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The Mysterious Influence
In The Air You Breathe!

T he SOULOF THE UNIVERSE is In the air you
breathe. Deposited in your blood—with each
inhalation you take—is the intelligence that
directs the course of the planets through the
misty reaches of space, and the strange phe-
nomenon of life itself.

What is it that causes your heart to beat,
your lungs to expand and contract? What mind
directs the cells or your being, each in their pur-
pose—some to create bone, others tissue and
hair? What consciousness pervades these vibra-
tory globules of life and gives them awareness of
their Cosmic function?

Areyou one of the millions who have looked
beyondyourselffor some external Divine Power
or agency? Have you searched in vain for some
outer sign or word of Divine assurance when
in doubt or in need? Now learn of the unsus-
pected bower that exists in every simple breath
—and that becomes part of you. The ancient
Egyptians believed that the essence of life was
borne on the wings of the air. The Bible pro-

claims that with the first breath man becomes
not justan animated being—but a' 'livingsoul. ”
Try this experiment, and prove aVital Life Force
exists in the air. When you are in pain or de-
spondent take a deep breath. Hold itaslong as
comfortable—then noticethemomentaryrelief.

This Amazing Free Book
Would you seriously like to know how to draw upon
this Intelligence of the Cosmic, with which the air is
permeated? You can use it to awaken the creative
powers of your mind, and for making life an experi-
ence of achieveeNt. Use the coupon below for a free
copy of the book, "The Mastery of Life.” It tells how
in the privacy of your home youmayleam to use these
simple, useful, natural laws.

---— eUSETHIS GIFT COUPON -----mmm-
Scribe J.P.U., The Rosicrucians (AMORC) I
Rosicrucian Park, San Jose, California ]

1 am sincerely interested in learning how to use the 1
m?/sterious influences of the universe in the betterment j1
of my life. Please send me a free copy of the hook,
"The Mastery of Life.”

NAME-

ADDRESS-
Rosicruciansan NOT a religious organization

THE ROSICRUC1ANS (AMORC) SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA, U.S.A.



A department for Readers Conducted by
FOGHORN CLANCY

America's Most Famous Rodeo Expert and Handlcapper

MEETINGS, waddles, uncoil your
twine, snare a eayuse and we will
be off on another trail jaunt, and as

we ride along the trails of the Western pio-
neer wO© will indulge In a little trail talk.
We will ride over the same trails that were
traversed by those old pioneers who in
reality gave us the West. Of course, it was
there all the time, but they are the mm who
revamped it, or at least changed It so that
we of later generations can live in it and en-
joy peace and prosperity. We owe a lot to
those old pioneers!

We don’'t want to be interpreted as mean-
ing that every one of those who went West
in the early days went there just to prepare
the country so that we could live In It and
enjoy it as we do today. The main motive
of about ninety percent of those who traveled
westward in the early days was to build
homes for themselves and their families.

Many of them were fortune hunters, and
many both fortune hunters and adventurers,
men who loved excitement—and they knew
that there was plenty of excitement in that
wild country. It was, perhaps, the love of
adventure that caused so many to travel
those early trails—not merely the fortunes
they expected to wrest from the raw, wild
country.

They Followed the Frontier

Did you ever, when a kid, move to a new
neighborhood, or to a different town or
state? Remember what an adventure it was?
People have always been drawn to new ex-
periences, new localities. That's why adven-
turers always followed the Frontier, and as
the Frontier moved they moved with it.

A new town or a new country has always
seemed to present unusual opportunities.
That is why thousands of people from many
different states lined up along the Border of
Oklahoma on April 22nd, 1889, to make the
race for land in the opening of the Cherokee
Strip. Some of them left good homes or farms
to risk their lives in that mad rush for land,
because here was new land, free'land if one
could beat the other fellow to It, and here
was plenty of adventure!

There was a mad rush across the wilder-
ness of the West to California in '49 when
gold was discovered there, and ten years
later it was the same to Denver when the
word went forth that there was gold in the
hills of Colorado.

Gold was the magia word that laid the
foundation for the city of Denver, and there
was a grand stampede from the East. Four
trails led to the Pike's Peak country. The
northern one followed the South Platte, and
the southern the old Santa Fe route. Be-
tween these were the Smoky Hill River road
and the one along the Republican.

A Great Migration

The stage from Leavenworth, Kansas,
which was what might be termed the west-
ern edge of civilization, took the latter route.
Albert D. Richardson, a journalist who made
the trip, wrote that along the route the stage
passed ten thousand travelers on the way.
This was probably very much exaggerated,
but it is true that there was a great migra-
tion westward in those days. Richardson said
that the dusty road was dotted with white
covered wagons. At night hundreds of camp-
fires flung up their smoke.



One could have traced the trail by the cook
stoves, picks, shovels, bedsteads and other
articles tossed away to lighten the load, by
broken-down wagons, by the skeletons of
worn-out horses and oxen, by the graves
along the route, graves of men who never
reached the Promised Land.

They came in all manner of conveyances,
covered wagons, oxcarts, broughams, some
even pushed carts, and some walked with a
pack upon their backs. Nothing like this
had been seen since the great California gold
rush ten years earlier.

Just try to picture a modern man having
enough patience to travel at an oxcart pace
a thousand or fifteen hundred miles or even
more! Today even our fastest trains are too
slow for many of us, and in making such a
trip we prefer to fly. We like to eat dinner
in New York and are impatient if we are
not as far west as Denver by breakfast time
the next morning.

Sometimes | wonder how we would
measure up to the old pioneer in patience,
in our willingness to risk our lives for what
we think is right.

We can’'t say that those of the pioneers
who were gold-seekers were not eager to get
to their destination swiftly, for that was sup-
posed to be the end of their rainbow, that
was where they would find gold—and the
eagerness of many proved their downfall.
That was one of the reasons why there were
skeletons of worn-out horses and oxen, and
that was the reason for many of the graves
of human beings along the route.

Dangerous Trails

Men argued and fought over short cuts.
They sometimes replaced their guides or
scouts because these men advised going a
longer route, a safer route, against the wishes
of some to take a short cut. Sometimes their
impatience made them dash headlong into
hostile Indian-infested country, because they
refused to wait while scouts went ahead far
enough to explore or find out if there were
hostile Indian's ahead.

When they reached Denver, many were
disappointed. It must have seemed a dreary
spot for the stage terminal, or for the end
of the line for the covered wagons. It was
a town of shacks. There were no women ex-
cept the squaws of the Arapahoes and the
women who came with the pioneers. The
squaws hovered on the edge of town in tee-

(Continued on page 105)
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Mad Man of Moonstone

CHAPTER |
Restless Cattle

FB1HE Diamond Cross roundup camp

I was silent while the storm built up
JBL in the hills. Thunder rumbled and
roared among the craggy granite ridges in
the distance. Intermittent flashes of light-

A WAYNE MORGAN NOVEL

ning struck fantastic reflections from the
cores of various minerals in the rocks.
Still far away, the storm seemed to be
rolling on clanging wheels toward the
camp, the sound of its fury striking first
in the great irregular crater of Moonstone
Valley and then slipping through the
mouth of the little dog-leg hollow that



Wayne Morgan Sides Old Cap Maxwell of the

contained the Diamond Cross Ranch herd.

The cowboys around the campfire sat
with tense backs and solemn faces, star-
ing morosely into the flickering flames.
Fear and foreboding seemed to hover over
their thoughts.

Old Cap Maxwell, the big rawboned
owner of the Diamond Cross Ranch, was
aware of their silence and preoccupation,
and he tried to hide the uneasiness in his
own weathered face when the men lifted
an occasional glance toward him. He knew
it was not the gathering storm that had
killed the usual round or talk at tonight's
campfire. It was something far more
deadly, and it worried him.

After his last crew had quit, a month
had been required to collect a new string
of riders, and Maxwell had taken every
precaution to keep them until he could
gather enough cattle to pay the stock-
holders who had invested money in the
Weeping Woman Mine which he had
helped to finance. He had personally
promised each investor that he would not
lose by trusting him. The men had done
that, and the mine had failed.

Even after four years, those men were
still looking to Cap Maxwell to keep his
word. Proud of this trust, the old rancher
had made regular payments to the stock-
holders each year. But this year he would
fail unless the herd was marketed. Be-
fore, he had had help, but the duty was
his alone now. Grady Sloan and Thad
Tate, the two men who had shared his
burden, were dead. They had died less
than two miles from the hollow in which
Maxwell was camped. Sloan and Tate had
been partners in the mining venture, and
both were as honest and truthful as Cap
Maxwell. Their killer still ran free.

It was this that put the tension in Max-
well's riders tonight. Most of the men
were new to this range, picked up one at a
time by Whit Berry, the Diamond Cross
foreman, as they drifted into the little
cowtown of Cactus at the lower end of
the valley. Neither Maxwell nor Berry
had told the cowboys of the circumstances
which had caused other riders to draw
their time at the Diamond Cross and ride
away, but every man had eventually

learned the story from other sources. Now
they believed that the same killer who had
waylayed two of Cap Maxwell’s partners
would eventually get Maxwell, too. It
looked like part of a plan, and riding for a
man who was marked for death was
enough to make them uneasy.
“What's that?”

KINNY, sandy-haired Jack Long

leaped suddenly to his feet as some
sound came to his ear through the still-
ness left by a dying thunderclap. He stood
there a moment peering anxiously into
the inky gloom which storm clouds had
brought to Moonstone Valley.

Gray-haired Cap Maxwell stilled his
first chill of surprise, and raised mild blue
eyes toward the dark bulk two hundred
yards below. Over the gentle waving of
dark dried sage and crisp clumps of mes-
quite, he could see the outline or the herd.
The cattle were bedded east of Nugget
Creek, the faithful little stream that fed
lush grass and made the hollow green in
spots where Nature had swept the floor
clean of rocks.

Hobe Venter, one of the night riders,
moved across Maxwell's line of vision. The
rancher recognized the silhouette of Ven-
ter’s thick, burly frame and the slouching
way in which he sat his saddle. Stacy
Lipps, the other man on duty, was not in
sight. By the wavering flare of a lightning
flash he saw Venter's arm moving in a
ragged circle above his head.

“Sit down, Long.” Cap Maxwell forced
his voice to be strong and calm as he
spoke to the skinny cowboy who still
stared into the darkness. “What yuh
heard was the whistle of Hobe Venter's
lariat. The cattle must be restless, for 1
see Venter’s swingin’ his rope over 'em to
keep 'em bunched.”

“Bad sign,” Whit Berry said tonelessly
from Maxwell’s right. The Diamond Cross
foreman stood up and raised his steel
gray eyes toward the rough ridge which
boxed in the hollow from the north. Light-
ning was dancing on the horizon, jump-
ing from peak to peak like impish devils,

“What do yuh mean, Whit?" Maxwell
asked.



