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A Department for Readers Conducted by
FOGHORN CLANCY

America’s Most Famous Rodeo Expert and Handicapper

horses and we will be off on another
trail ride and of course another Trail
Talk. Those old time trails to the west which
we are wont to traverse, although now cut
up by paved thoroughfares, are still mighty
interesting.
ose trails over which good and bad men
traveled when the West was young still hold
much fascination to those of us who love the
West and its traditions, those of us who like
to give thought to the brave men and women
who helped to make the present peace and
prosperity of the West of today possible.
Men good and bad played their individual
pasts in that great drama which might have
een entitled the “Winning of the West.”
The trails they traversed in getting to the
West were strewn with romance, love, some-
times laughter, ofttimes tragedy, and from
these trials of romance and danger there

GREETINGS, trail riders! Saddle your

United States. When the Spaniards dis
covered it in 1540, it was an Indian Pueblo;
and a Spanish town was founded here before
the close of the 16th Century, and nearly a
generation before the Mayflower had cut

e waves of the Atlantic with her daring

prow.

Tradition says that the founding of this
church of San Miguel dates from the found-
ing of the Spanish town. Destroyed in part
by Indians, it was restored in 1710 and was
tolerably well-preserved when civic interests
of the state and town undertook to restore
this great and oldest man-built landmark of
the country.

The oldest church in New Mexico and the
oldest in the United States, it has been the
center of everything of historic and churchly
interest in that ancient Spanish town for
nearly 300 years. It has looked down upon
the rule of Spamards, Indians, Mexicans and

come tales of human end of courage,
kindness and recklessness that will live on
and on.
America’s Oldest Church

Let us head westward through New
Mexico, and while passing visit the site of
the oldest church in America, the church of
San Miguel, at Santa Fe. What a theme for
a_romancer, what a subject for a painter!
How this picturesque old church looms up
dark, desolate and weird against the sky!
How worn and battered it is by the storms of
years! How tremblingly seems to stand that
cross upon its tower, as if its sacred form
had withered like the vaning faith which
once so flourished in Santa Fe! What mute
witness of a colorful past is buned in this old
structure!

Santa Fe, the town, is the oldest in the

d all within its
sacred i Calied il ot thora o prayer,
and heard for more than two centuries their
confessions and their litanies.

It has looked down upon death, upon con-
flicting foes battling to the death, and like-
wise it has looked down upon romance and
love.

Land of Beauty

Let us take the trail on further westward
into Arizona, the land of gorgeous sunsets,
of beautiful canyons, mountains and deserts.
Looking over this beautiful country, it is
hard to realize that once its peace was
despoiled by savage bloodthirsty Indians, by
outlaws and cattle rustlers, and by range

wars.
In fact the early days of Arizona were days
(Continued on page 8)
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TRAIL TALK
(Continued from page 6)
of conflicting forces, of brave and good men
trying to build a country and homes, of cut-
laws preying upon honest people and the
dreaded Apaches taking the lead of all
Indian tribes in trying to drive out or
exterminate the palefaces who had dared to
venture into their environs.

We leave the Santa Fe Trail and take the
Cooke and Kearney trail or route to Tucson,
the trail used in the early days when the
pioneers were moving westward. Beyond
Tucson we come to the Gila River.

In the big bend below the river, the Oat-
man family camped on their way to Utah.
There they were attacked by the Apaches—
who killed the father, mother and four
children, leaving one son, Lorenzo, aged 14,
stunned and presumably dead, and carrying
off as captives two daughters, Olive, aged 16,
and Mary Ann, a girl of 1

The captive girls were carned northward
into the mountains, and after a time sold to
the Mojaves as slaves. They were so badly
treated and so nearly starved that the
younger girl soon died, but Olive was kept
as a slave for six years, when she was finally
ransomed and brought to Yuma and rejoined
her brother Lorenzo, who had recovered
from the injuries inflicted by the Apache
raiding party and had settled in Yuma.

