the thought that no matter
what had prompted her to do it, she hadn’t
pulled away from him quite as fast as she
might after the danger was averted. In
fact, he reminded himself that she hadn't
pulled away from him at all. It wasn’t
a bad beginning for his home-coming. He
started up again on the back-trail, humming
a little tune as he rode, more at peace
with himself and with the world than he
had been for three harrowing years.

Thunderbolt tossed his head and snorted
nervously when they had followed the trail
of horse and burro not more than half
a mile, about to the point where the
shot had sounded, the Rio Kid guessed.

He pulled the nervous stallion to a walk,
standing in the stirrups to peer ahead
through the moonlight.

A horse nickered in front of them and the
Kid’s pulse leaped with excitement. May-
be that would be Charlie Barnes. He
called out softly but received no answer.

Then he saw the horse, saddled but rider-
less, standing patiently with drooping head
beside the trail.

And a little beyond there was the dark
blur of a figure lying on the ground.

The Rio Kid swung out of the saddle
and dropped Thunderbolt’s reins, strode for-
ward with his hands on his guns, alert for
any sign of a trap.

But the man who lay face down in the
trail was not likely to bother anyone again.
There was a bullet hole in his back under
the right shoulder blade, and blood had
soaked into the dry sand under him.

The Kid turned the dead body over—and
stared down with wide disbelieving eyes at

a silver star that reflected moonlight from
the dead man’s vest.

For a long time he stared at that star
as though hypnotized, not daring to look
at the man’s face, fighting back a crazed
feeling that this was three years ago, that
he was a frightened kid kneeling in the
trail by Sheriff Edwards’ body again.

Things blurred before his staring eyes and
went out of focus. He gritted his teeth and
wondered if he was losing his sanity.

This wasn’t three years ago. This was
now. But that star! He could swear it
was the same silver badge.

His hands were clenched so tightly that
the fingernails dug into the calloused flesh
of his palms. Though there was a cool
breeze on his face, streams of sweat ran
down his cheeks and dripped off his chin.

He forced his eyes to open wide, and
he made them turn away from the hypnotic
influence of that lawman’s star of silver
that blinked up at him malignantly.

His gaze slid up to the dead man's face
and remained riveted there.

Les Edwards! Son of the man whom he
was accused of murdering three years ago.

And here he was, the first night of his
return, kneeling over the son’s body— shot
through the back as his father had been.

CHAPTER VIII

Rio Kid
Les Ed-

OR A LONG time the

knelt, unmoving, beside

wards’ dead body. The shock of
the corpse's identity left him numbed,
without the ability to think or to act.

He hadn’t known Les very well in the
old days. There was no grief in suddenly
coming upon him dead. If it hadn't been
for the fact that he wore that silver star
—his father’s star—the Kid would have
been totally unmoved by his discovery. Vio-
lent death was nothing new to him. He
was on intimate terms with Death in all
its various guises.

Suddenly he found that his breath was
coming in rasping jerks, that he was curs-
ing in a slow, cold monotone there alone
in the moonlight.

This was too much, by God, Once be-
fore, three years ago, fate had tricked him
in exactly the same way. He had given
in that time. He had been a frightened kid
who didn’t know any better. Now, he
wasn’t a frightened kid any longer. This



time he wouldn't flee across the Border
without defending himself.

Then all the ghastly implications of the
affair burst upon his senses like an explod-
ing bombshell. He was trapped now,
tighter than he had been that previous
time. With the old charge of murdering
the father still hanging over his head, who
would believe he had not also murdered the
son—shot from behind on the moment of
the Kid’s return?

The numbness slowly went out of him
and he relaxed back on his haunches. He
made himself a cigarette with nimble fin-
gers while his thoughts followed trails of
cold remorseless logic. No use cursing the
fate that had drawn him here at this pre-
cise moment. The harm was done now.
What came next?

He put away all thought of flight. He
had traveled a long trail back and he’d be
damned if he'd give up his dream without
a fight.

But every turning from this point was
fraught with unknown perils. If he simply
rode away and left Les Edwards lying
there to be discovered later—what then?

What about the Mexican girl? Would
she tell of meeting him there in the night?
The mere proof of his presence near the
scene of Les Edwards’ death would be
enough to hang the crime on him in the
minds of all those already convinced of
his previous guilt.

What about the Mexican girl?

The question pounded through his mind.
He had back-trailed her to this point. There
was no doubt that she had been with or
near Les Edwards when he died. He knew
she had lied about her horse being gim-sby
and bolting when her companion shot at a
coyote. She had obviously been panic-
stricken.

Even as a young lad, the Rio Kid re-
called, Les had made himself a bad repu-
tation with the- girls. He was the type
who might easily have turned into a woman-
chaser as he matured. It was perfectly
plausible to presume that he had inveigled
the beautiful young Mexican girl to ride
with him in the moonlight—had insulted
her and she had gunned him in self-
protection.

But she wasn’t armed when the Kid
stopped her. Still she had had plenty of
time and might have discarded her weapon.

What about the mysterious burro rider
whose trail also led away from the dead
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body? The burro marked the rider as a
Mexican in all probability.

The Rio Kid sucked deeply on his cig-
arette and his gray eyes glinted as he nodded
to himself.

That looked like the plausible answer.
She had been followed on her night ride
by a member of her own race, a member
of her family, perhaps. He knew the
fierce loyalty that binds Mexican families.
He knew the savage paternal instinct that
guards a young daughter's chastity. He
could easily visualize what must have
happened.

That’s why Tonita had thrown herself
into his arms to prevent him from seeing
the burro rider. She knew what had hap-
pened back there, knew the danger to her
guardian if it was discovered that he had
killed an American sheriff—even though
the lethal shot had been fired to protect
her honor.

The Kid’s face became grim and hard in
the moonlight. He knew the average Ari-
zonian’s hatred for their brown-skinned
neighbors across the Border. He had been
reared in that atmosphere of hatred, and
it had required a sojourn among the Mex-
icans to cause him to drop his own preju-
dices against the race. He had found
them to be an honest industrious people,
honorable and peace-loving, and he had
learned to respect and admire them during
his three years in exile.

But he was one of the few Americans
who felt that way. Along the Border, any
Mexican girl was regarded as fair prey
by the American punchers. They weren't
supposed to resist insults; and for a Mexi-
can father to have the temerity to shoot
down an American even in defense of his
daughter’s honor would be regarded as
murder.

The Kid shook his head angrily and spun
his dead cigarette away. He bad a cer-
tain code of ethics that rebelled at the
thought of sacrificing a Mexican to the
intolerant hatred of his countrymen even to
clear himself of suspicion.

He couldn’t do that to Tonita. Not to
the sweet young girl who had given him
her lips back there in the moonlight.

IS hard lips twitched into a smile of
H mockery at himself as he reached
that decision. By God, he was all at once
turning noble. The Rio Kid, rated as one
of the toughest hombres to ever ride the
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owl-hoot trail, was going to cover up for
a Mexican, though it might be his own neck
for so doing.

It was funny as hell, all right. But his
laughter didn't carry much humor. It was
a sardonic challenge to the trick of fate
that had brought all this about. Maybe
this was his chance to make up for a lot
of things in his past he would prefer to
forget. It was hard to believe it was mere
coincidence that had brought him to Les
Edwards’ side tonight. There had to be
some meaning beshind it. Maybe there
was a just God, after all. Maybe he was
being given this one chance to perform a
decent act to wipe out all his past sins.

He wasn’t very good at philosophy. He
would have thrown back his head and
jeered at anyone else saying the things he
himself was thinking. Let it go that he
was stuck anyway, and it wouldn’t do any
good to drag the Mexicans into it

He stiffened suddenly as a faint sound
came to his ears from behind. A dry
mesquite bean cracking under a soft foot-
step. He had been so engrossed in his
own bitter musings that he had let his
guard down. Now the sound came from a
point not more than ten feet away.

Even as he tensed and his hands darted
to his guns, a drawling voice warned, "I’ll
drill you if you move. Put yore hands
on top of yore head an’ hold ’em there.”

The Rio Kid snorted with disgust at his
own damn' foolishness in getting caught so
easily. But there wasn’t any good in him
getting shot from behind and joining Les
Edw'ards on the trail. He slowly lifted his
hands away from his guns and clasped them
together over the peaked crown or his hat.

He heard stealthy movement behind him,
coming closer, and he waited stolidly with-
out turning his head until first one holster
and then the other was relieved of its
weight.

He heard his captor breathe deeply with
relief and then step back. He dropped
his hands and turned his head slowly to
look at the man behind him.

The deep breath of relief turned into a

gasp of astonishment: "Hugh! Hugh
Aiken.”
The Kid said, 'Howdy, Charlie. This

is a right onfriendly way for an’ old friend
to act after | ain’t seen you for so long.”

"Hugh,” Charlie Barnes stammered again.
He looked beyond the Kid at the body of
Les Edwards and a swift expression of

revulsion crossed his stolid features. He
shuddered and looked down at the Kid’s
two guns in his hands. '"What are you
doing here, Hugh?”

"l wrote you | was cornin’.
get my letter)”

Charlie nodded unhappily. "Today.”

"An’you come out tuh meet the tonight?”
Gladness edged the Kid’s voice, T knew
I could count on you, Charlie. 1 reckon
yo’re the only one hereaboots | can count
on.”

Did you

"That’s . . . Les Edwards lyin’ there,
isn’t it?”
The Kid nodded cheerfully. "'Shot

through the back.”

Charlie shuddered again.
He paused, unable to go on.

"Yep.” The Kid’s voice hardened, "jest
like his Pappy before him. Seems like
them Edwards will never learn to dodge bul-
lets from behind.” Beneath the bantering
tone of his voice was a fierce note of
questioning.

"This is hell,” Charlie exploded help-
lessly. "You won’t dare show yourself
now. Not after this.” He gestured to
ward the corpse with one of the Kid’s
guns.

The Rio Kid reached a sinewy hand for
itt. He plucked the .45 out of Charlie's
unresisting hand and reached for the other
one, muttering, "l’'ve got so | feel sorta
undressed without my guns.” He slid
them into their holsters, then said roughly,
"Maybe it’s better with Les dead. | notice
he's wearin’ his daddy’s star, big as life.
Les always hated me. 1 reckon | shore
wouldn’t of had much chance with him

"Just like . .

bein' sheriff.”
“Is that why . . . you gunned him?”
"Who said | did ?”
"Are you going to deny it, Hugh?”
Charlie shook his head sadly. "l’ve always

been willing to believe maybe Sheriff Ed-
wards’ death was an accident or somethin’,
But two accidents just don’t happen to two
sheriffs . . . father an’ son . . . exactly the
same way."

There it was. Just as the Kid had fore-
seen it would be. Even his old and trusted
friend refused to accept the possibility of
such an absurd coincidence.

The Kid's resolution hardened. What
was the use of denying it? To do so
might only cause trouble for Tonita—and
wouldn’t do him any good.



He changed the subject abruptly by ask-
ing, "You seen Peggy lately?”

"Yeh. Yeh, sure. Just this afternoon 1
rode by the Triangle A,”

"You an’ her ain’t . . . yo re not married,
huh?”

"Nope. Not yet.”

The Kid frowned at a hurried evasive
note in Charlie's voice. "How’s she get-
tin’ on?”

“She’s doin’ all right. Fine.” The heart-
iness of Charlie’s response was overdone.
The Kid drew his own conclusion from the
reply, and it was not a pleasant one. He
winced at the thought ot the unhappiness
he must have brought to his sister, and
again changed the subject:

"How do things stand for me hereaboots?
On that old charge, I mean.”

"It don’t look good,” Charlie told him
deliberately. ""The poster is still up in the
postoffice, They found your gun dose to
Sheriff Edwards’ body that night, you
know.”

"Yeh,” the Kid said gruffly. "1 reck-
oned they had.” He hesitated, then said,
"I didn't kill him, Charlie.”

"Well, all that’s water under the bridge
now.” Charlie spoke as though he pre-
ferred not to pursue the subject. "Folks
aren’t going to ask whether you killed the
old man or not when they find Les dead

, and know you were in the Bar L
pasture when it happened.”

"What aboot the Bar L?” the fod de-
manded. "'Someone ranchin’ it now?”

"Yeh. Feller name of Henry Pelham.
Come in two or three years ago an’ stocked
it with good stuff. He’s been doin’ mighty
good.”

"How aboot gettin’ his stuff rustled?"

"He don’t seem to have any trouble that
way,” Charlie admitted after a faint hesi-
tation. ""He hires some tough gunhands,
an’ has built extra heavy fences.”

"Locked with padlocks? But 1 never
saw a fence that ’ keep out rustlers before.
Say his name’s Henry Pelham?”

"That’s right. No one knows where he
drifted in from.”

E Rio Kid said, ”"H-m-m.” He
squatted down on his heels and slowly
rolled a cigarette, bis frowning gaze fixed
on the horizon as though something puzzled
him.
After a long silence he gave a jerk and
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asked, "Who found Sheriff Edwards that
night ... an’ my gun?”

"Pete Trobridge. He was on his way
back to Bloody Gap that night. . . .”

"U-m-m. Trobridge? Runs the saloon
in Bloody Gap?”

"That’s rightt He swore you passed
him riding hell-bent toward the Border
without pausin’ to pass the time o’ day.
And around the bend he come on Sheriff
Edwards . . . shot through the back . . .
an’ yore gun laying near by with one empty
cartridge. Being as how Edwards was
headed that way to arrest you, an’ you’d
swore you wouldn’t be arrested . , . well,
there didn't seem to be much doubt what’d

happened.” Charlie Barnes spread out his
hands expressively.
"l reckon not,” the Rio Kid agreed.

His brow was furrowed with deep thought.

"What did happen that night, Hugh?
Last | saw of you was when you tore away
from the dance to meet Sheriff Edwards
on the trail, cussin’ a blue streak.”

The Kid shook his head and his frown
deepened. "I was purty drunk. Things
have always been mixed up when 1 try
to remember. | know | didn’t gun him.
I met some feller in the trail before I
come on Edwards. | don’t remember meet-
in” Trobridge afterwards, but 1 was high-
tailin' it so fast | mighta passed without
seein” him,”

Charlie nodded. "l reckon you did aw-
right. He described that new yellow an’
red neck-scarf you was wearin’ at the dance

. one he hadn’t never seen before."

"l don’t even know who the feller was
I met fust,” the Kid admitted dismally,
"pbut | reckon he was the Kkiller. Like 1
say, | was purty drunk till 1 come on Ed-
wards layin' in the trail daid. That so-
bered me up plenty. Then | found out Id
lost my gun an’ | got panicked. | fig-
gered it was thereaboots somewheres, but
I couldn’t find it when | hunted. | was
a damned fool, but all I could think ot
right then was gettin’ acrost the Border
, . . S0 | got.”

“"That wasn’t so foolish,” Charlie told
him gravely. “More’n likely you’d been
strung up if you’d stayed around.” He
shook his head and sighed deeply, 1 don’t
see how you figgered you could prove your-
self out of it by cornin’ back.”

"If 1 could find out who that was | met
on the trail I'd prove it,” said the Kid
grimly. "l thought I'd snoop around . . .
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you an’ me both ... an’ maybe after all
this time the Kkiller’d let somethin’ slip,
feelin’ safe like he does, with all the blame
on me."

"l can try my best,”” said Charlie doubt-
fully. "But this second Killin’ ties you
right up in a knot, looks like.”

"Why does it?"" the Rio Kid scowled.
"Don't nobody need know | was here to-
night. | can hide out for a time.”

Charlie's worried expression cleared some-
what.  “1 guess you can, at that. How
about that line shack up in Hidden Valley
where you an’ me used to camp out on
hunting trips when we were kids? | don’t
reckon anyone ever goes near there now.”

"That'll be a good place. 1 can ride
there tonight an’ you can slip up an’ bring
me some grub tomorrow." The Kid hesi-
tated and a shadow crossed his face. "l'd
like mighty well to see Peggy first."

"Don’t do it. Not till things’re cleared

up.”
“You reckon . . . you think she . . .
hates me?" asked the Rio Kid wistfully.
For the moment all his defenses were down
and he was no longer the two-gunned des-
perado of the Border. He was a young
man hungering for the comforting news
that his sister still believed in him, that
her faith had been strong enough to en-
dure for three years.

"Not that,” Charlie assured him awk-
wardly. "It's only that . . . well . .. you
know Peggy's got a mind of her own. And

it ain’t been easy on her with only old
crippled Hank Creenow to help out. She’s
changed, Hugh. She ain’t a little girl any-
more, She’s thinner, and she’s . . . she's
turned hard, Hugh. 1 don’t hardly feel like
I know her any more.”

The Rio Kid nodded. He covered his
hurt and disappointment by stretching his
arms and yawning. He glanced overhead at
the moon and stars and muttered, "Id
better mosey along to Hidden Valley. Ill
hole up at that old shack until you come
to bring me some word. An’ you’d better
get outter here, too,” he added harshly.
"l know what can happen when a man gets
too friendly with a corpse that’s been shot
through the back. Twouldn't do for you
to tell why you were out here tonight.”

He arose and held out his hand. Charlie
gripped it tightly, stood there and watched
him mount his black stallion and head north-
ward into the mountains to the hidden shack

which they had frequented as youngsters

together.

H in a straight chair tilted back
against the wall of the tiny living

room and through an open dcor into the

kitchen approvingly watched Peggy fixing

supper.

With her sleeves rolled up and her thin
face warmly flushed by the heat of the
roaring wood range, she made a pretty
picture of domesticity.

With the proper clothes and a little more
flesh on her bones she would grace any
man’s home, Henry Pelham told himself
with satisfaction. She would take on the
needed flesh soon enough after changing
her diet from the sourdough biscuits, boiled
frijoles and salt meat she was now prepar-
ing for supper; and hd had the money to
buy her all the clothes her heart could
desire.

It would be a pleasure to spend money
on Peggy—who had done without every-
thing but the barest necessities of life these
past few years. Pelham let his thoughts
roam into the future with speculative pleas-
urableness. What a delight it would he to
introduce this simple ranch girl to the cities
with their big stores overflowing with the
treasures of the earth; to witness her wide-
eyed astonishment at the luxury of the ho-
tels and dining cars.

He was glad that he would be able to
give all those things to his wife, and her
gratitude and happiness would be sufficient
recompense—at first. Later, she would come
to love him. He had no fear of the ulti-
mate outcome of the projected marriage. He
understood human nature and the ways of
the world well enough to take his chances
on love. In the years to cornc- Peggy would
look back upon tonight as the luckiest mo-
ment in her life. She would contrast the
pleasant pampered ways of her new life
with what might have been had she married
some such fellow as Charlie Barnes, for in-
stance, and would know she had made a
wise decision.

Men like Charlie Barnes were all right—e
in their place, but Pelham had the good-
natured contempt for them that every ruth-
lessly strong man has for the plodding fail-
ures of the world.

Peggy’s voice brought him back from his

CHAPTER IX

ENRY PELHAM sat comfortably



musings. She had opened the rear door
and was calling Hank to supper from the
bunkhouse. The time-honored call of the
West: '"Come and get it before 1 throw
it out and wash the skillet."

Henry Pelham smiled and yawned. He’d
keep old Hank Greenow on as foreman of
the Triangle A, he decided. Hank was a
good cowman of the old school. A loyal
old fellow, too. He knew Hank hated and
distrusted him, but the old fellow would
come around all right. A little cash money
would accomplish wonders with a crippled
old codger like Hank. And Peggy would
appreciate his generosity in keeping Hank
on as foreman.

He heard Hank’s footsteps coming from
the bunkhouse. They stopped outside the
kitchen door. Pelham couldn’t hear what
he said to Peggy, but he heard her pleading
reply, "Please, Hank. Come on in to the
table with us."

The only word he could distinguish in
Hank’s surly reply was his own name, but
it was evidently a downright refusal to join
them at the supper table, for Peggy turned
away from the open door with drooping
shoulders, and the flush had been driven
from her face.

Henry Pelham arose and walked into the
kitchen. Peggy had lifted a tin plate down
from the shelf and was ladling out a gen-
erous helping of frijoles from the pot steam-
ing on the range.

Pelham smiled indulgently as he entered
the kitchen. "Let me speak to Hank. Per-
haps | can persuade him he won’t be con-
taminated if he eats supper with me.”

Peggy darted him a frightened glance and
shook her head vigorously, placing a warn-
ing finger on her lips.

But Pelham disregarded the signal and
strode to the door. Hank glared at him
without speaking, a dour, silent figure in
the soft moonlight.

“ MATING me isn't getting you any-

m ® where,” Pelham told the old man
with bluff heartiness. "You only make Miss
Aiken unhappy. Come on in, Hank, and
bury the hatchet. | want to talk to you
about my plans for building up the Tri-
angle A. You'll still be in charge, of
course.”

Hank turned his head aside and spit
into the dust. "l aint» got nothin’ to talk
over with you.”

"Come on, now,” Pelham urged good-

Tw*4i« IS® Kid 41

naturedly. "I’m not poison even if 1 have
made the Bar L pay while you've let the
Triangle A run down. Let's be friends
and plan for the future together.” He
stepped out with extended hand.

Hank glared at him and crossed his right
arm across his chest, wiry fingers clenching
the stump of his left arm.

"You ain’t foolin® me none, Pelham, ’
he snarled with concentrated venom. “You
kin mebby pull the wool over a gal’s eyes,
but | weren't born yestiddy. | got a good
idee of what goes on over to thuh Bar L,
an’ we ain't havin’ none on thuh Triangle A.
I'll thank you tuh git outta thuh way an’
let Miss Peggy give me my supper.”

"Please, Henry. Don’t rile him up,”
Peggy’s imploring voice sounded behind
him.

He controlled his anger with an effort
and stepped aside to let Peggy hand the
irascible old foreman a plate of beans and
salt pork with two sourdough biscuits soak-
ing up the hot red juice.

The old man took the proffered plate
and stamped away toward the bunkhouse.
Peggy sighed deeply, and Pelham saw a
glint of tears in her eyes as she turned
back toward the kitchen door. He caught
both her shoulders in his strong hands
and turned her about to face him.

"Don’t mind an old man like Hank.
He’s like all the rest of them hereabouts.
They hate me because I've succeeded where
they have failed. They’ll change their tune
in the years to come.”

Peggy made a dismal attempt to smiJe
reassurance, but it was a wretched failure.
In a small choked voice she said, "I
wouldn’t care ... if it was anybody but
Hank. He’s been so good to me.” She
pulled away from his grasp and re-entered
the kitchen, dabbing at her misty eyes with
the hem of her apron.

Henry Pelham followed her inside and
sat at the well-scrubbed little kitchen table
while she served him, without apology, from
the scanty supply of food on hand.

It wasn’t a cheerful meal, though Peggy
tried her gallant best to divert their thoughts
away from the subject that was uppermost
in their minds.

Pelham maintained an outward joviality,
though he was inwardly raging at old
Hank's unfair attitude which had hurt the
girl so deeply. He’d show them, by God.
He’d show them all. He’d start buying
up their damned run-down ranches and
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turning them into pastures for Bar L stock.
In a few years he’d control all the good
grazing land in the vicinity, and they might
keep on hating him for it, but by God
they’d show him outward respect or he’d
know the reason why.

He left Peggy soon after supper was
finished. They couldn’t find very much to
talk about. He put his arm about her thin
shoulders and Kkissed her tenderly on the
lips, and she stood in the doorway and
watched him ride away with a set hard look
on her face.

She had felt no emotion when he kissed
her. She felt nothing now. It seemed to
her that she was drained of all capacity for
emotion. Perhaps that was best, she told
herself wisely. If one felt nothing it was
difficult to be hurt. She could marry Henry
Pelham now without regrets.

If only Charlie hadn't . . .

She swayed in the doorway and flung up
a forearm to cover her eyes. She discov-
ered that she hadn’t wholly lost her ca-
pacity for emotion. Thinking of Charlie
and how he had turned away from her
this afternoon when she needed him most
brought an acute pain that was almost be-
yond endurance. But she had been schooled
to endure many things during the past three
years, and she supposed she would learn to
endure this pain in the years that lay ahead.

But she went to her lonely bed to toss
sleeplessly for a long time, and then fell
into troubled sleep wherein she had a night-
mare that she was drowning in quicksand
while Charlie Barnes stood on the bank with
a coiled lariat in his hands and would not
throw it out to save her. Far different from
the happy dreams of most young girls the
first night after they have become engaged.

ENRY PELHAM loosed his pent-up

wrath on the horse beneath him when
he was well away from the Triangle A.
Savage curses dripped from his lips as he
drove sharp rowels cruelly into the beast’s
sides. He had been a fool to humble him-
self by trying to placate Hank Greenow.
The way to handle men like that was to
ride over them rough-shod. Peggy, too.
He had been unwontedly meek before her.
What had it gotten him? Her lips had
been cold and hard when she kissed him
good night. She didn’t even make any
pretense that she cared for him. Sure, she
had accepted his proposal of marriage, but
she made it very clear it was only because

of what he could give her. Well, that
was all right, but by God in the end he’d
break her spirit too. And again the row-
els dug deep into flesh.

He rode up to the Bar L corrals at a
headlong gallop, his face still flushed with
sultry anger, and the old hostler came limp-
ing toward him excitedly as he flung him-
self from the back of his panting mount.

"That you, Mr. Pelham?”

"It’s me. Put my horse up, Limpy.”

The clubfoot stopped him as be started
to turn away. "Jes’ a minute, Mr. Pel-
ham. | was jes’ gonna tell you . . . Pat’s
horse jes’ come in by bisself a few minutes
back. | was headin’ up to the bunkhouse
to tell thuh boys . . .”

Pelnam swung on him with a black
frown. "Pat’s horse? When? What do
you mean ?”

"His saddle horse, Mr. Pelham. The

one he rode tonight. He went out with
that Mex gal after supper. She come back
twenty minutes ago alone, an’ Pat’s horse
jes’ come in without Pat. An’ 1 heered a
shot out yonder a little bit before she come
ridin’ back.”

“A shot, eh? And Pat’s horse came
back without him? What Mexican girl,
Limpy ?”

"That purty new un. Tonita, her name
is.”

"God damn Pat,” raged the Bar L owner.
"l told him to stay away from those Mexi-
can girls. The sheriff went soft on Tonita
today, and | figured . . He cut himself
short, his voice suddenly going harsh, "Rout
the men out of the bunkhouse and tell them
to saddle up. [I'll have a talk with that
girl.”

"There's somethin' else |
oughtta know,” Limpy said hesitantly.
"That new man you hired ... he rode out,
too, an’ ain’t showed up yet.”

""Charlie Barnes?”
"Dunno his name.
not packin’ no guns.”
"And he hasn’t come back either? Damn
Pat and him both. | can’t afford to have
any trouble around here. Get the boys

out, Limpy. I'll .. .”

He was interrupted by a gruff shout from
beyond the corral. He and Limpy turned
and stared at the bulky figure of the Bar L
foreman limping painfully toward them m
his high-heeled boots that weren’t built for
walking.

Pelham’s angry frown deepened and he

reckon you

Heavy-sot feller . . ,



demanded curtly, "What's bee-4 happening
around here, Pat?”

Pat essayed a painful grin as he hobbled
up. “That danged Mex spitfire pulled o
fast one on me. When | stepped off my
haws to invite her down fer a little lovin’
she stampeded my haws an’ spurred her
own .off, leavin’ me to hoof it back. Wait'll
1 git my hands on her ag’in.”

"Damn you and your lallygagging,” Pel-
ham exploded. "You know we can’t have
anything like that around here. 1've warned
you men time and again that there’s to be

no trouble. Limpy heard a shot. What
was it?”’

“A shot? Yeh, I ... | heard it, too,
Boss.” Pat pulled out a dirty bandanna and

nervously mopped his swarthy face, avoid-
ing Pelham’s angry eyes.
"Well, what was it?” Pelham snapped.
Pat mumbled, "I'll tell you, Boss, it was
this way, | heard that shot too, right after
the gal an” my haws quit me sudden-like.

It come from close by an’ . . . Boss, you
shore ain’t gonna like this . .
"Not going to like what? Damn it!

Speak up, man." Pelham caught the fore-
man’s burly shoulder and shook him angrily.

"You ain’t gonna like what’s layin’ out
yonder. It’s . . . that sheriff that ain’t
dry behind the ears yet. That Edwards
kid. He’s deader’n a stuck pig. Shot
through the back.”

"Les Edwards? Dead? What are you
talking about? Who did it?”
"Danged if | know," Pat disclaimed.

"He was layin’ there when 1 found him.
That gal, mebbe. She’s hell on wheels,
I'm tellin’ you.”

"That,” said Pelham bitterly, "isn’t going
to make it any better.” He narrowed his
hot eyes at Pat. 'Let me see your guns.”

The foreman hesitated, started to refuse.
His air of bravado vanished when a change
came over Pelham, when his hands clawed
down toward the .45’ in his holsters and
his voice came in a thin trickle like icy
water seeping through a frozen aperture:
""Give me your guns.”

"Yeh. Well . . . shore, Boss, shore.”
Pat lifted them awkwardly with his finger-
tips, reversed them and shoved the butts
toward Pelham while his eyes cringed from
the deadly gaze that bored into his.

Pelham took them and put first one muz-
zle and then the other to his nose and sniffed
deeply. His expression was. unchanged, cold
ana merciless, when he handed them back.
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"One of your guns has been shot. So you
gunned the sheriff, Pat. You met him out
there and quarreled about Tonita. God
damn your soul to hell. | ought to blast

your guts.

"Wait, Boss. Lemme tell you. There’s
another feller out there, too. Mebbe we
kin hang the killin’ on him.” Pat's face

was pasty with fear and he was panting.
"Oh yes. Charlie Barnes?” Pelham

arched his heavy brows at Limpy. "But
Charlie was unarmed."
""He was when he come, Boss. But when

he rid out later he hadda gun strapped
aroun’ his belly. | seen it. He musta
brorrowed one from some of thuh boys.”

"Charlie Barnes?” Pelham mused. A
cruel smile twitched his lips. *Sure. Why
not? Then the Bar L can’t be blamed . . .”

"I reckon that’s him ridin’ in now,”
Limpy whispered tensely, indicating the ap-
proach of a lone rider.

Pelham nodded. "All right,” he told Pat
curtly. "You witnessed the killing. You
can swear to it. When we take that gun-
belt off him, you buckle it on you in place
of the one you used on Edwards, That'll
hang him sure. Doc Conroy has a new-
fangled way of telling what gun a bullet
was shot from, and if they test the bullet
in Edwards it’ll fit the gun in Barnes’ belt.
Take it easy now, and we’ll grab him.”

Charlie Barnes rode up to the little group
unsuspectingly. He nodded and said, ""How-
dy,” then stepped down off his roan. His
lower jaw sagged open when Pelham drew
both guns and covered him with a single
lightoing-fast movement.

He grated, ""We don’t like killers on the
Bar L payroll, Barnes. Not sheriff-killers.
Unbuckle his gun-belt, Pat. We’re taking
him in to jail.”

CHAPTER X

FTER Hank Greenow had sopped
A up the last spoonful of bean juice
with a piece of biscuit and slowly
devoured the savory morsel, he pushed back
the tin plate from in front of him and
got out a stubby corncob pipe and a
tin of coarse tobacco. By setting the
pipe in front of him on the table and
resting the stump of his left arm on the
stem, he poured and tamped a load of to-
bacco in the blackened bowl.
When it was lit and drawing well he
turned out the bunkhouse lamp and went
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to the doorway, where he settled his lean
old body on the threshold for a long vigil.

His seamed face indicated nothing of
his thoughts as he sat there sucking on his
pipe, occasionally glancing toward the ranch
house, where curtained kitchen windows
glowed with light from within.

He was a lonely, and somehow a pathetic
figure as he sat there on the threshold
hunched over his corncob pipe. An old
man is always a pathetic figure when he
has passed the zenith of life and feels
things slipping away from his grip. An
uncompromising realist, Hank knew that
matters had finally come to a showdown.
Peggy couldn’t stand much more. She had
already stood too much during these past
three years. He had stood by and watched
the prettiness and vivacity fade from her
face, had seen the rounded flesh of young
womanhood turn to stringy muscles, had
witnessed the acknowledgment of deteat
dull the eyes that hid been bright and
sparkling with happiness only a few years
previously.

For months now, Hank had stood aside
silently and watched Henry Pelham ride
to the Triangle A more and more fre-
quently. Tonight was the first time old
Hank had committed an overt act to indi-
cate his disapproval of the growing in-
timacy between Peggy and the Bar L owner.