Diamond Cross

The tall foreman pulled Ms hands dose
to the two pearl-handled Colts that rode
bw on his lean thighs, and nodded in the
direction of the herd which was bedded
;jbetween the camp and the mouth of the
hollow.

“The cows were spooked before the
thunder started, Cap. When a herd starts
millin’ for no reason a-tall, there’s trouble

in a Range War for Survival

“Where you goin’, Whit?” Maxwell
asked quietly as the foreman turned and
walked away from the fire. Tenseness
was beginning to eat at the rancher’s ner-
ves now, and he wanted Whit Berry where
he could reach him. If trouble should
come, the young foreman was the only
man Maxwell could count on for help. The
other riders were new and untried, hut

WAYNB MORGAN

on the air. We don’t have to hold our
tongues no more; the boys here all know
that out of the four men who organised
the Nugget Creek Minin’ Company, there
ain't but two left. We're less than two
miles from the Weepin’ Woman Mine, Cap,
where Grady Sloan and Thad Tate got
salivated. Nobody’s goin’ to waste time
killin’ Shan Loring, so that leaves mostly
just you that the killer wants.”

Cap Maxwell sighed wearily as the
thoughts that had been in his own mind
were voiced aloud by Whit Berry. He
tried to keep his eyes away from the
strained faces of the riders across the fire
from him.

Whit Berry would stand and fight. In
addition to his loyalty, the young foreman
had reason to hate the man who had killed
Maxwell’s partners as much as the ranch-
er did.

Berry turned and looked back at the
rancher. His clean-cut brown face was
tired and haggard, and weariness showed
in the depths of his gray eyes.

“Me, | don’'t like nervous cattle,” he
answered slowly. “I'm goin’ down to the
herd and check with Venter and Stacy
Lipps. If things look right, I'll probably
ride through the hollow and take a pasear

und this end of Moonstone valley.
Sra’s a lot of places | ain't been yet; so
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many canyons and caves and arroyos
down there that I'll probably never get
around to all of 'em.”

Cap Maxwell shook his head sadly as
he met the cowboy’s steady eyes. “You
was in the saddle all night last night and
all day to today, Whit. You're killin’
yourself. Why don’t you give it up?”

For a moment, Whit Berry did not
reply, and then he said: “You was mar-
ried once, Cap, and | know yuh loved yore
wife. Would you give up?”

Maxwell shook his head slowly.
Whit. But you need rest.”

“No,

N THE dense darkness that settled
I again on the heels of each lightning
flash, Whit Berry was invisible the mo-
ment he stepped away from the fire and
toward his hobbled horse a short distance
beyond. But Cap Maxwell stared at the
spot where Berry disappeared, his sym-
pathy for the youngster taking his mind
from his own worries.

The search on which Whit Berry was
again about to start had been a long and
heart-breaking one. It had started three
months ago, the day after Grady Sloan
had been Killed. Sloan’s daughter, Velma,
was to have been married the next day.
Whit Berry was to be the bridegroom. But
the wedding had never been performed
because Velma Sloan disappeared on the
same day her father died.

Cap Maxwell’'s mind traveled back to
the last time he had seen her. She had
been a tragic figure riding into Cactus on
her grulla cowpony with the limp body of
her father across the saddle in front of
her. Whit Berry and Cap Maxwell had
been in town to buy supplies and they had
gone to the undertaker’s office with her
to make arrangements for Grady Sloan’s
burial.

Afterward, Whit Berry had wanted to
accompany the girl home when she rode
out toward the little G Bar S Ranch in the
foothills, but Cap Maxwell had held him
back. Velma had been very brave
throughout the ordeal, and Maxwell had
known the emotion he saw veiled in her
hazel eyes was being held in leash cmtil
she was alone.

For that reason he had advised Whit to
stay behind, but he had always regretted
his interference. Velma Sloan had not
been seen again, and her fate was still a

mystery. Since then Whit Berry's mind
had known no rest. The young foreman
had driven himself almost to the point of
exhaustion in a fruitless search for a due
to her disappearance.

A sudden ear-splitting crash of thunder
jerked Maxwell's thoughts back to the
present, and he swung a swift glance to-
ward the cattle to see if they were still in
place. As his eyes made the turn, the old
rancher leaped to his feet with cold sweat
growing immediately on his leathery brow.
For the space of a few seconds he had for-
gotten that his own life was hounded by
an ever-present menace, and in that brief
interval that long-expected blow against
the Diamond Cross had come! It came so
swiftly, and in such an unexpected way,
that Maxwell’s tongue could not find
words at first.

Finally, he yelled:
over there!”

A chorus of yells drowned the rancher’s
voice, for all of the men saw the light at
once. One moment the narrow pocket of
the granite-rimmed valley in which the
herd was camped was as black as pitch.
The next instant, a brilliant red flare
broke through the darkness on Cap Max-
well's left, appearing first against the
blue-white rocks of the steep ridge behind
them.

Red tongues of flame leaped skyward
like bloody lances, competing with the
flashing lightning in their brilliance. The
scarlet streak moved on, racing swiftly
toward the mouth of the hollow, firing
brush and sage in a wavering red line as
it flew past the herd.

Almost at the same instant a similar
flare appeared to the right, flitting like a
grounded comet through the tender grass
and brush which grew thicker there be-
cause of the creek. While the startled
cowboys gaped in awe, two gleaming
streaks of fire sprang to life, stretching
from the rocks behind the camp to the
mouth of the hollow. A wall of flame now
crackled hungrily on each side of the
camp and the herd. Toward the south,
the fire lines curved like prongs and
pressed rapidly together, blocking any
escape from the hollow into Moonstone
Valley.

“We're trapped!” a cowboy yelled in
horror. “Fire on both sides of us. Itll
get us all—the cattle, too!”

“Whit, look! Look
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CHAPTER H
Robin Hood Rider

xf'p~O R a full minute after he

/ U sounded the alarm, Cap Max-
M? R* well was too dumfounded to
— \  move. He threw a bony fore-

arm his squinted eyes

as it to shut the awesome

scene from his vision. At first

the fire had seemed to come

from nowhere, a devastating
foroe of the supernatural that had sud-
denly transferred Hell to this jutting fin-
ger of Moonstone Valley.

Strangely, the confusion of the others
snapped Cap Maxwell to his senses. He
decided there was nothing uncanny about
the brush fire that had suddenly doomed
hia men and his cattle. In the concealing
shadows of the northern ridge, two un-
known horsemen had waited and watched
for the right moment. They had soaked a
heavy torch with some inflammable sub-
stance, fastened it to their saddles with a
draw chain, and then dragged it through
the summer-parched brush of Moon-
stone Valley. By now the horsemen had
discarded their torches, and had fled
through the defile to the interminable
maze of the main part of the valley.

Far below, now lighted grotesquely by
fire-thrown shadows at one moment and
cavorting lightning the next, the Diamond
Cross herd bellowed in fright. Oddly,
there was no sound from the two night
riders; but around Cap Maxwell other
voices chorused in bewilderment and fear.

The rancher had to shout twice to make
himself heard above the increasing roar of
thunder.

“Get yore horses, men,” he yelled
hoarsely. “This is a straight lane from the
bed grounds, and them cattle will stam-
pede before long. They won't run to the
fire, so they’ll come this way. Yuh don’t
want to be afoot when that happens!”

As his voice took hold of them, the men
made a dive toward their hobbled mounts.
But they did not have to go the full dis-
tance. Maxwell had thought it odd that
Whit Berry had not answered his call,
and now he saw the reason. Whit Berry
came out of the darkness with his hands
full of dangling reins. At the first an-
nouncement of the brush fire, the tall

foreman had kept his head and worked
swiftly. He had the horses ready, saddles
draped loosely across their Backs.

“Tighten the cinches and check yore
bridles,” he said sternly as some of the
noise subsided. “It's a hurry-up job.”

He shifted his eyes to the gaunt face of
Cap Maxwell. “What do yuh say, Cap? It
looks like every man for himself.”

Maxwell grabbed hia own horse and
worked skillfully on the harness. “I got
more cattle down there than I've had in
one spot in two years. | need 'em, Wliit
Milo Trapp is pressin’ me for more money
on his gold mine stock, and besides I've
got my own debts. I've let 'em go while |
tried to pay back what Grady, Thad and
me promised we would.”

“Forget about that miserly Milo Trapp
and think of yore life,” Whit Berry snap-
ped. “He’s the only one that ever gripes
about what he lost, anyway. It ain't fair,
Cap. Why don’t somebody jump on Shan
Loring? He's the gent that said there
was a bold vein there to start with.”

The rancher whirled his horse around
and frowned at the younger man. “Quit
talkin’ nonsense, Whit. Shan Loring is so
loco he thinks he’s paid off more than I
have. Think of them cows. With as many
men as we got, we can push 'em through
the thinnest line of the fire to the land
that's already burned. Enough runnin’
hoofs will smother out a path for us to
follow and—"

A flurry of motion drowned out the
rancher’s voice. The four cowboys had
grown tired of waiting for orders. They
were gone like a whirlwind, dashing mad-
ly toward the rocky ridge before the two
roaring fires united and closed the last
lane of escape.

“It's hopeless, Cap,” Whit Berry said
hurriedly. “There go yore men!”

Moving with surprising speed, Maxwell
dragged his old Peacemaker Colt from the
scarred holster on his hip and stared to
fire a warning shot over the fleeting riders.
Then he lowered the gun and shook his
head in resignation.

“They’re gone, all right. My reputation
and my ranch is probably gone with 'em.
But we'll save our own skins, Whit. Ride
for the ridge and pray that them cattle
don’t start movin’ until we get a head

.start. We'll have to pick our trail, and

they won't take time!”
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ANGLING Whit Berry nodded grim-

ly, and started to roll his spurs along

his pony’s flanks. Then abruptly he

slacked off on the reins, looked meaningly

across at the gaunt, gray-haired man be-

side him. The ridge was cut off from view

now by a shimmering red blanket that

hung before it A crooked line of dead

cedars had given the fire new vigor and
the two sections had come together.

While they sat stunned by the realiza-
tion that they were completely sur-
rounded by the inferno, the unmistake-
able rumble of hoofs was clear above the
crackle of the growing fire and the mur-
muring thunder of the heavens. The
cattle were already moving! There was
scorching fire five hundred yards ahead
of them, and half a thousand head of
charging, maddened, sharp-homed cattle
running in blind terror behind them!

“Whoever's after the bosses of the Nug-
get Creek Minin’ Company won't have
nobody to worry about after this, |
reckon,” Cap Maxwell said tightly. “Look
like we're gon—"

Cap Maxwell broke off and blinked in
amazement at the raging fire ahead of
him. At first he thought hysteria had
confused his senses and that his eyes
were deceiving him. The thought of
supernatural things almost found its way
into his mind again, for silhouetted against
that menacing red wall, were the two
strangest horsemen he had ever seen!