A Mysterious Citizen
We may visit the town of Williams, named
after Arizona’s most mysterious citizen, the
old scout of the Santa Fe Trail. Where he
was born, where he came from, no one seems
able to tell, but he rode a piebald Indian
pony, always carried a Bible in his knap-
sack and a long barrelled rifle either swung
from a saddle holster or was carried across
his shoulder. With this rifle over his shoulder,
his elkhide shirt shiny with grease and dirt,
he made a savage-like picture.
Bill Williams, in appearance, seemed to be
(Continued on page 71)
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An the man raised the knife o sirike, quick a5 thought, Ma

GUNTRAP TRAIL

By OSCAR J. FRIEND

Wayne Morgan, Robin Hood outlaw of the range, rides into
Sand Wells—and tangles with a roiling crew of battling
ranchers in a fracas that calls for quick clean-up guns!

CHAPTER 1
Sand Wells

T WAS not Saturday, but the town of
Sand Wells was crowded and busy when
Wayne Morgan, drifting cowboy who

looked more like a deputy marshal,
rode in. He put up his big roan horse at the

ew and fired |CHAPTER XII

livery barn for a good feed and a grooming
and walked along the main street. In spite
of the throngs he had no difficulty, for people
unconsciously stepped out of the way of this
tall and broad-shouldered man in range at-
tire. There was a certain air about him.
Morgan, headed toward Texas, had no par-
ticular business in Sand Wells beyond pick-
ing up a few trail supplies and getting a

A Complete Full-Length Masked Rider Novel




When a Man's Tombstone is Carved Before He's

haircut, which he needed pretty badly. His
dark brown, almost black, hair was shaggy
around his ears and curling on_the nape of
his neck. He wore a pair of black-butted
six-shooters in well-oiled holsters, but he
wore them without ostentation. They seemed
to be a natural part of the man.

Sand Wells was a railroad and cattle town.
So Morgan was faintly surprised to see so
many desert freighters. Until he saw the
black-painted sign above a one-storied stone
building that read:

GODDARD BORAX MINING ¢ comnrw
Henry Maxwell

There was a knot of men before this es-
tablishment—freighting men, cattlemen, and
a few of the town’s citizens. They were
crowding around to read a bulletin being
pasted to the front window by a florid-faced
man in khaki engineer outfit, complete to
laced boots and stiff-brimmed Stetson. From
the comments Morgan gathered that these
men were not exactly pleased. Curious, he
halted to listen.

'So Abe Meade refused the minin’ com-
pany a railroad right-of-way,” growled one
man to his neighbor. “Might of knowed the
old buzzard would do that.”

“I don’t savvy it, Lem,” said his com-
panion, obviously a cowpuncher. “I. thought
Goddard was goin’ to take it up with the Ter-
ritory Governor to condemn a strip of
Meade’s land for a spur line. Wouldn’t hurt
Meade’s place none. Nothin’ but sagebrush
l::nd cactus on the Old Anchor spread any-

“They did start Government action on the
strip through Eagle Pass, but Meade blocked
that quick by filin’ on that gold claim of his
in the pass. Old man Anderson would turn
over in his grave if he knowed Meade found
the gold that Anderson always said was
there”

“He spent a heap of time and money tryin’
to find it before he sold that land to Meade.”

“I never did understand that deal,” said
Lem. “Don’t reckon young John Anderson
ever did either. You ought to know. Yuh
ride for him, Joe Blake.”

“Yuh think there was somethin’ crooked
about that deal, Nolan?” a bystander asked
Lem curiously. He was walrus-mustached
Sam Trench, owner of the hotel.

“Nobody knows, Mr. Trench,” Lem said.
“Anderson’s dead, and Meade won't tell.”

“Shucks!” snorted Joe Blake. “Why can’t
the minin’ company build their spur line
around Meade’s land then?”

“Because Eagle Pass is the only good way
out of the desert this way. They'd have to
build fifteen miles of extra track, and with
twenty miles here to Sand Wells to join the
main line, that'd be thirty-five miles.
it’s only thirty miles from the mines to the
railroad junction at Cedar.”