But today Hank had made a discovery
that changed a lot of things. The show-
down was coming sooner than he had hoped
for. Tonight, perhaps

He had knocked the sizzling dottle from
his pipe and refilled it three times when
he heard the front door of the ranch house
open. He could hear the murmur of Peg-
gy’s voice as she told her visitor good night.
He sat alone in the darkness and his old
eyes glowed queerly when the sound of
Henry Pelham’s galloping horse faded away
into the night-silence.

Still he did not change his hunched
posture on the threshold of the bunkhouse.
He sucked on his pipe and watched while
the kitchen lights went out and a faint
glow from Peggy's bedroom window told
him the girl was preparing for bed.

Soon that light, too, disappeared and the
Triangle A ranch lay in complete darkness.

Hank reloaded his pipe for the fourth
time, and carefully shielded the match
flame from any eyes that might be watch-
ing for a sign that all was not exactly as
usual at the Triangle A. Not that he

actually suspected the presence of an un-
seen watcher in the darkness, but the im-
minence of action made him acutely alert
to any possible danger. If he had been
seen that afternoon when he made his
startling discovery there might well be
those who would spy upon him to see
what, if anything, he was going to do
about it.

He patiently smoked his fourth pipe out,
then knocked the cob bowl against the
edge of the step with a gesture of deci-

sion. Peggy should be asleep by this
time. There was nothing to delay him
further.

He needed no light to find his gun-belt
inside the dark bunkhouse. A one-handed
job of buckling it about his waist was
somewhat difficult, and it was for that rea-
son as much as anything else that he seldom
wore a gun nowadays— that, and because
there had been nothing to fight back at
until tonight.

His short saddle-gun rested in its leather
boot upon two nails driven into the wall
above his bunk. He lifted it down lov-
ingly, drew it from its scabbard and ex-
perimented with the awkwardness of aiming
and firing one-armed. By supporting -the
muzzle with the stump of his left arm he
found he could handle the lever action
effectively. He nodded grimly to himself
as he slid the .30 caliber weapon back
into its boot. OId and crippled he might
be, but by God he could still throw lead
with either rifle or hand-gun. He figured
there was one more good fight left in his
old carcass, and tonight would be as good a
time as any to prove it

He went out of the bunkhouse and
strode directly to the corral, where he had
penned his horse after unsaddling him that
evening. He rested the rifle against
an outside rail, shook a loop into a short
catch-rope and stepped inside the corral
with the coils hugged against his body with
his left arm.

The single horse in the pen snorted and
shied away from him in the moonlight
and Hank made a short toss that snagged
the loop securely about the animal’s neck.
He led him out and tossed his rigging on,
buckled his carbine and leather boot under
the left stirrup leather with butt forward
so he could draw the rifle while still
mounted. He swung into the saddle and
made a wide circle around the ranch house
so Peggy wouldn’t awaken and heat him.



Once well away from the triangle of cot-
tonwoods he lifted his mount into a steady
distance-devouring lope, pushing him east
and a little north, skirting the broken foot-
hills for mile after mile until turning sharp-
ly north into a wide canyon that led di-
rectly upward into the mountainous coun-
try.

For the first half mile the floor of the
canyon was wide and level, though
it climbed upward rapidly. Then the steep
walls began crowding in and the course
became narrower and more precipitous.
The stubble grass gave way to bare rocky
stretches strewn with boulders washed
down in spring freshets, and Hank was
forced to slow to a trot to give his tiring
mount a chance to pick a path around the
frequent obstructions.

It grew noticeably colder as they climbed
upward, and the slanting rays of moonlight
no longer reached the bottom of the sheer-
sided gulch that cut on into the heart
of the mountains.

At a point where a narrow ravine cut
a sharp path in the right wall of the main
canyon, Hank pulled his horse into the cut
and urged him up over the rim at a fear-
fully steep slant.

Slipping precariously and sliding back
when his foothold gave way, the animal
lunged on under the urging of Hank’s
voice and spurs, driving on out over the
top of the canyon wall, lathered and spent
and trembling in every limb.

Hank pulled him up to let him blow, his
keen old eyes searching ahead down the
long slope that lay beyond, drawn like a
magnet by the lighted windows of a cabin
that gleamed upward from the bottom of
the next valley.

E nodded with grim satisfaction at
H the sight. He had been right, then.

Hidden Valley was no longer hidden
deserted. Passing this way by chance that
afternoon he had made the accidental dis-
covery that had brought him; in the dark
of night, back up a trail known only to
himself.

He was coldly alert now as he reined his
horse to the right along the top of the
ridge that led into one of the funnel ends
enclosing the small oval-shaped valley that
took its name from the fact that it could
be reached only through two narrow and
tortuous passages; one of them leading up
from the east boundary of the Bar L, and
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the other climbing out northward into tha
much-traveled road through Bloody Gap
from which one could ride on into the
interior of the state or turn sharply south
into the dangerous stretch of desert country
leading to the Border and Mexico.

Hank let his mount pick his way along
the top of the ridge at a walk so their
progress would be as silent as possible as
approach was made to a commanding posi-
tion overlooking the narrow entry from
the south.

From the valley floor below, the muted
lowing of cattle drifted upward on the
wings of a night-breeze. He had sighted
the herd being held in Hidden Valley this
afternoon, and it was their presence that
had brought him back tonight. This sec-
tion of the mountains had never been
grazed since a rancher named Dooley had
tried it twenty years before and had his
entire herd wiped out in an early fall
blizzard that blocked both exits. There were
numerous small guarded meadows of rich
grass like Hidden Valley, but they were
so widely separated and so difficult to reach
that no one had repeated Dooley’s mis-
take of trying to graze them.

Yet, here was an unannounced herd in
Hidden Valley, and the long-unused cabin
below held human occupants. Hank knew
he would have heard about it if some new-
comer had decided to repeat Dooley’s dis-
astrous experiment, and the fact that the
herd was being held there secretly meant
only one thing to the old man who’d spent
the best part of his lift combating Border
rustlers. He was convinced it was stolen
stuff awaiting a chance to be slipped across
the Border, and he had his own suspicions
about the identity of the rustlers. It was to
confirm those suspicions that he now took
up his lonely vigil half-way down the
slope of the southern bottle-neck leading
angk of the valley.

The passageway three hundred yards be-
low was only wide enough to permit two
horses abreast, and was brightly lighted
wtih moonlight streaking through the gap.

He dismounted and tied his horse to a
sapling, drew his carbine from its boot and
selected a flat rock overlooking the entrance
in the sheltering shadow of a group of
stunted pines. He laid the short rifle across
his knees and settled himself to wait pa-
tiently. Sooner or later someone would
attempt to pass in or out of that narrow
gap below him. Until that happened he
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was prepared to play a waiting game, with-
out even the solace of his corncob pipe
which might betray his presence to some
rustler riding nightguard on the herd in
the valley.

After leaving Charlie Barnes standing
beside the corpse of Les Edwards, the Rio
Kid changed from his northerly course to
ride eastward toward the gate leading out
of the Bar L range through which he had
recently ridden. It was a little more direct
route to Hidden Valley to ride northward,
but he had already smashed the padlock on
the gate to get in, and he decided he might
as well ride out the same way and then
skirt the eastern boundary fence to teach
the narrow mountain pass he sought.

He shook his head and frowned at the
vague uneasiness that laid hold of him as
he let Thunderbolt have his head up the
long slope. He didn’t like Charlie's evasive-
ness about Peggy. His old friend was hold-
ing something back from him. Why didn’t
he want Hugh to visit his sister at once?
The fact that she had been having a hard
time of it in his absence didn’t make a good
reason for him to stay away now. Wouldn’t
his presence reassure her that her struggle
to keep things going was at an- end?

The Kid was strongly tempted to dis-
regard Charlie's advice and turn Thunder-
bolt toward the Triangle A despite every-
thing. He had to fight down the strong
impulse by reminding himselt of the need
for caution. The need was doubly strong
now—after Les Edwards’ murder. More
important than anything else was to hide
the fact that the Rio Kid had returned to-
night—had been riding the Bar L range
when young Edwards was murdered.

He regretfully decided against trying to
see Peggy at once. It would only make it
harder on her if she knew about his re-
turn and had to keep it a secret.

The black stallion thundered up to the
crest of the ridge, and the Kid saw the
iron gates swinging open in front of him
just as he had left them. He decided
there wasn’t any use advertising the fact
that a stranger had shot off the lock and
ridden through tonight, so he stopped and
pulled the gates shut, looped the chain
around them and hooked the useless pad-
lock through two links so it would ap-
pear to any casual observer who didn't in-
spect it closely that the gate was tightly
locked.

He was just .straightening in the saddle

after finishing that task when he heard a
horse trotting down the outside of the
fence toward him.

The rider was so close that the Kid
knew he must have seen him closing the
gate, so he made no attempt to avoid the
meeting, but waited for the other to come
up, with one hand resting lightly on the
butt of a gun against possible recognition.

The rider tossed out a cheerful, "How-
dy,” as he drew near, then leaned forward
and peered at the Kid, asking doubtfully,
"That you, Mart?"

The Kid said, "No. This ain’t Mart,”
and waited to see what would happen.

"Yeh. | see it ain’t,” the stranger re-
sponded, reining up close in front of him.
"Them two guns fooled me. But | reckon
all you Bar L riders got a need to pack
two guns, huh?” He threw back his head
and laughed raucously, showing a pock-
marked face and a wide gap in his lower
front teeth.

"How d’you know I'm a Bar L rider?”
the Kid growled.

”’Cause | saw you cornin’ through that
gate an’ lockin’ it behind you. Nobody but
Bar L men has got keys, have they?”

HE Kid hesitated, then agreed with
Ta thin smile, "No. | reckon yo’re
right,”

"No use us wastin’ time standin’ here
palaverin’,” the other said briskly. *Boss
sent me down‘to see why one of you didn't
come last night. Might’s well get started.”

"Where?” the Kid grunted.

The other looked at him in surprise.
"You’re headed for Hidden Valley, ain't
you ?”’

Taken completely by surprise, the Kid
said, "Yes,” before he had time to catch
himself.

“"Well then, what we waitin’ for?” The
other wheeled his horse about to retrace
his trail. The Rio Kid ranged forward
beside him, his thoughts in a confused
whirl. Now, what the blazes was the
meaning of this? Why should someone
be expecting him in Hidden Valley? Had
Charlie deliberately planned to send him
into a trap?

No. It couldn’t be Charlie's fault. This
man thought he was a Bar L rider. But
why would a Bar L rider be expected in
Hidden Valley? Expected by whom?

Everywhere he turned tonight the Kid
was confronted with another dilemma. If



Hidden Valley wasn’t deserted as he and
Charlie thought, it wouldn’t make a very
good hideout for him. Yet, that was the
only way he had of making contact with
Charlie. He felt utterly helpless as he
rode along beside the pock-marked man
without speaking. What the hell would it
all lead to? What was the sinister secret
of the Bar L that called for heavy fences

and locked iron gates—and sent their
riders out on secret rendezvous in
the night?

The other rider began talking in jerky
phrases as they loped along side by side.
"My name’s Jenkins. You’re new at the
Bar L, | reckon?”

"Yep. From down Texas-way.” The
Kid intentionally broadened his drawl and
tried to give it a Texas twang. "Mostly
they call me the Kid back in the Big Bend.”

"Big Bend, huh?” Jenkins nodded know-
ingly. “That’s a hell of a good country to
be from, ’cordin’ to what I've heard tell.”

The Kid said carefully, "l reckon mebby
I’ll like it here in Arizony. '

"Shore you will. Shore enuff. Action
a-plenty an’ no lack of money, an’ plenty
of red whisky an’ gals to spend it on,”
Jenkins guffawed appreciatively, showing
the gap in his front teeth that gave him the
appearance of an imbecile when he laughed.

"This here Hidden Valley,” said the
Kid, feeling his way along, "l ain’t been
up there before.”

"She’s a sweet leetle layout. Sweet as
a gal’s fust kiss in the spring. Been work-
in” it for more’n three years now, an’ ain’t
nobody suspects what’s goin’ on a-tall.”

"Three years,” the Kid echoed sharply.
"That’s a long time.”

"I’ll say it is, but we take it easy, see?
Don’t rush things in’ cause a ruckus that
gets questions asked. This way, it’s safe
as hell, an’ ain’t no reason why it cain’t
go on for three-four more years without
no one gettin’ wiser.”

"That’s smart.”

"You bet it is. The Boss is plenty smart.
He don’t never tip his hand. Up yonder
ahaid is where we cut into the mountains.
Bar L range ends at this corner of the
fence an’ there ain’t no more ranches along
the way. Grass ain’t wuth a damn this
high up, ’cept in pockets like Hidden Val-
ley.”

The Rio Kid nodded without answering.
What'would Jenkins say if he admitted he
knew this terrain inside and out.
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Up that canyon there on the right was
where he and Charlie had treed a bob-cat
when he was twelve years old. They’d shot
all their .22 bullets at the big cat without
dislodging him from his perch, and Charlie
had ridden into the Triangle A to get
Hank Greenow and his gun while Hugh
stayed behind to keep the cat treed.

A rush of boyhood memories came to
him and brought a choking sensation in his
throat. This narrowing trail he now rode
with Jenkins had been regarded by Charlie
and him as their own private back road.
Even back in those days no one ever rode
it except a couple kids finding high ad-
venture in the stillness and solitude of
camping out in Hidden Valley where they
could pretend they were pioneers and the
only whites in a country infested by hostile
Indian tribes.

LOODY Gap, the only other exit

from the valley, had gotten its name
from an Indian massacre that had occurred
there back in 1832 to a wagon train from
E! Paso that had gotten lost in the Arizona
mountains.

Around here some place—yes, just ahead
where that lightning-struck lone pine was
silhouetted against the moonlit sky—was
where Hugh's pony had thrown him once
when they met a black bear unexpectedly
blocking the trail. As Thunderbolt carried
him swiftly past the remembered spot the
Kid relived the terror of that moment
while he lay helplessly in the trail with
a sprained ankle and waited for the bear
to lunge on him.

Bruin hadn’t, of course. He had mean-
dered on down the trail in his leisurely
manner, paying not the slightest attention
to the frightened lad at his mercy.

The steep wooded walls of the narrow
canyon were closing in on the rider now.
The night air had the chill of the higher
altitude, but it was clean and good in the
Kid’s lungs. He and Jenkins galloped on to-
gether easily, and his companion pointed
ahead to a tiny gap in the high wall of the
mountain above them.

“Yonder’s where we top out into the
valley. She’s blocked with snow eight
months out of the year, but the valley’s
pertected on four sides an’ don’t freeze up
bad.”

How well the Rio Kid knew that. He
and Charlie had got trapped by an early
snowfall once, forced to remain two weeks
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alone in the cold whiteness of the valley
until the warm sun of Indian summer
melted the snow on the summit sufficient-
ly for them to push through. Their sup-
plies had run low but there had been a
plentitude of snowshoe rabbits for the
killing. There had been a feeling of high
exaltation in being trapped in the moun-
tain wilderness and forced to depend upon
their guns for food to survive. He could
still recall their regret when the snow
melted and let them out.

He and Jenkins were nearing the top of
the long steep climb now. Jenkins’ shaggy
horse was panting loudly and faltering in
his stride, but the rhythm of Thunderbolt’s
smooth fluid motion beneath the Kid was
unbroken even though he had traveled more
than fifty miles since sunrise that morning.

Jenkins relaxed loosely in the saddle with
a little sigh of relief when they reached
the summit. "Downhill all the way now,”
he announced. "See them lights in the
cabin down below.”

An instinct inside the Rio Kid warned
him of an unseen and unfriendly presence
on the slope above. Perhaps it was the
click of the hammer of Hank Greenow's
gun, or a dislodged pebble beneath the
old man’s boot-heel, but it was enough to
cause him to lean low in the saddle and
send Thunderbolt lunging ahead while he
mwhipped out both guns and fired up the
slope whence the warning of danger had
come.

The crash of his two guns was echoed
simultaneously by a thunderous report from
above, and angry flame lanced downward
at the two riders.

The Kid holstered his guns and jerked
Thunderbolt up sharply when no second
shot came from the slope.

Cursing luridly, Jenkins pulled his own
mount up, shouting, “What the hell, Kid?
What’s happenin’?”’

""Looks like we was laid for up yonder,”
the Kid said dryly, one hand still gripping
the butt of a gun while his suspicious eyes
searched Jenkins’ face. ''Shore you don't
know nothin’ about it?”

“Hell no. How’d | know? Gawd, that
was fast work with yore guns. Reckon you
got him?”

71 reckon,” said the Rio Kid phlegmatic-
ally. "I don’t gen’ally miss at that range.
HoF yore haws quiet a minute an’ listen.”

They both quieted their horses and
strained their ears for some sound from

their would-be ambusher up the slope. A
faint groan came to them, then stillness.

The Kid stepped lithely from the saddle
and dropped Thunderbolt’s reins. ""Reckon
I'll take me a look-see.”

Jenkins swung off behind him and fol-
lowed up the slope a few paces in his rear.

The Kid climbed cautiously, gave a low
grunt of satisfaction when he glimpsed the
figure of a man writhing in gun-shot agony
in the shadow of a clump of pines.

He stooped over the body and found
himself staring unbelievingly into the
seamed features of Hank Greenow.

Hank’s teeth were drawn away from his
lips and he stared back with grim hatred.

His eyes widened and his expression
changed. He opened his set teeth and a
bloody froth bubbled out with the exhala-
tion of a single word: "Hugh!”

His head fell back and wrinkled lids
came down over his eyes to hide them. His
mouth went lax and more bubbles of bloody

froth appeared on his lips.

J slope behind the Rio Kid as he
dropped to his knees beside old

Hank Greenow and felt for his wound.

"Got him, huh?” Jenkins exclaimed tri-
umphantly. He peered over the Kid’s
shoulder at Hank who now lay relaxed and
quiet. "It’s that ol’ codger from the Tri-
angle A spread,” he muttered. "How-
come him to be hidin’ out up here, you
reckon?”

"How the hell should 1 know?” The
Kid rocked back on his heels, staring down
at Hank’s lined face. The Kid’s hand was
sticky with blood from a bullet hole
through the old man’s chest. He shuddered
and tried to wipe it dry on a tuft of grass.

"Know him, don’t you?" Jenkins queried
with a subtle change in his manner. He
drew back a little, squatting on the hill-
side with one hand close to his gun, his
gaze queerly alert and guarded.

The Kid tensed and a warning instinct
rippled through him. Even in that awful
moment of agonized sorrow, with old Hank
dying before his eyes, the instinct of the
hunted came to his aid. He knew he had
to be careful. Jenkins’ suspicions had been
aroused by something. One tiny slip might
be fatal. Had Jenkins heard Hank call
him by name before he slid into his coma?

CHAPTER XI

ENKINS CAME panting up the



Would the man put two and two together,
recalling the old story of Hugh Aiken who
had fled across the Border from the Tri-
angle A years ago?

He answered Jenkins’ question in a
steady, deliberate voice, ""What makes you
think I know him?”

" 'Count of what he said when he first
saw you. | heard him plain with my own
ears. He said, ’you,” an’ then passed out
fore he could say any more.”

Relief flooded through the Rio Kid. His
identity wasn't exposed—yet. Jenkins had
mistaken Hank’s pronunciation of his name
for "you." He fitted his reply to Jenkins’
interpretation of what he had heard.

He nodded. "Can’t say | really know
him. Met him today an’ we talked a little.
He acted s’prised tuh see me here tonight.”

“He knowed you were ridin’ for the
Bar L, | reckon?” Jenkins’ vigilance re-
laxed a trifle at the Kid's easy explanation.

"Yeh. | reckon he knowed that.”

"That’s how-come he said ’you’ surprised
like.” Jenkins nodded sagely. He removed
his hand from his gun-butt, all his quick
suspicion dissipated. He chuckled, "He
couldn’t figger what a Bar L rider’d be
doin’ here in Hidden Valley.” He leaned
forward to peer down at Hank's ashen
face, asking with casual interest, '‘Is he
dead or just possumin’?’

“Neither, | don’t think. But he won’t
live long ‘'less we get him to a sawbones
quick. I plugged him through the lungs,”

""Good shootin’.” Jenkins nodded approv-
ingly. "Plumb what the ol’ fool deserved
for sneakin’ up here at night an’ layin’ in
wait for us. What you talkin' about a
sawbones for? Lemme knock him in the
head just to make shore he’s finished an’
we’ll leave him lay here.”

Inwardly, the Kid recoiled at his com-
panion’s monstrous proposal. But he hid
his true feelifigs, putting up a bluff as
coolly as though he backed a pair of deuces
against three aces at a poker table. “That
don’t make sense," he protested. "Looks to
me like we had oughtta keep him alive
an’ ask him some questions . . . find out
who else knows he was cornin' here to-
night ... jest how much he knows an’
who he’s told about it.”

Jenkins slapped his thigh and nodded.
“"That’s smart thinkin'. Shore, we better
not leave him layin' here daid. You reckon
a doc could bring him around so’s he could
talk?”
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"l dunno,” the Rio Kid responded truth-
fully. "He’s shot bad."

Jenkins sprang to his feet, assuming
charge. '""His haws is tied back here. We’ll
load him on an’ take him in to camp.
If he’s still alive when we get there, some-
body can ride to Bloody Gap for Doc
Conroy. Catch Conroy halfway sober an’
he’s as good at pluggin’ up bullet holes
as any man in Arizona.”

Doctor Conroy? The Kid remembered
him vaguely from his boyhood. A bluff
red-faced Irishman who believed the hu-
man system could subsist for long inter-
vals on alcohol in lieu of food and who had
dedicated himself to proving his pet theory.
An able surgeon when, as Jenkins said, he
could be caught halfway sober.

The Kid nodded agreement. If Doc
Conroy had taken up his abode in Bloody
Gap it was certain that most of his prac-
tice consisted in plugging up bullet holes.
He suggested to Jenkins: 'Lead his haws
over here an” we’ll tie him into the saddle.”

He bent over Hank Greenow again while
Jenkins climbed the slope to the sapling
where Hank had tied his horse. The old
man’s eyes were closed and he looked at
peace. His breathing was steady and un-
labored. The Kid got out his bandanna and
made a thick pad which he placed over
the wound in Hank's chest to check fur-
ther external bleeding. He could do noth-
ing to stop the internal flow. He knew the
old man was badly wounded but he also
knew the toughness of his fiber. He had
seen other men with similar holes in their
chests live to get over it.

HAT accident had brought Hank

here tonight—this one night of all
nights? Or had it been an accident? He
recalled Charlie's evasiveness while discuss-
ing conditions at the Triangle A. Did that
have anything to do with what was going
on here in Hidden Valley? He hadn’t been
able to get much real information out of
Jenkins yet, and he couldn’t afford to tip
his hand at this stage of the game by ask-
ing direct questions.

What had Jenkins meant by bis chuckling
assertion that Hank had been astonished
to see him because he couldn’t figure what
a Bar L rider would be doing there?

He got a firm grip on Hank’s shoulders
and stood up, dragging the old foreman’s
lax body erect as Jenkins led the horse up.
Together, they settled Hank belly-down
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across the saddle, and looped a rope fiom
dangling arms and legs underneath the
animal.

While he worked swiftly with one part
of his mind actively engaged with the prob-
lem before him, the Rio Kid’s gaze kept
straying to that old familiar brand on the
horse’s left thigh—a large A inside of a
larger triangle. It was as though the brand
were burning itself into his brain, as though
it were searing itself there for all time to
come. First the son of Sheriff Edwards, and
now Hank Greenow—on the first night
of his return. What terrible curse rode
with him; what had he done to deserve
this fate when all he asked was a chance
to prove his innocence of a crime he hadn’t
committed ?

A black wrath slowly took possession of
his lean frame as he led the Triangle A
horse down the hillside with the body of
Hank Greenow tied securely in the saddle.
If there were only something he could
fight back at; some human agency on which
he could vent his futile anger!

He and Jenkins mounted in the trail
where they’d left their horses, and the Kid
looped the end of the lead-rope over his
saddlehom. He knew the jolting ride down
to the lighted cabin in the valley would
probably finish Hank off, but that was a
chance that had to be taken. It was the
least he could do for the old man who had
been like a second father to him in his
youth.

He lifted Thunderbolt into a gallop
down the long steep slope, and Jenkins
ranged forward beside him on his rested
mount. The led horse snorted and balked
at the unfamiliar feel of a rope dragging
him forward, but had to follow at a lope
or be chocked by the slip-knot about his
neck.

When they reached the floor of the val-
ley Jenkins gestured ahead toward a small
bunch of cattle in the moonlight. ‘There
they are,” he shouted above the drum of
twelve galloping hooves. '"You ain’t got
time to stop and look ’em over now, but
you can see for yourself when you get time.
Three hundred head scattered through the
valley an’ nary a blotched hide among ’em."

He spoke with great pride in his voice,
and the Kid squinted at the herd as they
thundered past, striving to guess the secret
of their presence here in Hidden Valley.

Looked like all young stuff, as near as
he could see. Yearlings, if the sbimmery

moonlight didn’t deceive him. About h*if
and half heifers and steers, he decided, all
comfortably sleek and in better condition
than most stock wintered in that part of
Arizona.

What was it Tonita had said about the
new owner of the Bar L hiring Mexicans
to work in his hay-field? Cutting summer
hay for winter feed? Could that be the
answer to the way this stuff had wintered?
But it couldn't be Bar L stock. From the
remarks Jenkins had made he was certain
it was some sort of rustling scheme.

Then he saw a Bar L brand on a fat
yearling near the road as they passed. A
clean unmarred brand burned into the
animal’s hide. He sucked in his breath
sharply and had all he could do to repress
an exclamation of amazement. He watched
carefully and saw another calf and then an-
other bearing the same brand—and he
could see no other markings on their
smooth hides.

If this was stolen Bar L stuff, why was
he, supposed to be a Bar L rider, invited
out to inspect them? This was the greatest
mystery of all, yet it partially explained
Jenkins’ remark back at the pass when he
thought Hank was surprised to see a Bar
L rider entering Hidden Valley.

It didn't make sense—unless Pelham's
own riders were helping rustle his stuff
—and it was presumed he was one of those
in on it. But if it was rustled Bar L
stuff, why hadn’t they been run directly
across the Border instead of being brought
up here? The only way to reach the Border
from Hidden Valley was back down the
trail past the Bar L again; or beyond on
the road through Bloody Gap and thence
southward over the desert trail where there
were few waterholes and it was a difficult
dangerous job to move cattle except in the
very early spring before the summer heat
had dried up the streams.

It sure didn’t make sense any way Yyou
looked at it. Charlie had mentioned that
Henry Pelham was doing well on the Bar
L, unbothered by rustlers. And Jenkins
had said he and the others had been work-
ing this scheme for three years.

The more you looked at every angle, the
more incredible and impossible it appeared.
But they were nearing the lighted cabin
now, and the Kid switched his thoughts
from the puzzle of the Bar L branded
stock to the more immediate danger that
confronted him. He didn't know who



would be there at the cabin. If there were
any who recognized him he might have
to start shooting in a hurry.

When they pulled up in front of the
aged log cabin that had been the scene of
so much happiness in his youth, the Kid
leaped off Thunderbolt and hurried back
to Hank. The old fellow was still uncon-
scious, but breathing feebly. Jenkins helped
him untie the rope, and they carried him
between them to the closed door of the
cabin where Jenkins shouted loudly and
kicked on the door.

After a little wait the door was opened
by a bulky figure who wavered in the rec-
tangle of yellow light on unsteady feet,
peering out at them from a growth of
shaggy black whiskers.

"Drunk again,” Jenkins said acidly. "Get
back outta the door, Sam, so’s we can bring
this feller in."

Sam stepped back, steadying himself with
a hand on the doorknob. He mumbled,
"You bin long enuff gittin' back, Jenks,"
then swayed back and seated himself heavily
in a cane-bottomed chair in front of a small
table holding a litter of playing cards and
poker chips, with a gallon jug of whisky
sitting in the exact center.

Jenkins snorted his disgust as he entered
ahead of the Kid and led the way to a
stack of filthy bedding in one corner, where
they laid the old man down.

HERE was a second occupant of the
Tcabin sitting at the table opposite Sam.
He was dark-featured, with the facial char-
acteristics of an Indian, but with sandy hair
and incongruous eyes of light blue. His
thin lips twisted in a sneer as they followed
Jenkins and the Kid with their burden.

"Whatd you do, Jenks? Pick a fight
with some wanderin’ waddie you met up

with? The Boss ain’t gonna like that.’
Jenkins straightened from laying Hank
down. Through compressed lips he ob-

served, "If you'd lay off your whisky diet
you wouldn’t make cracks like that.” He
jerked a thumb toward the Rio Kid. ""Meet
the Kid, ridin’ for the Bar L. Slickest gun-
hombre | ever met up with . . . bar none.”

The half-breed’s eyes took on a tinge of
yellow and began to glow queerly, His
sneer widened. The Kid realized he was
so full of whisky his back teeth were prob-
ably floating, but he was the kind of man
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who never showed his drunkenness out-
wardly.

"Purty slick with his guns, huh?” sneered
the breed. “Mebby he’ll get a chance to
prove how fast he is.”

"Be tough on you if you push him to
it,”" Jenkins warned unemotionally. He ges-
tured toward Hank Greenow, related how
the old man had tried to bushwhack them
on the pass and the manner in which the
Kid had thrown lead directly to the mark
in the illusive moonlight without even a
target to aim at. "An' that’s shootin’ in
any man’s language,” he ended emphatically.

"Lucky, more-like,"" sneered the breed.
He transferred his surly gaze to Hank’s un-
conscious body. "What’d you bring him
in for? The coyotes’d’ve cleaned his bones
slick if you’d left him lay up there.”

"One of us is ridin” for Doc Conroy,
Jenkins said incisively. ""We figger to keep
him alive long enough to make him talk
... find out what he knows . . . how come
he was fayin' for us to come back.”

The Rio Kid moved backward, lounging
easily against the wall with both his
hands swinging free. He was aware of an
atmosphere of deadly hostility inside the
cabin, and he couldn’t tell how much of
it was directed at him and how much at
Jenkins who appeared to be in charge. Both
the bearded Sam and the half-breed wore
holstered guns, but the breed was the real
menace. It was evident he was in a nasty
mood, just drunk enough to force the issue
against anyone he turned against.

When Jenkins finished speaking, the
breed snarled, "The Boss ain’t gonna like
us ridin” for Conroy.”

“He won’t care if he knows why,” Jen-
kins argued. The Kid noted keenly that
his voice was losing its force under the
yellowish glare from the breed’s vicious
eyes. Beads of sweat stood on his fore-
head and he was beginning to adopt a pla-
cating attitude.

"l say no!” the breed snarled. He
thumped a muscular fist on the table. Sunken
trenches appeared on his lean cheeks as hard
muscles corded there. He was working
himself up into a killing rage, and the
Kid knew that Jenkins was afraid of him.

Sam gathered up the deck of dirty cards
in his big hands and nervously began shuf-
fling them. He mumbled drunkenly, "Lesh
play poker an’ have ‘’nother li’le drink.
’Mother li’le drink never did nobody no
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harm.” A broad smile spread over his
bearded face as he reached for the jug.

"You boys go ahead with your game,”
Jenkins said quickly. "Me an’ the Kid'll
ride to Bloody Gap . . .”

"l ain't shore that the Kid'll be ridin'
nowhere." The breed transferred his ven-
omous gaze to the Rio Kid who still leaned
against the wall. His yellow-tinged eyes
were unblinking, reptilian.

The Kid laughed shortly. "I ain't askin’
you can | or can’t 1.” He shrugged and
turned his gaze to Jenkins. "You cornin’

with me or stayin’ here?”

"You can’t go alone,” Jenkins reminded
him. "Bein’ a stranger here . . .”

"l reckon | can find the road to Bloody
Gap.”

"l say no.” The breed kicked back his
chair and stood up. "Let that old man die.”

Hank writhed just then, and moaned in
pain.

The Kid folded his arms and said in a
low deliberate monotone, "To hell with
you, breed. . . .”

When that insulting word left his lips
the other went for his gun.

The Kid slammed one hand down hard
on the butt of his holstered gun, swiveling
the muzzle upward and thumbing the ham-
mer in a single motion.

The small room reverberated with the
crash of his .45. The breed swayed on
his feet, still tugging to get his gun free,
shot through the belly and numbed by the
terrific impact of the heavy slug.

The Kid laughed softly. W.ith his hol-
stered gun still tilted at his hip he fired
again and a round hole appeared as if by
magic in the center of the breed’s fore-
head.

He toppled forward slowly, as though
unwilling to the end to admit defeat, and
his stringy frame made a dull thud as it
struck the floor. His limbs twitched, and
then he was still.

The Rio Kid said, "There’s one that
won’t be needin”’ Doc Conroy.” He glanced
toward Jenkins. "You ridin’ with me?”