In an instant he realized that what he
saw was true, for the nearness of the
figures was proof that they had had time
to enter the hollow before the fire blocked
the ridge from sight. A giant black stallion
caught his attention first—a magnificent
high-stepping horse with an ebony hide
that glistened like molten metal in the
firelight. But, as strange as the great
stallion appeared at that moment, the
rider was even more startling to gaze
upon.

Leaning low on the stallion’s back was
a tall, black-clad figure whose ease in the
rocking saddle made him seem a part of
his speeding mount. Both horse and rider
moved with such grace that they appeared
to sail along the earth as if driven by a
powerful wind. The flowing cape which
was slung from the black-dad horse-
man’s shoulders made the illusion even
more deceiving.

As the rider came closer, Cap Max-
well’'s wondering eyes took in the full
picture and he was grateful that it was
not an apparition. A black mask shielded
the eyes and upper part of the man’'s
hard, brown face and a black sombrero
was pulled low on his forehead. The
flames behind him struck jagged reflec-
tions from the two worn Colts that were
snugged low on the man’s lithe thighs.

“Saints alive!” Maxwell cried excitedly.
“lt—it's the Masked Rider, Whit!” He did
not know why the fear in his body sur-
rendered to sudden elation, but the many
tales that he had heard of this daring,
mysterious benefactor of troubled men
give him new hope for deliverance.

Whit Berry whirled around, his face
flushed with joy as he studied the two
horsemen. A few paces behind the Masked
Rider was a stocky, copper-skinned In-
dian. He was of the Yaqui tribe, a mus-
cular, graceful man who clung to the back
of his sturdy gray pony with the skill and
tenacity of his savage forefathers.

Aside from the single eagle feather that
was held close to his broad forehead by
the scarlet bandeau which bound his long
raven-black hair, there was little of the
savage in this man. Ha was dressed in
white drill pants and a blue cavalry shirt.
A scarlet sash served as a belt around
his tapering waist, not quite concealing
the hilt of a bone-handled hunting knife.

“The Masked Rider and his Indian pard
Blue Hawk!” the foreman breathed. “I've
heard of ’em, but never believed they was
real people till now!”

The many tales of daring and gunspeed
that were whispered in brawling trail
towns and around lonely campfires made
the reality of the Masked Rider difficult to
comprehend, indeed. He had become a
legend in every hamlet of the far-flung
West, his name striking fear into the
hearts of the lawless and reviving good
memories for those unfortunate and per-
secuted people whom he had helped.

HOUGH he was the champion of the
Tcommon man, a relentless foe of out-
lawery and oppression, the Masked Rider
was not always mentioned in words of
praise. Through the machinations of wily
outlaws and dishonest lawmen, he was
listed among the ranks of “wanted” men.
A fabulous bounty awaited the man who
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captured or killed the famed Robin Hood
of the danger trails. Because of this, the
black domino mask was never removed
in the presence of anyone except the
trusted YaquL Only Blue Hawk knew
that the daring black-clad horseman often
removed his robe and mask and walked
abroad in the guise of a wandering soft-
spoken cowboy who was known as Wayne
Morgan.

Before Cap Maxwell could speak again,
the great black stallion had skidded to a
halt a few feet in front of the rancher and
his foreman. Blue Hawk, the Yaqui In-
dian, reined in beside the stallion, his
coppery hands closing immediately on the
stock of the Winchester rifle in his saddle
boot. He sat stoically that way while the
Masked Rider quieted the stallion, his
black eyes alert as he waited to learn if
these men would try to collect the reward
on the black-clad man’s head.

Keen bkie eyes sparkled through the
slits in the satin mask as the Robin Hood
outlaw faced Cap Maxwell and Whit
Berry. He glanced once in the direction
of the herd, saw the white faces of terri-
fied steers swinging into view,

“What are we waitin’ for?” he asked,
his voice deep and vibrant. “Let's stop
them cattle!”

Cap Maxwell was quickly aware of the
power in that husky voice, and he knew
that for a time he was no longer in com-
mand of his own outfit. The Masked
Rider had assumed immediate authority,
but the rancher was still dubious of tht
outcome.

Maxwell’'s eyes made a rapid sweep of
the land, and horror again laid its grip on
him. Flames were racing in madly from
fixe east; below him the mass of homed
heads had become a white blob in the
night, and behind them were the crushing,
maddened bodies of stampeding cattle!

“We can't do that!” Maxwell yelled
above the clattering din. “You can't chase
cows into fire, and they're already on us!”

With an impatient gesture, the Masked
Rider flung the flowing black cape away
from his arms. In the satoe movement, his
gloved hands blurred with speed, the two
black Colts appeared miraculously in his
clutching fists, strong thumbs pulling the
hammers back.

“Keep yore head, man!” the robed
horseman snapped. “You ain't even re-

membered that there’s a creek a little to
file West, and that one line of the fire is cm
the far bank. The men that set this in-
ferno forgot that, too, and the fire can't
bum through that water over there. We’'D
drive the cattle into the creek, string 'em
out up and down the length of it. They'll
stay there!”

Whit Berry spoke for the first time, his
voice thin with controlled fear. “I'd as
soon try to get through there by myself.
They're almost here! How we goin* to
stop them.”

“Hot lead will stop anything on foot,”
the Masked Rider cut in sharply, ex-
plaining the drawn Colts. “You'll never
outrun 'em. Which would you rather do,
lose thirty-forty steers or the whole herd?
Kill 'em as they come at you! That's better
than lettin* them burn to death and it's

our life against a cow. Pile up a few

ere, and the others may turn!”

There was no time left for argument.
A bawling, red-eyed steer burst into the
ring of light cast by the smouldering fire.
It was running hard, far ahead of file
others, and appeared with such abrupt-
ness that it caught the old rancher off-
guard as it headed straight for Maxwell's
horse. The Masked Rider’s worn six-gun
spat lead and flame. The terrified animal
took one more step, then dropped to a
painless death within five feet of Cap Max-
well’'s mount.

The shot was, enough to convince Cap
Maxwell and Whit Berry of the Masked
Rider's wisdom and skill. They had
camped within sight of Nugget Creek and
had forgotten its safety in the excitement
and confusion of the fire. But the famed
Robin Hood outlaw was accustomed to
respecting Nature as his silent partner in
critical moments, and he had ridden to
their rescue with the plan already in
mind.

ASTILY the gaunt rancher and the
H tall foreman rode up to flank the
robed horseman now, their guns drawn as
they faced the thundering herd. The
earth beneath them trembled and shook
as the running cattle bore down on them.
As if vexed by the competition below, the
heavens above suddenly growled anew
and the rain which had been threatening
for hours broke loose. It came just as the
main body of cattle burst into view, and
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the sizzle of drying water could be heard
faintly as it fell into the burning valley.

“Here they come!” Whit Berry cried
hoarsely, but there was no answer to his
announcement. Only the roar of guns and
the scream of lead as each man fired into
the raging mass of live bodies.

Every man stayed in the saddle, their
guns rattling in spasmodic explosions. The
Masked Rider took his stance a few feet in
front of the others, Maxwell and Berry

BLUE

on either side of him and Blue Hawk
farther away on his left. Midnight, the
Robin Hood rider’s battle-wise stallion,
stood gallantly still, not moving a muscle
that would spoil his master's aim. Both
black Colts were gripped in the Masked
Rider’'s hands, hammering out a duet of
death as the steers kept coming.

There were ten or fifteen animals in
that first crushing wave. The Masked
Rider picked off the first four with as
many fast-thrown shots, watching them
fall and flounder in the growing mud,
tripping up the others. The guns of Max-
well and Berry were a steady rattle beside
him, and Blue Hawk levered and fired his
rifle with studied care, seldom missing a
shot.

MOONSTONE 17

Only one of the beasts got through. It
came leaping and jumping over the pile of
dead bodies, seeing nothing, feeling noth-
ing but the desire to run as it sailed
through the air toward the Masked Rider’s
horse. Cap Maxwell screamed a warning
and snapped off a shot, missing. Blue
Hawk swung around with his rifle, his
usually impassive face showing alarm as
he realized there was not time for a shot,
None of them could have saved the Robin

HAWK

Hood outlaw from a deadly spill then, and
he could not drop his guns to jerk the
reins quick enough. But Midnight needed
no command. The gleaming black horse
suddenly reared high in the air, swung
around in mid-air while the masked man
held on with hia knees. The steer zoomed
under the uplifted hoofs, running on into
the rocks and bellowing with fear.
“Reload!” the masked man shouted as
they had a brief respite from the stam-
pede. He snicked open the chambers of
his own guns, ramming in new shells as a
louder murmur drifted through the driv-
ing rain. “Here comes the rest of them!”
With full guns the men waited. The
fire on the east was less than fifty yards
away, and the damp heat of it was notice-
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able despite the rala. In front of the
camp was a small barricade of dead steers,
but the Masked Rider was aware that the
real test had not yet been made. It was
coming now—a rumbling, roaring, bawling
onslaught from below!

The remainder of the herd swept in
sight like a dark, crawling flood that had
the power to run uphill. Lead steers
dashed ahead, and the masked man’'s
Colts again opened the attack. Two of the
animals went down, but the main throng
was close behind them, shoving on with
the brute strength that would crush men
and horses and camp equipment beneath
its weight. There was no time for talk or
thought. There was desperation behind
each burning slug, a silent prayer for
every animal that toppled and fell.

Guns rattled like tom-toms as a new
confusion grew in the herd. The barricade
of death in front of the camp grew higher
as more steers answered the life-saving
lead. As the new leaders began to hesitate
doubtfully, the masked rider took time to
glance to his left. The fire was pressing in
on that side, and he could feel the heat of
it through his rain-soaked clothes. But the
flames were also a part of his plans, and
he did not dread them. It would help
force the cattle westward toward the
creek, and he knew' the time had arrived
for the big gamble.

“It's now or never," he shouted above
the ear-splitting din of fire and cattle and
rain. “Into 'em with swingin’ ropes and
plenty of yellin'!”

E ALLOWED no time for hesitation.
H The robed horseman sent Midnight
charging forward, and Blue Hawk urged
the gray in behind him. The two myster-
ious riders led the way, turning, twisting,
yelling. Holstering his powder-warmed
guns, the robed horseman snatched the
rope from his saddlehorn, cutting a deter-
mined swath in front of him as he lashed
at the puzzled beasts.

A steer bellowed and gave ground, forc-
ing another to turn aside. Blue Hawk
swung in behind the two beasts, driving
them westward with blood-curdling war
whoops. Expert cattlemen that they were,
Whit Berry and Cap Maxwell recognized
the turn and strengthened it. They swung
apart, driving steers into a wedge-shaped
formation that followed the Yaqui’s move.