“I reckon Sand Wells is goin’ to lose the
minin’ freight business,” opined Blake with
a sigh.

“Excuse me, gents,” said Wayne Morgan,
as he moved up a step, “but what I heard yuh
say is right interestin’. Just what is the
argument?”

All three men surveyed him.

“Stranger,” Lem Nolan said, “there ain’t no
argument. It’s just plain cantankerous pole-
cat. Know where Dutchman’s Desert is?”

“Somewheres north of here, ain’t it?” said
Morgan.

“Twenty miles. The Goddard outfit mines
borax there and freights it by wagon down
through Eagle Pass to the railroad here at
Sand Wells. They want to build a spur line,
but Abe Meade won’t let ’em have a right-
of-way. He's gettin’ rich chargm toll on the
frelght wagons across his land.”

up, Lem” B]ake suddenly said.
“Henry Maxwell’s goin’ to say somethin’.”

The florid-faced man who had been past-
ing up the bulletin had turned to face the
angry men.

“Well men,” he said, “this is the latest
ruling on our proposed spur railroad. Every-
body south of Abraham Meade—from John
Anderson to Faro Thorpe, who owns the
freight yard site here in town—has given a
reasonable option to the mining company on
a right-of-way. And we thought we had
Meade stopped till he filed on a gold claim
in the pass.”

“Eagle Pass is plenty wide, Mr Maxwell,”
declared a burly freighter. ﬂurty»foot
strip for a railroad right-of-way wouldn’t
hurt Meade’s minin’ none. The freight
wagons are usin’ the pass trail right along.”

Maxwell shoved back his hat in an ex-
asperated gesture.

“True enough, Higgs,” he said, “but we
have a contract with Meade for wagon traffic
at fifty cents per load. The railroad wouldn’t
hurt, but the condemnation of the land is
blocked. Now we'll have to force Meade to
sell to the company or make a deal of some
sort. As manager of the company I must tell
you that we can’t proceed with legal action.”

“What yuh goin’ to do?” demanded Lem
Nolan loudly.

“Try to compromise with Meade,” said



Even Thought of Dying, That Spells Trouble!

Maxwell grimly. “If we can’t, we'll have to
build our spur line to , after all.”

“And Sand Wells will lose the borax bus-
iness—the big plant yuh was goin’ to build
here, and all?” protested Sam Trench.

“I'm afraid that is so, Mr. Trench,” said

xwell.

“That ain’t fair,” declared Blake angrily.
“One man bein’ able to block progress that
means a lot to a whole town.”

“No, it ain’t!” agreed Trench with ve-
hemence. “Us citizens ought to do somethin’
about this.”

Wayne Morgan glanced around at the

Two or three men growled and turned
toward Morgan.

“Wait, men!” Maxwell said quickly, glanc-
ing keenly at Morgan. “This man’s right.
You folks better leave this matter to the God-
dard outfit. We appreciate your interest, but
the company can fight its own battles. There’s
more than one way to skin a cat.”

Maxwell urged the group to disperse, and
they broke up in knots of twos and threes, in-
dignantly discussing the situation. Morgan
shrugged and started across the dusty street
toward the barber shop.

Local politics. He knew the set-up. The

angrily muttering men. He smiled slightly.

“There’s just one thing you fellers seem to
be overlookin’,” he drawled. ‘“This Abe
Meade gent does own the land yuh’re talkin’
about. Yuh can’t take it away from him by
force.”

“That’s what you think!” Trench shouted
hotly. “I'm goin’ to call a meetin’ of business
men and ranchers. . . Say, who are you, any-

ow?”

h
“The name is Morgan,” the tall cowboy
said, softly. “And yuh're right, Mr. Trench.
I'm a stranger here, so this ain’t any of my
fair. 1 was just showin’ how this business
might look to an outsider.”

WAYNE MORGAN

pattern never changed, because human na-
ture didn’t. Only the bone of contention
varied. In this case, it was the right-of-way
through a man’s property. The mining com-
pany was trying to get it for nothing, and
the owner was trying to hold them up for
an exorbitant price. Neither was right and
neither was wrong.