"GodTmighty! The Boss shore ain’t
gonna like this,” Jenkins muttered. "That’s
Half-Breed Joe you killed. Sixteen notches
in the bu* of his gun.”

"Half-Breed Joe?” The Kid scowled.
He tilted his head and a far-away look came
into his eyes. He frowned and started
to reply, then his expression cleared. He
recalled now where he had heard that name

before—in connection with another name
he had heard this evening for the first
time in years. The name of Henry Pel-
ham hadn’t jogged his memory, but the
two of them in conjunction brought it all
back clearly. It just made the whole enigma
worse, however.

Hank Greenow moaned again. The Kid
made a decisive gesture as though to brush
away all the questions bothering him. They
would have to wait until later, until he
had time to add some things up and see
what they totaled. He turned to the door,
saying:

"l better go with you," Jenkins decided
reluctantly, following him out. "Have to
see the Boss an’ tell him about Half-Breed
Joe ... an’ he shore ain’t gonna like it
one little bit.”

CHAPTER XIlI

HE Rio Kid was on the trail out of

Hidden Valley with Jenkins before

he fully realized what this trip to
Bloody Gap might mean to him. Under
the stress of his anxiety over Hank Greenow
he had completely forgotten that he was a
fugitive with a price on his head and might
easily be recognized in Bloody Gap.

Moreover, he had allowed himself to for-
get for a moment that Les Edwards had
been murdered tonight and the smart thing
for him to do was to keep under cover
for a few days to avoid being suspected
of that killing also.

But it was too late to think about those
things now. From the talk back at the
cabin it appeared that the Boss hung out
in Bloody Gap, and it was likely that he
might veto the idea of taking Doctor Con-
roy to Hidden Valley when Jenkins put
the proposition up to him. In that case,
the Kid was determined to override the
Boss’ objections and bring the doctor to
Hank if he had to kidnap him to accom-
plish his object. After all, he reminded
himself, it was entirely possible that he
might ride in and out of Bloody Gap with-
out being recognized as Hugh Aiken. Few
reputable citizens of Chapparell or ranchers
from the other side of the mountains fre-
quented the place. It had a bad reputa-
tion as a hangout for desperadoes and gun
men, and few of those who might have
known Hugh Aiken in the past were likely
to be alive three years later to recognize
him. The high mortality rate among West-



ern gunmen was enough to practically as-
sure that.

Jenkins remained morosely silent on the
ride up from Hidden Valley to reach the
main road running between Chapparell and
Bloody Gap. The Kid noticed this change
in his companion but made no mention of
it until their horses were panting up the
last steep incline leading directly into
Bloody Gap. He could wait no longer.

Then he asked angrily, ""What’s eatin'
on you anyhow? Ever since | blasted Half-
Breed Joe back yonder you’ve been sulkin’
like you’d lost yore best friend. An’ if |
read the signs right, Joe wasn’t no friend
of yours."

""He shore wasn’t,” Jenkins disclaimed
hastily. ""More’n once I’'ve wondered how
much longer | could stand bein’ cooped
up in that cabin with him. Had a mean
streak a mile wide, Joe did. Full of liquor
he was meaner’n a gila monster.”

"Then what you grievin’ ’bout?”

"Me? I’'m not grievin’ for Joe none.
Only thing is . . .” Jenkins hesitated, his
jaw tightening grimly.

"Spill it,” the Kid urged harshly. "We’re
nigh to Bloody Gap. Yo’re scairt of the
feller you call the Boss, huh?”

"What if | am?” Jenkins blazed. "He’s
hell on wheels when he gets mad . . . and
he shore ain’t gonna like the news that
a Bar L rider blasted Half-Breed Joe.”

""S’pose you let me worry ‘bout that,"
drawled the Kid.

"That’s easy to say, but the Boss is liable
to take it outta my hide fust,” Jenkins
mourned.

"Lemme tell him then. You keep yore
trap shut an’ I'll take all the blame. I
ain’t scared of him.”

"You don’t know the Boss,” Jenkins re-
minded him dolefully.

The Rio Kid said, "I'm shore lookin'
forward to it,” with a note of deep sincerity
in his voice that caused Jenkins to turn
and look at him with a puzzled expression.

"It ain’t lucky to talk out loud about
the Boss here in Bloody Gap,” he warned
hastily. "Ain’t but a few hereabouts guess
what goes on in Hidden Valley or that the
Boss has any hand in it.”

They topped the last rise and the tiny
mountain village lay spread out in front of
them. Little more than a wide spot in
the road, the town of Bloody Gap con-
sisted of half a dozen frame buildings on
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either side of the road that formed the
hamlet’s main street.

NLY one building was lighted at this
hour of the night. It was the largest
building in town, a two-story structure with
a saloon and dance-hall below, sleeping
rooms above for any travelers foolish
enough to seek shelter, and for a place to
drag off drunks after they had imbibed
too freely at the bar below.

A dozen or more saddled horses stood
patiently a‘ the hitchrack outside the sa-
loon, and Jenkins pulled up there, suggest-
ing, "Likely find Doc Conroy here. If he
ain’t, they’ll know where he’s at.”

The Rio Kid nodded agreement, his face
an expressionless mask. Music and loud
laughter came out of the swinging doors
beyond the hitchrack. A tense feeling of
excitement gripped the Kid as he tied
Thunderbolt and prepared to enter behind
Jenkins.

This was the moment he had waited for
and feared for three years. It wasn’t quite
like facing a similar crowd in a Chapparell
saloon, but there was the same danger here
in a lesser degree. He felt keyed-up, ready
for any sort of a showdown. He was
through with skulking. He was going to
walk in with his head up, and let his guns
talk for him if need be.

His stride was deliberate and steady as
he crossed the rotting board walk behind
Jenkins. Instinctively, his hands went to
gun-butts at his hips to loosen the weapons
in their holsters and assure himself there
wouldn’t be any dtag that would lose him
a precious fraction of a second if it came
down to shooting.

A blast of hot air and the stench ot bad
liquor smote them in the faces when they
pushed through the swinging doors. Half
a dozen armed men were at the bar, and
five others were seated around a poker table
against the opposite wall.  Beyond the
bar was a small polished dance floor on
which two girls in flaring short skirts and
painted faces cavorted with a couple of
bearded men in the garb ot miners from
the copper district farther north in the
mountains.

The men at the bar glanced at them in-
curiously as they entered, but none of them
said anything. The bartender was a fat
moon-faced man. He greeted Jenkins
heartily, as though he knew him well,
"What’ll it be, gents?”
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Standing beside Jenkins the Kid said,
"Whisky," and casually flipped a silver dol-
lar onto the wet mahogany.

When the bartender set a bottle and two
glasses in front of them, the Kid poured
the glass full to the brim and Jenkins leaned
forward to ask in a low voice, ""Doc Conroy
around tonight?”

"You bet your sweet life the doc’s
around.” The bartender laughed jovially
and nodded his bald head toward the poker
table. "Setting in on a little game an' los-
ing his pants, | reckon.” He laughed again
and recorked the bottle after the Kid set
it down.

The Rio Kid picked up his drink and
started toward the poker table. Jenkins
caught his sleeve and pulled him back.
"Don’t be in too big a hurry. Doc don’t
like to be disturbed . . .”

The Kid said, "To hell with that. . . .
A man’s dyin’,” in a loud, angry voice. He
stood a couple of feet back from the bar
and Ict his gaze rove down the row of
faces that turned to look at him when he
said that. None of the men at the bar
looked familiar. None of them appeared
to recognize him.

The Kid jerked his arm awmay from Jen-
kins and strode toward the poker table. He
recognized Doc Conroy among the poker
players at once. There was no mistaking
the Irishman's bulbous nose and the beet-
red complexion streaked with a network of
blue veins that gave him an unhealthy ap-
pearance.

Three of the other players were strangers
to the Kid. The fifth he recognized as a
man whom he had known vaguely in the
past, by unsavory reputation more than by
personal contact— Pete Trobridge, owner of
the saloon in which he stood.

Things were whispered and rumored
about Trobridge, but never said openly.
He was a tall thin man, with a sallow com-
plexion and close-set eyes. Drooping mus-
taches partially hid the slitted cruelty of his
mouth. He had never been known to carry
a gun on his person, yet he had a reputa-
tion for ruthlessness. It was said that if
a stranger got drunk in his saloon he was
never heard of again. Lots of other similar
things were said about Pete Trobridge, but
always behind his back.

He glanced up at the Kid with flinty eyes
as he neared the poker table. His eyes
narrowed as he took in the Kid’s appear-
ance; the two guns tied low for usage and

not for decoration, the young stranger’s easy
slouch as he approached the table, which
contrasted with the hard, unblinking stare
the Kid gave back to him.

For an instant the Kid’s nerves froze.
He thought Trobridge had recognized him.
He remembered that this was the man Char-
lie had said saw him that fateful night when
he left Sheriff Edwards’ dead body in the
trail behind him and headed for the Border.
Strange he couldn’t remember seeing another
man in the trail that night. But Trobridge
must have been there. Charlie said he
had positively identified the new neck scarf
Hugh Aiken was wearing.

F TROBRIDGE had said a word about

that night, the Kid would have started
shooting then and there. But the saloon-
keeper filmed the curiosity in his eyes and
asked:

"Looking for someone?”

""Doctor Conroy,” the Kid told him, mak-
ing a pretense that he didn’t know the
doctor.

"The player at my right who is now
trying to decide whether to call a bet of
three dollars or throw his hand in,” Tro-
bridge said.

The doctor looked up in surprise and
grunted, '"Someone looking for me?” He
threw his cards into the discards as he spoke.

The Kid nodded. "Id like a word with
you private.”

Conroy hesitated, began
head.

"Up at the front end of the bar will do,”
the Rio Kid said hastily. "We can have
a drink while we’re talking.”

A broad smile spread over the doctor’s
flushed face. "Indade and why not?” he
assented in his deepest brogue. He pushed
back his chair ana stood up, wavering as
he did so. He smiled happily and groped
for the Kid’s shoulder, got hold of it for
support, and went with him to the bar.

The bartender already had a bottle of
Irish whisky out when they got there. It
was more than half full. The Kid shoved
a five-dollar gold piece across to him and
said, "We’ll be keeping the bottle.”

The doctor’s bloodshot eyes shone with
gratification. He waited until the Kid filled
his glass, then lifted it in an unsteady hand
and crooned, ""Here’s to you, my fine young
bucko, and may | drink many more to the
same.” He nodded ceremoniously and
downed the drink.

to shake his



Across the room the Kid saw Pete Tro-
bridge's eyes fastened upon them with more
than idle curiosity. Then he saw Jenkins
unobtrusively making his way to the far
end of the bar, noted that the saloon-keeper
got up from the poker table to join Jen-
kins. He had an idea Trobridge wanted
to question Jenkins about him, but nothing
Jenkins could say would do any harm.

He refilled the doctor’s glass and gave
him his full attention. "A man’s been
shot bad down the road. We want you
to fix him up,”

""Shot, eh? That’s no uncommon plague
in these parts.” Conroy frowned and
belched gently. "If he’s shot bad medical
science can do nothing. If he’s not shot
bad he doesn't need me.” The doctor emp-
tied his glass again and looked hopefully
at the bottle.

The Kid shook his head and recorked it.
”Shot through the lungs,” he insisted.

"Yo’re the best bullet man in Arizona. You
can pull him through.”
Doctor Conroy shook his head sadly.

Tears formed in his eyes and splashed down
the front of his dirty brocaded waistcoat.
”Was the best bullet man in Arizona."
He held out a shaking hand for the Kid’s
inspection. "Do you think a probe in those
fingers is better than an instrument of
death? Let your friend die in peace, lad.
Don’t ask me to murder him.”

“You lie,”" said the Kid harshly. "You’ll
sober up when the job’s there before you
ready to be done. I've heard ot you, Doc-
tor Conroy.”

A smile of cunning suffused the doctor’s
bloated features. He appeared not to have
taken offense at the Rio Kid’s words. His
eyes fixed themseives avidly upon the bottle.

"Perhaps a wee nip might steady my
hand, lad.”

The Kid shook his head and slid the bot-
tle into his hip pocket. '"Not a drop until
you’re ready to go to work. Then one
drink to steady you an’ the rest of
the bottle when the job’s done.”

"You drive a hard bargain, lad."" The
doctor shook his head sadly. "But the cause
of humanity has ever been a cry 1 could not

resist.  Where is your friend who suffers
from an excess of lead content in his
system?”

"Il take you there,” the Kid promised.
He looked up to see Jenkins coming to-
ward him wiping sweat from his face. The
rustler had a sickly but relieved smile on
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his face. Trobridge was just resuming his
seat at the poker table.

“I'm having the doctor’s buckboard
brought around," Jenkins told the Kid. "It'll
be in front in a few minutes. Another
drink while we’re waitin’?”

"A short one for me an’ for the doctor,”
the Kid warned.

E swinging doors burst open behind
them as they bellied up to the bar.
An excited man started to rush past them,
then stopped short when he saw Conroy.

He grabbed the doctor’s sleeve and
panted, "Yo’re wanted in Chapparell bad.
Les Edwards has been shot . . . through
thuh back.”

He was a thin, hatchet-faced man wear-
ing two guns. Jenkins turned to him with
an exclamation of surprise while the other
occupants of the saloon started to crowd
forward to hear his news.

Jenkins exclaimed, "Hell, it’s Mart, ain’t
it? Hey, Kid! Look. It’s Mart from the
Bar L.”

The Rio Kid stood braced against the
bar, eying Mart steadily. Everything de-
pended on what happened during the next
few seconds. If he let Mart denounce him
as an impostor . . . and no Bar L rider . . .
it would end every chance to get help to
Hank. It-would also mean the end or his
attempt to solve the mystery of rustled Bar
L cattle in Hidden Valley.

The Kid nodded and his voice rasped
through the silence. "Yeh. | see it’s
Mart, awright. I tol” you to come
a-shootin,” he flung at the hatchet-faced
gunman angrily. "Go for yore guns so I'll
have a good excuse to kill you.”

Mart’s jaw sagged open ludicrously. This
attack from a man whom he had never
seen before was so startling and unexpected
that for a moment he was so taken by sur-
prise that he couldn’t find any answer.

He started to stammer, "B-b-but . .

The Rio Kid cut him short before he
could say any more and spoil the set-up
he’d made for himself. He growled,
"Shore | know yo’re yellow. | figgered
you’d tuck yore laigs an’ run like any other
hound cur. But that ain’t goin’to . . .”

Mart fell into the trap -with an instinc-
tive gesture toward his guns.

The Kid fired twice before Mart's guns
were clear of their holsters. The bullets
smashed him sideways and to his knees.
He exhaled one sobbing breath and then
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pitched face downward to the floor. The
Kid turned away contemptuously and
thumped the bar with the muzzle of a
smoking gun.

He snarled, "1 alius set ’em up after 1
kill a man. Belly up, you buckaroos, an'
drink to Mart’s soul havin’ a fast trip to
hell.”

CHAPTER XIlI

HE OCCUPANTS of the saloon

surged up to the bar and drank, par-

tially because they were averse to
turning down the chance at a free drink
and partially because none of them cared
to offend the strange gunman who had just
demonstrated his ability on Mart.

Only Pete Trobridge, the Kid noted
through veiled eyes, refused his invitation.
The saloon-keeper stayed in his chair at the
poker table watching the whole scene with
sardonic eyes.

From the men around him at the bar the
Rio Kid caught muttered comments while
they downed the drinks he was paying for:

"Les Edwards. . . .shot through thuh back
....like his Pappy before him. .. .sheriff-
in” is shore a dangerous pastime down
Chapparell way. ...wonder is he daid. ...
Mart didn’t have no chance tuh say... .
reckon not or he wouldn’t of come for Doc
Conroy. .. .new feller’s faster'n greased
lightnin’ with his guns. ...”

Standing shoulder to shoulder with the
Kid at the bar, Jenkins was acutely nervous.
As he lifted his glass he muttered, "Whyn’t
you tell me you an’ Mart was on the outs?
1 mighta stepped in an’ stopped trouble if
I'd knowed. ...”

"Why should 1 tell you?” the Kid asked
cheerfully. "It was a private quarrel. No
need for nobody to interfere. Mart’s been
honin® for this showdown.... now lie’s got
it.”

"All this killin” ain’t so good," Jenkins
mourned. "Stirs things up. ., .gets ques-
tions asked. W.ith the sheriff gettin’ shot
tonight on top of that. ...” He shook his
head dismally to indicate his fear that Ed-
wards’ death might somehow be thought to
be tied up with these other Killings.

The Kid laughed cheerfully and slapped
Jenkins on the back. "It’ll all come out in
the wash. Let’s get Conroy outta here so
he won't get too full to dig that bullet outta
Hank.”

He nodded to the bartender for an ac-
counting, pushing in front of the doctor as

though by accident and forcing him back
where he couldn’t reach the bottle again.

He wasn’t aware that Trobridge had risen
and come forward until he heard him speak-
ing to Conroy behind his back, ""Hadn't you
better be heading to Chapparell to tend to
Les Edwards, Doc?”

The Kid whirled about angrily. "Con-
roy’s got another job to do fust,” he stated
flatly.

Trobridge stroked his mustaches gently
and studied the young man with a faint
smile. "Taking a lot on yourself for a
stranger, ain’t you?”

"Not more’n | can carry,” the Kid as-
sured him. "l got fust call on the doc-
tor.”

"l don’t think you understand the seri-
ousness of this other call. The wounded
ma'n happens to be the sheriff of this coun-

It was on the tip of the Kid’s tongue to
retort that Les Edwards was beyond the
need of medical attention, but he caught
the slip in time. Wouldn’t do to admit
that he had prior knowledge of the shoot-
ing. He changed his words to an emphatic
statement:

"One man’s life is jest as important as
another’s.”

71 can’t agree with you.” Trobridge was
still smiling faintly. Every man in the sa-
loon was watching and listening to the ex-
change between them. It seemed to the
Kid that Trobridge was deliberately goading
him on to make some sort of damaging ad-
mission, and he was acutely aware of the
danger of his position.

"Our former sheriff died just three years

ago with a bullet through his back,” Tro-
bridge went on in that same mocking tone.
"It'll look bad if his son dies the same
way.”
"That ain’t my fault,” the Kid said harsh-
ly, wincing inwardly at the thought that his
assertion would be branded a lie if those
who heard him knew who he was. "I'm
takin’ Doc Conroy with me.”

"l don’t think so.” Trobridge turned
away from him to two of the men stand-
ing near by. "Put the doctor in his buck-
board and see that he gets to Chapparell at
once.”

HE KID’S bluff had been called by
Trobridge, backed up by a dozen gun-
men. He had managed to stay alive this
long by knowing when not to butt his head
against a stone wall. He shrugged his



shoulders to admit defeat and said, "Aw-
right. I reckon you win. Jest to show
there’s no hard feelin’s, have a drink with
me."

"I’ll do that," Trobridge agreed, "but you
can’t spend any more money here in my
place.” His manner became instantly agree-
able when the Kid backed down. He nod-
ded to the bartender and said, "'Fill them up
out of my private stock.”

The two men hustled Doctor Conroy out
of the saloon to his buckboard. A swamp-
er came from the rear to drag away Mart's
body, scattering sawdust over the blood on
the floor. The others moved away from the
Kid and Trobridge, Jenkins going with
them reluctantly, looking back at the Kid
with a questioning scowl.

”You'll do all right when you learn the
ropes around here,” Trobridge told him.
"New, ain’t you ?’

“Yeh.” The Kid leaned forward rest
ing both his elbows on the bar, nursing his
glass of mellow rich whisky from the own-
er’s private bottle between the palms of both
hands.

"How’d you happen to drift to the

Bar L?”
"Well, I. ..1 knowed Henry Pelham be-
fore.... in Mexico.” The Kid frowned

down at his glass, pretending not to notice
the small start of surprise from Trobridge
that greeted his casual statement.

"Mexico, eh? An’ he sent for you to
come an’ ride for him?” Trobridge probed.

"Not exactly. | heard he’d set up ranch-
in’ here an’ thought he maybe could use a
hand like me.” The Kid turned suddenly
with an assumption of anger. "What’re all
these questions for? 1 don’t owe you no
information.”

Trobridge held up a placating hand. ""No
need to get wringy over some questions.
You got nuthin’ to hide from me, | reck-
on.”

The Rio Kid frowned darkly.
no,” he confessed truthfully.
where you figger in the set-up.”

Trobridge laughed and emptied his glass.
"Don’t worry your head over it too much.
Man that slings lead with both hands like
you don’t need too much brains.”

He sauntered off across the room and
the Kid followed him with bleak eyes. He
didn’t like that kind of a crack, but for the
moment he was too busy trying to absorb
the information he had gathered from Tro-
bridge to start any further trouble.

"l dun-
”1 dunno
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There wasnt anything definite—and that
was the most peculiar part of it. All he
could get hold of tonight was a series of
vagrant hints and half-spoken ideas. Every
time he thought he’d found two of them
that fitted together he immediately discov-
ered another piece that threw the others
out of balance.

He vented himself of a disgusted grunt
and emptied his glass of good whisky. It
warmed his belly, arousing him to the need
for immediate action. He stepped away
from the bar, caught Jenkins' eyes from the
back of the room. He jerked his head in a
signal for the other to join him, then saun-
tered out between the swinging doors.

He was in the saddle, impatiently waiting,
when Jenkins emerged a few minutes later.
He said, Let's be tidin’,” before Jenkins
could ask any questions, reined Thunderbolt
away from the rail. He held the black
stallion down to an easy lope until Jenkins
galloped up alongside him, then let the
eager black out into his stride.

Jenkins had to spur his mount to keep up
the pace. "What's your hurry?” he pant-
ed. "We can’t do no good back in Hid-
den Valley without a doctor.”

"That’s why,” the Kid shouted above the
thunder of hooves, "I'm hurryin’. | figger
we can just aboot catch Doc Conroy’s buck-
board on the road before we come to the
turnoff to Hidden Valley.”

"You mean you’re goin’ to try to stop
the doc from goin’ on to Chapparell?”
"Not try. I'm goin’ to stop him.
need him more'n that kid sheriff does.”

"Those two fellers that rode with him are
bad,” Jenkins warned. "They’ll be hell-bent
on takin’ Doc to Chapparell.”

"They’ll be hell-bent,, awright, if they try
to stop me from grabbin’ him,” the Kid
growled. He leaned low in the saddle and
urged Thunderbolt to increased speed, wast-
ing no more breath on argument with the
timid Jenkins.

We

IS companion slowly dropped to the
H rear as Thunderbolt really got into
his stride, and Jenkins was a full quarter of
a mile behind when the Kid approached the
point where the road forked to dip over into
Hidden Valley.

He had cut his figurin” mighty thin, tool-
ing around back in the saloon and letting
the buckboard get a long head start, but
Thunderbolt’s speed had made up the dif-
ference and he glimpsed the rig ahead of
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him in the moonlight as it neared the turn-
ing-off point.

He whooped loudly as he reined up be-
side the fast-moving vehicle, leaned from
the shadow to shout, ""Yo're turnin' off here,
fellers. To the left up ahaid this side of
the ridge.”

"The hell yuh say. This is thuh road to
Chapparell an’ we’re stayin’ on it,” was the
surly response of the driver, cracking his
blacksnake over the backs of the team.

The Kid hesitated. Doctor Conroy was
in the seat between the two men sent by
Trobridge to see that he reached Chapparell.
If he shot it out with the two men, managed
to Kill them both, the team would surely
bolt and smash the vehicle on the rocks be-
side the road—and the doctor with it

There was only one chance the Kid could
see, and he took it without hesitation.

He whipped out his left hand gun and
covered the two men, spurred Thunderbolt
up in front of the team and herded them
off the main road onto the rough way lead-
ing down into Hidden Valley.

The men cursed loudly behind him on the
buckboard, and he caught the glint of steel
in the moonlight as one of them attempted
to sneak a gun from its holster without be-
ing seen.

The Kid fired back without warning and
the man gave a yelp of pain, and his gun
clattered to the ground.

With the team headed into the Hidden
Valley road, the Kid dropped back to a
position beside the driver and ordered,
"Whip ’em into a run. We ain’t got no
time to waste, an’ | ain’t foolin".”

CHAPTER X1V

tion from the Kid to convince the

driver that he was in earnest. Twice
tonight he had witnessed the Kid’s deadly
accuracy with his guns, and now, under
that menace, he braced himself and gave all
his strength and driving skill to the task of
keeping the rocking vehicle upright in its
mad dash down the twisting road into Hid-
den Valley.

On the other side of Doctor Conroy, the
driver’s companion was whimpering with
pain and nursing his broken right wrist
from the terrific jolting it was receiving;
while Jenkins spurred his horse from be-
hind, vainly trying to catch up with the fly-
ing buckboard.

I T DIDN'T require any further admoni-

The Kid wondered uneasily how the doc-
tor was taking this abrupt change in his
destination, whether the half-drunk Irish-
man would be frightened or angry at the
rude intervention, but he didn’t remain long
in doubt on that score.

As they snaked down into the valley with
double-trees rattling against the haunches
of the flying team the doctor’s rich bari-
tone floated out into the night above the
drum of hooves and the alarming creaks of
the careening vehicle.

The Kid couldn’t distinguish the words
of the doctor’s song, but it was a stirring,
martial Irish air, and it didn’t seem to in-
dictate that Conroy was either frightened or
angry. Indeed, it gave the opposite impres-
sion—that the doctor was delighted with
the turn events had taken, and the Rio Kid
grinned to himself as he wondered if that
was because the doctor remembered the bot-
tle of Irish whisky in his hip pocket which
had been promised as a reward after his
job in Hidden Valley was finished.

The grin faded from the Kid’s face as
they neared the lighted cabin below. He
leaned from the saddle to shout, "Pull ’em
up now. We’re stoppin’ here.”

The driver obediently sawed on the lines
but the headlong gallop of the team did not
slacken. With the bits in their mouths they
were running free on the level, galloping
straight ahead on a course that would take
them past the cabin and beyond into the
broken country where an overturn would be
almost a certainty.

The Kid sent Thunderbolt lunging ahead
in front of the runaway team, swerved the
stallion to the left to break the rhythm of
their stride and start them circling back to
the cabin. Their speed slowly slackened as
they were forced to circle, and the driver
gradually regained control.

He had them slowed to a panting trot
when they approached the cabin again, and
they were glad to stop in front of the door.

Jenkins had ridden directly to the cabin
while the Kid was circling the team back,
and he met him with a worried look on
his face. "You shouldn't of done it, Kid.
The Boss’ll be mad as hops when he finds
out about this.”

"The Boss can chew on a railroad spike,”
said the Kid harshly. He rode up to the
halted vehicle and ordered curtly, "All out.
Yore patient’s inside, Doc.”

"What about my arm?” whimpered the
wounded man, holding the broken limb



straight out in front of him. "Cain’t thuh
doc take a look at it first?”

“A broken arm’ll wait. You keep on eye
on these yahoos, Jenkins. C’mon, Doc."

The Kid slid off Thunderbolt and ap-
proached the side of the buckboard. The
doctor laughed jovially and stepped down
over the wheel. "And that | will, my fine
bucko. Though I'll require a bit of a nip,
no doubt, to steady my hand for the work
before me.”

"You’ll get it,” the Kid promised. He
waited impatiently while Doctor Conroy
lifted his shabby black bag from the rear
of the buckboard, then seized his arm firm-
ly and guided him to the cabin.

Sam looked up listly from a game of soli-
taire when they entered the cabin. The Kid
noted that the whisky level in the jug had
gone down a full inch since he had last
seen it, and he judged that the bearded man
remained seated because he knew he would
be unable to stand up if he left the safety of
his chair.

Half-Breed Joe still lay in a twisted heap
on the floor where the Kid’s bullets had
left him. The doctor hurried forward with
professional interest and knelt beside the
dead gunman, then looked up at the Kid
with an angry shake of his head.

"What devil’s game is this you’re playing
on me, laddie? 'Twill do this man no good
to relieve the overdose of lead he’s swal-
lowed. He’s been in hell this long since,
as well you should know.”

"It’s not him I’'m worried about.” The
Kid nodded toward Hank Greenow in the
corner. "There’s your patient.”

HE DOCTOR strode on to Hank,
T stopped dead still when he saw the old
man’s lined face. He leaned down swiftly
and felt for the heartbeat, then ordered over
his shoulder, ""Hot water, and lots of it.”

He was ripping the blood-soaked cloth-
ing away from Hank’s chest with one hand
while he fumbled with the catch on his bag
with the other.

The Kid looked around the room help-
lessly. There was a soot-blackened wood
range in one corner, but the fire was out
of it, and there wasn’t even any wood to
kindle another.

He anxiously told the doctor, "There’s no
fire to heat water. Can you wait while |
build one?”

"Hell’s kettledrums and prostrated gold-
fish!” roared the doctor. *This man can’t
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wait another five minutes. Bring that jug
of whisky from the table. From the aroma
as we entered | judge it’s rank enough to
kill any germs that may be in the vicinity.”

He had Hank’s chest bared and his
sleeves rolled up to his elbows when the
Kid brought the half gallon of whisky. He
held out his hands and directed the Kid to
pour the high-proof liquor over them while
he rubbed them together vigorously, then
he tore a strip of doth from Hank's shirt
and soaked it with the whisky, cleaned the
wound with the makeshift disinfectant while
he snapped, “Get that lamp down here dose
so | can see what I’'m doing. It’s going to
be nip and tuck.... and we'll pray to God
nip wins.”

He was calm and collected now, sure of
himself and of his steady hands. Every
outward trace of drunkenness had disap-
peared, though the strong fumes rising from
the spilled liquor caused the Kid’s head to
reel and he marveled that the doctor could
work under those conditions at all.

He held the lamp low to give Conroy the
best possible light and watched with fasci-
nation while the surgeon selected a gleam-
ing instrument from his bag, washed it in
whisky and then went at the delicate task
of probing in Hank Greenow’s chest for the
lead slug from the Kid’s gun.

The old man mercifully remained in the
depths of his coma while the probing went
on, with only his faint breathing to indicate
that he still lived.

After what seemed to the Kid hours of
breathless waiting, Doctor Conroy rocked
back on his heels with a grunt of satisfac-
tion. He held a pair of blood-smeared
tweezers in his hand, and between the tips
of the tweezers was a misshapen lead bul-
let.

He laid the tweezers and bullet aside
carefully, picked up the jug and poured
whiskey into the gaping wound in Hank's
chest. He started to lift the jug to his lips,
and the Kid noticed that his hand was shak-
ing violently again, now that the emergency
was over.

He hesitated, though, and set the jug
aside, remembering happily, "You've got
something better than that rot-gut in your
hip pocket. Have | earned my drink?”

"Will he live?” the Kid asked anxiously,
pulling the bottle of Irish whisky from his
pocket and handing it to the squatting sur-
geon.

"Him?” Conroy snorted derisively. ‘He'll
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be riding the range looking for more rus-
tlers in a couple of weeks. Tough as whit-
leather, he is.”

He uncorked the bottle and tilted it to
his mouth, held it there and gurgled until
it was empty. He looked at the Rio Kid
with bright suspicious eyes when he put it
down. "Which brings me around to ask-
ing. . ..why did you shoot him and then go
to such trouble to have me come and save
his life?”

"How do you know | shot him?” growled
the Kid, taken ab”ck by the abruptness of
the question.

For answer the doctor rocked forward on
his knees and picked up the bullet he had
taken from Hank’s body. He rolled it
around between thumb and forefinger while
he studied its shape and size, then dropped
it into the palm of his left hand and herted
it, with his eyes closed and a frown of con-
centration on his face.

E SAID, “It's a forty-five, but then

chere's lots of forty-fives in these
arts.”

as though it was a precious jewel and

reached forward to lift a loaded cartridge

from the Kid’ belt without giving any ex-

planation of his action.

He nodded tranquilly after examining the
brass cylinder and the snub-nosed bullet pro-
truding from the end of it. "1 could go
into court and prove you shot him,” he told
the Kid with positive certainty. "Herea-
bouts the taste runs to Colt’s ammunition.
You bought your shells some place else.
That piece of lead matches this cartridge in
your gunbelt.”

"Hell, a forty-five is a forty-five, ain't
it?”

The Doctor shook his head placidly. ""Not
always. Different manufacturers use a dif-
ferent amount of lead molded in different
shapes. I've made a hobby of studying
bullets for years,” he went on. He delved
into the depths of his shabby black bag and
brought out a little tin box which he han-
dled with loving care. He opened it and
proudly displayed forty or fifty misshapen
lead slugs that to the Kid’s untutored eyes
looked exactly like the one he had taken
out of Hank. Each bullet was glued to a
small piece of paper bearing a name and
a date.