As the leaders spied new freedom ahead
they broke into a run. Slowly, the great
tide of live bodies buckled and broke at
the camp grounds, and turned mechani-
cally toward the cooling waters of Nugget
Creek. Cap Maxwell's triumphant yell
rose above the noise of sucking hoofs. He
dropped back to ride with the Masked
Rider and Blue Hawk behind the herd,
and Whit Berry rode out of the confusion
to join them.

All they had to do now was stretch their
mounts into a long lope, for the cattle
needed no encouragement. The herd
reached the scrawny willows and cotton-
woods along Nugget Creek and rode the
bushes down in its haste to touch water.
As more cattle crowded in, they began to
move up and down the length of the
stream, all of them refusing to travel into
the fire which was burning itself out on
the opposite bank.

CHAPTER 111
Shan Loving

DRY summer had left Nug-
get Creek only half its nor-
mal size. But a wide, sandy
bed had been carved in
wetter years and there was
twenty feet of barren soil on
each side of the stream. From
the east, pasture land led to
the brink of the creek, but
the western bank was piled high with
eroded, sand-whipped rocks, and there
was little fuel for the fire on that side. A
few embers glowed redly where the
flames had touched driftwood lodged be-
tween the boulders, but the blaze was
qguickly dying at the spot where the cattle
entered.

Still riding at break-neck speed, the
Masked Rider led the way into the creek,
plowing a path through the milling cattle.
Blue Hawk hurried up beside him, widen-
ing an aisle for Whit Berry and Cap Max-
well to follow. Giving Midnight his head,
the robed horseman traveled swiftly across
to the opposite bank where the rocks and
drenching rain had put out the last
streamers of fire. To the east flames were
still crawling toward Nugget Creek, and
the cattle*remained nervous and noisy.
Some of them clambered out behind the
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masked man’s mount, and went racing on
across the black stubble of the burned-
over area. Ha ignored the beasts now,
knowing that many of them would be
running and milling and upset until morn-
ing.

Cap Maxwell reined up beside the black
stallion and brushed a mixture of perspi-
ration and rain from his soot-smeared face.

“Put 'er there, Masked Rider!” the
rancher said gratefully, extending a
gnarled hand across his mount’'s neck.
“Somebody was out to get me, but I
reckon they wasn't so smart as they
figgered they was. They didn't take ac-
count of you and Blue Hawk!”

With a faint smile tugging at his firm
lips, the black-clad man reached out to
shake Cap Maxwell’'s hand. Then sudden-
ly his arm withdrew in a whip-lashing
motion. Cap Maxwell stared in surprise
as the Masked Rider’'s Colt came to life
in his right hand. The rancher raised his
arms hesitantly, then lowered them sheep-
ishly as he saw that the gun was not
aimed at him.

The Masked Rider’s gaze had lifted be-
yond Cap Maxwell’s stocky shoulders, and
the six-gun was pointed at an object in
the rocks twenty yards upstream. Lighted
by the firelight on the eastern bank, a
pair of worn, flat-heeled boots were visible
at the edge of die rock. While the Masked
Rider watched them expectantly, one of
the boots moved, disappeared from sight
behind the stone.

“Come out of there!” the robed outlaw
commanded grimly. “You, in the rocks
come out or I'll cut loose on yuh!”

Always on guard against bounty-hunt-
ers who led him an endless chase for his
life, the black-clad man had not lost
his alertness even in the stampede. He
knew the disastrous fire had been no ac-
cident, that it had been deliberately
started, and he was not certain that the
men who had fired the brush were not
still lurking in the safety of the twisting
stream.

Without a word, Blue Hawk eased his
pony farther away from the group on the
bank, ready to circle the hidden man if a
fight should start. The Masked Rider re-
peated his command, and then the gun in
his hand bucked and roared. Sparks flew
from the rough rock as the slug chipped
the corner of it and went humming on

into the rainy night.

His thumb hooked back the hammer
again while he waited for some answer.
But he did not have to fire again. A
shadowy figure raised up behind the rock
and came bounding toward him, whimper-
ing and growling like a frightened pup.
Even the steady nerves of the Robin Hood
outlaw were jolted as he debated a mo-
ment whether the creature was man or
beast

The strange, watery-mouthed voice told
him that his eyes had not deceived him
about the boots. The man who came to-
ward him moved in a rocking, lumbering
gait as if his body were overbalanced as
well as his mind. He was as big as a
grizzly, and as unkempt and shaggy.
Stringy red hair fell from under a battered
black hat and was entangled in a ragged
beard of the same brilliant hue. From the
mass of hair that was both head and face,
two yellow-green eyes glared out with a
glassy sheen. Dirt-caked Oregon pants
were stuffed into the tops of the run-over
mining boots and brawny, hairy arms
protruded far beyond the cuffs of an ill-
fitting flannel shirt.

HE wild-looking red-haired giant
Tstumbled toward the masked man’s
horse, dragging a half-filled grass sack
along the rough earth behind him, his
throaty voice still spitting out mushy
words.

“Don’t shoot me—don't shoot me!” he
begged in a monotone. “I'm your old
friend, I'm your old friend.”

Silent and puzzled, the masked man
continued to gaze down at the bedraggled
giant, wondering at his odd habit of say-
ing everything twice. He found it took an
effort to gaze into those burning green
eyes, knowing that they were the windows
to a soul crazed by greed or to a mind
tortured by imaginary horrors. Part of
his curiosity was satisfied then as Cap
Maxwell swung to the ground and ap-
proached the man with a sympathetic
grimace.

“Shan Loringl” Maxwell exclaimed in
surprise. “Thank goodness yuh had
enough sense to get away from the fire. |
might of knowed yuh was somewhere in
Moonstone Valley.”

Shan Lorlng took his gaze from the
grim figure on the black stallion for the
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first time. He looked at Cap Maxwell as
if stunned, and then reached out one
hairy hand to pat the old rancher’s shoul-
der.

"It's you, Cap. It's you, Cap. We'll pay
everything we owe them. Everything we
owe. Milo Trapp, too. We'll pay Milo
Trapp and shut him up. Shut him up.”

Cap Maxwell nodded and put his arm
around the red-head’'s yard-wide shoul-
ders, talking to him in the same soothing
tones that he would use to comfort a cry-
ing child. As Loring’s irritating babble
subsided, Maxwell turned back toward
the Masked Rider to explain this strange
interruption.

Shan Loring did not give him a chance
to speak. He turned his eyes again to the
black-clad horseman and the Robin Hood
outlaw sensed a furtive change in his ex-
pression. He tightened his grip on the
waiting six-gun, but Shan Loring made
no threatening move. Instead he hobbled
closer and looked pleadingly up at the
mounted man.

"I'll pay you every cent | owe you,
every cent | owe you,” he jabbered eager-
ly. "Nobody’s going to lose on the Weep-
ing Woman Mine. Nobody. You don’t
have to wear a mask and use a gun to
get what's coming to you from Shan Lor-
ing. Not from Shan Loring. I'll pay it
all—pay it all!”

While the masked man continued to
stare in wonder, the giant red-head pulled
the dirty grass sack around in front of
him and held the flaps open.

“See! See what I've got! It was a good
day. They're all good stones, good stones.
You can have the money | get; the money
I get for the stones.”

After a close, penetrating scrutiny of
the bearded face, the Masked Rider
dropped his eyes to the sack. Inside were
several glistening, blue-white rocks. All
of them were about the size of a walnut,
small and flat and circular. The black-
clad man had been curious about the con-
tents of the sack since the bedraggled
creature had first dragged it out of the
rock pile. He had expected it to contain
something to which Loring would at-
tribute some value, but the sight of the
opalescent rocks made him regard the
man with a new feeling of pity.

“Moonstones,” Cap Maxwell explained
as the Masked Rider lifted a questioning

glance to the rancher’s face. "Some freak
of nature left 'em scattered around the
granite ledges after volcanoes and hot sun
melted the feldspar out of these rocks.
Yuh can find a lot of 'em here if yuh hunt
hard enough, but they ain't worth much.
Back east they polish the best ones and
use 'em in jewelry. Shan thinks he can
gather up enough of 'em to pay off every-
body that bought stock in the Weepin’
Woman Mine which left a lot of us broke
around here. Yuh’'ll have to overlook,
Shan. He’'s harmless.”

The Masked Rider had been lingering
at the creek bank for a reason, and now a
glimmer of interest lighted his pale blue
eyes as he interrupted Maxwell’s explana-
tion.

“Yuh said a lot of people went broke,”
the masked man pursued. “You, too?”

Maxwell nodded. “Me and Shan Loring,
Thad Tate and Grady Sloan. We was hit
hardest because we were the owners and
are bein’ held responsible to everybody
that we sold stock to when we raised the
money to bring in machinery. | reckon
you done figured this fire yuh pulled us
out of wasn't no accident, so yuh might
as well know what me and Whit think
caused it.”

IS seamed face sagging with the

fatigue that unpleasant memories
brought to him, Cap Maxwell told the
Masked Rider the story of the Weeping
Woman Mine. The robed outlaw took his
eyes from the rancher’'s face only once
during the conversation, and that was
when Shan Loring slung the rock-filled
sack over his shoulder and went plodding
down the edge of the dry creek bed to-
ward the mouth of the hollow. Despite
his interest in Cap Maxwell's problem,
the disguised horseman could not keep
his mind completely off of the shaggy red-
head.

Cap Maxwell’s story was not an unusual
one in a land where countless false gold
strikes had raised the hopes of men to
soaring heights one moment and then
smashed them into impoverished dejection
the next. But the repercussions of Max-
well's mining venture were of such a
tragic and mysterious nature that the
Masked Rider was deeply concerned.

It had been Shan Loring who had
plunged Moonstone Valley into an uproar
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four yaars ago. At that time, Loring had
just arrived from the East where he had
studied mineralogy and mining in some
of the best schools. After a few months of
prospecting, he had struck what appeared
to be a rich vein of gold. Not having
sufficient wealth to finance a large-scale
mining operation, he had sought help
from some of the ranchers in Moonstone
Valley.

Three of the cattlemen, Cap Maxwell,
Grady Sloan and Thad Tate had joined
with Shan Loring to form the Nugget
Creek Mining Company. They had sold
stock in the organization ta several other
people, promising them a rich interest
rate on their investment.

Maxwell, Sloan and Tate had mortgaged
their ranches and put every dollar they
could scrape together into mining ma-
chinery and tools. The mine opened amid
all the bustle and excitement that would
accompany any unveiling of a treasure
chest—and closed a month later without
having produced enough color to meet its
payroll.