It was just one of those things. Change the
prize for cattle, or water, or grass, or range
rights, and Wayne Morgan had seen a hun-
dred such situations in a hundred localities
of the growing West.

At least there was no outlawry in this

1:’Sand Wells affair, no crookedness, no oppres-



4 MASKED RIDER WESTERN

sion, no miscarriage of justice—for a change.
There wasn’t even a land-greedy banker for-
closing on somebody’s homestead.

Distinctly, as Morgan himself had said, it
was none of his business—and so often in
the years since he had traveled all over the
West oppression and injustice had been his
business. He had made it such. For all those
years he had fought on the side of law and
order, bringing peace to many a range with
his guns, if need

BUT his methods were so unorthodox,
never being prescribed by red tape, that
he had long since been listed as an outlaw,
with a price on his head. For the tall cow-
boy, the drawling-voiced Wayne Morgan, was
none other than the famous—or as some
called it, the notorious—Masked Rider of the
West, a man feared by criminals, but blessed
by the oppressed to whom he brought hope
and a surcease from unjust burdens.

Little was known of the black-clad rider
who seemed to have an uncanny knack of
showing up wherever his services might be
most needed, and in the nick of time. It was
known only that he wore a black domino and
flowing black cape, that he rode a magnificent
black stallion called Midnight, and that his
constant companion on his travels was a
Yaqui Indian he called Blue Hawk. It was
known that his guns had rarely been matched
in accuracy, that he could be ruthless with
evil-doers, but as gentle as a lamb with the
deserving.

Aside from that, nobody knew anything
about this fantastic figure who rode the out-
land trails with blazing guns, ever coming to
the aid of the helpless and down-trodden.
Certainly no one, except Blue Hawk, knew
that the Masked Rider and the drifting cow-
boy, Wayne Morgan, were the same. His
réle of Morgan was one he often found con-
venient when making a reconnaissance, an
often it was to his advantage to take a job
with some cow outfit as Morgan, which he
could easily do since he was a tophand.

Also, as Morgan, he could always drift into
any town safely, free to come and go as he
pleased. Which had been the case now that
he was in Sand Wells, for only a night or two
before, the Masked Rider and Blue Hawk had
arrived in the vicinity, where they had found
a hide-out in the wild country. Running
short of supplies, the Masked Rider had be-
come Wayne Morgan and ridden into Sand
Wells to replenish their trail-food before
riding on toward Texas.

In their wanderings, the Masked Rider
and Blue Hawk had become as close as any
two men who shared constant danger could
be, but even the Yaqui knew nothmg of the
past of the black-clad man for whom he
would have 1a1d down his life. All the Indian

knew was that the Masked Rider was the
scourge of evil-doers, and that he worked
only for good, stepping in when the Law
could not or would not function.

Because of his activities, the Masked Rider
had many times been blamed for bloody
crimes he had not committed, crimes by
others who had taken advantage of his mys-

tery. But this was a misfortune that he ac-
cepted, and Blue Hawk was content that it
was so. Riding like the wind on the famous
Midnight, the Masked Rider defended the
weak and injured, delivering them from
danger and tyranny. Roaming the trackless
plains of the West, a homeless nomad, the
Robin Hood outlaw avenged the innocent,
administered his own brand of justice and
exacted retribution.

Now, crossing the street toward the barber
shop, Wayne Morgan had all but put the
matter of the right-of-way that was dis-
turbing the town’s citizens from his mind
when he heard a hail behind him.

“Hey there, stranger!”

Morgan halted and turned his head. The
manager of the mining company was beckon~
ing to him. He retraced his steps, aware
that Henry Maxwell was sizing him up keen-
ly. He had already sized up Maxwell, seeing
in him a resourceful individual with sharp
gray eyes and a jutting jaw which hinted
of a bit of ruthlessness should occasion de-

mand.
“I'd like to talk to you for a minute”

Maxwell said. “You said_your name is

Morgan? Maxwell is mine. Come on into the

office.”

mMorgan followed Maxwell to his private

e mine manager closed the door.