"Each one a death bullet,” Doctor Con-
roy told him. "For twenty years I've been

He laid the slug down carefudkperiments of my own.

saving and studying and classifying bullets.
Here's a complete record of the gun-deaths
I've attended during the last twenty years.
If old Hank had croaked,” he added cheer-
fully, "I could have added this slug to my
collection... .but | got here too soon.”

The Rio Kid leaned over and studied the
collection of death pellets with narrowed
eyes. "An’ you can tell what gun any bul-
let was fired from?” he asked incredulously.

"Not at all. By weight and measure-
ments it’s easy to determine the caliber and
the make of ammunition.” The doctor’s
eyes gleamed with interest as he expatiated
on his hobby to a willing listener. He
seemed to see nothing incongruous in the
fact that the discussion was taking place in
a rustler's cabin with a dead man on the
floor behind them and a man who had just
been snatched from death outstretched in
front of them.

"There’s a new science cailed the study
of ballistics coming to the fore,” Conroy
went on. “lI've read all the literature |
could find on the subject, and made some
Every gun treats
a bullet differently as it expels it through
the barrel. The grooves or rifling in a bar-
rel leaves distinctive marks on each bullet
that enables an expert to identify the gun
from which it was fired by comparing two
bullets under a microscope. 1've used my
medical microscope for such examinations,
and I've learned some curious things from
these old bullets here.”

The Kid’s breath was coming faster. His
forefinger trembled as he poked among the
doctor’s sinister souvenirs. "You been sav-
in' ’'em for twenty years, huh? Got ’em all
tagged an’ dated?”

"That’s right. Every last one. And that
reminds me, | might as well add to my col-
lection by digging one out of this corpse
conveniently waiting for me here on the
floor.”

The doctor picked up a scalpel and ap-
proached the breed’s stiffening body with
professional interest.

The Kid paid no attention to him. He
found what he sought at last, turned to the
doctor with a slug whose attached slip of
paper bore a date three years previous, and
the inscription: "Sheriff Edwards."

"jest happened to notice this one,” he
apologized for interrupting the doctor at his
ghoulish task. *Sheriff Edwards? | thought
that was the name Mart said tonight in



Bloody Gap of the sheriff that’d jest been
shot.”

"That’s right. The present sheriff’s
father. And that reminds me, by the
Saints." The doctor jumped to his feet

holding a bullet he’d been digging from
Joe’s body. "I must be getting along to
Chapparell. If Les Edwards has kicked the
bucket in this interim—and it’'d be small
loss to the community—1 certainly must add
his bullet to my collection. Interesting, eh?
Father and son.”

He was busily closing up his bag and get-
ting ready to depart.

The Kid went to the door and found
Jenkins sitting on the threshold outside. He
said, "The doctor’s ready to leave. Where
are the fellers that were drivin’ his rig?”

Jenkins shook his head and spat disgust-
edly. "They run off in the dark when |
turned my back. Look here, Kid. 1 don't
like none of this. By God....”

"No one,” said the Kid coldly, "is ask-
in” you what you like or don’t like.”

He stepped out of the door as the doctor
bustled forward. "You’ll have to drive the
team yourself, Doc. I'll ride ahaid an’ guide
you up to the main road.”

He went on to Thunderbolt and stepped
into the saddle without wasting further
words on Jenkins. A showdown was build-
ing up, but it could wait until he’d seen
Conroy on his way.

He loped up the long slope ahead of the
buckboard, reached the road from Chap-
parell just in time to intercept two riders
on their way to Bloody Gap. They were
going to pass him without speaking, but
when they recognized the buckboard behind
him they hailed Doctor Conroy:

"If you’re headin' for Chapparell to work
on Les Edwards, you ain’t needed, Doc.
Lie’s as dead as hell.”

The Kid stayed unobtrusively back in
the shadows unnoticed and listened.

“Dead, eh?” Conroy asked -cheerfully.
"That still leaves me a job. ...I’'m official
coroner, you know.”

"No inquest needed,” one of the riders
growled. "They already got the feller that
killed him. .. .locked up in jail.”

'That so? Who did the good deed?”

"Charlie Barnes, dang it. Cain’t under-
stand how-come Charlie done a thing like
that. He don’t hardly never tote a gun.
But | reckon they got him dead to rights.
That was the talk around Chapparell when
we left town.”
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HARLIE BARNES?” Doctor

Conroy echoed disbelievingly.

"Don’t seem possible. He never
liked Les much, but he’s not the shooting
kind.”

""Reckon it was a mix-up over a gal," one
of the riders said wisely. "Mexican gal at
the Bar L.”

That doesn’t sound like Charlie either,”
protested Conroy. ""He’s been going steady

with Peggy Aiken for years never
fooled around with other girls.'

"Way the talk is aroun’ town , . . Peggy
gave him the mitt tonight. Decided tuh

marry Henry Pelham all of a sudden. An'
Charlie took a hay-cuttin® job for Pelham,
just for a chanct tuh be close aroun’ the
Mex gal, I reckon ... but Les Edwards
figgered he already had her staked out an’
didn’t take kindly tuh Charlie hornin’ in.
They fought over the gal, | reckon, an’
Charlie pulls down with a borrowed gun
an’ kills him.”

"Too bad,” murmured the doctor sadly.
"It’s tragic sometimes . the things a
jilted lover will do. Well,” he went on
more briskly, 'Til drive in myself and see
what’s what.”

He spoke to the team and they moved
forward on the road to Chapparell.

The Rio Kid waited back in the shadows
where he had been forgotten until the two
riders had passed on beyond him toward
Bloody Gap. Then he put Thunderbolt to
a gallop and quickly overtook the doctor,
leaning from his saddle and shouting, "Pull
up a minute, Doc. I’ve got to talk to you.”

"Oh, it’s you again?” Conroy frowned
at him but pulled the team up. "What
more have you to say to me?”

"“Just this, Doc. | heard what them fel-
lers said back there. They lie. Charlie
Barnes didn’t kill Les Edwards.”

"What’s that? How do you know?”

"l know,” the Rio Kid told him in a
tone of passionate conviction. "'l cain’t tell
you how or what | know jest yet,” he went
on rapidly, "but I'm askin’ you to take my
word for it an' do this. When you dig
that bullet out of Edwards for yore collec-
tion, check up on it the best you can an'
see was it shot out of Charlie’s gun. Then
you’ll know I'm tellin’ you the truth.”

"Were you at the Bar L when Edwards
was killed?”

"Yeh. | was there,” the Kid told him
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unemotionally. "But | didn’t do it neither.
You can prove that by comparin' the bullet
with the one you took outta Hank ... if
all that stuff you tol' me back at the cabin
is true.”

"It's true enough,” Conroy told him
sharply. He hesitated, suspiciously studying
the Kid's aquiline features in the soft moon-
light. "You’re right in the middle of a lot-
of queer things for a stranger to these
parts,” he commented. "l keep having the
feeling that I've seen you before
though 1 can’t remember where or when.”

“l aim to start clearin' up some of them
queer things right now,” the Kid promised
recklessly. "All I'm askin' is for you to go
slow on Charlie Barnes. That ain’t much.”

The doctor said curtly, "Barnes will get
fair treatment . . . the same as he would
have gotten if you hadn’t put in your oar.”
He seemed on the verge of saying more,
then clamped his lips together tightly and
gave his team loose rein.

The Rio Kid sat astride Thunderbolt, a
statuesque figure in the moonlight, and
watched the buckboard disappear swiftly
from sight. By God, it was amazing the
way the Irishman could sop up whisky.
He’d drunk more than a pint back there
at the cabin after saving Hank Greenow’s
life, on top of all he’d had previously in
Bloody Gap, and his voice wasn’t even
fuzzy at the corners. For a moment the
Kid regretted that he hadn’t confided fully
in Conroy before letting him drive away.
He felt the doctor was a man he could
trust—even with the secret of his identity—
but that could come later just as well as
now.

Right now there were a lot of things to
be done. He hadn’t had time to consider
the full impact of the staggering news
he’d heard about Peggy. His sister had
jilted Charlie Barnes for Henry Pelham!
Why! What had happened?

No wonder Charlie had acted funny
when he talked about Peggy tonight.

The Kid swore a long-jointed violent
oath at all girls in general and sisters in
particular. Peggy must have changed a lot
in the last three years. He wheeled Thun-
derbolt about and sent him plunging back
to the turn-off leading to Hidden Vailey.
It was time Jenkins answered a few ques-
tions.

Jenkins came to the door of the cabin
and stared out at him when the Rio Kid
rode up to the door. He flung himself out

of the saddle and strode forward. Jenkins
stepped back to let him enter. He gestured
toward Hank lying in the comer and said,
"Guess the doc fixed him up all right.
He’s breathin’ easy now, an’ ain’t coughin’
up no more blood.”

M sat hunched in his chair at the
able with head and shoulders slumped

orward laxly. His eyes were closed and he

breathed stertorously.

The Kid said, "That’s good aboot Hank.”
He faced Jenkins in the center of the small

room with both thumbs hooked in his
gunbelts.
In a fiat tone, he said, "So Pete Tro-

bridge is the feller you call Boss, huh?”

"What reason you got for guessin’ that?”

"When we rode to Bloody Gap you were
mighty sot on gettin’ permission from the
Boss ‘fore we brought Doc Conroy back
with us,” the Kid reminded him. "Then
you talked to Trobridge, an’ right after-
ward you said it was awright, that they
was bringin’ the doc’s buckboard around.
That purty nigh cinches Trobridge for the
Boss.”

"All right. What of it? You’d be findin’
out soon enough anyhow . . . workin’ on
the Bar L and all.”

”Yeh,” the Kid agreed placidly, "I
reckon | woulda found out anyhow.”" He
seated himself at the table opposite the
unconscious Sam and thoughtfully rolled a
cigarette. ""Trobridge has been runnin’ stuff
through Hidden Valley for three years,
huh ?”

"This is the third season.” After a mo-
ment’s hesitation Jenkins pulled up a chair
and sat down also. He boasted, "Come
daylight you'll look over the slickest herd
ever gathered here. More’n four hunderd
head this year.”

The Kid was still at a total loss to under-
stand what stock was being rustled by
whom from where. Four hundred head
of yearlings wearing unmarred Bar L
brands. It didn't make sense any way he
looked at it. Yet he couldn’t reveal his
ignorance by coming right out and question-
ing Jenkins. To do so would immediately
prove that he wasn’t a Bar L rider and
would cut off any possibility of receiving
further information.

Feeling that an impasse had been reached,
he changed the conversation by mentioning
casually, "Met a couple of riders from



Chapparell when 1 took Conroy to the
road.”

"That so? Did they say how bad Ed-
wards was hurt?”

"Yeb. He’s daid.”

'T swanny,” Jenkins ejaculated.
got any idee who done it?”

"They said ’twas a feller named Charlie
Barnes.”

"That so? | know Barnes . . . met him
in Chapparell once or twict. That’s a funny
thing,” Jenkins mused. "Charlie’s been
sparkin’ a gal named Peggy Aiken
runs the Triangle A where old Hank
works.”

"What’s funny?” the Kid demanded.

"l was jest thinkin’ . . . Peggy’s brother
killed Les Edwards’ father three years ago.
Skipped the country an’ ain’t been heard of
since. Now the Aiken gal’s sweetheart up
an’ kills Les Edwards. Kinda funny any
way you look at it.”

"Yeh,” said the Kid somberly. "Damn

*funny.” He sucked on his cigarette and
stared across the pine table at Jenkins with
slitted eyes. "What’d you say if | told you
| was that gal's brother?”

“You? Hugh Aiken? The Rio
Kid?” Jenkins laughed uncertainly. Yo’re
jest funnin’, | reckon.” But he wet dry lips
with his tongue and stared half in disbelief
and half in fear at the hard-faced young
gunman who didn't laugh as he suggested
he might be the notorious Rio Kid.

The Kid said, "Mebby I'm funnin’ . . .
mebby not, Jenkins.”

"But good Lord, Hugh Aiken couldn’t
come back .here. He’d be strung up the
minute he showed his face. There’s still a
reward out for him.”

"Would you like to collect that reward?"
the Kid queried softly,

"Me?” Jenkins paled. A hunted look
came into his eyes. He tried to wet his lips
again but there was no moisture on his

"They

tongue. "I ain't ... | shore ain’t worryin’
about no reward money. No siree. Not
me, | ain’t.”

"That’s good,” said the Rio Kid flatly.
"If 1 was Hugh Aiken 1'd shore wanta
hear you say jest that.” His hard gray eyes
stalked the unhappy Jenkins again. "An' 1
wouldn’t want the news to get aroun'
neither. Not to Trobridge, f’r instance. Pete
Trobridge,” he went on calmly, "is the fel-
ler that claimed he seen Hugh Aiken run-
nin’ away that night Sheriff Edwards was
shot in the back. | Agger to prove him
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a liar on that, an’ | wouldn’t want him
hornin' in an’ causin’ trouble while I'm
goin' aboot provin’ it.”

He stood up and stretched, opened his
mouth in a wide yawn. “Reckon I'll be
moseyin’ along. Got a heap of things to
tend to. Two Edwardses are daid, an’ the
wrong man accused in both Killin’s.”

He sauntered toward the door and Jen-
kins stopped him with a worried question:

"Ain’t you gonna , , . wait till daylight
to look over the stuff here?”

"Not tonight,” the Kid replied easily.
"I'm headin’ back to the Bar L, an' then
on into Chapparell to start provin’ Pete
Trobridge a liar aboot seein” Hugh Aiken
one night three years ago. Reckon mebby
I’ll bust things hereabouts wide open ’fore
I'm done. No need to worry now about
this stuff that’s gathered here.”

He paused in the doorway, glancing back
at Hank Greenow. For a moment he had
forgotten the old man, not realizing the
danger in which he was placing him by
making his casual revelations to Jenkins
which he hoped would bear fruit before
morning.

Now he realized he couldn’t leave the
wounded man here in the rustler hangout.
Might kill Hank to move him, but Doc
Conroy had said the old fellow was tough
as whit-leather.

He made a quick decision, turning back
into the room. "Reckon I’ll take Hank Tong
with me,” he announced placidly, as though
it was an unimportant matter. I want to
ask him some questions soon’s he wakes

up an’ starts talkin’.

He turned his back on Jenkins and
stooped over the old man, listened to the
slow steady beat of Hank’s heart and was
reassured.

He wrapped a dirty blanket around him
and hoisted the limp figure up on his shoul-
der, strode out of the cabin, totally dis-
regarding Jenkins who watched his move-
ments with a sickly scowl.

Outside, the Kid strapped Hank securely
on the back of the Triangle A horse again,
then mounted Thunderbolt. Through the
open door of the cabin he could see Jenkins
still sitting at the table as though in a
stupor.

Leading the Triangle A horse behind
him, he rode away on the old familiar
road, on the most dangerous mission he
had ever attempted.
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CHAPTER XVI

HE Rio Kid stopped his horse on

top of the pass leading out of

Hidden Valley and glanced back at
the cabin below him. Light no longer
showed from the windows of the cabin.
He shrewdly suspected that Jenkins had
not turned it out and gone to bed, but was
even now galloping to Bloody Gap to
carry to Pete Trobridge his astounding in-
formation about the Rio Kid’s return. He
grimly hoped Jenkins had taken the bait
he dangled in front of him. A lot of
things had to happen in a hurry during the
next few hours. He figured he had just a
few hours left before everything would be
over—one way or another.

He had no definite plan of action out-
lined. He would have to depend a lot on
luck and a lot on the element of surprise.
He knew only two things—that he and
Charlie Barnes were innocent of Kkilling
Sheriff Edwards and Les. Everything else
was chaotic and jumbled.

He loosed Thunderbolt’s reins and rode
down off the pass with the burdened lead
horse trotting docilely behind him. He kept
a keen watch for a trail leading off to the
right, a little-known trail that swung north
of the Bar L range directly into Triangle A
territory.

When he reached that turning-off point
he found the old trail had completely van-
ished, obliterated by the weather and lack
of use, but he turned to the right con-
fidently, recognizing old landmarks as he
drew closer to the Triangle A, feeling his
heart beat faster as his course led him into
the old familiar trails of his boyhood.

He pulled the black stallion up sharply
when the triangle of huge cottonwoods first
showed before him in the fading moonlight.
He sat very still in the saddle and set his
teeth together hard, A tremor tightened
his muscles convulsively and he wasn't
ashamed of a sharp stinging sensation be-
hind his eyelids.

Home! There it was. Those three senti-
nel cottonwoods he had seen in his dreams
for three years. He hadn't let himself real-
ize how damned much it meant to him.
The possibility of his return had always
seemed so hopeless. Now, he was here.

He knew it was a trick of his imagina-
tion, that his hot eyes couldn’t actually
perceive the outline of the ranch building
,nestled beneath the trees; but he saw it

plainly as he sat there groping back through
the mirage of lost years.

Peggy lay asleep there, behind those
darkened windows. The bunkhouse was de-
serted tonight, with old Hank Greenow’s
bunk waiting there to receive his wounded
body.

Until this moment the Kid had vaguely
planned to try to make Hank comfortable
in his own bed and ride away without
arousing Peggy. During the ride down
from the pass he had told himself sternly
that he didn’t want to see Peggy, that she
was somehow unworthy. He had a distinct
feeling that she had sent Charlie into trou-
ble tonight when she sent him away from
her and agreed to marry Henry Pelham.

Now, he knew he wanted to see Peggy
more than any other person on earth. He
knew he had no right to sit back like God
and pass judgment on the girl. If she had
changed so much during these past three
years, wasn’t it as much his fault as hers?-

He touched a spur to Thunderbolt and
sent the black stallion forward. Now the
trees assumed form and substance in the
moonlight. In the shadow beneath their
guarding branches the house that his father
had built emerged suddenly as he remem-
bered it.

He rode directly to the front door and
leaped off lightly, strode up on the porch
and pounded on the door with his hard
knuckles.

He heard immediate movement within,
as though Peggy’s sleep had been troubled
and she had been ready for this summons.
A patch of light appeared at the rear, and
a moment later Peggy’s voice came out to
him through the door, clear and unafraid:

"Who is it?”

"It’s Hugh.”

wondering if she would believe him,
whether she could accept the impossible.

The knob rattled and the door came
open. He saw the pale blur of Peggy’s
white face—then she was in his arms, sob-
bing a little, but quietly, saying nothing at
all, clinging to him with a fierce strength
that told him everything he wanted to
know.

"Yeh. It’s me, Peg.” He was inside,
standing in front of her in the full glare
of a lighted lamp.

"You shouldn't have come, Hugh.” Her
face was as pale as the white muslin night-

H E WAITED tensely, saying no more,



gown that trailed the floor at her feet.
Strained fingers gripped the table for sup-
port. "You can’t stay!” she cried desperate-
ly. "They'll find you, and , , .”

"l am stayin’,” he told her deliberately.
He drew in a deep breath, then motioned
out the door. "I've got old Hank outside.
He’s shot bad . ., but Doc Conroy says
he’ll pull through.”

"Hank? And Doc Conroy? Oh, Hugh!
what do you mean? | don’t understand . .

"An' there’s no time tonight for ex-
planations,” he told her swiftly. "l can’t
stay but a minute. I’ll put Hank in his
bunk. . . .’

"No. Bring him in here, Hugh. Where
I can nurse him.” Peggy put a trembling
hand to her forehead. 'Tin all mixed up.
I thought Hank was in his bed asleep.”

"He's asleep,” the Kid told her grimly.
He strode out the door and removed Hank
from the saddle. Peggy had snatched up a
worn old bathrobe and had it about her
shoulders when he returned bearing the
foreman’s limp body.

"I'm here, Hugh. In Mother’s and Dad’s
room.” She was calm now, leading the way
into the unused bedroom next to hers, turn-
ing back the covers with a steady hand.

The Kid laid Hank down gently. "HeTI
be all right,” he assured her. His eyes
devoured his sister for a long moment. She
was looking at the low-tied guns on his
hips, the lines of hard recklessness on his
young face that hadn’t been there when
she saw him last.

"I’'m ridin’ to Chapparell,” he told her
briefly. "I’'m not runnin’ away this time,
Peg. I'm gonna find some way of provin’
I didn’t kill Sheriff Edwards.”

"l knew you didn’t, Hugh. As soon as
I heard he was shot through the back, |
knew it.”

"Another sheriff got shot through the
back tonight,” he told her roughly. Les
Edwards.”

She closed her eyes a moment. Then
opened them wide. '"Les? How, Hugh?
Oh, you didnt . . . ?”

He shook his head grimly. "They’ve got
Charlie Barnes locked up in jail for killin'
Les.”

She swayed back, seemed to shrink inside
the faded bathrobe under the impact of
that news.

The Kid watched her keenly, and was
suddenly glad. She loved Charlie, all right.

Two-Gun Rio Kid 65

No matter what she had said or done, she
still loved Charlie.

"It happened on the Bar L,” he went
on swiftly. "They say Charlie an’ Les got
in a fight over a Mexican gal . after
you give Charlie the cold shoulder tonight,”

She opened her eyes wide and every
freckle stood out distinctly against the
whiteness of her face. "Charlie . . . fought
over a Mexican girl with Les?” she fal-
tered.

"That’s what they’re sayin’” The Rio
Kid stepped close to her and cupped a hard
palm beneath her chin. "How aboot it,
Sis? Did you hand Charlie his walkin’
papers?”

Her dilated eyes met his gaze squarely
and without faltering. "'l sort of did, Hugh.
That is, he acted funny. He gave in to
Henry Pelham like a weakling. He sided
with Henry about cutting hay for winter
feed . . . jumped at the chance of a job
on the Bar L, a farmer’s job.”

The Kid winced at the bitterness in
Peggy’s voice. He was beginning to under-
stand a lot of things that had been foggy
a short time before.

"You shouldn’t have blamed Charlie for
that,” he told her roughly. ""He was doin’
it for me, | reckon. He knowed | was
ridin’ in to the Bar L not knowin’ it was
bein’ ranched now. 1’d writ Charlie from
El Paso to meet me there. I’dsayhe took
that job jestto be*over there on the off-
chance of catchin’ an’ warnin’ me ’fore |
rode on intothe middle of a mess of trou-
ble. He wasscared to tell you . scared
to tell anybody till he seen how the land
lay.”

Peggy’s clear eyes became clouded. That
was it then. That explained Charlie's queer
behavior this afternoon. Oh God! if she’d
only known. He might have told her, she
thought fiercely, then realized that he
couldn't. Not with Henry Pelham there.
And she remembered that Charlie had seen
her practically in Henry’s arms as he rode

up

OT shame flooded her thin cheeks
with color. She lowered her eyelids
against the Kid’s questioning gaze and said
faintly, "I didn’t know ... he didnt tell
me anything."
"How about this Henry Pelham? What
sorta jasper is he? Are you serious aboot
marryin’ him, Sis?”

"l don’t know. | told him | would this
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was so mixed up, Hugh.
Things are terrible here on the ranch.
Everything has been going wrong. Henry
is strong and sure of himself. He’s rich
and getting richer all the time. Everything
he touches turns into money,”

""So my sister is sellin’ herse’f to a rich
man?” The Kid bit off the words acidly.

Trembling violently, Peggy faced his
scornful gaze. "It was partly that, | guess.
I've been hungry, Hugh. Actually hungry.
Do you know what that means?”

The Rio Kid’ expression softened. He
nodded and said humbly, "Yeh . . . yeh,
I know all right. It's been my fault . . .
Stayin’ away so long.”

"What’s to be done about Charlie?”
Peggy asked wildly. "He didn't . . . you
don’t think he killed Les, do you?”

"l know he didn’t. But provin’ what |
know is somethin’ else again. Charlie’s in
dang near the same spot | was in three
years ago . . . only Charlie wasn’t give no
chance to hit the trail acrost the Border
like 1 did.”

"What did happen that night,
No one seems to know. . . .”

"No time to talk aboot that now,” he
interrupted her. "'l got a lot to do.” He
stepped backward, glancing over at Hank’s
still body stretched out on the bed.

"You look after Hank, an’ I'll get the
doctor to come by sooAs he can make it.
I don’t reckon there’s much you can do for
the ol’ boy till he comes back to life
again.”

"What happened to him, Hugh? What
was he doing tonight when | supposed he
was asleep?”

"Huntin’ down rustlers . ..
a bullet in his chest.”

"Rustlers?” Peggy’s eyes opened wide
with astonishment again. "We haven’t had
trouble with rustlers for a long time.”

"Mebby not. But here’s a gang workin’
hereaboots now, an’ old Hank got wise to
’em somehow. He went out by hisse’f, the
danged old he-wolf, an’ that’s what he got
for his trouble. I'm gonna clean that mess
up too,” he added grimly, "if | can stay
off the business end of a lynch rope long
enough to nose aroun’ some.”

"Be careful, Hugh. Promise me you’ll
be careful.” Peggy's eyes filled with tears
suddenly. Her thin face was convulsed
with fear. She flung herself forward in
his arms and clung to him.

He patted her shoulder awkwardly, com-

afternoon. |

Hugh?

an’ he got

forted her as he had done when she was
a stringy long-legged kid in pigtails and

had stuck a mesquite thorn in her bare
foot.

"Don’t cry, Sis. Ever’thing’s gonna be
jest fine. | swear it is. I'm stoppin’ by

the Bar L fust to clear up a coupla things

. . then I’ll high-tail it to Chapparell and
tend to gettin’ Charlie out of jail.”

"I'm glad you’re going to the Bar L.
I'm sure Henry will help. Oh, | forgot.
He knows you, Hugh. He told me so to-
night. About two years ago in Mexico . . .
that must have been just before he came
here and bought the Bar L. He said you
and he were pretty good friends . . . that
you knew you could never return home
and that you’d sort of asked him to look
after things here ... the Triangle A . . .
and me.”

The Kid put both his hands on Peggy’s
shoulders and stared over her head. He
muttered, "Yeh. I'm beginnin’ to remem-
ber. Henry Pelham, huh? Name sounded
familiar when 1 fust heard it.”

"If you were friends in Mexico, he'll
surely help you now.”

"Friends?” The Rio Kid laughed harshly.
He held Peggy away from him to look into
her eyes. "So that’s the way he talked you
over ... to jilt Charlie? By claimin' he
was a friend of mine, an' hintin’, | reckon,
that I’'d want you to take up with him?”

"Well ... yes. | suppose | was in-
fluenced . . .”

shoulders. There was an ugly scowl on
his face. "I've got things to say to Henry
Pelham, right enough. Things that won't
wait no longer.” He turned on his heel
and strode away.

A faint cry escaped Peggy’s lips. She
started after this strange gun-toting brother
of hers with an outstretched hand as though
she would catch him and hold him back,
but she stopped abruptly in the door of
the bedroom.

She couldn’t stop him now. Not even if
she wanted to. And she didn’t. Charlie
needed him. And Charlie needed her.

Her face tautened in sudden resolve.
Sh hurried into her own bedroom and
quickly got into her riding things. She
wasted a last glance at Hank and saw he
was still in his coma, then ran out of the
house and to the corral. Ten minutes after
the Rio Kid rode toward the Bar L to settle

THE KID dropped his hands from her



accounts with Henry Pelham, Peggy was
galloping madly to Chapparell to be close
to the man she loved.

CHAPTER XVII

HE Rio Kid unlocked the padlocked
gate in the north fence ot the Bar L
with a bullet, the same way he had
treated the east gate. He left it swinging
open behind him while he galloped on along
the road leading to the Bar L headquarters.

The ranch house, the outbuildings, and
the bunkhouses were all dark when he rode
up into the yard. He reined Thunderbolt
in in front of the bunkhouse and hallooed
loudly. When that brought no response he
pulled a gun and tilted the muzzle skyward,
triggered it three times in swift succession.

This brought on a light in the bunkhouse
almost at once. A moment later the door
came open and the smooth-faced young
puncher named Billy peered out, rubbing
sleepy eyes and mussing his tousled hair.

"Who is it?” he called. "What’s all the
shooting about?"

"It’s me. Pete Trobridge sent me in from
Bloody Gap to rout Pelham out. All hell's
broke loose tonight.”

"Who are yuh?” Billy stared out into the
moonlight uncertainly. "Whyn’t you git off
an’ come into the light where 1 Kkin see
yuh?”

"I’'m in a hurry,” the Kid told him im-
patiently and truthfully. ""Where’s Pelham?”

"What kinda hell’s broke loose in Bloody
Gap?"

m"'Plenty. Hank Greenow’s got onto the
Hidden Valley layout. Half-Breed Joe is
daid. Likewise, Mart.”

in’ Jehosaphat!

the youngster.

Pelham ain’t here.
staying in Chapparell tonight.”

"Pat?”

"Yeh, Pat Brinsted. Bar L foreman.”

"What’re they stayin’ in Chapparell for
tonight?” the Kid demanded.

"They took that Barnes feller in after he
gunned Sheriff Edwards. An’ bein’ that left
Chapparell without no sheriff, Henry Pel-
ham was appointed temporary-like. An’ he
swore Pat in as his fust deputy. They stayed
in town to guard the jail in case any of
Barnes’ friends got idees about turnin’ him
loose.”

The Kid sat very still in the saddle and
digested this astounding information. He

Is that a fact?”
“Well, | dunno.
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had to admit to himself that Pelham was a
fast, shrewd worker. In one stroke he had
gotten rid of Edwards and Barnes and
installed himself in control of the law-
enforcement machinery of the county. That
made the task confronting the Rio Kid
doubly difficult.

He thought it over carefully while he
rolled a cigarette. Billy fidgeted on first one
bare foot and then the other in the lighted
doorway of the bunkhouse.

The Kid struck a match to his cigarette
and let the brief glare illuminate his bleak
features while he sucked fire into his ciga-
rette.

Billy yelled, "Hey! | ain’t never seen you
around before. What’d you say your name
was?”

"1 didn’t say.” The Kid spun the dead
match stick away in the moonlight.

"Well . . . what is it? How do | know
you come from Pete Trobridge?”

In a taunting voice the Kid said, "You’ll
have to take my word for that, sonny.” He
changed his tone to one of rough command.
"I've gotta talk to one of the Mexicans
here. Where do they bunk ?”

"l aint’ shore that | oughtta . . .

The Rio Kid laughed and drove a bullet
into the wooden threshold between Billy’s
bare feet. "Make up yore mind quick, sonny.
Where at are the Mexes?”

Billy yelped and spread out spraddle-
legged when the bullet zinged into the floor
beneath him. "Up the hill there. If | was
dressed an' had me a gun . . .”

"You'd more’n likely commit suicide with
it,” the Kid finished for him coldly. He
reined Thunderbolt away from the bunk-
house up the hillside indicated by Billy.

He slid off in front of the Mexican shacks
and strode to the door of the first one.

Him an’ Pat areHlwtfirst knock brought an instant response

which indicated that the foreign field-hands
were awake and fearful.

""Quien es?”

"A stranger,” the Kid replied in the same
language. "A friend, who must see Tonita
quickly.”

He heard a whispered conference going
on inside the darkness ot the house. Then
.the door opened cautiously and he stepped
back into the moonlight so his features
could be seen from within.

After a moment’s hesitation he heard
Tonita’s liquid voice affirming gladly, "Si,
Papa. It is him. The gringo caballero who
was kind to me tonight.”
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Senor,” a masculine Mexican
"Un momente and | will

""Bueno,
voice answered,
make the light.”

The Kid waited until a match flared and
was touched to the wick of a candle held
in the trembling hand of the Mexican girl.
Long braids of black hair framed the oval
of her face, giving her a look of Madonna-
like dignity; but her eyes were wide dark
pools of terror, and sharp white teeth cruelly
dented the soft flesh of her underlip as she
restrained a cry of fear under the impact
of the Kid's searching gaze.

Beyond her shoulder in the faint circle
of illumination provided by the flickering
candle was the grave face of her father. He
pushed Tonita back gently and inclined his
head courteously to the Rio Kid,

"The Senor will honor my house by enter-
ing? My Tonita has told me about meeting
you earlier tonight.”

HE KID nodded and stepped inside a
T small, frugally furnished room that was
scrubbed to immaculate cleanliness. Tonita
retreated before him and set the candle on
wooden shelf beneath a plaster image of the
Virgin Mother. The Kid awkwardly re-
moved his hat without quite understanding
the impulse that prompted his action, turned
to the grave-faced father.

"A man has been accused of murder to-
night, Senor. The man is my very good
friend and he is innocent. | think you and
your daughter know he is innocent.”

"You mean the . . . Senor Barnes, no?”

"Yep. Charlie Barnes. He didn't Kill
Sheriff Edwards, and you know it,” the Kid
said bluntly.