Expensive machinery was pulled out of
the ground and freighted back to the deal-
ers who reclaimed it for unpaid debts.
Stockholders not only received no interest,
But lost their initial investment as well.
Thad Tate, Grady Sloan and Cap Maxwell
were left penniless. They turned back to
their ranches, now neglected and bur-
dened by mortgages which were to be paid
within five years from the date of issue.

“The shock of it all left Shan sort of—
well, loco,” Maxwell concluded wearily.
“He thinks everybody he sees is a stock-
holder, and he keeps thinkin’ he can pay
‘'em off with moonstones. Poor hombre
don’t know that it was me and the others
who had the load of that job on our shoul-
ders. But he keeps tryin’. Ships two-three
boxes of them rocks a week, but mebbe
one out of ten is bought for jewelry back
east. Lately some fool road agent has
been boldin’ up the stage and stealin’
them. No wonder Shan is crazy! I'm al-
most crazy myself, what with everybody
afraid to work for me, and debts pilin’ up
against the Diamond Cross.”

With Maxwell’s words running through
his mind, the masked man studied the
rancher’'s ruddy face a while in silence.
Then he said:

"You talk like you're tryin’ tq make

Th« glint fiStaad reached for Morgan and fattened an iron
ids w Mi thoulder (CHAP.
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up these losses all by yourself. | under-
stand why Shan Loring doesn’t help, but
what about Sloan and Tate?”

“They're dead,” Maxwell replied softly.
“Killed right near the Weepin’ Woman
Mine. The mine is about two miles below
here on the creek. What's more, Sloan's
daughter Velma ain’t been seen since she
found her pa on the trail and brought him
in to Cactus for burial. Somebody is after
us all'! The fire was meant to get me.”

CHAPTER IV
Bounty Hunters

HUDDERING at the memory
of the fiery death he had
narrowly escaped, Cap Max-
well let his eyes wander back
over the milling cattle in the
creek to the wisps of fire that
were dying out on the far
bank and leaving the hollow
dark and dreary. The rain,
running off his seamed face like tear-
drops, added to the sadness of his counte-
nance and the Masked Rider knew that
Maxwell had lost much tonight It would
take days to gather the scattered cattle
again.

In his brief talk with the man, the
Robin Hood outlaw had learned much of
the character of Cap Maxwell and it
aroused a sincere desire to help the old
rancher. Maxwell was of that rare school
whose dominating trait was an untar-
nished honesty. To treat his fellow man
fairly was an obsession with Maxwell.
Where other men would have sought ex-
clusion behind laws and customs, Max-
well had willingly assumed the burden of
repaying all who had lost money in the
Weeping Woman Mine. He felt that his
undying honesty was the one gift that
would carve his name among the immor-
tals of the frontier, and to deny its ful-
fillment was like extinguishing the spark
of his soul, drowning his spirit and leav-
ing him alone in the world without pur-
pose or intent. It was a difficult thing to
understand for most men, as all sacrifices
seem fatalistic and foolish to those who do
not possess the goodness to make them.

But the Masked Rider understood the
torture of Maxwell’'s frustrated ambition,
sympathized with him because of the

threats that menaced his life. Even now
the damp, pungent air that swept into the
hollow from Moonstone Valley seemed
heavy with mystery and peril, and the
masked man felt that death still stalked
its dark recesses. He was impatient to
retire to the hills from whence he had
come a short while before, for he had
already remained in the open longer than
was his custom. He glanced across at Blue
Hawk, found the Yaqui fidgeting im-
patiently in the saddle, but still he con-
tinued to question the rancher about
events preceding the fire.

It was no accident that the Masked
Rider had been near Moonstone Valley
tonight, and he wanted to learn all he
could about the mystery that surrounded
the place. Word of Cap Maxwell’s trou-
bled ranch had traveled all the way to
Texas. There, from a wandering cowboy
who had left the Diamond Cross as soon
as he had learned that its owner might
be earmarked for death like the others
of the mining firm, Blue Hawk had heard
the story and relayed it to the Masked
Rider.

Knowing that here was a man whose life
was haunted by fear and worry every
minute, the Robin Hood outlaw had
pointed Midnight's nose immediately to-
ward Arizona. They had just arrived on
the granite rim of Moonstone Valley when
the first streamers of fire had shot across
the little hollow in the northern comer
of the crater. Bawling cattle and yelling
men had told them of trouble below, and
they had ridden recklessly to help them.

“I've heard a lot about yuh, Masked
Rider,” Cap Maxwell said hopefully as he
answered the robed outlaw’s last question,
“and I want yuh to know I'm believin’
only the good part after what yuh done
tonight. It yuh'd be good enough to sign
on with me, I might be able to scrape to-

ther enough cash to pay yuh to get to
§e bottom of what's goin' on here.”

“And what he ain't got, I'll make up,”
Whit Berry added firmly. “I've got a
little saved, and if you could just dig up
the coyote that made way with Velma
that's all I'd ask. You could leave the rest
to me.” The tall foreman patted his twin
Colts, and a hard glint came into his
steely eyes.

The Masked Rider thought hurriedly
for some word of encouragement for the
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two troubled men. But he did not have
tints to utter those words.

Blue Hawk reined his gray pony swiftly
alongside the stallion, and the masked man
sensed the Yaqui’s alarm.

“We must go, Senor,” Blue Hawk said
urgently. He spoke perfect English in the
meticulous manner taught him by padres
in the mission schools he had attended in
his youth. And the only name he ever
used for the black-clad horseman, regard-
less of the role the man might be playing,
was “Senor.”

“What's the trouble,
masked man asked quickly.

“There are sounds in the night, Senor.
I think there is someone in the rocks
ahead of us. With the rain it is hard to—¥

“You're wrong, redskin,” a growling
voice broke in calmly. “We're right be-
hind yuh. Don’t move a muscle or we’'ll
collect a reward on dead bodies instead

of men!”

EALIZING that he should have
R obeyed the Yaqui’s unfailing senses
without question, the Masked Eider
whirled quickly in the saddle. Two men
came cautiously out from the dark rocks,
both hunched tensely over the six-guns in
their hands. They had come from down-
stream, the soft sand along the creek
muffling their footsteps until they had
crept within a few feet of the masked man.

The man who had spoken came first, a
stooky, dark-skinned man with burly
shoulders. His black sullen eyes darted
nervously around under shaggy dark
brows as he approached the robed outlaw
with two guns cocked in his fists. A step
behind him, and a little to the left, walked
a stringy, square-shouldered man in du-
dish range dress. A Colt was gripped in
his right hand, and his shifty gray eyes
had already selected a target on the
Masked Rider’s chest.

Though he had never seen the men be-
fore, they were not complete strangers to
the black-clad horseman. A few moments
before, Cap Maxwell had spoken of his
two night riders, thinking they had es-
caped through the mouth of the hollow
before the fire closed in. But they, too,
had sought refuge in the creek farther
south. The Masked Rider’s first guess at
their identity proved correct. The burly,
dark-eyed man was Hobe Venter and the

Hawk?” the
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stringy gunman in the scarlet shirt and
white Stetson was Stacy Lipps.

Whit Berry was the first to speak when
the men stepped into view, and the tafi
foreman’s voice was heavy with anger.

“Hobe Venter and Stacy Lipps!” Berry
said coldly. “So yuh thought of the creek
as a place to save yore own necks, but
didn't offer to drive the cattle this way
before they stampeded. Mebbe yuh wanted
them cows to trample me and Cap!”

Venter and Lipps ignored Whit Berry’s
reprimand, stepping apart so that one of
them could cover the robed outlaw and
the other Blue Hawk.

“This is my lucky night,” Hobe Venter
continued in his guttural voice as he faced
the mounted men. “l reckon Sheriff Walt
Starns will be countin’ reward money into
my paws all day when | take you in.
You’'re probably the same gent that's been
holdin’ up the Cactus stage for the past
three months. Starns has rode hisself sore
tryin’ to catch that road agent!”

Gaunt old Cap Maxwell moved his
horse forward a step and glared down at
the two gunmen, cursing angrily. He re-
minded them of the help he had received
from the Masked Rider and his Indian
companion, ordered Venter to put his gun
away. Whit Berry joined the rancher’'s
appeal, his hands hovering threateningly
over his guns.

“You put them irons away or yuh're
through at the Diamond Cross,” the fore-
man warned.

Venter answered him with a rattling
chuckle, his eyes daring Whit Berry to
complete his draw. “Both of yuh save

ore wind. Yuh can't fire me. | quit an
our ago. There ain't enough dinero in
Arizony to get me back on that spread,
‘cause Cap Maxwell's got the coffin sign
on him and yuh can’t tell who he might
take with him when he goes. I'd rather
have the bounty on this Masked Rider
lobo. Climb down, mister, and make it
slow.”

During the exchange between Venter
and the others, the Masked Rider had
remained motionless in the saddle, his
arms slightly raised. The greedy gleam
in the stocky man's eyes had told him
how the argument would end, but it had
given him time to think. The masked man
glanced covertly at Blue Hawk, his blue
eyes turning the color of glistening ice.
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It was a silent signal, and the Yaqul
understood.

While Venter waited for his command
to be obeyed, the Masked Rider swung
one leg slowly out of the stirrup as if to
dismount. Instantly he was sailing through
the air in adaring leap. At the same time,
Blue Hawk whirled to the ground like a
springing bobcat.

Hebe Venter did not have time to shoot.
He didn't even have time to think. The
black-clad horseman came at him like a
swooping hawk. One hundred ninety
pounds of bone and muscle smacked Ven-
ter down, making his guns useless as
the Masked Rider landed on top of him.

ENTER spat out a muffled curse as
the masked man's ballooning black
robe smothered his words. He stuck up a
stiffened arm, tried to push the masked
man away as they landed in the muddy
soil. But the Masked Rider was like a
dark, choking shadow. His broad shoulder
weaved aside as Venter threw a fist at
him, and then his own right hand smashed
solidly against the burly man’s thick Ups,
leaving mem spUt and bloody. Pain sent
a desperate strength through Venter's
muscles and he heaved the masked man
aside. The robed outlaw jumped to his
feet like an acrobat as Venter reared up.
Roaring with fury, the gunman charged,
both fists whirling in front of him. They
would have been killing blows if they had
landed, but they were without skill. The
Masked Rider stepped lightly aside. Be-
fore Venter realized he had no target, the
masked man'’s gloved fist cracked into the
side of his head.

Venter wobbled like a drunken tender-
foot. He tried to shake his head, but the
Masked Rider shook it for him with a
back-hand blow, full of knuckles and
leverage. Venters Jaw cracked Uke wind-
whipped canvas as the back of fire robed
outlaw’s right hand slapped him flatly.