“Snt down, Marshal,” he said heartily.

“Morgan’s the name,” Morgan calmly cor-
rected as he took a chair.

“Yes, I know,” was the cool retort. “I
didn’t mean just that.”

“Yuh think I'm a lawman?” said Morgan.

“Aren’t you?” Maxwell said as directly.

“Nope—not exactly.” Morgan smiled
slightly. Ii this man only knew!
see,” commented Maxwell, his tone

p]amly showing that he did not. “Just pass-
ing through, eh?” he asked.

“That’s right.”

“Where from?”

“West,” Morgan said pleasantly

“Where are you headin,

“Eas

“Un you wouldn't be i
ndmg north, would you?”

“I hadn’t figgered on it.”

“I don’t suppose you'd be interested in a.
good job, either,” remarked Maxwell, with
faint irony.

“Not especially,” drawled Morgan. “Why?”

d in




The Masked Rider leaped around Maxwell and fired (CHAPTER XIV)
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16 MASKED RIDER WESTERN

AXWELL considered him for a moment,
frowning, Then he relaxed and smiled.
“Frankly, here’s the situation,” he said.
“You heard some of it. The Goddard outfit
is developing a good borax mine in Dutch-
man’s Desert about twenty miles north of
here. Sand Wells is our logical railroad out-
let. But a dry rancher by the name of Meade
owns a long and wide strip of land adjoining
the desert. We've been having plenty of
boundary trouble with the old coyote. He
claims his property laps over desert land filed
on by the company. To keep his stringy
cattle off our property, we had to erect a
fence. Meade moved the fence out to enclose
a couple of water-holes we need. One thing’s
brought on another, and—"
“Not to mention the wagon freightin’ con-
tract,” suggested Morgan dryly.
“Yes, not to mention that. But Meade can’t
welsl':’ on that until the contract expires next

“When yul'll have yore tail caught in a
crack,” said Morgan, “unless yuh can make
some deal with Meade.”

“Well, baldly—yes,” admitted Maxwell,
compressing his lips. “The only alternative
would be to open a new trail route to Cedar,
on the northern railroad line, and that's out
of the question. . . Say, you're pretty shrewd
for a drifting cow puncher.”

, I just sort of have the knack of sizin’
up a situation,” drawled Morgan. “Just how
does all this tailor down to fit me?”

Maxwell reflected while his sharp eyes
bored into Morgan’s, then he plunged.

e Goddarg Company isn’t a small out-
fit,” he said. “We draw enough water for
the Territorial Governor to be likely to send
an {nvestigator here to consider our claims.
Now if a stranger by the name of Morgan
was just_casually looking around, I'd be a
fool if I didn't arrange it for him to see mat-
ters in a fair and square light. Goddard
hasn't anything to }ude All we want s an

was at pegging " he grunted. “If you
change )l'-our m!nd you’ll find me here or at
the hof

CHAPTER I
A Coffin for Somebody

OBERLY Wayne Morgsn
crossed the street, reflecting on
what he had learned. en he
shrugged his wide shoulders in
dismissal of the entire business.
If he took sides it would cer-

tainly not be for a rich minin,

" corporation. And it didn't loo
% as though the wily old Abe
Meade deserved—or needed—

any help.

The sound of a hammer made him look up
before he reached the barber shop. He was
crossing before an open gateway in a high
board fence. The fence adjoined a sturdy
frame building with a painted sign across the
false front which read:

SAND WELLS FUNERAL PARLOR
ALSO CARPENTRY
Ebeneaer Snodgrass, Prop.

Morgan smiled at the incongruity of the
sign, then peered in through the gate. At a
wide doorway in the side of the building,
with a narrow flight of steps at one end, a
pirie box lay across a pair of sawhorses. A
bald-headed man wearing a carpenter's
apron was busily putting the finishing touches
to the long box.