The Mexican father spread out his work-
cailoused palms and lowered his eyes. "Si,
Senor,” he admitted humbly. "We know.”

"Then why did you let them arrest him?”

"We are strangers here, from another
country. Will our words be listened to,
Senor? We seek only for peace ... to be
allowed to work and then return to Mex-
ico.” The old man’s voice was troubled.

The Rio Kid shook his head. "But you
are a man. You can’t let an innocent man
die unjustly.” He paused, frowning heavily,
"l think I know what happened out there
on the range. I'll be damned if | can blame
you. | know how some white men treat
Mexican girls. | don’t blame you for fol-
lowing Tonita tonight on your burro.”

"You know that, Senor . . . also?”

"That you were out.there tonight on your

burro? Yeh. | figured that. . . even though
Tonita did a good job of distracting my
attention so | wouldn't hear you pass.”

He heard a shamed gasp from Tonita’s
lips. He turned and saw a hot flush mantling
her cheeks.

"Tonita,” said her father stolidly, "is a
good and dutiful daughter.”

"l think she’s mighty line,” the Rio Kid
concurred heartily. "To damn fine for a
skunk like Les Edwards. | don’t blame you
for killing him, but ... are you going to
stand back and let an innocent man die
for it?”

The old Mexican looked bewildered. I,
Senor? You think | Kkilled the young
sheriff?”

"Didn’t you?"

""No, Senor.”

"Then what were you doing sneaking
around out there on your burro?”

The old man folded his arms proudly.
"To see that no harm came to my Tonita."

"l guessed that. AIll right, when Les
Edwards got fresh you couldn’t stand it.
You shot him . . , and | don’t blame you."

"But no, Senor. It was not the sheriff
who made the insult for Tonita. It was he
who rode up in front of me while the
foreman struggled with her to steal a kiss
she refused to give him.”

"The foreman?” The Kid wrinkled his
brow in perplexity. "You mean the Bar L
foreman? Man named Pat Brinsted? Was
he out there tonight too?”

"“Si, Senor. It was the foreman who
insisted my Tonita must accompany him on
his ride in the night. He is the foreman,
Senor. Could she refuse?"

"Holy cats,” groaned the Kid. "This is
getting worse mixed-up than ever. Hell,
looks like it was a regular convention out
there. All right, Tonita was fighting with
the foreman to keep him from kissing her.
Then Les Edwards popped up. What
then ?”

"l am trying to explain, Senor. | was
watching from behind a mesquite bush, full
of pain and of wrath, but also full of hope
that Tonita could conquer with her own
strength and not need help from me. When
the sheriff saw what was happening he was
very angry and shouted curses at Pat. The
foreman held Tonita with his right arm and
shot from his left hand as the sheriff’s
horse whirled away. Tonita escaped and
jumped in her saddle, quirted the foreman’s
horse away. She ran as though pursued by a



thousand devils, and | followed, Senor, as
rapidly as my burro would go.”

The Kid whirled on Tonita.
truth?”

She nodded mutely.

"When | got home | counseled Tonita
to say nothing about what had happened,”
the old man went on slowly. "The Ameri-
can customs are strange to us. We did not
know until much later that the Senor Barnes
was in trouble.”

"So that's the way of it?” the Kid mut-
tered. "'Pat Brinsted killed Edwards, then
he and Pelham got together and hung it on
Charlie. By God, I'm glad it’s that way
instead of the way | thought. | hated to
drag you folks into it."

"We will not have to tell what happened,
Senor?” the Mexican asked gratefully.

"l don’t know . . . yet. | think | can
fix it so you won’t have to. Sure ... | can
say | saw it happen that way. Leave you
out of it.” The Rio Kid's face suddenly
became elated. He chuckled and slapped
his thigh. "They figure they’re safe because
you’re Mexicans and no one would believe
your story. But when | tell them 1 was
hid behind a mesquite bush watching the
whole thing . . .” He sobered into sudden
grimness. ""Don’t say a word to anybody,”
he cautioned. "If things work out right
there’ll be a new boss and a new foreman
on the Bar L tomorrow. If things don’t
work out right . . . you’d better get that
girl across the Border fast as you can.”
He shook hands with the Mexican, then
turned and awkwardly held out his hand
to Tonita.

When she timidly put her soft palm in
his, he grasped it tightly and said in a husky
undertone, ""Meeting you tonight was some-
thing I'll never forget. If | ever see you
again ... | hope it’ll be in the moonlight
and you’ll have another reason to keep me
from looking around like you did
tonight.” He turned and strode out of the
door before she could reply, ieaped on
Thunderbolt and whirled him into the road
to Chapparell.

"Is that the

E FELT strong now, eager to come to
H grips with the forces opposed to him.
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Charlie Barnes’ innocence by making a
simple comparison.

His own innocence of the old charge
was going to be harder to prove, but with
this evidence of a brazen attempt to frame
Charlie for Les’ death, it shouldn’t be so
hard to convince the skeptical that he him-
self might also have been framed. And
with the tie-up between Trobridge and
Pelham in the Hidden Valley rustling deal
—things were beginning to work out.

He leaned forward on Thunderbolt’s
sleek neck, giving the fleet black stallion his
head and urging him to greater speed
through the night. The end of the long
trail was just ahead. The lights of Chap-
parell were already beginning to show
dimly. It looked as if the entire town was
still awake, though it was far past the
normal hour when honest citizens should
have been asleep.

Well, the little town had had a lot of
excitement tonight, he reminded himself
grimly—and was due to have a lot more.

An hour ago he would have hesitated
about riding boldly into the town with all
its citizens awake and watchful, but now
he welcomed the accident that gave him
an opportunity for a dramatic entry.

It was better this way. There’d be a
clean-cut decision. He was through with
skulking and hiding his face, and he felt
as though a great oppressive burden had
suddenly been lifted from his shoulders.

The main street was ablaze with lights
and the business block was lined on both
sides with saddled horses. The news had
spread fast, bringing riders hurrying in
from all the outlying ranches.

The jail was at the south end of town,
just off the road coming in from the Bar L.

The Kid's muscles tightened when he saw
the surging mob in front of the jail
Charlie’s friends, he guessed gladly, know-
ing how popular Charlie had always been
in the community. They had gathered
quickly and in force to demand his release.
Pelham and Pat had foreseen that contin-
gency when they got themselves appointed
to positions of authority to prevent that
from happening.

The Kid pulled up on the outer fringe
of the mob that was pressing closer and

Knowing it was Pat’s gun that had actuatlpser about the jail. They were shouting

killed Les Edwards ought to make things a

lot easier. If Doc Conroy was serious about
being able to tell what gun a bullet had
been fired from, he should be able to prove

loudly. Angry broken phrases that he
couldn’t understand. No one looked at
him. Every face was turned forward to the
steps leading up to the jail where a small
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group was gathered as though in momen-
tous conference.

Then the Rio Kid saw his sister Peggy
and he went rigid in the saddle while a
strange choking crept into his throat and
stayed there.

Peggy was in the center of the mob, and
her thin face was tight with anguish. She
appeared to be trying to force her way
forward, and it looked as though she were
being forcibly prevented by several rough-
looking men who were strangers to him.

He didn’t understand it, for Peggy was
fighting with the men who held her, biting
and scratching like the red-headed hellion
she had always been when her temper was
aroused.

The Kid pushed Thunderbolt up to the
rear of the mob. He saw a familiar face.
Old John Rubicum who had been a close
friend of his father’s. He leaned from the
saddle and forcefully gripped John’s
shoulder.

The old man turned and stared up into
his face, then gave a startled yelp of dis-
may. "Hugh? Hugh Aiken?”

"Yeh. It’s me, John. What’s goin’ on?
What’s Peggy doin’ up yonder?”

"Hugh. You’ve chose a hell of a night
to come home. Charlie Barnes murdered
Les Edwards tonight . . through the back
just like you shot Les' dad. Peggy’s tryin’
to get to the jail to see Charlie before the
mob gets to him. They won’t let her. It’s
no place for a girl here tonight. Hell!
They’ll get you too, Hugh. String you up
with Charlie if they see you. There’s still
areward ...”

"To hell with that. Have all of you gone
crazy? Charlie didn’t kill Les Edwards.”

"Im afraid he did." John Rubicum shook
his gray head sadly. "Doctor Conroy just
made a speech from the jailhouse steps.
He’s damn near sober tonight. He’s always
claimed he’s got a way of tellin’ whether
a bullet was fired from a certain gun. Well,
he dug the slug out of Les’ hick . . . and
he says it was shot from the gun Charlie
had borrowed and was wearing tonight.”

CHAPTER XVIII

W 1~T CAIN'T be so,'" the Rio Kid

exclaimed in utter disbelief. ""Doc

-ML Conroy mus’ be either drunk . . .

or lyin’. Charlie never shot nobody in the

back. No more,” he added strongly, "than
me.”

John Rubicum shot him a piercing glance
from under matted gray eyebrows. "Claim-
ing you didn’t kill Les’ father?”

"Hell yes, I'm claimin’ that.
more, I'm gonna prove it.”

Rubicum shook his head sorrowfully.
"Once you’re recognized by this mob |
reckon you won’t have much chance to
prove anything. There’ll be two lynchings
instead of one tonight. You’d better back
out quiet and get out of town quick. I’ll
keep my mouth shut for your old
daddy’s sake.”

For a moment the Rio Kid hesitated.
His bleak gaze went searchingiy over the
heads of the mob to the little group of
men on the iron steps leading up to Char-
lie’s barred cell. There were four of them
with their heads close together. He recog-
nized Doctor Conroy and old Frank Hess,
storekeeper and postmaster for as long as
he could remember. He didn’t know the
other two men, but even at this distance
he could see the shiny outline of law-badges
pinned to their vests. Frank Pelham and
his foreman, Pat Erinsted,

The cards were certainly stacked against
justice tonight in Chapparell. The temper
of the mob was growing steadily worse.
They wouldn’t be held back much longer,
and the Kid shrewdly surmised that the
newly appointed sheriff and his deputy
would make little effort to protect their
prisoner when the mob action took a vio-
lent turn.

He nodded to Rubicum slowly. 1 reckon
yo’re right at that. Best thing | can do is
get out an’ save my own skin. Much
obliged to you for not givin’ the alarm.”

He wheeled Thunderbolt about, con-
scious of disappointment and disgust
aroused inside the old man by his action.

He trotted along behind the mob on the
road leading to the safety of the Border,
and none turned their heads to note his
passing.

When he was well out of sight he circled
to the right ig a wide arc that eventually
brought him back behind the jail.

The voice of the mob in front of the
jail had risen to a loud and thunderous
roar while he completed the maneuver. If
was an incessant rumble of anger from a
hundred throats, ominous in its implications
of mass bloodthirst rapidly passing beyond
the bounds of any human restraint. He’d
seen mobs in action before and he recog-
nized this sound as one of the last stages

What’s



before angry shouts gave way to concerted
action.

He drew both guns as he stepped off
Thunderbolt and unhooked his rope from
the saddle. Then he approached the rear
of the jail, tossed a loop of the rope over
a projecting roof beam, and hauled himself
up. His boots scraped, but the sound was
lost in the rising tumult in front of the
jail. There was, he knew, a trapdoor in the
roof, and he intended letting himself down
into the jail through it

He pushed the trapdoor cautiously aside,
and looked down. An unlighted corridor
led back to the four barred cells that con-
stituted Chapparell’s jail. Directly under
the trapdoor, rays of light flickered weirdly
through the criss-crossed iron bars of the
front windows, outlining the figure of a
man clinging to the bars and peering out
at the gathering of former friends who now
demanded his life in payment for a crime
committed by another. The figure of Charlie
Barnes sagged pathetically, supported by
outflung arms gripping the bars on either
side and above his head.

The Kid rapped lightly on the edge ot
the trapdoor with the barrel of a .45.
Charlie whirled about from the window
and asked in a choked voice, "Well? Who
is it?”

"It’s me, Charlie. | come to tell you . . .

“Hugh! You’d better get away. Quick!
You can’t do anything. The mob’s gettin®
worse. An’ Pelham an’ Brinsted don't even
aim to try to keep ’em away. | heard ’em
talkin’ an’ laughin® about it ‘while ago.”

"l ain’t worryin’ none aboot the new
sheriff an’ his depity,” the Kid grated.
"I’m goin’ out there now. An’ Charlie, |
thought you’d like to know . . . Peggy’s
out yonder fightin’ to get to you.”

He turned quickly away from the trap-
door, got his rope, knotted it carefully so
he wouldn’t slide down too fast and draw
the attention of the men outside before he
was ready for them. Holding a gun in one
hand, he let himself down with the,other,
and strode to the door leading out to the
little platform in full view of the angry
mob. For a brief moment he hesitated with
both guns held in front of him, then with
a look of grim determination he kicked the
door open and went out.

ENRY PELHAM whirled at the
sound of the opening door. He
faced the muzzle of two .45’s and a pair
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of glittering eyes in a saturnine face that
was vaguely familiar to him.

The Rio Kid grated, "Hist yore hands,
Pelham . . . quick! An’ you too, Mister,”
to Pat, backing up his command by leveling
a gun on each of them.

They reluctantly hoisted their hands
above the head, and the roar of the mob
quickly subsided to a low murmur as men
pushed forward and turned to ask their
neighbors what was happening on the
platform.

Frank Hess and Doc Conray both turned
to look at the Kid. The old storekeeper’s
jaw sagged and he bent closer to give his
aged eyes a chance to tell him he wasn’t
seeing what he thought he saw. But that
didn’t help any. The face of the gunman
was still that of Hugh Aiken.

In a faltering tone he ejaculated, ""Hugh!
By gorry, is that you ?”

'It's me, right enough, Frank. But you
can call me the Rio Kid now. An’ don’t
none of you forget that the Kid is sorta
handy with his guns.” The Kid’s voice was
icy, a low ominous tone that carried clearly
down into the front ranks of his old neigh-
bors pressing forward to get at the jail.

A tide of excited muttering and conjec-
ture surged back over the tight-packed mob
as those in front passed the word along
that Hugh Aiken had returned, dared to
face them now with his guns on the new
sheriff and his deputy.

The Kid knew that guns were being
trained on him from below, that the slight-
est untoward movement would bring a hail
of death from the mob, but he turned his
attention to Doctor Conroy and demanded,
"Why’d you lie aboot Charlie's gun shoot-
in” the bullet that killed Les Edwards?”

""So you’re Hugh Aiken?” Conroy squint-
ed at him and pursed his lips. "It wasn’t
necessary for me to lie. | fired a test bullet
from the gun Charlie was carrying tonight
and under the microscope it was identical
with the bullet | took from Les.”

"Whose gun was it? Charlie never car-
ried one.”

""See here, you!” Pelham burst out. “I
don’t know who you are nor why you’re
horning in . . .”

The Kid interrupted him with a sardonic
laugh. "You know who | am awright,
Pelham. We met oncet before . . . across
the Border. You weren’t an honest rancher
then . . though jest as honest as you are
now, | reckon. You were runnin' with
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Pedro Salazar’s crowd , . . tryin’ to figger
a way to get a good price for the cattle
Pedro was rustlin’ across the Border. Well,
I reckon you figgered that out. Half-Breed
Joe was one of Pete’s gang, an' yore side-
kick here was another. Only, he alius wore
two guns in them days. Where’s yore other
gun?” he demanded fiercely of Pat, who
had only a right-hand holster at his hip.

"What’s it to you?” Pat snarled. "You
ain’t gonna live long enuff . . .”

The Kid-made a menacing gesture with
his gun and Pat subsided to silence.

He reminded Conroy, ”1 asked you a
question a minute ago. Whose gun was
Charlie totin’?”

"One he borrowed from a Bar I. hand,
| believe. So Mr. Pelham said. A man
named Mart, wasn’t it, Mr. Pelham?”

"That's right.” Pelham turned and faced
the mob and shouted angrily, "This man’s
an outlaw with a price on his head. Are
you going to let him . . . 2"

The Kid tipped his hat back, stepping
forward and forcing Pelham back.

"Yeb. It’s me. The Rio Kid. Hugh
Aiken that use ta be. I’m provin’ right now
that Charlie Barnes didn't kill Les Edwards.
When | get done with that I'm gonna
prove that | didn’t kill Les’ daddy. If
some of you'll come up here on the plat-
form . .

He glimpsed the face of a man in the
mob who was working his way forward,
swift movement and the glint of moonlight
on a leveled gun. He fired before he fin-
ished speaking, and the man sagged for-
ward to his knees.

"That was Pete Trohridge | jest shot,™
the Kid shouted above the tumult of excited
questions. ""He figgered on shuttin’ my
mouth ’fore 1 proved it was him that
gunned Sheriff Edwards three years ago
instead of me. Bring him up here, some
of you, an’ if he stays alive long enough
I’lll make him admit it.”

John Rubicum was one who took the
initiative below. He was respected by all
the ranchers and they followed his lead
when he pushed forward to Pete Tro-
bridge’s side saying, '""Come on, men. Give
Hugh Aiken his say. He’s not trying to
run away this time. Won’t hurt anything
to hold off a minute and see what’s what.”

The Kid stepped back and waited while
Rubicum and two others lifted Trobridge’s
prostrate body and carried him to the stairs.

He turned to Conroy and said quietly,
"Where’s the gun that Kkilled Edwards?"

"It’s right inside the jail. Belt and all
for evidence.”

"Get it an’
snapped.

bring it out,” the Kid

OMETHING in his voice made the

doctor obey without hesitation. He
emerged with the gun-belt in his hands as
Rubicum and the others got the saloon-
keeper from Bloody Gap to the platform.
The Kid’ bullet had smashed Trobridge’s
left groin and he collapsed into a moaning
heap when they let him down.

The Kid nodded to Rubicum and the
two others who had known him as a youth.
"You-all with Frank Hess will hafta be a
sort of unofficial jury,” he told them. T
reckon you’ve all been told that Charlie
Barnes is proved guilty of killin® Les with
this gun he’d borrowed from a Bar L rider
named Mart?” He took the gun-belt from
Conroy and held it up for them to see.

They nodded, and Pelham snarled, "Are
you men going to stand here and listen to
this renegade . . . this murderer?”

"Yeh,” the Kid replied for them un-
emotionally. "They’re gonna listen, Pel-
ham. SoTe you.”

He turned to Conroy. "Mart’s the man
that busted into the Bloody Gap saloon
tonight . . . callin’ for you to come to tend
Les Edwards. Remember, Doc?”

""Of course | remember. You killed him.”

"Not till he went for both his guns. That
right, Doc?”

"Yes. Oh, it was fair enough . . .”

"That’s not what | mean. He was wearin’
two guns, Doc. But still this here is s’posed
to be the gun Charlie’d borrowed from
him . . . the gun that you say yourself
killed Les Edwards.”

"l did say so. | can prove it.”

"l reckon this gun did kill Les. But it
ain’t the gun Charlie borrowed from Mart
tonight. Mart was wearin’ both his later.
But here’s a two-gun man half undressed.”
The Kid gestured savagely toward Pat Brin-
sted who was listening, open-mouthed.
"Lackin’ a left-hand gun,” the Kid went
on. ”An’ this here’s a left-hand gun. Provin
more’n ever that Charlie couldn’t of Killed
Les with it. AH of you know Charlie cain’t

shoot for shucks right-handed . .. let alone
with his left.”
When the ranchers nodded frowning



agreement Henry Pelham raised his voice
on a note of high indignation. "Did you
switch gun*, Pat? W.ithout telling me a
word? By God . . He went for his guns
swiftly, hoping in the excitement to seal
Pat’s lips with a bullet and thus throw all
the blame on his foreman.

The Kid was looking for some such
trickery, and he smashed Pelham's kneecap
with a bullet that sent the Bar L rancher
floundering to the platform while Pat Brin-
sted cursed his former boss viciously.

"Tryin’ to put it off on me, huh? You
top me to switch them guns to lay the
killin” on Barnes. God damn yore hide . . .”

"That clears Charlie.” The Rio Kid
wiped beads of sweat from his forehead.
"l saw Pat Brinsted Kill Les with his left-
hand gun,” he explained to the open-
mouthed ranchers. 'l knowed | could prove
it if 1 got hold of the gun an’ had a
chanct to show you.

"Now, you come to me . .. an’ Pete
Trobridge layin’ there aboot to die. You
ain’t got long to live, Pete. You ready to
tell the truth aboot what happened on the
trail that night three years ago?”

The wounded saloon-keeper’s only reply
was a surly curse accompanied by a groan
of pain.

"Awright,” said the Kid, "then ill tell
it. ' You men remember it was Pete that
claimed he saw me that night. He proved
it by describin’ a new scarf | was wearin’.
Awright, he did see me . after he’d
awready Killed Sheriff Edwards. | only met
one man that night . . . before | come on
Sheriff Edwards daid in the trail. That man
had to be Pete Trobridge, else how could
he’ve described my new scarf so perfect?”

"But why?” burst out John Rubicum and
Frank Hess in unison. “Pete didn’t have
any quarrel with Sheriff Edwards.”

"l didn’t figger that out myself until to-
night,” Hugh Aiken admitted. "But where
Edwards was Killed was on the trail leading
up to Hidden Valley. Trobridge has been
herdin’ rustled cattle in Hidden Valley for
three years. He musta thought Edwards had
got wise an’ was headin’ for the hideout.
There’s a herd there right now,” he went
on swiftly. "All yearlin’ stuff an’ branded
with a big new Bar L. Pedro Salazar in
Mexico, Pete Trobridge in Bloody Gap, an’
Henry Pelham on the Bar L have been
workin’ it together. That’s how Pelham has
got rich so fast . . . buyin’ back rustled
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stuff from Salazar at half price, which is
more’n Salazar could get anywhere else.

""Salazar rustles the spring calf crop all
up an’ down the Border before brandin’
time,” the Kid continued his involved ex-
planation. ""He holds ’em in Mexico all
winter an’ slaps a Bar L brand on. Come
spring, they push the rustled yearlin’s back
acrost the Border up through the desert to
Bloody Gap an’ down into Hidden Valley
. . . then into the Bar L range at night.
That’s why Pelham keeps his gates locked

to keep out too many stray visitors
that might notice how damn many new
yearlin’s pop up all of a sudden each
spring.”

"By God, son, it sounds reasonable,"
breathed Frank Hess. "Le’s lock these fel-
lers up an’ get Charlie outta there.”

The Kid stepped back and holstered his
guns with a sigh when there was a con-
certed forward movement toward the three
men who had hoodwinked Chapparell com-
pletely for three years.

Peggy came up the stairs in a rush and
threw her arms about his neck, and did not
relinquish her hold until Charlie Barnes
emerged from the jail and stood looking
at her with an awkward smile on his broad
face.

John Rubicum approached the Rio Kid
diffidently, followed by a group of ranch-
ers, all of whom looked abashed and un-
comfortable.

Glittering in Rubicum's outstretched palm
was the sheriff's badge that had a few
minutes previously been rudely ripped from
Pelham’s vest, and Rubicum cleared his
throat twice before saying:

"We been talking it over and we’re
asking you to put this on and wear it,
Hugh. After the job you’ve done tonight
there’s no man we’d be prouder to have
wear it.”

Though the Kid’s eyes were shining, he
shook his head and backed away, “That’s
too big a jump all of a sudden from the
Rio Kid. God A’mighty, John, I'd be
goin’ for my guns ever' time | looked in a
mirror an’ saw that star reflected. Besides
which, I'll be makin’ a ride back to El
Paso purty soon, | reckon. There’s a gal
there that’s waitin’ to know how | come
out. Mebby,” his voice softened as he
glanced at Peggy held tightly in Charlie’s
arms, "we can fix up a double weddin’ . . .
an’ if she wants to settle down here I’ll
shore be proud to pin on that star.”



LAWMAN'S

GUNSMOKE GOODBYE
by BRETT AUSTIN

Mike Hunter, grizzled gundog of Limas town,

younger man.

knew that he must give his star to a

But he didn't know that Brett Sneed and his gun-wolf pack were plan-

ning to celebrate his funeral with powdersmoke and bank robbery.

M YOW THE SUN had set, and
P W an evening chill crept down
A from the snow-tipped
Highwood Mountains &iat entirely

encircled Lismas town. And, though
the evening air was sharp, old Sher-
iff Mike Hunter, seated in his easy
chair on the porch of the Sheriff’s
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Office, made no move to pull his buck-
skin coat tighter across his heavy
shoulders. A gaunt, gray man, he
sat there in the Montana dusk, toy-
ing with his thoughts. And finding
in his musings no pleasure.

For tomon-ow, he was giving up
his badge. Tomorrow he would de-
posit all the duties, all the obligations,
of his office upon his deputy, honest
Ben Truscott. And, secretly, he was
worried.

Not that he didn’t trust Truscott.
For ten years, Truscott had been an
able deputy. Mike Hunter had been
sheriff for thirty years, and in those
three decades he’d never met a more
competent deputy than, Truscott. No,
it wasn’t that____

Then what was it? What caused
this unrest inside him? Here he
was—sixty-two years old. And he
had long looked forward to this day
when he could put aside his badge
and his .45—and take up his catch-
rope and saddle on his A Lazy V Bar
spread. And now that day had final-
ly arrived....

But he had to quit, he told him-
self. There was no use kidding him-
self. He was old, and the years rode
heavily on him. His bones, his mus-
cles, had lost their energy, their
alertness. He tired easily. The old
rawhide was gone.

He had to do as he was doing,
voluntarily resigning. He had to be
honest to the voters that had re-
elected him these thirty past years—

He had to that.... for their sake.

UDDENLY, the sound of ap-
proaching bootheels cut short
his thoughts. Now the night’s
shadows parted and a man—big and
young and broad-shouldered—came
forward and halted there on the
steps. He looked at Hunter.
“Mike,” Ben Truscott began slow-

ly, “lI’ve been thinkin’ that maybe
you shouldn’t give up your star. An’
the rest of the people hereabouts—"”

“Sit down,” Mike Hunter inter-
rupted gruffly.

Truscott lumbered across the
porch. The dry flooring creaked un-
der his weight. The chair creaked,
too, as he lowered his enormous bulk
into it. He tried again with, “This
county needs you, Mike.”

“Maybeso,” Mike Hunter admitted.

Truscott sat there, looking over
Leedy, and Mike Hunter studied his
deputy’s honest, open face. This
Truscott, he knew, was a man of slow,
deliberate thought. He was stub-
born, and entirely lacking in imagina-
tion. But he was a man’s man for
all that, and Mike Hunter knew that.

“l wish you’d reconsider,” Truscott
said slowly.

Mike Hunter said, “Let’s not talk
any more about that, Ben.”

Truscott took this into his mind,
wrestling with it, his jaw grinding his
fine-cut tobacco almost angrily. Then
the stubbornness arose again in him,
drew hard lines in his heavy face,
and he said:

“Damnit, Man, you can’t quit!”

“But | am quitting,” Hunter said.

Truscott said, “By Heavens, |
oughta quit. Then they’d have no-
body to put in your place. Then
you’d have to keep on! | been talkin’

with Jane, Mike. Your wife ain’t
askin' you to quit. Neither does the
town-council, the business-men, the

ranchers. Nobody wants you to quit!”

Hunter smiled and said, “See you
come mornin’, Ben,” and went down
the steps. His gray gelding was tied
to the hitchrack beyond the plank
sidewalk; he reined the animal in
tightly, stuck the square-toe of his
Justin boot into the Visalia stirrup,
swung into the hull and rode down
the main street. There was a small
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white house on the corner of Main
and Cottonwood streets and there he
dismounted, glancing at the
and wagon standing beside the gate
—the wagon loaded with furniture
and various household fixtures. A
kerosene lamp burned inside. The
door was open.

he asked.

“You’re just in time,” a woman’s
voice said and he entered.

Except for the table, the rest of
the furniture was gone; the floors
looked barren without the rugs, and
the walls seemed high and wide
without the pictures.

"In time for what?”

The man said, “To help me with
this table.”

The table was made of heavy hard-
wood and was too wide for the door
and would have to be laid on its side
and taken through that way. The
man wiped his sweaty forehead with
the back of his hand.

They got the table through and
loaded it upon the wagon. The wom-
an followed behind, her arms filled
with odds and ends. She was a me-
diurn-built, fine-featured woman and
she had a small face—wrinkled with
age now—and her once brown hair
was now completely gray.

“Safe to come in?”

UNTER took her burden and
put the articles into the wagon.

“Tired?” he asked.

She nodded.

He helped her up into the high
wagon seat and then he told the
man: “I’ll be out the ranch direct-
ly, Carl. How’s things out there?”

“We got all the furniture except
this load inside, Mike. We got it in
purty respectable order.”

Hunter told his wife, “You go
right to bed, Honey. I’ll bet you’re
dog tired,” and then again to the

tea- i

man, “We’ll unload this load come
momin’, Carl.”

Then he mounted his gray and sat
in the saddle and watched the wagon
lumber into the night. Then he
looked at the house—it seemed sud-
denly desolate and as devoid of life
as though it had known no occupants
for years—and then he turned the
gray toward the office.

Truscott still sat upon the porch.
He said nothing as Hunter rode up
and Hunter sat in saddle, evaluating
his successor. Truscott lacked but
one essential necessary to the suc-
cessful lawman. That was an in-
ability to put himelf into the law-
breaker’s boots, the inability to rea-
son a situation from the criminal’s
viewpoint. Suddenly Hunter won-
dered if the lack of this innate sense
would be much of a hindrance to
Truscott.

“I'm headin’ out to the ranch,
Ben,” he said. “I’ll be in come morn-
in". You keep an eye on the town?”

“l sure will,” Truscott assured him.

This town of Lismas had once been
a brawdy, hell-roaring trailtown. But
those days had passed with the pas-
sage of the longhorn, the buffalo, the
Indian and the Indian fighter. Now
the range produced whitefaced Here-
fords, buffalo-bones dotted the
ranges, the Indians were on reserva-
tions and the Indian fighter, that
long-haired man of the saddle, had
gone to his just rewards.

The guns of Mike Hunter had
tamed the town, had brought peace
and order.

There had been no serious trouble
since two years before when Hunter
and Truscott had a run-in with the
Brett Sneed gang, had sent the lead-
er, Sneed, to Deer Lodge for life,
had left the remaining members of
Sneed’s longriders lying dead in
Shotgun Gorge.
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The distance between Lismas and
the Hunter A Lazy V Bar was five
miles. Hunter rode slowly, letting the
gray jog through the night. The
house held no lights when he arrived.

He sat for some time in the Kkit-
chen, the lamp wicked low; then he
climbed the creaking stairs, but he
slept little and sunup found him rid-
ing down Lismas’ main street.

But already the town showed ac-
tivity. The swamper who worked in
the Gilded Lady was sweeping the
big porch of that emporium of hard
liquor, hard games and harder ladies.
Ching Woo nodded as he entered his
Rialto restaurant. Big Jim Harrison,
reporter, editor, publisher, printer
and advertising man for the Harri-
son owned Lismas Ledger, stood on
the street corner, puffing his cigar
rather savagely. Hunter knew there
was something in the wind just by
looking at the up-tilt of the cigar.

“This true what I've heard about
Brett Sneed, Mike?”

“What’ve you heard?”

“They say Sneed’s busted Deer
Lodge. Got hoi’ of a cutter an’
gunned his way over the wall. You
hear anythin’ about it, Mike?”

Hunter nodded. “Notice Irom the
warden came a coupla days ago.” He
made to turn his horse and Harrison
planted an ink-stained hand on the
bridle-reins and Hunter asked:
“Well?”

OR once the garrulous news-
F paper-man seemed to find speech
difficult, then he finally blurted out:

“What if Sneed rides this way?”
“Why should he ride this way?”

“Why, damnit, man1’ Harrison
said. “You jailed Brett Sneed. You
sent him to Deer Lodge. You put

him behin' bars. An’ you know Sneed
as well as I know him. He boasted

they’d never get him alive. An’ you
busted his boast all to hell. He’ll
come back, I tell you—!”

Hunter smiled. He said, “Don't

let your imagination run away with
you, Harrison,” and he rode toward
his office.

But there was meat in Harrison’s
words. Sneed was tough—a Killer,
an outlaw. Now, with the galling
humiliation of a prison-sentence be-
hind him, he would be more than
ever a cold-blooded Kkiller.

Hunter thought from Sneed’s view-
point. He, Hunter, had jailed Sneed
and, like Harrison had said, Sneed
had openly boasted that no lawman
would take him alive, no tin badge
would ever slam a cell-door in his
face. But Hunter had taken him
alive and put him behind a cell-door.

Sneed was brutal, domineering.
Powerful of body; strong of will. His
word was as good as his gold. What-
ever he said he made good. He had
boasted he would never be taken
alive. Yet Hunter had taken him—
alive.