His head fell over on his shoulder, and
his feet went grotesquely the other way.
The Masked Rider stood over him, ready
to administer the trimmings to a finished
fight. But Whit Berry declared the battle
ended before Venter could struggle to
his feet.

Still seeking an outlet for the anger
the men had aroused In him, Whit Berry
drew his guns as Venter went down the
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second time.

“Get up, Venter,” Berry ordered, “and
take Stacy Lipps back to where yuh left
yore horses. When yuh get there, ride
hard and don’t come back to the Diamond
Cross. It's me and you, when you do,
Venter!”

Shrugging, the Masked Rider turned
aside and looked for Blue Hawk. The
Yaqui was sitting astraddle Stacy Lipps’
chest, his knees pinning the nattily-
dressed man’s arms down and his power-
ful hands clutching Lipps’ throat In a
throttling iron grip. Blue Hawk was work-
ing without sound, without expression,
but with deadly purpose. He was not a
killer by nature, but he lived by the law
of self-preservation, and Lipps had staked
his life against the Indian’s own.

Swiftly, the Masked Rider moved over
and touched the Yaqui’'s shoulder. Blue
Hawk arose wordlessly and looked down
at Stacy Lipps* writhing body. Air surged
back into the slim gunman’s lungs, and
he lay there gasping like a dying calf.
Then slowly he opened his eyes, cleared
his throat painfully, and sat up.

Venter was helping him to his feet as
Blue Hawk and the black-clad outlaw
walked to their horses and swung back
into saddle, their clothing squashing with
wetness.

“Move on, Lipps,” Whit Berry repeated
grimly as the two men hesitated a few
feet away, and then hurried on into the
night. Cap Maxwell also had his Colt in
his lap now, and the two men kept their
eyes southward until they could no longer
hear the gunmen’s footsteps.

At last the old rancher nodded approv-
ingly at his foreman and turned toward
the spot where the Masked Rider’s stallion
had stood.

“Well, mister, what do yuh say to that
offer 1 made—"

He realised he was talking to himself
then, and grew silent. He met Whit Berry’s
puzzled glance and then squinted his eyes
again into the darkness. Far up the gloomy
creek-bed he saw the faint shadow of a
flapping cloak and the dingy outline of a
pair of mud-caked drill pants. Then the
two strange riders were swallowed by the
night.

“Come from nowhere, go back to no-
where,” he mused thoughtfully. “We might
as well hit out for the Diamond Cross,
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Whit. Eight more miles through this
rain, and I'll be ready for bed. You think
we’'ll ever see them two hombres again,
Whit? The Masked Rider and Blue Hawk,
that is?”

The tall foreman shifted wearily in his
damp saddle. “lI think we might.”

He shook out his reins and nudged his
horse forward, pointing southward to-
ward the Diamond Cross. “It's a wet
night, cold and lonesome. | wonder where
Velma is tonight.”

Cap Maxwell’s shoulders sagged slight-
ly as he looked at the young cowboy’s
face and did not reply. In his heart was
a prayer that the miracles he had heard
accredited to the Masked Rider were not
mere legend, and that the Robin Hood
rider had recognized the need of his help
in Moonstone Valley.

CHAPTER V
Council in the Hills

DING in silence, the Masked
Rider and Blue Hawk cut
away from the creek as soon
as they were out of Cap Max-
well’s sight. It took them only
a few minutes to climb the
saw-toothed ridge which
sheltered the dog-leg hollow,
and there they paused to col-
lect the horses they had left when they
rode down to stop the stampede.

The Yaqui dismounted and fastened
lead ropes to a pinto pack-norse and the
hammerhead roan which he had left
hobbled on the brushy slope. While Blue
Hawk anchored the horses in position to
be led, the Masked Rider remained in

the saddle, his eyes roving the dark land
below him. At this height, he could see
beyond the hollow’s entrance, but the
heavy darkness shrouded the great circu-
lar basin of Moonstone Valley. He was
reviewing the strange incidents in which
he had played a part tonight, and his
thoughts were of tomorrow when he would
pursue the questions that came to his
mind as a result of them.

At a glance from Blue Hawk, who had
remounted after securing the horses, the
masked man spoke quietly to Midnight
and moved on behind the Yaqui. They
were looking for a suitable camping site,

.and this was a time when the Indian as-

sumed leadership of the hard-riding team.
His unerring instincts always guided him
to a place of safety and convenience.

For half an hour they rode the crest
of the ridge northward. At last they
came to the base of a higher range, and
Blue Hawk climbed on into the sparse
junipers and pines until he reached the
face of a sheer rock cliff. A small spring
gushed out from the rocks, and nearby
there was a cup-shaped depression in the
cliff which the rain had not touched.
Sweet mountain grass grew in tufts where
the trees were farther apart, providing
ample food for the horses.

“We will camp here, Senor,” Blue
Hawk said quietly, and immediately be-
gan making preparations. Dismounting,
the Masked Rider removed his saddle and
bed-roll from Midnight's back, and the
Yaqui led the horses away and hobbled
them for the night.

While he was gone, the Masked Rider
gathered dry twigs and scattered dead-
wood along the base of the cliff and

[Turn page]
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started a fire. As usual. Blue Hawk had
ﬂosen a position with all the caution and

esight the two riders of the danger
trails constantly exercised. Here they
could not be approached from behind, and
were invisible trom above because of the
cavelike cavity in the rocks. Still it was
near enough to Moonstone Valley for
them to reach it quickly if the occasion
demanded their presence there.

Presently the Yaqui returned and rum-
maged for food and cooking utensils in
the pack which the pinto had carried.
When the meal was prepared, and both
men were sitting against the heated rock
wall with good food before them and the
fire taking the dampness from their
olothes, Blue Hawk mentioned their re-
cent experience for the first time.

In a characteristically frank manner,
the Yaqui put his plate aside and looked
at the masked man beside him.

“What do you make of It, Senor?” he
asked quietly. He knew where the Masked
Rider’s thoughts lay at that moment.

It was some time before the robed out-
law replied, and Blue Hawk did not press
him for an answer. Though he knew noth-
ing of the man’s past, not even his real
name, the Yaqui was aware that at some
time the Masked Rider had undergone
extensive education. It was rumored that
he had come from a family of high social
and financial standing before some un-
known incident had sent him forth on a
trail of vengeance and reparation which
he now rode without reservation. Blue
Hawk had no proof that these things were
true, and asked none, but he did know
that the man had keen powers of obser-
vation and perception. It was these quali-
ties, backed by a pair of lightning-fast
guns and merciless fists, that had pulled
the Robin Hood outlaw above the channels
of common men. His confidence in the
black-clad man’s ability made Blue Hawk
wait patiently now for his views.

A CTUALLY, the Masked Rider had
not had time to draw any definite
conclusions. Like Cap Maxwell, he agreed
that the Weeping Woman Mine was re-
sponsible, directly or indirectly, for the
reign of terror that was gaining momen-
tum in Moonstone Valley. Two of the
four men who had organized the mining
firm had already died violent deaths. The

remaining two partners, Cap MfraroQ
and ShaP Loring, seemed to be leading i
tortuous existence.

Shan Loring was apparently the more
miserable of the two. His great disappoint*
ment had affected his mind, leaving him &
babbling, annoying mental wreck whose
one driving thought was to gather enough
moonstones in a hopeless attempt to re-
pay those whom he had failed. Still there
was something sinister and elusive about
the giant redhead, and it was this more
than his misfortune which made him un-
forgettable to the Masked Rider.

Burdened by a crushing indebtedness,
Cap Maxwell’s inordinate honesty had al-
most proved his undoing. The old rancher
had personally promised each stockholder
that their Investment was a sound one,
and that promise was as important to him
as his life. Year after year he had taken
all the money he could earn to make regu-
lar payments in accord with his promise.

In the meantime he had neglected other
obligations, and now his very livelihood—
his ranch—was in jeopardy. Maxwell had
enough cattle on his scattered range to
pay off the mortgage against his spread,
but was unable to keep enough men to
round them up for market. With his latest
roundup crew gone, his cattle spooked and
scattered, Maxwell was about ready to
admit defeat

Out of his last riding crew, Maxwell
had made two bad choices—Hobe Venter
and Stacy Lipps. In addition to the at-
tempt to capture him for the bounty on
his head, the Masked Rider had other
reasons to dislike Venter and Lipps. The
men had the unmistakable brand of the
owlhoot written in their manner and ap-
pearance, and such men were his natural
foes.

Cap Maxwell’s explanation of the situa-
tion in the hollow just before the fire
started had also left a mark of suspicion
in the masked man’'s mind. Venter's
swinging lariat could have been a signal
to the men who set the fire that it was
time for them to act. The absence of any
alarm from the night riders when Max-
well discovered the blaze strengthened
this belief.

Presently the Masked Rider stood up
slowly and shoved the embers of the fir©
closer together with his foot. Like the
polished black leather of his holsters, his
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boots were plain and undecorated. They
had no distinctive markings that might
identify them as belonging to the Masked
Rider if he still wore them when he was
unmasked.

“Looks like a matter of vengeance,
Hawk,” the black-clad man said then.
“Somebody that lost money in that mine
might be impatient with Maxwell’s slow
way of payin’ em back. Some other
rancher might have lost his shirt in that
deal, and that kind of grudge is hard to
forget. At least a man named Thad Tate
and another named Grady Sloan got killed
for some reason. Both of 'em died with
their eyes bugged out and their mouths
twisted like they was scared to death, ac-
cordin’ to Maxwell. Tate had been shot
in the stomach, but Sloan had been pulled
off his horse and beaten to death with a
rock. Half his skull was caved in.”

Blue Hawk nodded and looked up,
noticing that the Masked Rider's blue
eyes had again faded to that wintry bleak-
ness that reflected his disapproval and
anger. He was staring off into the dark-
ness toward Moonstone Valley and his
brown hands were clenching and relaxing
in rhythmic movements, as if they were
impatient for action.

“We've bumped square into a death
fight, Hawk, and | don't like what |
found,” the robed outlaw continued after
a brief pause.

“The Weeping Woman Mine was aptly
named, Senor,” Blue Hawk conceded
solemnly. “It comes from an ancient In-
dian legend about squaws who made the
creeks with tears shed over warriors who
did not return from battle. Ah, yes, the
mine has brought its owners sorrow.”

NCE more the masked man kicked

impatiently at the fire. “Maybe we
can do somethin’ about that. | feel right
sorry for Cap Maxwell and the young
foreman who has lost his sweetheart. It
must be hard for Maxwell to lay down at
night and sleep, considerin’ that he might
be the Killer's next victim.”

“There is much cruelty here. Senor,”
Blue Hawk declared forcefully. “Even the
loco one, this Shan Loring, has no rest
from hate. Loring’s moonstones are being
stolen by some bandit. They are of no
rich value, and it is like robbing the
blind or an old woman. It is a bitter joke

to punish him!”