That prison term had hurt Sneed’s
body, true. But the stretch behind
bars was not a physical galling thing
to this outlaw-leader. The thing that
hurt most was not physical, it was
mental: Hunter, by jailing him, had
made his word worthless, had made
him, because of his boast, the laugh-
ing-stock of the owlhoot trail. Hun-
ter had humiliated Brett Sneed and
that thought cut deep into the man’s
stubborn pride.

Hunter secretly figured that Sneed
would ride back toward Lismas. But
he had not, of course, known this
when he had tendered his resigna-

tion. Sneed then had been behind
bars.

Hunter was not dodging the issue
now. The thing was that, by a
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strange quirk of nature, Sneed’s
break from Deer Lodge had coin-
cided with Hunter’s resignation—al-
most to the date, in fact.

So Hunter let it go at that— maybe
he had figured wrong—he hoped so.

Truscott was not in the office. But
another man waited in the hall—a
heavy-set man with his California

pants stuck into the tops of his Jus-
tin half-boots, a man marked by the
saddle. He was Tom Garvin, cattle-
man, county commissioner. They of-
fered greetings and Hunter unlocked
the office door. Garvin sat down
stiffly.

“You’re up with the hoot-owls,”
Hunter said.

Garvin  said, “Not up early
enough! His gray eyes met those
of Hunter’s. “You gone loco, Mike?”

“When you eat loco weed,” Hunter
said drily, “you stand like a mad
bull—your horns swingin, your eyes
bloodshot—you’re lookin’ for a fight.
Do | look proddy, Tom?”

ARVIN went straight to the
G point.  “First | figgered that
notice you sent me was some kind
of a joke so | paid it no attention.
You quittin’, that was a good one!
It made me smile. | showed it as a
joke to my round-up crew. Then yes-
terday Matt Wyler rode into my Lone
Pine camp an’ said it was the honest
to Hannah truth!”

“Fifty miles from here to Lone
Pine,” Hunter said.

“We rode it last night—"”

“We?”

“l pulled my whole damn crew off.
We shoved the cattle in Lone Pine
corrals. | called in my circle-riders.
Even the hawss-jingler rode in.”

“What you aim to do with your
men in town?”

“Don’t rush me,” Garvin said. “Are
you really quittin’, Mike?”

Hunter looked out the fly-specked
window. He could see the sidewalk
from where he stood and he saw Tru-
scott coming toward the office.

“It’s true,” he said.

Garvin stood now, stood looking at
his big hands; then he crossed the
room and put his hand on Hunter’s
shoulder.

“But why, Mike? Why?”

Hunter said nothing. Could he tell
him that he was old, that long rides
made his bones ache, that he tired
easily now, that his muscles were
turning soft, that he was not the
man he used to be when he was ten
years younger—when he was Gar-
vin’s age. No, he couldn’t do that—
he couldn’t let anybody know that.
He had to keep that to himself. He
had to be honest with himself—he
had his pride, too.

“How old are you, Tom?”

“Fifty-one. Why?”

Hunter said, “You couldn’t even
read your own brand on one of your
own steers,” and then he heard Tru-
scott outside: “Come in, Ben.”

Garvin never understood him. He
said, “Good mornin’, Ben,” and then
to Hunter, “Well, you’re old enough
to know your own min’, though |1
sure hate to see it. I’'m buyin’ ’em,
Men. I'm givin’ the party to the
best lawman to ever strap on a cutter.
Outside an’ across the street to the
Gilded Lady.”

They crossed the street. Hunter
handed Truscott the badge and, there
beside the bar, Garvin, as county
commissioner, swore Truscott into
office. The drinks went the rounds.
The word spread like fire through
dry grama grass. They sent out
riders to tell the cow outfits, the
sheep camps, the prospectors.

Wagons and buggies came into
town. Pioneer women, gray-haired,
rode on buckboard seats beside sons
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and daughters and their grandchil-
dren; oldsters who had driven long-
horn steers up the Bridger and Pow-
der River trails—saddle-warped,
weather-beaten men astraddle tough
horseflesh.

Tom Garvin said, “Let’s move this
shindig out to the A Lazy V Bar so
Jane can get in on it.”

Somebody boosted a whiskey bar-
rel into a spring-wagon. Then the
buggies, the buekboards, the lumber
wagons turned toward the Hunter
ranch. By noon, save for the men
in the Gilded Lady, the town was
deserted. Stores, restaurants, the
leather shop—all were closed. Even
the bank, there on the comer, was
locked, its shades pulled low.

Mike Hunter drank little. He had
no love for whiskey. He drank some,
true, but he always managed his
usual restraint.
the barkeeper, rolled out a barrel. By
sheer brawn he lifted it alone upon
the bar. They were out of glasses.
Ching Woo got 3ome from his res-
taurant.

“To Mike Hunter, lawman.”

GLASSES raised, then lowei’ed
slowly, untouched. For the beat
of fastly approaching horse-hoofs

sounded on the town outskirts. One
rider, Mike Hunter reasoned; one
rider, using his spurs. But why ride

so fast in such horse-killing heat?

Soon he had his answer. The rider
flanked his bronc. He was bareheaded
and riding bareback.

“They held up the Clear Spring
stage-station! They killed Will
Stacey—shot him down in cold
blood!”

Glasses went untasted to the bar.
The men followed Mike Hunter out-
side.

“Who did it, Jay?”

Talk ensued. Monte,>

“Brett Sneed and his gang!”

“His gang?”

“He had two men with him.

“Sure it was Sneed?”

“Sure as I'm a foot high.”

Truscott swung into saddle. He
jabbed a blunt forefinger at his men.

“You—an’ you—an’ you—no, not
you, Myers; you got a woman an’
kids. Six of you’s enough.” He said
to Hunter: “We’ll get him, Mike.”

They rode out fast.

They watched them go. They
stood there saying nothing. They
were thinking of Will Stacey. A
harmless old reprobate, the stage

company had given him the caretaker
job because he was too old to tool
the ribbons on the dangerous moun-
tain curves.

But Mike Hunter’s thinking went
beyond theirs. Stacey was dead.
That much he knew. But what was
the percentage in Kkilling him? In
robbing the stage-station? Stacey
was only an old man—he had little
or nothing in his possession.

“Well,” Garvin said, “that’s that.
Ben’ll take care of it.” He looked
at them and then went on, “Might
just as well pull out for the A Lazy
V Bar with the rest. We don’t want
to spoil their fun.”

They rode out then, leaving the
deserted town behind them.

But word of Stacey’s death must
have traveled ahead. Men stood in

groups, talking. And the gaiety
seemed rather forced.
Though he tried not to, Hunter

could think of nothing but Sneed.
Why had Sneed Kkilled old Stacey?
Was it because Stacey was so well-
known and so well-liked? But how
would that tie in with—?

He had it then. Sneed had killed
Stacey to draw the law out of Lismas.
Then, with the law riding toward
Clear Spring station, Sneed and his
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men would swing wide and head into
Lismas and rob the bank.

And why would Sneed do this?
Why ? Because Sneed wanted
revenge. Hunter had made him eat
crow. Hunter had jailed him.

Now Sneed would rob Hunter’s
bank while he was making a fool out
of the law. That would be the kill-
ing blow. Rob the Lismas bank while
Hunter was out looking for him. That
would make up for that prison term.
That would be worse than death to
Hunter—Hunter, the lawman who
couldn’t be fooled!

Evidently Sneed had known of his
resignation. And the resignation
made Sneed’s contemplated victory
greater. For now the town was de-
serted. The townspeople were at the
Hunter A Lazy V Bar toasting Mike
Hunter. There would be absolutely
no opposition in Lismas.

Hunter toyed with the idea. He
tried to brush it aside. It was crazy,
he told himself: idiotic, stupid. It
would never work—or would it? He
thought it through again, the little
voice inside saying: Sneed wants
revenge. He Kkilled Stacey to get
you and most of the townspeople out
on a manhunt. Now he’ll rob this
bank—rob it because you jailed him.

OBODY saw him leave. He
saddled the gray and rode out,
clinging to the ravines. Here the
terrain grew rougher and, high on
a timbered slope, he drew his blow-
ing horse into the brush, dismounted
and took his field-glasses from his
saddle-pocket.

His muscles ached. He was breath-
ing hard,.himself, and his hands
trembled slightly from exertion. He
laid on his belly, looking over the
abyss.

Many times before this spot had
proven its worth. From here he had

followed the course of many law-
breakers, then ridden across country
and intercepted them. The landscape
unfurled below. Cattle. Horses. Some
black-tail deer. A ranch-house. He
found the Clear Spring trail

He followed it with his glasses.

Yonder, on a grade, toiled Tru-
scott and his posse. Hunter swung
his glasses ahead, past Clear Spring
Station, into the timbered reaches Of
the Highwoods. Brett Sneed and his
riders were two miles straight north
of the station. They were headed
toward Lismas. There were three of
them.

They traveled a different trail than
that of Truscott. Hunter understood
instantly. He watched Truscott and
his men ride up to the station.

He saw them dismount and ex-
amine the trail for tracks. Then
they swung again to leather and rode
on, heading into the mountains, their
backs toward Lismas. Hunter knew
then he was right.

Sneed was no fool. He had deliber-
ately ridden away from Lismas, rid-
den into the mountains as though
leaving the country. Then, in a few
miles, he and his men had left the
well-traveled trail, had ridden into
another gorge and turned right
around and rode toward Lismas.

Sneed’s reasoning was simple—and
sufficient. He would draw the law
in a long, round-about chase and
then, while the law was ferreting out
his trail, he would loot the Lismas
bank and ride out, leaving Mike Hunt-
er holding the sack. And Ben Tru-
scott fell for the bait.

Hunter mounted. He sent his bronc
down the slant, heading across coun-
try. He rode through thick brush
clumps; a l-eckless rider, running
against time.

His bronc was blowing hard when
he reached the canyon.
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Ahead, a black-tailed buck deer
came smoothly from the brush and
wandered along, nipping the grass
along the trail, up the wind from
him. Suddenly the buck came to at-
tention, his long ears up.

For a moment the animal
there, flstening. Then it
silently into the brush and
peared. Then Mike Hunter heard
the sound of hoofs on rock, heard
the low mutter of men’s voices. Three
riders rounded the far bend, settled
aslant in saddles.

Mike Hunter got to his feet, taking
silent stock of the situation. He
hitched his guns around—he felt a
little stiff after that hard ride—and
he flexed his fingers slowly. Then
he stepped into the trail, braced his
legs wide, his Colts up and ready.

“That’s far enough,” Mike Hunter
said. “Now up with those hands!”

The three longriders stared at
Mike Hunter, stared at his two guns,
then looked at one another, surprise
in their eyes. Brett Sneed said: “By
hell, Hunter, | figgered we’d ditched
you back in the rough country?”

tersely, “Your

HUNTER said
arithmetic’s haywire, Sneed.

You ain’t robbin’ no Lismas bank!”

Sneed looked again at his com-
panions, that same surprise in his
glance, then he looked again at
Hunter.

“By Hell, Hunter, | don’t know
how you do it!” he said, and then he
went for his guns.

It did not last long. It could not
last long. Hunter’s first bullets sent
Sneed falling over unfired guns. The
square-jawed rider brought up his
guns—the weapons spoke once—and
they missed widely. Then the square-
jawed man was dead on the trail
beside Sneed. And the third rider
held his hands high, his gun still

stood
leaped
disap-

leathered, his face pale under the
tan.

Hunter said, “Keep your hands up
thataway,” and he went forward. He
took the man’s gun from holster and
then, holding the weapon on the man,
he said, “Dismount an’ get to work.”

He made the outlaw catch the two
horses, made him tie the bodies of
Sneed and the square-jawed man to
their saddles. Then he tied the man’s
hands behind him and he led the
two horses, making the prisoner ride
ahead.

Two miles farther, Truscott and
the posse caught up with him, star-
ing at his party in amazement.

“We heard shootin’,” Truscott said.
He ordered: “Ride ahead with that
outfit,” and he and Hunter dropped
behind. He looked at Hunter, his face
serious; yet holding a sort of dis-
gust.

“They out-guessed me, Mike.”

Hunter said, “You just guessed

wrong, Ben.”

Truscott said, thoughtfully: “I’'m
no leader, Mike. I—I—well, I'm no
general—I'm the guy who carries out

orders—"

Hunter nodded.

“An’ Mike, | know what you been
thinkin’ about. | know why you quit.
Sure, you’ve never said a word to
me, to anybody— but Mike, you’re not
so damned old—"”

“0Old?” Mike Hunter asked.

Truscott looked at him. “Sure, we
never said it—but we figgered it that
way an’—”

Mike Hunter said, “Maybe | oughta
take another whack at it. You know,”
he continued, “lI don’t know what’s
wrong with me, Ben. But I just had
to ride out—" he fumbled for words,
found them: “Sixty-two years old
ain’t too danged old, is it Ben?”

“Hell, no!” Ben Truscott said.

THE END



Musset whirled about and shot the youngster through the heart.

GOLD THIEVES
by J. LANE LINKLATER

Because young Frank Henson handed over his gold claim -to Musset's killers without a

tight, men said that he was yellow. But that was before Bill Ogden and his daughter

gave the younker something that could be repaid only in the hot coin of his flaming
guns.

RANK HENSON knew with across the swift-running creek. They

the first sound of crashing reached the bank, strode toward him.

brush that he was in for trou- The first man, the leader, was shorter

ble. fie was still down on his ktiees the others, but thick-chested,
as the brush broke open and three powerful.

men emerged from under the low The leader said to Frank: “Git
boughs of a live oak. They headed ofFn here! And stay off!”
toward him. Frank stared at him. “This is my
Frank stood up, a small miner’s claim, Musset,” he said quietly. “You
pick in his hand. know that.”
The three men were sloshing The man called Musset laughed.

82



Lead Slugs for Gold Thievos 83

“It’s our’n now,” he said. “So git

off!”
“But the law says—"”
“"The law!” Musset turned to his

pals. “Did yer hear that, boys? This
lad is talking about the law!”

They all laughed. Frank Henson
knew they could afford to laugh. The
law rarely touched this section of the
Mother Lode country; the ultimate
law here was brute force.

Musset and his pals had the claim
just across the creek, but they had
decided that Frank’s claim was the
richer one, and they wanted it, so
they were merely taking it over.

Frank stood straight, and stared
at them unblinking. But he knew
that he would not fight. He knew
that he should, regardless of the
odds, but he wouldn’. He was a tall,
well-set-up lad, fair-featured. He
wasn’t afraid, but he just didn’t want
to fight. It was a queer pride with
which his forebears had endowed him,
a pride that bound his arms as well
as his will, and made him turn away
from a threat instead of meeting it
with gun or fists.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”
growled Musset.

Frank started to move away. He
swung his pick. Musset mistook the
movement for a gesture of hostility
and crashed his fist into Frank’s face.
Frank was downed. Neither Musset
nor the others waited for him to get
up; they set on him with fists and
feet, beat him, slugged all conscious-
ness out of him.

The shadows of the dead day were
hanging over him when Frank’s eyes
opened. Dimly, he recalled what had
happened, and painfully got up. He
bathed his face in the chill waters of
the creek.

Musset and the others were gone.
No need for them to stay around.
Their battle was won. Frank’s claim

was theirs now—theirs by right of
force. They would now be back in
the roaring town of Sullivan’s Hat,
three miles over the rolling foothills.

Frank’s belongings—his pans, his
tools, his grub, his blankets—had all
been dumped into the swirling creek.

There was nothing for him but to
trudge to Sullivan’s Hat.

T TOOK him nearly an hour to
I come within sight of the town.
Over a bald hilltop a rough road
swept into the town. From the hill-
top, in the darkness, he could see
little of it. There were no lights ex-
cept for the glimmers that streaked
thinly through open doors.

Frank Henson sat on a knoll be-
side the road and gazed down into
the shambling pile of make-shifts
w'hich was Sullivan’s Hat, This was
a queer place, he reflected, for him to
be. He had been- born into the re-
fined, well-ordered life of a prosper-
ous Pennsylvania family. Yet, as he
grew into manhood, he found that
he did not fit there, either. In his
quiet secret way, he rebelled against
the easy comfort and the pale pleas-

ures of the placid existence into
which life had set him down.

He remembered vividly, now, his
sudden inspired will to leave. He re-

membered how aghast his dignified
father had been when he told him
that he was going west. He remem-
bered the cold stare of astonishment
in the eyes of the beautiful girl who
had expected to marry him. He re-
membered the strained skepticism of
his polished friends.

His mother, he thought, might
have understood, but she was dead.

So he had left them. He had en-
dured that wild tossing journey on
the ancient ship that carried several
hundred gold-mad emigres all the
way around the Horn. He had landed
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in San Francisco months later, shat-
tered and weak—but happy. He had
trudged the long weary trail around
the Bay, up through Sacramento, and
all along the Mother Lode.

And now he was here, and he knew
he should be on his way again. Yet
he realized even then that he didn’t
want to leave Sullivan’s Hat. True,
the town had everything he disliked
and shrank from; noise and blatant
vulgarity and senseless brawling.
But beyond all that it had something
else that fascinated him, held him
tight in the grip of its power.

Frank Henson despised the un-
couth and ill-mannered crudities of
Sullivan’s Hat, but he loved the vast
rumbling blood-quickening vitality of
the place.

No, he didn’t want to leave it!

He again got to his feet, stretched
his aching muscles and trod wearily
down the road.

He limped into the first saloon he
came to. This was Bill Ogden’s place.
As Frank entered, he could hear the
roar of Bill’s great voice above the
din, and see Bill’s shaggy head above
the crowd. Bill, more than anyone
else in Sullivan’s Hat, fascinated him.
There were seven hundred men in
Sullivan’s Hat—heroes and cowards,
renegade preachers and truant cow-
boys and runaway sailors—but none
of them so typified the town, it
seemed to Frank, as did Bill Ogden.

Quietly, Frank edged through the
crowd to one end of the bar. This
was no polished mahogany bar; just
a heavy wide oaken plank, supported
by a barrel at each end.

Bill Ogden, looming huge behind
the bar-, eyed him keenly. And Frank
knew that already the news of his
lost claim had got around. Musset
and his pals wouldn’t trouble to con-
ceal what they had done; indeed, they
would boast about it.

Their drunken voices had already
bragged of their bare-faced robbery.

Bill put a bottle in front of Frank,
and Frank opened his almost empty
cowhide pouch. This was the rule in
Sullivan’s Hat, as in other Mother
Lode settlements. A pinch of gold
dust for a swig of liquor. The bar-
tender simply took as much dust as
he could hold between thumb and
forefinger. It made liguor come
pretty high, but nobody cared.

Bill looked at Frank’s poke and
shook his head. “Better Kkeep it,
son.”

Frank closed the pouch and pushed
it across at Bill. “Keep it all,” he
said, “andJ’ll take a couple.”

Bill shrugged. He leaned over, his
head thrust out, his big hands spread
on the bar. “They didn’t leave you
much, did they? What are you go-
ing to do about it?”

“About what?”

“That there claim—the one that
Musset and his pals, Lang and Ketch,
took away from you?”

“Nothing.”

ILL OGDEN stared at him in
B queer silence. Frank had a
feeling that Bill liked him—or at
least wanted to—and that, in a way,
the big man secretly looked up to
him, respected his superior bearing.
But just now there was a hint of
contempt and of disappointment in
his eyes.

“You got to take care of yourself
in this here country, my boy,” he
said roughly. “You got to fight!”

Frank merely nodded. “You think
there’s a chance of getting a job
here?” he asked.

Bill was frankly amazed. “A job!”

“Certainly. 1 have no claim to
work and you know I'm not likely
to get one—anyhow, not one | can



Lead Slugs for Gold Thieves

hold. 1I’ve got to live, so | want a

job. What’s wrong- with that?”

“A job!” Bill muttered
“What ¢’n you do?”
“l could keep books.”

“Books!” gasped Bill. “Books!
What would anyone want with a
bookkeeper in Sullivan’s Hat!”

“Well, then, perhaps I could work
for youl!”

“For me! You mean, work in the
bar room here?”

“Why not?”

Bill Ogden wagged his head in as-
tonishment. “Well, you c¢’d kind of
clean up around, and even handle the
bottle, but — well, let’s see your
hands.”

Frank put his hands on the bar,
palms up. Bill squinted at them.
They were calloused and dirty, but
the fingers were long and slender.

Bill laughed and shook his head.
“I’d lose money on every drink!”

Frank understood. Bill’s own broad
fingers could pick at least twice as
much gold dust out of a poke as
Frank’s could.

“Better find yourself
claim,” Bill said abruptly.

again.

another

7

“No chance,” said Frank.

Bill suddenly became angry. He
pointed his own chair-leg forefinger
at Frank’s hands. “What you need,”
he roared, “is blood on them hands!
That’s it! Blood on the hands!”

He walked away.

Blood on his hands! Frank swirled
the remains of his drink in his glass
and drained it. Well, Bill was prob-
ably right. But even as he thought
it, Frank recoiled from it.

A voice shouted in his ear:
see who’s herel!”

Frank turned. It was Musset. With
him were his two pals, Lang and
Ketch. His flushed face showed that
he was celebrating.

“Well,
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“The bottle!” he yelled at Bill.
“Bring that bottle!”

Bill Ogden brought the bottle, set
it down.

“Me and my pals took over a new
claim today,” he said. “You c’n join
us in a drink to it!"

He set the bottle at Frank’s elbow.
Frank didn’t look at it.

“l don’t drink with thieves,” Frank
said coolly.

The grin on Musset’s face died.
His hand dropped on his gun.

Bill Ogden moved around the bar

fast. He said gruffly: “No shootin’
in my place.”

Musset glanced up at Bill. He
nodded slowly. Bill was boss here,
and none would dispute him. Mus-
set’s hand left his gun. Frank knew
what was coming next, and knew

what he should do. He’d be beaten
anyway, but he should go down fight-
ing. But it sickened him. The mob
at the bar had crowded around, ea-
gerly waiting, watching for conflict,
thirsty for blood. It was cruel and
unjust and futile, and he hated it.

He knew- what was coming, but he
did nothing about it, just stood there,
motionless, waiting.

Musset’s hairy fist crashed full in
his face. The back of his head
cracked against the wall. He crum-
pled and went down.

THE blood that trickled down his
throat gagged him, and his own
choking woke him up. Powerful arms
were carrying him. The arms were
Bill Ogden’s. It struck Frank that
not only was Bill carrying him—he
was holding him gently, with that
tenderness of which only a big tough
man is capable.

Frank said: "Thanks, Bill. | can
walk.”

Bill stopped in his tracks. “Sure?”

“Yes.”
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Carefully, Bill set him down.

Frank wobbled on his feet and Bill
said: “You’re hurt kinda bad, son.
Lean on me.”

Bill was taking him to his own
cabin, about a hundred yards back
of the bar room. It was here that
Bill’s daughter, Alicia, kept house for
her father. Bill’s wife had long since
died, somewhere along the trail of his
wanderings, and Alicia, now about
eighteen, travelled with her father.

Alicia opened the door for them.
She was tawny-haired and velvet-
skinned, a wild beauty, with an
abounding vitality in her full-figured
person. She helped Frank to a rough
couch, and there was quick pity in
her eyes,

Frank mumbled: “Thanks. [I’ll be
all right.”
But he wasn’t all right. He passed

out again at once. There were broken
ribs and twisted insides. It took him
three weeks to recover. Alicia took
care of him. Three weeks with noth-
ing to do but watch Alicia. Alicia
cooking. Alicia washing. Alicia
dressing his hurts. Alicia walking
about the room, or just sitting and
talking to him.

Often he compared the vital beauty
of Alicia with the cold and restrained
young lady in Pennsylvania, to whom
he had said goodbye.

And sometimes Frank caught Ali-
cia looking at him questioningly, as
if there were something she couldn't
quite understand. No doubt Bill Og-
den had told her what had happened
back on the claim, and in the saloon.
It would be hard for her to under-
stand that.

To Alicia, all men were either brave
or cowardly. And brave men fight!

The day came when Frank felt
able to take care of himself.

Bill Ogden stared at him, hard. He

said: “Well, son, are you ready for
your job?”

Frank smiled. “My job! Have I
got one?”

“If you still want it,” Bill said.

“It’s like this. The other day | got
into a game. The cards wrere good to
me. | won a claim. | want to work
that claim myself—the change will
do me good. I’ll be back in town
every night, but you c’n run the bar
all day.”

NCE again, Frank’s mind trav-
O elled back to distant Pennsyl-
vania. He wondered what his digni-
fied father, his proud sweetheart,
and his diletante friends, would
think of this! Frank Henson, a bar-
tender in a rowdy mining camp! The
thought made him chuckle.

“I’ll take the job,” he told Bill,
“but won’t you lose money on it?”

Bill grinned. “You won’t have to
stick your dainty finger into any-
one’s poke,” he said. “Old Jack

Grubber will tend to that.” Bill grew
thoughtful for a moment. “Musset
and his outfit ain’t been around late-
ly. They’re playing the other bars
in town. But better watch out for
’em. | hear they picked up a couple
more scalawags for their gang—and
that makes five of ’em.”

Jack Grubber, Frank’s helper in
the saloon, was well fitted for the
job. He was a short stubby man of
fifty or more whose dirty-brown hair
streaked across a low’ scarred fore-
head. Usually his ugly face beamed
with a broad grin, but when some-
thing touched off his temper the
grin vanished in an ominous scowl.
And he had a reputation for speedy
gun-work.

His thumb and forefinger were
wider than Bill’s, so that a customer
would always pay plenty for his
liquor.
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For the most part, Frank met with
no serious trouble. During the day,
Jack Grubber’s reputation with a
gun was enough to hold unruly pa-
trons in check. And at night Bill
himself was there. Frank’s main
worry was the gold dust which was
taken over the bar. This was
dropped into a small earthen jar.
Once a day the contents of this small
jar were emptied into a larger jar.

It was this larger jar that held
Bill Ogden’s fortune. It now con-
tained the taking of three months’
brisk business, and there was as
much dust in it as Bill could have
got from the working of a good
claim. This jar was always in the
saloon, in Frank’s care, in a corner
behind the bar, concealed only by an
old wooden box.

Bill’s fervent ambition, Frank
knew, was to get as much dust as
quickly as he could, so that he could

take Alicia down to distant San
Francisco and establish her there in
style.

It was after dusk one evening

when Alicia opened the little door at
the back of the saloon, peered in and
motioned to Frank.

She looked worried.
back yet,” she said.

“It’s past his time,” agreed Frank,
“but he’ll be along soon.”

Alicia went back to the cabin.
Frank himself was worried. Any
little thing could have delayed Bill’s
return from his claim, yet Frank
was harried by a queer foreboding.

It was a busy night. The oil lamps
overhead flickered dimly over the
roistering confusion.

Some, time later Frank saw a
broad powerful figure edge through
the roaring crowd toward the bar.

It was Musset.

Musset grinned at Frank, and
called for a drink. Frank placed the

“Dad isn’t

bottle and glass before him. Musset
jerked open a cowhide pouch, and
Jack Grubber thrust his thumb and
forefinger into it for a healthy help-
ing of dust.

Jack was scowling.

Frank watched, silently. He was
uneasy. He watched every motion
Musset made as he closed his poke
and thrust it into his shirt. He
watched him down his drink.

“Where’s Bill?” inquired Musset,
sociably.

Frank only shrugged.

He was conscious of something
wrong; some little thing that he
couldn’t put his finger on. It wasn’t
just that Musset was acting friend-
ly. It was something that had caught
his eye yet hadn’t quite registered in
his mind.

Musset leaned his rump against
the bar and glanced around casually.
Then he grinned at Frank again,
slipped away through the mob and
vanished outside.

Jack Grubber muttered: “I
like the looks of it.”

“Neither do I,” said Frank.

don’t

HE back door opened a little. It
Twas Alicia again. Her eyes were
afire with anxiety. “No sign of dad
yet?” she whispered.

“He’ll be along,” said Frank.

“But he’s hours past due,” urged
Alicia.

Frank motioned to Jack Grubber.
When Jack joined them, Frank said:

“What do you make of it, Bill not
getting here?”

Jack was still scowling. “1 don’t
like it,” he said bluntly. “We ought

to go after him.”
“Where would you go? Bill never
did tell us where he’s panning.”
Jack’s eyes brightened. “There
was a mean-looking mule of a man
in here awhile ago, one of the two
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new members of Musset’s gang. He
told me he seen Bill working this
mornin’.”

“Did he say where?”

“B’gum, he did! He said
above Chestnut Gulch!”

“We’ll go there!” Alicia said ex-
citedly. “I’ll go with one of you
boys!”

“You don’t need to go,
Jack said respectfully.

“Of course not,” said Frank.

“I'm going!” Alicia said flatly.

“Wait!” Frank suddenly knew
what he had seen, but not grasped,
when Musset had been in. That
pouch out of which Musset had paid
for his drink was Bill Ogden’'s! But
there was no use worrying Alicia, so
he said quietly: “I don’t think Bill
is anywhere near Chestnut Gulch. |
think we can find him somewhere
near my old claim!”

“What makes you think so?” de-
manded Jack.

“Just a feeling.”

“Then we’ll go there,” said Alicia.
“Which of you will go with me?”

There was a pleading note in her
voice. Frank knew she was hoping
desperately that he would go.

“Jack is needed behind the bar,”
Frank said. “I’ll go!”

He heard Alicia’s gasp of relief.
She wanted to believe in him—in his
courage! They left at once, by way
of the back door, and started up the
road toward the crest.

it was

7

ma’am,

Halfway up, Frank stopped
abruptly.
“Perhaps, after all,” he said, “it

would be better if Jack went with
youl”
Alicia stared at him
ment. “You won’t go?”
“I’ll stay in the bar room.”
Moonlight streaked from behind
a cloud and heightened the pallor on

Alicia’s face. The high color of her

in amaze-

lips faded and her eyes blazed. “You
coward!” she said.

Frank turned and ran back to the
saloon.

The patrons in Jack Ogden’s bar
room were thinning out, not over
half a dozen left now. Jack Grub-
ber had hurried after Alicia. Frank
was back of the bar, staring moodily
toward the door.

So he was a coward! The w'ord
stung his ears, tore at him. Of
course, Alicia would think of that.

He had refused to go after Bill, and
she put it down to fear.

Well, he still didn’t like to fight,
but he had never felt so much like
fighting as he did now. And he had
a hunch that right now he belonged
here in the saloon. That fellow who
claimed he had seen Bill up above
Chestnut Gulch must have had some
reason for saying that. Perhaps it
was a scheme to pull either he or
Jack away from the saloon.

Down at the south end of the bar,

just back of it, was a small ledge.
Bill Ogden always kept a pistol
there. Frank moved down that way

and made sure it was still there.

The noisy commotion in the bar
room suddenly ceased.

“There’s shootin’ down the road,
boys,"” shouted someone.

The noise of shots had cut in on
the pandemonium. Those present
listened intently. Then there was a
dash for the outside, everyone intent
on getting a view of the battle.

Frank Henson was left alone.

But almost at once the doorway
filled again. Musset came in. He was
grinning broadly. At his heels came

his two pals, Lang and Ketch. They
bellied up to the bar.

Frank set up the bottle. They
poured.

Lang, a slender fox-faced man,
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said nervously: “Let’s get this over
with, Musset.”

"Plenty time,” Musset said com-
fortably. He held up his glass,
drained it. He moved his head back-
wards and said to Frank: “That
shootin” up the road will keep the
woys all busy. We won’t be inter-
rupted.”

Frank was still polite. “You staged
that battle?”

“Sure. Two of our boys is puttin’
it on. They're about a couple hun-
dred yards away. One is on one side
of the road and the other opposite.
They’re takin’ shots at each other
but aim to miss. That’s just to keep
the folks away from here.”

Frank said calmly: “How about
Bill Ogden? Have you Kkilled
him ?”

Musset grinned. “Shot him. He
got away, into the woods, but |

guess he’s dead by now.”
“Let’s do the job,” put in

again. “We got to—"”
“Plenty time.” Musset poured an-

<ang

other drink. He fixed his eyes on
Frank. “I like to palaver with this
lad. That claim Bill’s been working

was one he got from us on the turn
of a card—it was the claim we took
from you! He made a dicker with
us not to mention it to anyone.” Mus-
set chuckled. ™It suited us fine to
keep quiet about it.”

Frank had suspected as much.
Frank couldn’t hold that claim, but
Bill could! And Bill was doing it
for him! While Frank was running
the saloon for Bill, Bill was operat-
ing the claim for Frank! Bill hadn’t
said so, but Frank knew it was so;
he knew beyond a doubt that it was

just the kind of thing Bill would
do for a pal.
Lang, worried, said: “We been

here five minutes already.”
The other man, Ketch, a big brute,

was getting nervous too. “Let’s clean
up and clear out,” he said to Musset.