The robed outlaw made no comment
about Shan Loring’s stolen moonstones,
but it was a circumstance that puzzled
him. Hobe Venter had sought to connect
the Masked Rider with the stage robberies
and ne had said Sheriff Walt Starns was
eager to capture the bandit. Though most
frontier lawmen were competent and con-
scientious, the Robin Hood rider had
learned that in counties as sparsely settled
as this one they were usually notoriously
lazy. Few would brave the rocky trails
and burning sun of a region like
Moonstone Valley in search for a bandit
who had committed no greater crime than
to steal a few rocks from an addled pros-
pector. It made him eager to meet Walt
Starns and learn more about the stage
robberies for which the Masked Rider
might be blamed in the future.

Peering keenly at his silent companion,
Blue Hawk said shrewdly: “You have
other thoughts, Senor. We will stay and
help these people?”

Momentarily the firm brown face be-
neath the domino mask relaxed and the
Masked Rider chuckled. “You want that
as much as | do, Hawk. Even if we are
liable to stick our necks in the noose that's
waitin’ for Cap Maxwell. But neither of
us aim to let that old feller die if we can
help it. Besides, | don't like the thought
of some girl bein’ in the hands of the gent
that got Sloan and Tate.”

Kneeling, the masked man began loos-
ening the ropes on his bedroll. “We'll
get some sleep, Hawk, and then take a
hand in this game. I've got a feelin’ it's a
hand that'll have to hold a fast gun!”

CHAPTER VI
Where Death Waits

ROUGHED down across from
Blue Hawk at the cook-fire
which the Yaqui built near
the towering white cliff the
next morning, was a man
who had little resemblance
to the grim, black-clad horse-
man who had accompanied
the Indian here the night be-
fore.
He was a tall man, dark-haired and
muscular. The energy and vitality that



is MASKED RIDEB W E8fB®I

sparkled in his pale blue eyes seemed to
contradict itself in the leisurely way the
man moved about, and in the mellow drawl
of his voice. A glance at the roll-brimmed
brown Stetson perched cockily on one
aide of his head, and the rugged hand-
someness of his race showed that he was
easy-going, good-natured and accustomed
to the feel of sun and wind in his face.

His soft flannel shirt and plain cowboy
levis fitted him well enough to reveal
cords of powerful muscle stretched across
his six-foot frame. The worn butts of the
twin .45 Colts thonged to his thighs proved
that the guns belonged to a man who used
them.

“So it is a Job for Wayne Morgan,” Blue
Hawk said eagerly, scraping a generous
portion of bacon and eggs into the cow-
boy’s plate.

The dark-haired waddy nodded, grin-
ning at Blue Hawk’s apparent pleasure
over the prospect of action which Wayne
Morgan's appearance in a town always
foretold. The hammerhead roan which
replaced the stallion when the Masked
Rider assumed the role of a wandering
cowboy was saddled and waiting. The
robe and mask which the Robin Hood out-
law had worn the night before were
stored in his bedroll.

“That's right, Hawk,” Morgan replied
between mouthfuls of food. “The Diamond
Cross ought to be able to use either a
gunhand or a rider. At least that's where
I'm headin’. | hcpe Maxwell’s luck held
through the night, 'cause from here out
Wayne Morgan is goin’ to hang close to
his coat tail. If the gent that got Tate and
Sloan comes to the Diamond Cross lookin’
for trouble then, he’ll find it”

Still discussing the peculiar task which
they had wilfully accepted in Moonstone
Valley, the two men finished their meal in
the leisurely fashion of those who realize
that fate might easily decree it as their
last. It was always this way with the
Robin Hood outlaw and his Indian com-
panion. Though they did not speak of it,
they both realized that to side with Cap
Maxwell was to defy the wrath of the
same mysterious marauder who had
turned the old rancher’s life into a night-
mare of fear.

As Morgan arose, Blue Hawk walked
along beside him until the dark-haired
cowboy mounted the hammerhead roan.

knew why he wm there,
neither the wandering cowboy nor
Masked Rider ever played a lope hand
when battling against the one-sided odds
piled up by a lawless combine. An expert
with knife, rifle or six-gun, the faithful
Yaqui had more than once saved his com-
panion’s life, making stronger the many
bonds that bound together the legendary
teem.

In answer to Blue Hawk’s unspoken
guestion, Morgan said: “You're job IS to
check up on a few facts in Cactus, Hawk.
Find out all you can about the stage
robberies. It will be hard for the Masked
Rider to work here as long as he’s con-
nected with that.”

Nodding, Blue Hawk raised his hand
in a farewell salute as Wayne Morgan
reined the roan toward Moonstone Valley.
The cowboy rode slouched and loose-
joined in the saddle, his lips pursed in a
melancholy whistle as he cut through
the junipers and pines and worked toward
the rocky trail that wound down into the
valley. He drifted along like any aimless
rider who had answered the call of far-
off trails, but his pale blue eyes were
keenly alive beneath the shading brim
of his Stetson. For, though he had changed
his dress and appearance and had adopted
a soft Texas drawl in place of the Masked
Rider’s deep-chested tones, the same tense
thoughts that had weighted the mind of
the robed outlaw were now held by
Wayne Morgan.

N THE eye-piercing light of the fiery

morning sun which had swiftly evap-
orated all signs of the night’s rain, Wayne
Morgan found Moonstone Valley strange-
ly dead and still. Having skirted the cow-
town of Cactus to the south, and much of
the valley’s rim the day before, the dark-
haired waddy had already memorized a
sketchy map of the region.

He passed quickly over the burned-over
stubble of the little dog-leg hollow, notic-
ing that most of Cap Maxwell’s cattle had
strayed again into the by-passing gulleys
and arroyos that broke away from the
western bank of Nugget Creek. This was
land owned by no one, but used by the
Diamond Cross for winter range because
of the protection of the forked ridges and
the grass provided by the stream. He had
heard the rancher say that the home
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ranch was some eight miles to the south.

Coming out of the mouth of the hollow
was Hie going from one world to another.
Brush and grass faded abruptly into a
labyrinth of upthrust boulders, eroded
rust-red spires and steep-walled canyons.
Deceptive rock slides changed the trail
day by day, filling one path and opening
another. Even Nugget Creek had not tried
to solve the riddle of passage here, and
the lack of water made the northern half
of Moonstone Valley barren. The creek
delved underground a short distance be-
low the mouth of the hollow, appeared
again two miles farther on at the Weeping
Woman Mine and then tunneled through
subterranean depths for many more miles
before it reappeared just outside of Cac-
tus.

Morgan held to the banks of the creek
as long as it lasted, and then tackled die
maze of canyons and draws that glared
at him from all angles. Several wrong
guesses brought him to a dead end, and he
retraced himself many times before he
finally spotted a patch of green a half mile
to his left. He paused on a slight rise to
orient himself, for he knew the tiny oasis
marked the approximate location of the
deserted gold mine. Maxwell had said the
claim was near a gulch where Nugget
Creek again came to the surface.

His thoughts leaving the problem of
travel for a moment to go back to the
things Cap Maxwell had told him of the
ill-fated mine, Morgan remained idle
longer than he had intended. About him
the air was hot and stifling. Even the
lizards and crickets had been stilled by
this first fiery blast of the demon sun. But
it was the noiseless, lifeless calm that
made the air seem so heavy with menace
and Morgan searched mentally for the
weird secret hidden by the dead drab
rocks that stretched before him. Only the
short stretch of water ahead gave a scrap
of life to the place, and it was there that
life had ended.

“If Tate and Sloan had already given
it up,” Morgan mused aloud, “I wonder
what they was doin’ over there at the
mine when they was Killed,”

The dark-haired waddy had expected
no answer to his perplexity at that mo-
ment, and the sound of a voice from be-
hind startled him. Morgan had wheeled
his horse until there was a narrow ledge

at his back, and the eerie stillness had
hinted of no other presence. Now he
whirled around in alarm, kneeing his
horse the same way as he turned. 'Die
throaty, mush tones had told him what he
would find.

Shan Coring said only one word as he
stared down at Wayne Morgan.

“Fools!” Loring spat fiercely. The giant
red-headed man stood beside the flat piece
of rock which had sheltered him when
Morgan appeared. Standing on the ledge
at a level with Morgan’s saddle, his mas-
sive shoulders slightly hunched and his
knotted fists dangling near his bent knees,
Shan Loring towered above the mounted
man like a hairy, evil-faced monster.

He was not sure that the wild-looking
miner could grasp any simple truth, but
Morgan decided it would be best to humor
Shan Loring, agree with anything he said.
The angry, burning light in the man’s
green eyes warned the cowboy te be on
guard.

“lI reckon you're mighty near right,
pard,” Morgan drawled quietly. “Any cat-
tleman that starts messin’ around with
minin’ is askin’ for trouble. There's cat-
tlemen and there’'s miners, and yuh sel-
dom find one man that makes a good thing
out of both.”

HE redhead’'s staring eyes never

wavered, failed to show any glimmer
or agreement or disagreement, and Mor-
gan felt his words were wasted.

“You Kkilled them—Kkilled them both!”
Loring grated through bearded lips. “Yuh
killed my friends and I've waited for
you.”

Morgan frowned in a puzzled way and
held up a restraining hand. “Now, look,
mister. I'm a stranger hereabouts and
ain't never killed—"

Shan Loring did not give him time to fin-
ish. The giant redhead let go of the ledge
and fastened upon Morgan—over two
hundred pounds of wild brute force intent
upon destroying the man on the horse.
Morgan had known it was coming, had
dreaded it. He was at a disadvantage in
more ways than one. He could not Kill the
big miner, for a man in Shan Loring’s
condition could hardly be held responsi-
ble for his actions. On the other hand, if
Loring killed Morgan it would be re-
garded merely as an unfortunate cir-
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cumstance and the crazed man would re-
ceive no punishment.

Morgan had little time to think about
these things. Shan Loring’s immense body
slammed into him like a thunderbolt,
knocking him out of the saddle and crush-
ing him to the hard ground. Sparks ex-
ploded across the cowboy’s vision and a
roaring waterfall grew up in his head
under the shocking impact. He rolled a
few feet along the sloping rise, Shan Lor-
ing grunting and snorting as he came after
him.

Any sympathy Morgan might have had
for the man was destroyed. In spite of his
outward serenity, the dark-haired cow-
boy had shared more rough and tumble
fights than he could count. Experience
had made him an expert with his fists, and
it had taught him to recognize motives
as well. Regardless of what imaginary
grudge had stirred him to such savagery,
Morgan knew there could be no immunity
for the miner. Unless he was stopped,
Shan Loring meant to kill Wayne Morgan
with his bare hands!

As Morgan stopped his fall at last, the
bearded man was almost on top of him.
The cowboy started to stand up to meet
the charge and then ducked quickly back
to the ground. Loring covered the last
few feet in a mighty leap, trying to jump
straight into the dark-haired waddy’s
face. Hugging the ground, Morgan
watched his chance. His hand darted out,
gripped one of the miner’s flying feet and
held on.

Shan Loring fell like a felled tree, his
meaty body crunching flatly as he landed.
For a brief instant his senses seemed re-
stored. He cursed furiously with pain,
jerked his leg free. He was up again like
a cat, a smudge of blood mixed with the
dirt in his stringy beard.

Wayne Morgan clambered up in front
of him, hard fists cocked expectantly.
But Loring did not rush him. The giant
redhead started a slow, pacing circle
around the cowboy. His even white teeth
gleamed like ivory buried in red velvet
as the beard parted at the lips in a de-
termined scowl.

*Yuh may be too far gone to reason
with,” Morgan said tightly, “but mebbe
yuh can still learn a lesson. Come and
get it, pard!

Shan Loring accepted the challenge.

Swift and sure as a cougar, he glided in
and slung a mauling fist at the cowboy’s
square chin. There was a speed in the
man which Morgan had not contemplated,
and the blow almost caught him napping.
He saw it in time to lift a shoulder, but
that hard, hairy fist still left a stinging
bruise on Morgan’s jaw.

Morgan did not wait for the miner
again. He carried the fight to Loring,
dancing in close and feinting to draw the
man’s guard down. At first he thought
his strategy was successful, for Shan Lor-
ing’s chin was an easy target.

Bunching his shoulders, Morgan
smashed his left hand into the bearded
face. Loring stumbled back a step, but
the cowboy’s fist felt like it had just struck
a rock wall. There was more power in the
cowboy’s right, however, and Morgan
edged in to deliver the blow. His fist
shot over the redhead’s shoulder as Lor-
ing dodged aside, and Morgan knew he
had walked into a trap!

PPARENTLY the bearded man was
unable to cope with Morgan’s style
of battle, for his broad, perspiring face
was still unguarded. But there was dead-
ly purpose behind Shan Loring’s shat-
tered defense. He had dropped his burly
arms to his sides, luring the cowboy in
close. Now those long, sinewy arms shot
out and grabbed the cowboy around the
waist, dragging him in like steel tentacles.
Before Mogan could tear himself free,
Shan Loring had his fingers locked, his
chin boring into the cowboy’s chest and
was crushing him in a powerful bear-hug.
As the vise-like grip tightened on him,
Morgan felt his spine groaning with the
strain. Dizziness crept through him as
his lungs were choked off by the pressure.
His knees grew weak and uncertain, and
the roar returned to his head.

He pounded the giant's back with his
fists, jabbed at the man’s ribs, but Shan
Loring held on. Morgan bit his lips and
braced his feet in an attempt to break the
stranglehold; Loring only grunted louder,
bored harder with his chin and strained to
cave the cowboy’s ribs with his mighty
strength.

Bells chimed frantically in Morgan’'s
ears, warning him that unconsciousness
was not far off. He tried to force his foggy
mind to answer his needs, but weakness
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made planning a strenuous chore. Then
the reflexes that had guided him through
worse battles sprang to life, and Morgan
abruptly sagged in Loring’'s arms. That
sudden surrender of his entire weight
made the man lose balance, tumble for-
ward. Morgan gave him momentum by
shoving his feet against the ground and
heaving upward.

Loring went sailing over Morgan'’s back
as his arms slipped free. He tumbled
down the slope in a flying somersault. The
cowboy dashed down the rise behind him,
gasping for air and blinking his eyes to
keep his senses.

Shaking his head like an angered bull,
Shan Loring tried to scramble to his feet,
but Wayne Morgan didn't give him a
chance. He had been too easy with the
man at first, seeking to bluff him out of
the fight. But now he spared nothing.

Without waiting for the man to rise, the
cowboy reached down and gripped the
front of his dirty flannel shirt, yanked him
upright. As soon as he had him that way,
he shoved his right fist into his face like
a battering ram. He dropped him, and
then hauled him up again, repeating the
same pattern.

Loring tried to fight back, tugged at
his shirt and kicked wickedly at Morgan’s
abdomen, but the dark-haired waddy’s
own anger was stirred now, and nothing
could stop him. He flattened Loring on
the ground four times, and still the red-
head growled and snorted and clawed at
him. The fifth time he was as limp as a
wet rag when he went down and Morgan
let him lay.

His chest heaving with exertion, the
dark-haired waddy stood still a minute to
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collect his strength. And it was then that
he got his first close glimpse of Shan Lor-
ing's features. Under the brilliant light of
the sun, he found that the miner was not
as old as he had believed when he saw
him the night before. Through the coarse
red beard his skin was firm and white,
and his eyes had none of the crow-foot
wrinkles that come with age. Without
the beard and scraggly long hair, Shan
Loring would be a rather handsome,
square-faced man of about thirty-five

Shrugging, Morgan gave Shan Loring’s
battered face a final scrutiny and walked
back to his horse. The redhead would
awake in a few minutes with a sore jaw,
but with as much sense as he ever had.

“They ought to put that gent in a home
somewhere before he kills somebody,” he
said to the roan as he mounted and turned
again toward the Diamond Cross Ranch.
“l hope | never tangle with him again,
‘cause he’s got more strength in them
arms of his than two men ought to have.
Can't figure why he jumped me, that-
away.”

CHAPTER VII
Little Joe

PIT WAS almost noon when

is??*' Morgan finally found his way
raoiout of the rocks and rode
V M L 1 ~own through green-topped
knolls and over a level plain

wHK 1, that looked more like cattle
~“Pwr ~1 country. Several small
TsSSg streams cut through these
hills, and the dark-haired
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cowboy selected one of these as his guide
and followed its course.

A few minutes later he rode through a
stand of walnut trees and saw the build-
ings of aranch ahead. Since the fight with
Shan Loring he had been traveling chiefly
by instinct, utilizing all his plains lore, and
he was rewarded with success when he
saw that the horses in the pole corral wore
the Diamond Cross brand. There was no
one in sight around the long, low-roofed
bunkhouse nearby, and Morgan went on
to the sprawling, adobe house fifty yards
away.

He had just dropped his reins, and was
stepping from saddle when Whit Berry
and Cap Maxwell walked down from the
pillared veranda. They stopped at his
horse’s head, regarding him silently until
Morgan spoke. Both men looked far more
beaten and exhausted now than they had
last night. But since he knew them only
as the Masked Rider, the dark-haired
waddy veiled his curiosity and grinned
amiably. He was more determined than
ever to make a good impression here, for
he wanted to know what had kept Max-
well and Whit Berry from their beds
after the stampede was over.

“The name’s Wayne Morgan, gents,” the
cowboy drawled quietly. “The occupation
is workin’ a little, ridin’ a whole lot. Right
now I'm hankerin’ to work a little.”

Whit Berry returned Morgan’s friendly
grin, evidently impressed by the cowboy’s
happy-go-lucky attitude. He introduced
himself and the gaunt, gray-haired ranch-
er, and Morgan shook hands with them.
Afterward, nothing more was said while
Maxwell and the foreman sized up the
husky, quiet-spoken waddy who seemed
unconcerned about their close scrutiny.
Actually, Morgan was still speculating on
the sleepless dark circles under the eyes
of the others.

“What can you do?” Maxwell asked at
last. “We ain't exactly needin’ a single
rider unless he’s good enough to round up
a herd of fire-scared cattle all by himself.”

Morgan seemed to give the cattleman’s
guestion a lot of thought before he an-
swered. He glanced at the coiled rope on
his saddlehorn, hooked his thumbs against
his belt just above the jutting butts of his
two black Colts and grinned at the ranch-
er.

“lI won't grow old here nor break my

back, but I'll do yuh a day’s work every
time yuh ask it.”

It was the kind of answer Cap Max-
well had expected from a man who had all
the appearance of a tophand, and the tired
lines of his face faded momentarily as he
chuckled. Then he told Morgan frankly
that the Diamond Cross was in a difficult
financial tangle, and that his wages would
be in an uncertain state. While the ranch-
er talked, Morgan noticed that his eyes
strayed often to the low-hung guns, and
he was certain Whit Berry had made a
signal to Maxwell which had aroused
suspicion.

“One thing more, Morgan,” Maxwell
concluded. “I would feel better with a
pair of fast guns here, but I'd want to be
sure they was square with the law. Now,
how—"

Before the rancher could add a ques-
tion, Wayne Morgan’s fingers and wrists
had blurred in hazy motion and the twin
Colts were dangling in his hands, pointing
carelessly at Cap Maxwell's feet. The
friendly grin was still on the cowboy’s
lips. The draw had been made without
any visible effort or thought.

Glancing aside at Whit Berry’'s awed
face, Morgan hefted the guns experi-
mentally in his hands.

“Most forgot | had 'em on me,” he ex-
plained calmly. “But I ain't on the dodge,
gents, if that's what's worryin’ yuh.” He
dropped the Colts lightly back in place.
“Well, what about the job?”

“By the Saints, yuh're hired, Morgan!”
Cap Maxwell stepped forward and
clapped the cowboy on the shoulder. “I've
set here and shivered and shook long
enough for fear some fool was goin’ to
step in an start throwin’ lead at me. Any
objections, Whit?”

HIT BERRY shook his head. “It's
W a good idea, Cap. Between Morgan
and the Masked Rider we might get some
things straightened out.”

At this outburst of approval, Morgan
made no secret of his curiosity about the
trouble of which they hinted. Though he
had learned most of the facts, he could
not reveal his knowledge without risking
discovery of his dual identity.

“Whit, you look after his horse,” Max-
well said to the foreman. “Come on in the
house, Morgan, and I'll tell yuh what
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you'll be up against.”

Sitting in the comparative coolness of
the spacious, well-furnished Diamond
Cross living room, Wayne Morgan feigned
shocked interest in the story of the weep-
ing Woman Mine. Then suddenly his in-
terest was genuine. Cap Maxwell stood
up and started pacing the floor uneasily
while he told the cowboy of the incident
that had kept him awake all night.

"Somethin’ happened last night that
should give me new hope,” Maxwell said,
rubbing his jutting chin thoughtfully,
“but it just worries me more. I'm afraid
it's some kind of bait, and a man livin’
on borrowed time can't afford to bite on
nothin'. But gosh knows | need the
money!”

"Somebody offered to lend yuh some
money?” Morgan asked.

"Gold!” Cap Maxwell declared. “Not
lend, but give it to me. A little while after
me’'n Whit got back here from Moonstone
Valley last night, we heard a horse come
up to the bunkhouse. It was there just a
minute, and then gone again. When we
b