Musset stretched himself and
pushed away from the bar. “Sure,”
he said. “Must be thirty thousand in
dust in the jar back there! Maybe
more. Hand it over, boy!”

Frank Henson smiled. “You must
have made a mistake,” he said pleas-
antly, and edged slowly along the
bar. “I’'m sure Bill would have told
me if he wanted me to do that.”

Musset’s face clouded. He whipped

out his gun, aimed it at Frank’s
chest.
He said: “Ketch, you go back

there and git it!”

“I'd stay where you are, Ketch, if
I were you,” Frank said quietly.

Ketch laughed. The big man
strode toward the end of the bar,
where there was a passageway lead-
ing back of it. Foot by foot, Frank
was moving toward the same spot,
as if to meet him.

Musset roared at Frank:
keep still!™

Frank made it to the end of the
bar. His hand closed on the pistol
on the shelf and he whirled it out.
Ketch saw it and he looked sur-
prised, then he swore angrily and
reached for his own gun.

Frank fired. Lead tore through
Ketch’s wide belly. Ketch yelled in
agony but before he went down his
own gun flamed. The shot broke a
bottle on the bar. Ketch was down
now, and blood spouted over the tops
of his jeans.

Musset was firing now. Wood
splintered violently beyond Frank’s
head. Frank’s blood was racing and
there was no thought in his mind
except to Kkill Musset and Lang.
Nothing was real in the world ex-
cept the gun in his hand and those
two desperate men on the other side
of the bar.

“You
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Even the gun felt different. When
he had first picked it off the ledge
it had seemed cold and heavy. Now
it was warm and very light, almost
no weight at all.

Frank dropped low. The bar had
only the plank-top, no front piece, so
it made almost no protection. But
Frank fired under it, at Musset. But
the shot tore at the tin lining in the
far wall. A gun flamed at Frank
from another angle—it was Lang
this time—and ripped along his bent
back, below the shoulder.

It hurt, that ripped back, but he
paid no attention to it. The strange
exhilaration which had come into
him deadened all pain.

It was Musset’s turn to shoot, and
he was ready. Frank could see him
crouched beyond the bar, focusing
his eyes and his gun on Frank’s
head. But Frank perversely ignored
Musset and aimed at the tall lank

form which was Lang.

IS lead caught Lang just under
H the chest, and Frank could al-
most see the bullet plow up into the
man’s heart. Lang teetered and tot-
tered, tried to find support against
the wall, but his fingers raked the
boards as he went down.

But Musset had fired again.
Frank’s side was gushing blood now.
Frank moved and was half concealed
by the big barrel at the end of the
bar. Musset was firing again. Frank
threw a shot at him quickly and it
took Musset at the end of the shoul-
der blade. Musset’s gun arm swung
around and then down, his fingers
loosened and his gun dropped.

Frank flung his own gun away,
staggered upright and started out
toward Musset, his fists clenched.

Frank might have shot him, but he
didn’t. He didn’t know why he was
doing it this way. It was just a surg-

ing feeling that he had to meet this
fellow face to face. Man to man.
Give him blow for blow. It was a
feeling that he had to slug at this
man Musset, hard, furiously. Beat
every atom of life out of him!

But Frank had no thought of how
he was going to do it. There was not
much left in him except a burning
fury. His left arm was useless. Mus-
set, too, had one arm out of commis-
sion, but the powerful miner was
still solid on his feet, and he was
waiting with his jaw out-thrust,
madness blazing in his bloodshot
eyes.

This is wuseless, Frank thought.
This fellow is going to kill me! 1l
be dead in about a minute! But he
laughed, inwardly, and lunged for-
ward, unsteadily. He saw Musset’s
huge fist hurtling toward his face
and somehow he moved his head and
the fist missed him.

There was Musset’s bristly face,
close to his own. Frank pecked his
own right fist at that face. It
landed, but it didn’t do anything to
Musset except madden him.

And there was Musset’s face
again, even closer, his red-streaked
eyes afire. Musset had that deadly
left fist poised again, ready to ram
it with killing force against Frank’s
jaw. Frank saw it, watched it, help-
less.

Then Frank’s head dropped side-
ways. He didn’t try to drop it; it
just dropped from lack of support.
Musset’s paw shot past him. Musset
himself pitched forward, stumbled
aiid crashed against Frank’s shoul-

der. They both toppled, back, and
over, and skidded under the bar, to-
gether.

The force of their fall shoved

them against the barrel under one
end of the bar.
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Frank was on top, mostly, but he
knew that couldn’t do him much
good; weakness was seizing him.
Musset was wobbly, too, but he was
in better shape than Frank. And
Musset had just seen the gun that
Ketch had dropped. It was within
reach. He was stretching out his
hand to get it.

Frank glanced upwards. Just
above his head was the bar. The wide
heavy oak plank, fifteen feet long
and nearly three wide, that made
Bill Ogden’s bar. Banging up against
the barrel had almost dislodged that
plank.

Musset’s fingers were closing on
the gun butt.

It took all that Frank had, but he
forced himself up a little higher,
clutched at the bar—then let him-
self fall back.

It was enough. The plank hesi-
tated nervously on the brink of the
barrel, then plunged over, and down.
It cracked at Frank’s shoulder and
blanked out all the consciousness that
was left in him.

But the bar had caught Musset
full across the face. It crashed in
his cheek bones, smashed his nose,
buried his crushed head against the
floor.

There was still a little desultory
shooting down the road, but no one
in Bill Ogden’s bar room heard it.

s

MAY have been a day or two

r later.

“It seems to me, Bill, that every time
I wake up I'm on your couch.”

Big Bill Ogden shifted his position

painfully on the box he was sitting

on. “You’re sure welcome to it, my

boy.” He grinned. “You did a great
job of handling them vermin—
crunched out the lot of ’em!”

“l was afraid they’d killed you,”
said Frank. “It made me mad.”

Frank smiled and said:

“They almost got me,” Bill said.
“Took me unawares, got my guns
afore | knowed it and then shot at
me. Put my arm out of commission.
My only chance was to make tracks
for the woods, so | did. Lost my poke
in the scramble. | was on my way
back to town when Alicia and Jack
found me.” Bill stopped to look at
Alicia as she brought in some steam-
ing coffee, then went on: “Reckon
Alicia and me will be headin’ for
San Francisco soon, thanks to you.
Better come along, son. They tell
me it’s gittin’ to be quite a town
now.”

“Thanks, Bill,” said Frank.
must make a living.

“You ain’t so poor,” Bill said. “That
was your claim | was workin’. | alius
figgered it that way. You ran the
bar while 1 worked the claim—fair
exchange. It done me good to get
out that-away. | hid the dust from
the claim, back in the hills. That was
what made Musset and his outfit so
mad—they couldn’t find it. It’s safe
enough.”

“You’re too good to me,” Frank
said.

“Shu'cks,” said Bill, “me and Ali-
cia’d be proud to have you along. You
ain’t one that likes to fight, but you
c¢’n sure do a great job of it when you
git started. Only trouble with you
is you ain’t interested in fightin’
enough to do any for yourself. You
jest need someone else around to
fight for, that’s alll”

Frank laughed. He said:
haven’t got anyone.”

“Well, mebbe that could be ar-
ranged,” grinned Bill.

He looked at Alicia. She was go-
ing about her work very quietly, and
there was a high color in her cheeks.

Frank looked at her, too. And he
knew that he would be going to San
Francisco soon.

“But |

| (1]

“But |
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A NOOSE OF
GOLDEN DOLLARS

by CARLETON CARR

The lynch mob was ready to blast the jail wide open, and Sheriff Matt Stevens had to
decide fast. On one hand was his job, his girl, and perhaps his life. On the other
was a drunken wastrel with the stain of murder on his hands!

OR Sheriff Matt Stevens it
had been one of those weeks

when everything went wrong.

day I'd die a little till you came home
at night. | watched my mother do,
it Matt, and when they brought Dad

First Julie had turned him downhonite shot to pieces.... No, Matt. |

had taken him over a year to gather
enough courage to propose to her,
and when he did, her answer was
the one he least expected. “I’'m sorry,
Matt,” she had said. “I’'m very fond
of you, but I can’t marry you. Every

couldn’t go through that again.”
Till then life and death had been
simple things to Matt Stevens. Either
you were alive, or you weren’t. But
when he walked home that night he
came to understand what Julie meant
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when she spoke of dying a little. Liv-
ing without hope was a kind of
death.

The next evening he had seen Julie
riding beside his cousin, Malcolm
Cleveland. They were riding very
close together, and their laughter
stirred a strange anger within
Stevens.

He wanted to go to Julie and say:
“If you won’t have me, all right.
There’s lots of good men in this town
to choose from. But not Malcolm
Cleveland with his soft hands and his
soft job and his soft smiling ways!
Have you ever seen him when his bel-
ly was full of likker and his mouth
was full of curses, when even the
dance-hall girls who took his money
looked at him with contempt?” But
he couldn’t say these things to Julie.
He kept them inside him, and they
boiled and filled him with their
poison.

And yesterday Mayor Hornsby had
called him into his office and said:
“Looks like we’ll have to hold an
election for your office, Matt. Some
of the people claim that another man
ought to have a chance, too.”

Matt hadn’t said anything to that.
He knew that “some of the people”
meant Bill English, the friends he
won by giving them free drinks, and
The Herald, whose purse-strings Eng-
lish controlled.

There had been an editorial in The
Herald today. It said that Matt
Stevens had been a very good sheriff
—not outstanding, there was the in-
cident of the rustling he hadn’t been
able to stop, but all in all quite a
good sheriff. Then it had gone on
to say that there were several men
possibly just as well suited for the
job.  And since he was paid from
public funds, it would be just to al-
low another man a chance at office.

The thought of losing his star was

about all that Matt Stevens could
take. As far back as he could remem-
ber he had wanted to be a lawman.
The day when he pinned a deputy’s
badge onto his vest had been the
happiest in his life. He had never
stopped to think what he. would do
when he no longer rodded the law.
To stop breathing would be easier
for him.

His fingers clenched and unclenched
at his sides while he walked through
the darkness. They hardened into
fists as though he wanted to strike
out at something with all his
strength. It was at that moment he
heard the shot in Bill English’s Four
Aces saloon. He strode swiftly for-
ward, slamming the batwings aside.

THE first thing he saw was the
wounded cowpoke. The man’s
face was white with pain. His fingers
were tightly pressed against his
shoulder. Blood seeped between them
and dripped to the floor. The next
thing Matt Stevens saw was Bill Eng-
lish’s mocking smile. “Self-defense,
Sheriff,” he said. “He went for his
cutter first. Right, boys?”

The men beside the saloon keeper
nodded. Matt Stevens paid no atten-
tion to them. His gaze was fastened
to the roulette wheel and the table
with the numbered squares. Very de-
liberately he yanked the wheel from
its axle and smashed it in half over
his uplifted knee. He dropped the
pieces to the floor.

The silence that followed was elec-
tric. Men drew back as English and
the sheriff faced each other. The
sheriff was calm, the saloon man was
rigid with fury. “Go for your gun!”

he said. “I'm asking you. Go for
your gun!”
Stevens shook his head. “I don’t

want to kill you, English,” he said.
“I'm just telling you that there’ll be



no gambling in this town so long as
I’'m paid to keep the law.” He turned
to go.

“You yellow— !~

Matt Stevens turned and swung
all in one motion. All the bitterness
and anger that had been inside of
him surged through his back and
shoulder and arm, and exploded on
the point of English's jaw. The saloon
man’s eyes glazed. He sank very
limply to the floor.

Matt Stevens felt better than he
had felt for weeks as he walked to-
ward his hotel room. Some of the
turmoil within him had quieted when
his fist connected with English’s jaw,
and he was no longer worried
what sort of a campaign The Herald
would carry' against him. He had
a lot of friends, and the thought of
an election no longer troubled him.
He was whistling quietly toward the
stars and he almost failed to see
the body sprawled at the steps of
the bank.

It was Pete, the Mex night watch-
man. The pool of blood beneath his
head told Stevens that the man was
dead even before he saw the knife
buried almost to the hilt in the man’s
neck. He knelt down for a moment
to feel for his pulse and make sure,
then he straightened to his feet at
the sound behind him.

It was the door, swaying softly
in the quiet night wind. Matt
Stevens went inside the bank. He
stumbled, lit a match and searched
for a lamp. He lit the lamp with
swift fingers and hurried to the rear
where the safe was kept. It was
open and empty.

W ith the lamp in his hand, he went
outside again. From the angle of
the knife he could tell that the blow
had been struck from behind. He
shuddered slightly as he removed the
steel. When the light from the lamp
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fell upon it, he dropped it as though
it burned his hands. Letters were
engraved on the pearl handle and
the letters spelled Malcolm Cleveland.

Cleveland was the bank cashier.
He probably knew the combination
of the safe. The knife was his. It
meant a hang rope for Cleveland; it
meant. .. . Matt Stevens tried to
check the thought that came to him
unbidden. But there was no holding
it back. It meant that with his cous-
in out of the way, perhaps Julie
would. ...

Footsteps sounded behind him. He
saw the glint of steel and he heard
a harsh voice ask: “What’s going

rose to his
English,” he
old Pete

ATT STEVENS

feet. “It’s me,
said. “Someone’s knifed
and robbed the safe.”

“Robbed the safe!” English gasped.
“My God! 1| had almost ten thou-
sand in there!-

The sheriff nodded. “Every one
in town’s going to suffer,” he said.
“It’s going to be hell this winter,
unless—” He broke off, wanting to
think before he told what he already
knew. “Better go wake up Taylor.
He ought to know about this.”

But the banker was almost beside
him. His gaunt face looked wild in
the flickering lamplight; his glance
moved swiftly from the limp form on
the ground, to the door of the bank,

to Sheriff Matt Stevens. “I heard a

shot,” he said. “Then | saw the

lamp. What happened ?”
“Murder,” Stevens told him. “And

robbery. They got everything.”
The banker’s lips opened and shut
many times without sound. “Who?”
he said finally. “How?” And then
he added as an after-thought: “I'm
ruined!”
Stevens lowered the lamp so that
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its wavering light fell on the knife in
the dust. “That knife,” he said, “be-
longs to my cousin, Malcftim Cleve-
land. I'm going to search his house.

There was silence for a moment.
“l can’t believe it,” the banker said.
“l trusted that boy!”

“Lead the way,” English said to
Stevens. There was grim satisfac-
tion in his voice. “You’re the sher-
iff.”

The entire length of the main
street was in darkness now. The only
sound was the soft susurrous of three

pairs of boots in the dust. Tomor-
row it would be different, Stevens
reflected. Tomorrow it would be hell.

The two-room shack where Cleve-
land lived was on the outskirts of
town. Stevens hurried, even though
he didn’t expect to find anything
there. By now, he figured, his cous-
in would be very long gone. There
was no answer when he pushed open
the door with his gun barrel and
called his cousin’s name.

English lit a match and Stevens
saw the body on the floor in its brief
light before it went out. Then Eng-
lish found the lamp.

Cleveland was sprawled on his face.
An over-turned chair was by his

head. By his right hand was a flat
whisky bottle with a little amber
liquid showing in the bottom. A

sheaf of bills with the wrapper on
them was by his left hand.

Stevens knelt down swiftly and
turned him over. He was alive. There
was a dark purple lump over his
right eye. While the sheriff lifted
him to a sitting position and tried to
bring him back to consciousness, the
banker rushed wildly about the two
rooms, searching into every possible

hiding place. “Where’s my money,”
he demanded. “There’s only a thou-
sand here! Where’s the rest of my

money ?”

English didn’t say anything. He
was watching Stevens like a hawk.

Cleveland began to stir, then his
eyes opened. He looked around him
without seeming to see anything. His
hand lifted to his head and his eyes
closed for a moment with pain.

“Where’s my money?” the banker
screamed at him.

“Money ?” Cleveland echoed. “What
money ?”

“The money you stole after you
killed old Pete,” English said. “The
money you hid before you drank
yourself stupid.”

“Killed old Pete!” Cleveland said.
“Me?” He looked at Matt Stevens.
“What is this?” he said.

“Come on,” said Stevens, lifting
him to his feet. “Maybe in the morn-
ing you’ll remember.”

FTER Matt Stevens had ,led

Cleveland into one of the jail
cells in back of his office and turned
the key in the iron gate, a curious
feeling of depression took hold of
him.

“Take good care of him, Sheriff,”
English  taunted. “See that he
doesn’t get away.”

Stevens whirled. “Look here, Eng-
lish,” he said. “You’ve reminded of-
ten enough tonight that I'm sheriff.
Now I'm telling you this: As long as
I’'m wearing this badge, I’'m respon-
sible to no one but the town council.
Now get the hell out before I throw
you out!”

For a moment English stood mo-
tionless, speechless. Then he said:
“Just make sure that money is
found.” He turned and strode angri-
ly from the office. Side by side with
Taylor, he clomped angrily down the
boardwalk.

The sky was turning grey, yet
Stevens felt no sleepiness. His mind
was working doggedly to piece to-



gether the parts of the night’s mur-
der picture. Cleveland had been drink-
ing to build the courage for his act.
When almost the entire town was
asleep, he approached old Pete,
caught him off guard and stabbed
him. Then he went into the bank,
opened the safe, and took the money.
After that, he hid the bulk of it
somewhere outside of town and re-
turned to his shack to pick up enough
clothes for flight. But apparently he
had drank too much and fallen and
knocked himself out against the
heavy chair. The picture was clear.
All the pieces fit.

“You might as well tell me where
you hid that money,” Stevens said.
“It might make things just a little
easier for you.”

“l don’t know anything about it,”
Cleveland said. “All I know is that
someone knocked at the door and
woke me up. | opened it and some-
thing hit me on the head. That’s all
I know.”

“It was your knife that killed the
watchman,” said Stevens.

Cleveland’s hand moved swiftly to
his vest pocket. His face went ugly
with fear. “My God!” he gasped.
“It’s gone!”

Stevens'nodded. “You might as
well confess,” he said.

“But | can’t confess! There’s noth-
ing to confess to. | didn’t do it!”
Cleveland exclaimed.

“There was the money we found
beside you,” Stevens continued.
“Where would you get that much
money?”

Cleveland didn’t answer. He be-
gan to pace back and forth in his
narrow cell. From time to time he
would stop in front of the barred
window and look into the street.
Then he would turn away and start
his pacing again. “What’s going to
happen to me, Matt?” he asked.
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“You’ll have a trial,” Stevens said,
“and you’ll probably be found guilty.
I guess they’ll hang you after that.”

Malcolm Cleveland stood alone—
still for a very long time after he
heard the sheriff’s words. Then with
a sob, he flung himself face down
on his cot.

Stevens rolled one cigarette after
another, continued his questioning.
The grey of the sky became tinged
with  blue; footsteps and voices
sounded outside. Cleveland made only
one answer: “l didn’t do it.” The
sound of voices outside grew like a
rising wind in a pine thicket. Stevens
went to the window. A large crowd
had collected before the bank and
Taylor was speaking to them. Then
he stopped speaking and the crowd
turned and came toward the office.
Taylor and Bill English were lead-
ing them.

NGLISH strode up the steps and
E through the door.

“Well?” asked Stevens.

“We want Cleveland,” English said.

“You just go back and tell those
boys that Cleveland is my prisoner,”
Stevens said.

For a moment English hesitated,
then he turned and walked back to
the crowd. There was some excited
talking. The crowd surged forward.

Stevens removed both guns and
held them ready. “Better stop right
there, English,” he said.

English took another step forward
and Stevens’ finger tightened on the
trigger. The slug fountained the dust
inches away from English’s foot.
Stevens lifted his gun muzzle slightly.

“Better stop there,” he repeated
softly.

English stopped.

“l know how you men feel about
losing that money,” Stevens said,
“but we’re not having any lynching.
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Cleveland is entitled to a trial and
he’s getting it.” He turned his back on
the crowd and went back to his office
thinking that Bill English was just
a bit too anxious to start trouble.
He figured, too, that no matter
how this thing ended, he was finished
as a sheriff. The robbing of the
bank meant that all the people would
suffer; that many would not be able
to last through the winter unless they
sold their homes, their ranches, their

stores. It was easy for Matt Stevens
to understand their fear and their
hatred. He understood their want-
ing to lynch the man who had

plunged them into this predicament.
They wanted a scapegoat, and if he
stood against their wishes, he would
suffer.

There was only one way out—to
persuade Cleveland to tell where the
money was hidden. Stevens knew it
was hopeless; knew that even with
the rope tightening around his neck,
his cousin would maintain a stubborn
silence.

It was then, while Sheriff Matt
Stevens sat pondering the fix he was
in that temptation came to him. It
came whispering in his ear with the
voice of reason, and he listened to
its words. Why not let the mob take
Cleveland. He was guilty, there was
no doubt of that. W ith Cleveland out
of the way, Julie....

Stevens rose to his feet violently,
turning away as from a physical
presence. He pressed his hands
against his ears, but the voice con-
tinued. If they tried to get Cleve-
land there would be shooting and
innocent men would die. But Matt
Stevens knew deep inside him that
he wasn’t thinking of others. He was
thinking about the job that was his
life. He was thinking about Julie.

The voice continued whispering
and sweat broke out on his body as

he struggled to stop it. Outside the
crowd was muttering louder and
louder and soon he would have to
decide.

Stevens knew that he could take
the easy way out, the way that would
3uit his purposes, and no one would
ever blame him. No one but himself.
Suddenly his muscles stiffened and
he stood fixed, like a bird dog that
has scented game. Suddenly he real-
ized that he had been so glad that
Cleveland’s neck was in a noose, he
hadn’t stopped to consider that his
cousin might be innocent.

IS mind went backwai’d to the

moment when they had found
Cleveland lying senseless on the floor
of his shack. Even then Stevens
had sensed that something was wrong
in the picture, but he hadn’t allowed
it to come to the forefront of his
mind. The bed had been in violent
disorder. That didn’t fit in, for Mal-
colm Cleveland was fastidious as an
old maid. He never left the shack
in the morning without washing the
dishes, sweeping the floor and mak-
ing the bed. Maybe what his cousin
claimed was true. Maybe someone
had awakened him in the middle of
the night and knocked him out!

Then there was the whisky bottle.
Malcolm Cleveland never drank any-
thing but brandy. “Rotgut,” he used
to say about whisky. “Brandy is
the gentleman’s drink!”

Now there was doubt in Stevens’
mind. There was no answer to the
many questions that troubled him.
There was very little time. He kept
thinking of Julie, thinking of her so
intensely that he wasn’t surprised
when he looked up and saw her stand-
ing before him.

“Matt!” she said. “Oh, Matt. This
is awful!”
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He nodded, noting her pallor, her
fear-widened eyes,

“They’re planning to lynch him,”
she said. “I heard English persuad-
ing the others.”

“lI know!” Stevens said.

“Matt, you won’t let them!” the
girl said. “You've got to stop
them!”

Stevens didn’t answer. Stopping
them would be like trying to stop
an avalanche. After the first shot
was fired the hatred the crowd felt
against Cleveland would turn against
him too. It would be hell, and a
lot of good men would die. Stevens
realized that this was the starting
point of his argument. He was get-
ting nowhere. “Better get out of
here quick,” he told Julie. “There’s
going to be trouble soon.”

Julie left. The last look she gave
Matt Stevens was one of bitter dis-
appointment.

Stevens sat back and tried to fig-
ure how much he owed to Julie now,
after the events of last week. And
then it came to him that this had
nothing to do with Julie, nor Cleve-
land . . . nor himself. It was a ques-
tion that involved only a Lawman
and the Law. Innocent or guilty, the
prisoner was entitled to a trial—that
was the Law. And no matter what
his own personal desires said, no
matter how many lives it might cost,
it was up to the sheriff to prevent a
lynching.

The thought sank like a wedge in
Matt Stevens' mind, and he knew
exactly what he had to do. The ques-
tion now was only if he had the time
to do it. The noise outside had
swelled to a sudden roar.

He walked to the barred gate of
the cell and twisted the heavy key
in the lock. “I’m going to turn you
loose, Mai,” he said.

A 9of

Cleveland stared at him blankly.
“You’ll have to change clothes with
me,” Stevens said. “If you reach my
horse in time, you might make it.”

“And you?’ Cleveland asked.
“What about you?”

“Don’t worry about me,” Stevens
said. “You’ll have yourself to take
care of. There’s going to be a lot of
commotion when they find out you
got away, and I'll slip through it
somehow.” Stevens had peeled his
shirt off even before he finished
speaking. Outside the crowd was
suddenly quiet. The stillness was
more ominous than the noise had
been. “Hurry!” Stevens said.

Cleveland was wearing the law-
man’s clothes now. He yanked his
hat brim down over his face. “There’s
horses out in front,” Stevens said.
“Get on the Morgan without speaking
to anyone. Then give her the spurs
and go like hell.”

Cleveland turned at the door. “I
don’t know how to thank you, Matt,”
he said.

“Don’t thank me,” the lawman
said. “Julie—be good to her.”

“Julie?”

“Go on,” said Stevens. “Now!”

For a moment there was silence,
then there was a startled gasp. Then
a shot crashed. The pounding of
hoofs sounded above the echoes.
More shots followed.

The street before his office was
empty, but all the horses had been
taken from his hitch rail. He went
outside, keeping to the thin shadows
of the building. A knot of men was
in the far end of the street. They
were all facing in the direction that
Cleveland and his pursuers had gone.
A cloud of dust drifted into the sky
about a mile away, and far behind it,
another, larger one.

Stevens ran swiftly in the opposite
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direction, toward the Mercantile,
where some broncs were hitched. He
had almost reached them when a cry
went up behind him: “There he is!”
Then a shot sounded and lead
swished over his head. Foi a mo-
ment his impulse was.to turn and
fire back. Instead he doubled over
and quickened his pace. He grabbed
the reins of one horse, loosened the
other broncs and whipped them
away. He vaulted into the saddle
and dug in the spurs. A vclley of
shots crashed out.. One of the horses
screamed, stumbled to its knees and
then crashed forward.

Mighty bad shooting, the sheriff
mused grimly. But the worst shots
were often the most lucky ones. He
bent down over his mount’s neck
and urged his bronc with his voice
and with his heels.

In a few moments he had ridden
out of gun-range, out of the town he
loved, the job he loved, and away
from the woman he had hoped to
make his wife. With him he was
taking the curses of the men he had
robbed of vengeance; behind him he
left hatred. But he had done his
job. . ..

HE miles between him and

Brant’s Gulch grew, and with
the passing of time, doubt once more
began to grow in Matt Stevens’ mind.
Had he done his job? It was his job
to see that a man was not lynched
by the law of the mob, but was it
right to allow a prisoner to escape
before he stood trial ? Suppose Cleve-
land was guilty?

Stevens wanted to shrug the whole
mess away and forget about it, but
he knew that he would never have
a moment’s rest until he had gone to
the very bottom of this thing and
proven Cleveland innocent or guilty.

If he was guilty, somehow, some-
where he would find him and bring
him back to trial. If he was inno-
cent, he would track down old Pete’s
killer though it took him a lifetime.

The dust and his own bitterness
had brought the taste of gall to the
lan-man’s lips, and he sighed with
satisfaction when he topped a rise
and looked down upon the buildings
of Silverton. First he would have
a drink, then he would start making
inquiries. If any strangers had come
to town within the past 24 hours, he
would trace them down and question
them. He would learn if anyone was
spending more money than he had a
right to spend.

As Stevens pushed through the
batwings of the saloon, he realized
how small his chances were of track-
ing down a Kkiller whose identity he
didn’t know?7; who might exist only
in his own imagination. He had just
breasted the mahogany when he real-
ized that he didn’t have any of his
money; that whatever cash he mhed
was in the pocket of the coat he had
given to Cleveland. Swiftly his hand
moved to the pocket of the coat he
was wearing. There w'as the feel of
paper in his hand, and he drew it
forth anxiously and looked at it.

“Whisky,” he told the barkeep,
“and water. A big glass.” The pa-
per he had drawn forth was a small
manila pay envelope, still unopened.
Stevens carefullv ripped off the top
and threw a yellowback on to the bar.

The barkeep looked at him, then
picked up the bill. He bent down be-
neath the counter. When he straight-
ened again, a sawed-off shotgun was
in his hands.

“Git 'em up, Mister!” he snarled.

Stevens looked at the gun and at
the man who was holding it. Both
of them looked deadly. He Ilifted
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his hands, “What’s the matter?”

he asked.

When the barkeep spoke, it was to
the other men in the room he ad-
dressed his words, not Stevens. “An-
other one of them damned counter-
feiters!” he said. “This one’s going
to live to hang.”

Counterfeit! Stevens’ hand moved
downward to pick up the bill. The
barkeep thrust the gun forward.
“Watch it!” he snarled.

“Look,” said Stevens, “this is a
mistake. I'm the sheriff of Brant’s
Gulch.”

“And I'm the Queen of the May,”
sneered the barkeep, “and passing
crooked money’ still a hanging of-
fense. Come on, git moving. I'm
taking you to the sheriff right now.”
He picked up the yellowback and
came from around the bar. “Gun-
ther’ll be mighty glad to see you,”
he said, prodding Stevens with the
gun barrel.

At the mention of Gunther’s name,
the anxiety inside the lawman van-
ished. Gunther knew who he was.
But suppose he had been a total
stranger in Silverton; suppose he
hadn’t been a lawman? W.ith the
fake money on him, he’d become gal-
lows” meat—even though he had been
innocent. Just as Cleveland might
have been innocent! For the first
time in his career as a lawman, Matt
Stevens fully realized what a dan-
gerous thing circumstantial evidence
was!

The barkeep prodded him.
building on the left,” he said.

“That

HERIFF Clem Gunther was sit-

ting on his steps. The sun was
in his eyes, and he squinted them
narrowly to look at the men who
were approaching.
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“Stevens!” he shouted finally, leap-
ing to his feet. “Why you old sheep-
stealing lobo!”

“Counterfeiter,” Stevens said dry-
ly. “This gent with the shotgun’s
got me by the short hairs. Says |
ought to hang.”

“He tried to slip me a bum ten,”
the barkeep said. “I spotted it right
away. Lucky for him he didn’t go
for his gun, or he’d a got what the
other one got!”

Clem Gunther’s eyes narrowed as
he looked at the yellowback the bar-
keep held out to him. *“Fake, all
right,” he said. He turned to the
barkeep. “It’s all right, Pat,” he
said. “I’ll handle this.” After the
man had left, the lawman of Silver-
ton looked at Stevens intently. Matt
could see that he was noticing the
absence of his badge, was wondering
about the town clothes he wore.

“I’m hunting something, Gunther,”
he said. “There’s robbery in it, and
murder. Now it seems that counter-
feiting’s involved, too. You've got to
tell me what you know.”

Silverton’s lawdog looked at him
for a long time. It was impossible
for Matt to tell what Gunther was
thinking. His eyes were expression-
less. “Ain’t much to tell,” he said.
“A jasper came into Pat’s saloon this
morning and asked for a drink. Pat
saw that his money was fake and he
asked him to elevate, using his shot-
gun as a persuader. The jasper
went for his wolf, instead, and Pat
shot him.”

“Dead?” Stevens asked anxiously.

“Very,” said Gunther dryly. “Both
parts of ’im

Disappointment struck Stevens like
a heavy fist to the heart. “Is that
all?” he said. “Didnt you find out
anything?”
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Gunther considered for a long time
before he spoke. He watched Stevens
carefully to notice his reaction to the
words.  “Yes,” he said. “l went
through his saddle bags. 1 found
some more of that money. A hun-
dred and twenty-six thousand dollars
worth, to be exact. I’'m holding it
till the government men get here.”

Stevens leaped to his feet. “You’ve
got to give me that money!” he said.
“I’ll need it for twenty-four hours.”

“That’s a lot of money, Stevens,”
Gunther said.

“There’s a lot at stake,” Stevens
answered. “Last night a man was
murdered in Brant’s Gulch, and the
bank was robbed. That crooken ten
I gave the barkeep came out of the
cashier’s pocket. Somehow, it all ties
in. Maybe that money will trap the
killer!”

Gunther considered for a long
time. “Maybe it will,” he said finally.
“Maybe it will.” He rose to his feet
and went into his office. A few mo-
ments later he returned carrying a
small satchel. “Here it is, Stevens,”
he said. “Maybe it’ll make a noose
of golden dollars for someone.” He
handed the satchel over. “Take good
care of it,” he said. . ..

TEVENS forgot that he was

thirsty and hungry and tired.
He forgot that he had already ridden
thirty miles that day under a merci-
less sun. fie thought of nothing but
the fact that before the day was
over, he would know for sure who
was responsible for the murder of
old Pete, and who had committed
the robbery.

He had a fresh mount under him,
and a good one, and he reached
Brant’s Gulch before dark. The first
place he went was to Bill English’s

(Continued On Page 104)
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(Continued Prom Page 103)
Four Aces. English met him at the
door, with a curse and a levelled .45.
“You’re through, Stevens,” he said,
j“You're lucky if you don’t hang for
what you did.”
“Put that gun away,” said Stevens,
“and come with me pronto.”

English lowered the gun but he
didn’t put it away. “Where to?” he
asked.

“We’re going to visit Mr. Taylor,”
:Stevens said. “Reckon he’s at home?”
“l doubt it,” English answered.
“Said that he was going to visit his

i sister in Abilene for a spell, and was

riding into Larido to meet the mid-
night stage.”

“Come on!” said Stevens. “Hurry.”
The urgency of his words overcame

the saloon owner’s hesitancy. “All
~ right,” he said. “Let’s go.”
The banker hadn’t left yet. There

was a half-packed suitcase on his
bed, and he was cramming shirts
and socks into it from a bureau
drawer. He wheeled when the door
opened. “You!” he said.

Stevens nodded. “How much money
jwas stolen last night?” he asked.

m “All of it,” the banker answered.
I“The dirty crook got every last cent!
And you let him go. You’re going

i ito be sorry for that yet, Stevens!”

“You haven't answered my ques-
tion,” Stevens said. “l asked you
how much.”

The banker pursed his lips. “Close
[to a hundred and thirty thousand,”
he said.

“Good. That means I've got al-
most all of it back!”

“You’ve got it back!” English ex-

Get your copy now while they last! Just send 25c In
coin.” Receive yours in plain wrapper by return mail.

Canada, 35c. claimed. “Where?”

HERALD PUBLISHING CO “Right here,” said Stevens, point-
2z E. 17th St, Dept. N-716 New York, .y, ing to the satchel in his left hand.”
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“Cleveland confessed?” asked Eng-
lish. “Or did you follow him to
where he hid it?”

“Cleveland had nothing to do with
it,” Stevens answered.

“l don’t know about that,” said
English. “Cleveland was the only
one who had the combination to the

safe. This looks mighty queer to
melll

“Me, too,” said Stevens.

The banker held out his hand.

“Thanks for bringing the money
back,” he said. “I’m sure the people
will appreciate it a lot.”

“I'm sure they will,” said Stevens,
ignoring the fingers that the banker
had held out to take the satchel.
“As a matter of fact, | was just
thinking that they’ll be so glad to
learn their money is safe, they’d
probably like to have it right in their
hands tonight. | think I'll call a
meeting in the school house right
now, and return their money to all
those that have their bank books
with them.”

Taylor laughed. “A nice idea,” he
agreed, “but don’t you think it’s a
bit unnecessary? I’ll put it in the
safe and you can tell everyone it’s
there. After all, that’s all that really
matters.” He held out his hand once
more.

“Just the same, | think they’d like
to feel the cash,” said Stevens. “How
much do you have coming to you,
English ?” The lawman put the
satchel on the bed and bent over it
to open the clasp.

“I’ll take that bag, Stevens,” Taylor
said. There was a pearl-handled .38
in his hand to back up his order.

“You might have got away with it,

Taylor,” Stevens said. “If you hadnt
(Continued On Page 108)
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(Continued From Page 106)

been so stingy you payed Cleveland’s
salary in counterfeit.”
“Counterfeit” English echoed.
“Sure,” said Matt Stevens. “He
had some one rob his own bank—
probably promising a big cut of it.
But he was so almighty miserly that
he couldn’t stand the idea of sharing,
so he made up some fake money.
The jasper who killed old Pete and
robbed the safe, framing Cleveland
so he’d look guilty, double-crossed
Taylor and kept going. But he didn’t
know the money was fake.” Stevens
stopped and faced the lawman. “You
should have payed Cleveland in real
money, Taylor. Thirty measly bucks,
and you’d have been in the clear.”

HEBE was a thin smile on the

banker's lips. He reached across
the bed with his left hand and picked
up the satchel. He crammed it into
the suitcase and began to close the
larger bag. At that moment English
went for his gun.

Taylor fired two quick shots, his
face tightening spasmodically each
time he pulled the trigger. The
saloon keeper was slammed backward
against the wall. The gun in his
hand slipped from his fingers and fell
to the floor. He leaned limply against
the wall, began to slide slowly down.

The banker turned to Stevens,
triggered once. Steven’s shot an-
swered him, tore through his left
arm. The lawman’s gun clicked with
a dull dead sound and the banker-
grinned triumphantly. His gun lifted
from Stevens’ heart and came to rest
pointing directly between his eyes.
Silence held the room, broken only
by the banker’s harsh breathing and
the ghosts of gunthunder that still
whispered against the walls. The
silence exploded into roaring sound.

(Continued On Page 110)



aUDELS NEW

o t h 111,

FULLY ILLUSTRATED
A SHOP COMPANION THAI ANSWERS YOUR QUESTIONS

Easy to read and understand—flexible covers—Handy
size 6 X x 2—a ready reference that answers your
questions accurately.

TO GET THS ASSISTANCE KR %6 \ COMPLETE
YOLRHELF SMALY HLL INAND PAY*1 A
MAL COLRONTAAY i f OLY I M

THEO. AUDEL &co., 49 W. 23rd St., NewYork

#

A KEY TO
MODERN SHOP PRACTICE

PRACTICAL INSIDE INFORMATION

ForEveryMachinist, Toolmaker, Engi-
neer, Machine Operator, Mechanical
Draughtsman, Metal Worker, Mechan-
ic or Student. This 1600 Page Handy
Book Covers Modern Machine Shop
Practice in All Its Branches.

A COMPLETE INSTRUCTOR WITH
READY REFERENCE INDEX
Cover to Cover, Tells Howto

Newfrom
mﬁe_ S U Latres,?craN &
& Alllr%d‘e' I\/rb%s”ine ﬁodst

5 PRACTICAL BOOKS IN ONE!
60 FULLY ILLUSTRATED CHAPTERS
Coring _1—Modem Mechine Sp
Radice. 2-Blue Print. Beedi
HowtoDraw. 3— Caladatigns & IVetl
nEtics for Mechinists, 4— Sop Hysics.
5- Howto Use the Sice Rule,

- ASK TO SEE IT!

THEO, ADH_&Q0, 49 West 23rd St., New York

Mail AUDELS MACHINISTS & TOOLMAK-
ERS HANDY BOOK, Price $4 on 7 Days Free
Trial. If O. K. I will remit $1 in 7 days™ and $1
Monthly until $4 is Paid. Otherwise I will return it.

Oooupatioo-

Retereaca._,,
HAM



15 DAYS TRIAL

SPECTACLES "$195
100% MONEY BACK GUARANTEE

Mail your name and address to HOME SERVICE SPECTACLE
COMPANY, and YOU WILL RECEIVE WITHOUT OBLIGATION
Circulars showing latest style spectacles at lowest prices FREE.

Or send 25c and we will" mail to you a set lenses to assist
you in the selection of glasses. 'NOTHING MORE TO PAY
UNTIL YOU ARE FULLY SATISFIED.

We handle only HIGH GRADE LENSES Our Doctor, with

many gears of experience. GUARANTEES 100% SATISFACTION
OR NO COST TO YOU.

WE DUPLICATE AND REPAIR BROKEN SPECTACLES AT
GREAT SAVINGS.

HOME SERVICE SPECTACLE CO.. Dept. P-30
1011  Chestnut St.. PhiladtIBSiij. Pa.

SEX SECRETS 12? pages of vital, most intimate
information that, you must, know

to get the most out of love, life, marriage. Plainly told in our

two amazing booklets "Man's Sexual Life" and "Woman-

bood.” With confidential list for adults only. All for

NATIONAL BOOKSELLERS DEPT. 8 OWOSSO, MICH.

Amazing New Low Cost

SICKNESS
-ACCIDENT

INSURES YOUR
WHOLE FAMILY

$1
Now, we offer for your whole family,

this amazing, new “United” Fami

Group Sickness and Accident Policy. Tou may include each and
every member of jour family in one application— mother, fatheT,
children, and even grandparents for only $1.00 a month for
all. Don’t wait— send coupon today. No Medical Examination.

$ 7 C A A C I#* ACCUMULATED GASH for
Il y VU U iV V Stated Accidental Death

This wonderful, new kind of Insurance Policy pays cash benefits
for any accidental death to any member of "the family. It pays
the aL};EIicant $25.00 weekly indemnity for SICKNESS or
ACClI NT — $25.00 weekly for HOSPITAL— $100.00
EMERGENCY allowance— many other liberal features— all as
provided for in this remarkable policy.

SEND NO MONEY— FREE INSPECTION OFFER

William Lindbloom and family of Chicago, 111, above, are all
grote_cted by their one “United” Policy. The United Insurance
0. is a dependable Company haring $225,000.0u on _deposit
with lllinois’ Insurance Department for your protection. Send no
money— just mail coupon tor free inspection— no obligation.

MAIL THIS COUPON TODAY
i UNITED INSURANCE CO. NO AGENT
m Elgin Tower, Suite G-76-G. Elgin. Il WILL CALL
Please mail me at once complete information and Free
§ Inspection Offer of the “United” Family Group Sickness and
Accident Policy. Send No Money.

ONLY FOR ALL

1
.
}
f

Name

| Address

GET ACQUAINTED CLUB

If you want a "wife,” "husband," or "sweetheart,” tell
us “your age, description of your "ideal,” and by re-
turn mail you will receive sealed particulars of one of the
oldest, most modern Clubs, in America, representing many
wealthy educated members.

R. E. SIMPSON Sox 1251 Denver. Colo.
u. S. A

no

Double Action Western

(Continued From Page 108)

Taylor stared without sight into
space. Blood from a hole over his
left eye slowly spread over his face.
He crashed stiffly forward as though
made of wood. Stevens turned.

“l figgered all that money was
bound to make trouble,” said Sheriff
Gunther. “It always has, and it al-
ways will. What | didn’t know’ was
which side of the fence you’d be on.
I followed you to find out.”

Stevens nodded, turned to help
English. But the saloon man didn’t
need much help. He was rising to
his feet unaided. “l guess we've got
the sheriff we need,” he said. *“I
guess we won’t be holding any elec-
tion.”

They found the money in the bot-
tom of Taylor’s suitcase. “What’s
this!” Gunther gasped. “More coun-
terfeit ?”

Stevens shook his head. “No,” he
said. “That’s the real stuff. Care-
ful you don’t get it mixed up with
the other. Better bring it to the
bank right now.” Suddenly he felt
very tired.

After the money was locked up,
they poured kerosene over the
counterfeit, and touched a match to
it. A crowd collected and Stevens
told them that their money was safe,
that it had never been stolen. He
told them that Taylor had hired a
killer to steal the fake money, and
then had framed Cleveland. Then
English came forward and began to
praise him. Stevens slipped into the
shadows and went away. He wanted
to be where it was quiet and dark
so he could forget the furious tur-
moil he’d been through. lie felt a
touch on his arm and he heard Julie
whisper his name.

“Matt,” she said.
glad.”

“Matt, I'm so

(Continued On Page 112)
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INGS OF COMPLETED SONGS.

FIVE STAR MUSIC MASTERS, f>60 Beaton Bldg., Boston, Mass.

THE ORIGINAL

BLUE BOOK

'@ thix Big, Complete 72 page Original
| Blue Book. Contain* mystifying aoveltiea,

magician* and conjurer* specialties—
j DICE-CARDS-GAMES, Inks, Layouts etc.
I Supplies of all kind*. Write today)

H. C. EVANS & CO.
Bopias-E* 1530 WIST ADAMS STMtl « CHICAGO

FREE

Symptoms Relieved

Write today for free
Information and spe-
cial money back offer.

W. K. STERLING, 870 Ohio Ave., SIDNEY, OHIO

Let us help you find real happiness. Join our old reliable
«**& 42 years of dependable, confidential service. Corre-
spondents most everywhere. Many with means, seeking con-
genial mates. Proven results. Photos, descriptions free.

STANDARD CLUB, Bos C-40, Gray Lake, ID.
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Stevens nodded. “He’s clear now,”
he said. “When he writes to you,
tell him it’s all right to come back.”

Julie smiled at him strangely. “It’s
you I’'m thinking of,” she said. “It’s
always been you. | wanted you to
do your job the way... .the way that
you did it.”

Stevens remained silent. There
was a curious meaning to her words
that he couldn’t quite grasp.

“l guess a person has to do the
job they’re cut out for, Matt,” she
said. “There can’t be any running
away from it. | learned that today,
Matt, and | guess | learned | was
cut out to be a lawman’s wife.”

There was no doubt what her
words meant now. He turned to
her. Starlight was in her eyes, her
lips were parted.

“Julie,” he whispered.

DON'T GO THROUGH LIFE
HANDICAPPED!

Improve your APPEARANCE by wearing an

IMPERIAL HEALTH BRACE

Makes you feel stronger and more confident in un-
dertaking any work, whether in a factory, offiee,
mtore or home.

FOR MEN
Straightens the shoulders, ex-
pands the chest, reduces the
waist and compels deep end
proper breathing which as-
sures correct posture.

ALSO FOR CHILDREN
When orderinfl, be sur# t« five us the following Information:

It can be worn with any gown
as It is invisible. Improveo
and slenderizes the figure  with-
out dangerous diet.

Man Woman ...
Boy .. Girl
Height .. Weight ...

Chest measurement under arm9
Imperial Health Braces have been on the market
for over 25 years. They were formerly sold at J5.0Q
and $6.00 eaeh. Our Special Price, P."P. $1 CA
prepaid, is . . [

M. & L SALES CO.

Dept. 5, New York, N. Y.

Room 315, 160 W. Broadway,



ef book

“SECRETS of
LOVE and MARRIAGE”

Daringly Revealed

Edited by Dr. Edward Podoltky
This is an enlightened age. Are you one of those, still

9'/a x 6 afraid to know the truth about the many intimate ques-

Inches; beau-

tifully print-

in clear

151 pages

illustra-

HARD

eleth
At last the whole truth about sex! Tht
time has come to bring this intimate and
necessary knowledge into the light of day—
into the hands of every adult man and wom-
an who wants to lead a satisfactory, healthy,

full love life. W ritten in

sex—how to win

simple "and frank
language—-SECRETS OF LOVE AND MAR-
RIAG29 explains-. How to attract the opposite
in love—how to conduct your-
self during your honeymoon. The book teach-
es the proper sexual conduct in marriage and

tions of man or woman? Or are you one of those who
thinks—"1 know it all”— and is actually unaware of
many important facts and pleasures? Do you know how
to live a complete vigorous and delightful sex life? Do
you know your part in the game of love? Every happy
marriage is based, to a great extent, on a happy sex life.
But how can you lead a satisfactory love life, if you do
not know—or are not sure, of the many, many facta
and ways of love, of marriage, of sex—of the 1000 ways
of a man with a woman! Are you getting ALL that
ou expected, that you dreamed of—from your love,
rom your marriage, from your sex life?  Or are doubts
and difficulties in the art of love troubling you, holding
you back, spoiling everything?

Offers a Liberal Education in Sexual Science

PART OF CONTENTS-

Introduction Chapter S- Birth Control

the technique of performing the sex act. The
book explains; the problems of the wife and
how to solve them—and the problems of the

husbands and how to overcome them. Some-
times they are actual physical disabilities,
such as impotence, sterility, etc. The book

these difficulties.

advises you on correcting
“BIRTH CON-

It also devotes a chapter to
TROL," with reasons for and against—and
the method of accomplishing. It features a
table of “safe periods.” It explains concep-
tion. pregnancy. In short, it is a complete
teacher and guide on practically every phase
of Love and Marriage.

“Secrets of Love and Marriage” is an end-
less source of intimate, intriguing informa-
tion, from the first awakening of youthful

love to the full flowering of grand passion...
answering manY questions you hesitate to
ask even your closest friends. You must know
the real facts and ways or be cheated out of
life’s most precious pleasures!

Let Us Send You This Book on Trial!

Send no money now. Just mail the coupon.
When book arrives, deposit with postman
only 98c plus shipA)ing charges, under our
MONEY BACK GUARANTEE. You risk noth-
ing Mail coupon now.

HERALD PUBLISHING CO.,
26 East 17th St., New York, .

Send me "SECRETS OF LOVE AND MARRIAGE,"
in plain wrapper. | will pay postman 98c plui ship-
ping coats on delivery. | can return the book, If not
satisfied, and my money will be refunded. (I ana
©rer 21 year# old.)

Dept. A-715
Y.

Name

Address

City J

AnrChedt here H you are eneioeing $1.00 with the |
coupon and thereby teving C. O. D. chargee. Your |
book lent £ostpald under tame MONEY BACK |
GUARANTEE. [ ]

Impossible to sendC. O. D. to Canada; pleaee g
tend $1.20 with order. g

Edwabr)é Podolsky, M. D. A moral lisue long debated—
Foreword by James Parker Hendry arguments In ftror and against
Need for sex understanding to aid limitation of children—mechanical
married happiness — hook oEfeft contrivances against law—various
key to true understanding of sex. methods used — no method IdesL
Chapter | — Married Men Should Chapter  10—Mistaken ldeas on

Know sex.
Instinct Is not enough — the Chapter Il— Advice to married
wedding night—perpetuating the people.
honeymoon — functions of organs Chapter 12— Pregnancy
andk’ltl)gd In marriage relations Changes following fertilisation—
—_Skilltul - wooer —can  overcome first indications of pregnancy—
timidities. rare of prospective mother—abor-

Chapter 2—Love Problems of Wives
Why marriages fail—wife often
frustrated, disappointed—husband
should improve in sexual relations
—set routine growe boresome —
rase of the under-seied wife —
how to keep love alive.
Chapter 3— Scientific Sex Program
in Marriage
Marriage based on mutual love
and co-operation—Instruction* for
performing and following marriage
sex program—chart of safe periods
—normal frequency of relations.

Chapter 4— Functions of Organs
The purpose of sex—how con-
ception take* place — secondary
stimuli rones — attaining highest
in compatibility.
5-The Art of Married
Love
The importance of preparation—
first act the courtship or love-
making—second part of the Coi-
tus—many positions possible—fi-
nal act or climax—half hour all
too short for courtship—develop
mutual sexual rhythm—reaching a
climax together—women often un-
satisfied — problems of physical
mismatching—overcoming difficul-
ties.
Chapter 6—Secrets of Sex Appeal
What does a man notice—how
to dress for charm and appeal—
choosing clothing, attending to
complexion, figure and personality.
Chapter 7—Dangers of Petting
Is it wise to pet to be popu-
lar?—Embracing bodies and kiss-
ing lips dangerous >—yearning de-
sires difficult to control.
Chapter 8—How to produce Ideal
condition* for marital relations
in your home.

pitch
Chapter

tions and miscarriages—dangers of
pregnancy—preparations for birth
—pregnancy 280 day* approxi-
mately.
Chapter 13— Techniques favorable
for mutual satisfaction.
Chapter 14- Can Sex of Unborn
Child Be_ Chosen
Science investigatin various
theories—no certain methods.

Chapter 15—~ Motherhood

Actual process of childbirth—
follow  doctor’s Instructions —
caesarian  operations — puerperal
fever — summary for prospective
mother*.

Chapter IS — Methods of Easy

Childbirth
Select doctor you have complete
confidence in—follow hit instruc-
tions—anesthetics which diminish

labor pain* without injuring In-

fant.

Chapter 17— Intimate Questions ef
Husbands

Overcoming some common sexual
problems—how to attain “control”
— Importance of prolonged court-
ship—effect of frequency of con-
trol—overcoming frigidity In wives
—can impotency be overcome—or-
ganic deficiencies—various faults
and their remedies.

Chapter 18- Intimate Questions of
Wive*

Importance of free discussion
with husband—avoid haste—be pa-
tient—strive for perfection—sex a
mutual matter—abstinence and ex-
cesses—intimate women problems.
Chapter 19— Feminine  Hygiene

and Beauty

How to develop your charm and
sex appeal.

Chapter 20—Discussion of sexual
type*.

HERALD PUBLISHING COMPANY
26 East 17th St.,, Dept. A-715, New York



PRICE SMASHING SALE!

EASY TERMS—70c A WEEK

MFRS.

©RIG.
SELLING
PRICE

Completely

Reconditioned and
Folly Guaranteed

KO MONEY DOWN

Truly mi out»tnadinx offer! Only

because of an exceptional purchase I 10 DAY TRIAL

can | *ell the** reconditioned Un-

d<rwood* at the sensationally low !

price of $;»9.85 ca-*h. or for only tyukihter stand

?f*c a week on my easy term price.

ICach one carefully refinished so it Easy Terms 10C a Day

looks like a new machine costing

three times as much. The rafrs.

(irig. selling price on this Undfr- . .

wooel \évas $11dSS.O©. Ikt's senbt, to yOrL]I g‘no M?Fdléggygl'] {8 ckl);)y'trsi(;? nF?aayChlrrTg

in  Underwoo packing ox  Wwit - R

Underwood book of instructions on ngglaorr:zeyanudn“lljseyotuhis‘esLtJ’ndlean\As)gg‘d

care and operation. Noiseless. You judge for vyourself.
W hen you are convinced that this
is the biggest typewriter bargain

A NOISELESS MACH'NE Surface 1O met you have ever seen then say, M’)I

. e ») \itd i»uy *Send only 70e a week or $3.00

Uatewt achievement in typewriter*! Kio* a month until _term price of only

Provides writing perfection with woi kiu $43.85 is paid. There is no red tape

S||”KX1CK- FD; those ‘_’V{W xvant the height. or investigation— My offer it ex-

mlvantages o a qulet, ome or nelly sa | state it.

office. Thin Underwood eliminates y

+he nerve shuttering: clatter com-

mon to many model#. An aid to

letter work Uocciu>* ir allow* clear For thia* who b*v« no typewriter itsml 2 YEAR GU

thinking reduces fatigue, improves or band? riser to ns* yﬁ orachine, | " ARANTEE

accuracy. This typewriter disturbs make this special offer. This attractive

ti< one, for it is almost impossible stand that ordinarily sells f<¢r $1.85 can . ) .

to hear it operate a few feet away. b* yours for only $550 extra payable T hack this machine with my per-

You get all the feature* on an 25¢ '» month Quality both. Note all its sonal 2-yr. guarantee that ft fs in

Underwood 1¥MA'S NoWelcei* typing. cesveftient features. (bee coupon). A-1 condition and will give first
class service. Over 30 years of Fair

FlRST CHOICE fTYP'STS Healing hacks this guarantee.

(0]

f«yer  5,000.000 Underwood* new in use! Recof- I TOUCH TYPING COURSE
«i/c’j as the finest strfwt**** built! Here i an (omplrle Van Fsnt hvn* study course free with Underwood
nffie* site Underwood with late trnder® feature* " It * carefully Illustrated, written expressly for home use.
ihyt give you SILENT TYPING. H*a all stand-
ar(} eqfuipmem—keybboalrd. colorﬁ, hack spacei(r
eufctnafic reverse, tabulator, etc. There it no risk! - H H
fee before you buy on my 10 Day No Obligation mail COUPON NOW.L|m |ted, (Xuanuulan Sam
Trial Plan. Meturn machine if not satisfied.  International Typewriter Exchange Dept. 556 | |

J 231 W. Monroe St.. Chieago. IlI. 'S |

. . . . 4 [ ]
" t Pend Underwood Noiseless (F.O.B. Chicago) for ten day*' trial.
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wilh order. Takes paper 14” wide, baa 12" writ- ! C 10" carriage O M" carriage. ($3.00 extra) 4 Wrﬂre, ngﬁd M
ing line. A Real Buy In a reconditioned Under- i Name . : Age 4 ($350 extra |
wood Ncislete! (See coupon). 1 Typewritten signatures not acceptable. 4 —payable 25¢ |

Addree* 4 a month.)Stand |

Frfardiad Typewriter Exchange

Kfl W. Monro* S(. t»*pt. JM, Chime*. 111
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of first payment
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THE PLAYBOY'S HANDBOOK

by George (The Real) McCoy

Gathered in one pleasure-laden book are all the indispen-
sable fittings for every gay occasion. An open guide to
hilarious sophisticated fun and frolic. Just the thing for
the rollicking, regular fellow who gets around, loves and
is loved, does things and knows all the answers. THE
PLAYBOY’'S HANDBOOK is a complete treasury of
gaiety, burlesque, nonsense—a handbook for those with
cold feet—an ice-breaker at a twosome or a party. It is the
one book you will want to read, and re-read, and chuckle
over—in short to practically live and go to bed with.

Inigef lelpM
BOOKS

AT BARGAIN PRICES!

A SMALL BUSINESS OF YOUR OWN

1000 spare time money-making ideas for men and
women of all ages. This book contains only actual
plans now in practical use! Shows how you can add

to the family income through spare-time work, or

Contains such peppery and exhilarating articles as: Ad- establish a fulltime small business of your own. In
vice to a Young Man on the Choice of a Maiden—How most cases no capital is required to start. What-

L L ., ever your sex, age or education you will find here a
to Have Fun with Your Clothes on— Kissing, America’s moneymaking plan suited to you. Here are real
National Pastime— Stag Lines—Answers to Questions— 0pp0rlulnmesh for people who need to have extra

. . . money in a hurry.
Wit, Wisdom and Wickedness—plus a tremendous collec- The name of the book is. “A Small Business of
tion of Anecdotes, Jokes, Jingles, Tales, Stories, Limericks, gOUFk Own.” t:]t V{as W‘r}lqtte" bbthé”Iﬁmd Al:jﬂn
. . . rooks, an authority on e subject. ac ldea de-
Illustrations, Cartoons, Songs, Ballads, Recitations, etc. scribed in this 150-page, substantially bound book
. is a tried and proven way for the man ( 4 A0
Do not deny yourself the enjoyment of these keyhole or woman having little or no capital to v L*
frivolities. Send for your copy now. The price 2 00 build a modest busines. »mbnly
is only $1.00—the enjoyment is a thousandfold.
SELF INSTRUCTION IN THE PIANO
Delight your family and friends and bring yourself
many happy hours of pleasant entertainment!  Learn
to play the piano in a few short hour*! “Self-Instruc-
tion in the Piano” contains a marvelous new method
never before published. No teacher is needed. No
complicated scales to practice. No drilling day after
daY with dull exercises. With this new method you
will be able to play a real song in only half an hour!
By Charles H. Provost The course is complete in this one book. (
A . ) Spiral bounds to open flat. Get a copy ,
The beginner or advanced artist, who wishes today!

to draw the female form, will find this book
helpful. Contains 34 poses in varying positions
emonstratlné; proportions, balance, action

etc. A selecte ( L
nudes with a corresponding line draw-
Ing on facing p{a/lge with ™ Instructive Jf
text. ss pages—s Vi x 11—spiral bound.

SISTER OF THE ROAD

as told to Dr. Ben. L. Reitman

The frank, unccnsored story of a wandering woman hobo.
Tells the story of a restless, adventurous girl who “took to
the road” to satisfy her lust for living and excitement. What
happens to her during 15 years of wandering is detailed and
revealed with a candor usually reserved for a confessional box.
Brimful of stark happenings—unashamed facts—amatory experi-
ences—etc. etc. Proves that truth is stranger than
Action. A startling, exciting book that stirs the $19 8
blood and the senses strangely. ""Only

314 pages—hard cover bound.

Civil Service Hmdbeok

This volume contains » wealth of in-
formation on how to go about getting HOW
your**!f on the Government payroll,

group of full-page studies o

This Amazing Story of

» SEX LIFE IN PRISONS'

..hat do prisoners do about sex? What happens when men and women
are deprived of mates for long periods? These questions, and many more
on the subject, are answered frankly and fearlessly in LIFE IN
PRISONS—a daring book written by F, Fishman, former Federal
Inspector of U. S. Prisons for 18 years. This is the unexpurgated inside
storv—taken from official records and observations never before made
public—of how prison life leads to sexual degeneration. It tells in candid
detail how new prisoners are “converted” to strange sexual practices,
how hardened "veterans” plan brutal subterfuges, how prison restrictions i
lead to perversion, rape, suicide, murder! Innumer- ~ - _
able shocking facts, about a great social problem! $ p "o
Acclaimed as "daring and “courageous” by leading J
penologists 256 pages.

MONEY BACK GUARANTEE

If any book we send ?IOU Is not satisfactor
return it within 5 days after receipt, and we will
promptly refund your money.

MAIL THIS COUPON TODAY!

KNICKtKSOCKEB Mil. CO,, Dept. OA-S
98 Liberty St.. New Verb, N. T.

detailed Home Study Course*, in-
cluding 1000 Questions and Answer* TO ORDER Send mm the book or books | hare checked
of former tests. 30 actual previous below:—

examinations (with correct repliee)

foe such positions as postal clerk, * H HeA ) The Playboy's Handbook <« « « « fl.00
mail earner, stationary engineer, &ySfThu Sptlal L )) g_ow TofDLawRFrorTi The*Nude - . 1w
factory inspector, electrician, librari- - R _ I_Ster ) _te oad-'-- .- e 1.98
an, fireman, bookkeeper, prison keep- All books are_full library size, ex I Civil Service Handbook - « - - . 1.00
er and many others. It tells the cellently printed and durably ) A Small Business of Your Own -, 1.00
mistakes to avoid in arithmetic, bound for permanent use. Fill out > Piano Self Instruction. - .00
grammar, spelling, geography, his- . i ) Life In Prisons... At
tQfy> civic*— just the type of in- the convenient coupon alongside, ( ) / am enclosing
formation called for in civil service check the titles of the book or () Send C. 0. D. plus portage
examinations. Don’t mias this chancel :
See how simple it i«l "B AA books you want and mail t_he Name.....
Exactly what you need [ order. If you send payment with Add
to prepare yourself for JL ress..
the big opportunity. ONLY order, we prepay all postage )

charges; If COD., plus few cents City e Stats..

postage. MAIL ORDER NOW.
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World's Largest Dental Plate Makers

TRANSPARENT
OF

MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE

MADE-TO-MEASURE DENTAL PLATES
WO make to measure foryou INDIVIDUALLY—BY MAIL
Dental Plates for men and women from an Impression
of your mouth taken by you at your home. Thousands all

over the country wear teeth wo

made for them by MAIL

TO $35
MAIL
Coupon Today

CK-BOTTOM

1
6 O Tm nn |A P A If you find what others have
MAKE US PROVE EVERY Uuuil paid for theirs, you will be as-
WORD W E SAY—W ear our 1 ItIU L IJ tounded when you see how
little ours will ‘cost you. By

teeth on trial for as long as

60 days. Then, if you are

not PERFECTLY SATIS- HALF

FIED with them, they will
not cost you a cent.
We’ll take your word!

END NO MONEY!

We take this risk. We guarantee that if you are not
fully satisfied with teeth we make for you, then, any
time within 60 days, we will gladly refund every cent
frou paid us for them. Isn't that fair and square?

yourself

reading our catalog you will learn how to save

on DENTAL PLATES for

MONTHLY PAYMENTS POSSIBLE!

Professional Model

Impression Material — catalog with our new
LOW prices, and information. Don't put this  FREE Y2 ,E’AE”C‘VLAK'-%C%;,E.WElfi'c’;‘é%

off. Do it today! Send the Coupon NOW!

Send without obligation FREE impression mate-

LICENSED DENTIST SUPERVISES THE MAKING rial. catalog, and" information.
OF OUR DENTAL PLATES. REPAIRS éE-RH\?IL(J:E Name
UN”ED STATES DENTAL CO Dept. fi-AlO, 1555 Milwaukee  Address
' Avenue, Chicago, Illinois.
" Tr -4 LY e flute

And Up

Complete

HIGHEST QUALITY

4 - ' E -|E¥V|_EESST Material ExpertWorkmanship

I O DAYS’' TRIAL With
OF SATISFACTION GRACE YOUR FACE

W ith good-looking glasses! Select for

yourself from the many styles in our

SEND NOcalalog the one that looks best on you.
W ear our glasses ON TRIAL as long as

16 days with a money-back guarantee of sat-

isfaction! Then, if you are not 100 percent

satisfied with glasses we make for you we’ll

refund every cent you paid us for them.

Catalog of newest styles, and our new LOW

prices. Don’t Wait! Send the Coupon Today!

Ut t CYC Nl ACCK r N Dept 5-A40,1557 Milwaukee

Avenue, Chicago, Illinois.

MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE

REPAIRS — 48-nOUR SERVICE |

1 .FREE[l55§*

Send without obligation, your FREE catalog
and information.
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