On impulse, Morgan entered the yard. A
row of small tombstones stood against the
house, and under a shed were a buggy and a
hearse. Sounds and smell of horses came
from a barn, and lumber was piled up in a
couple of racks.

Morgan approached the doorway and

going to cost plenty oi money to bu:ld ﬁ'la!
spur line.”

“And if a feller by the name of Morgan
didn’t happen to be interested?” prompted
Morgan.

Maxwell’s eyes narrowed, and he spoke

tersely.
“Then I might need a first-class gun toter
on my pay-roll to handle the trouble brewing
with Abraham Meade. We’ve got to get that
right-of-way!” He finished slgmﬁcantly. “T
pay good wages—in certain cases.”

Deliberately Morgan got to his feet.

"Thanks for yore confidence, Mr. Max-
well,” he said gravely, “but 'm not yore man.
Tl be trailin’ before sundown.”

Mnxwell looked somewhat taken aback.

guess I'm not as smart as I thought I

d the narrow steps. The carpenter
finished driving a nail before he looked up.
And then Morgan stared into the saddest
face he had ever seen. The bald-headed gent
was about sixty, short and fat. His body
was built for jolly laughter. But his move-
ments were solemn and his face, which
should have been that of a cherub, was as
lugubrious as that of an evangelist who had
Iost his last convert.

“Howdy, sir,” he said in a moumful sing-
song voice. “What can I do for you

Morgan almost stumbled over a small head-
stone inside the door. He glanced at the
nearly com] coffin. Beyond it was a
hal.f-ﬁmshe c}uld’s crib.

“Yuh’re Mr. Snodgrass, I take it,” Morgan

said.
“That 1 be—Ebenezer Snodgrass, at yore
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service,” responded the old man in his
moumful nasally plaintive singsong.
I bet yuh sang tenor in church when
y\lh was yo\m;, ” said Morgan.
“High tenor,” agreed Snodgrass.
“A man of many talents,” said Morgan

Meade’s place. Anderson’s daddy used to
own both outfits before he sold the Old
Anchor to Meade.”

MORGAN leaned against the door jamb
and began building a cigarette with

gravely. and under-
taker. A crib and a coffin. Yuh sort of cover
things from the cradle to the grave.”

“T help out the barber next door on Satur-
day afternoon,” supplied Snodgrass, prepar-
ing to tack a piece of beading on the cof
for trim.

“Today seems like Saturday—judgin’ from
the crowds,” observed Morgan.

“Pay-day yestiddy at the borax mine,” in-
formed Snodgrass, and went on with his
tacking job.

Morgan was beginning to like this tragic
little old troll in whom there wasn’t a spark
of humor.

“Now then,” said Snodgrass, laying his
hammer down on the coffin, “what was it yuh
wanted, frien

Morgan had opened his lips to admit that
he was not in the market for anything this
side of the barber shop when his eyes fell
on the headstone marker near the steps. As
he read the newly cut inscription, his eyes
widene

Snodgrass contemplated Morgan owlishly.

“Yuh're a stranger,” he said. “Don’t recall
ever seein’ yuh in Sand Wells.”

e tall cowboy recovered himself and
looked down at the fat little undertaker’s
round face.

“That’s right, Mr. Snodgrass, and I don’t
reckon I need anything but a little informa-
tion. My name’s Morgan. Seems to me that
Pve heard of this Abraham Meade. When
did he die? Yuh haven’t cut the last date on
that marker.”

“Eh? Oh!
know.”

“Ordered his tombstone ahead of time?”

“Nope,” Snodgrass said sadly. “Seldom
comes to Sand Wells.”

en what—" Morgan was at a loss.
“The marker and coffin go together,
phed the undertaker. “Speclal order.”
“What? Is this a joke?”

“Not for a hundred and twenty-five dollars,

paid in an;lvanceA I sell lots in the town ceme-

Wr% too.”

“But who ordered this coffin?” exclaimed
Morgan.

“John Anderson—last week. Neighbor to
Meade. His PDQ spread lies just south of

Meade ain’t dead so far as I

sup-

care.

“Look, Mr. Snodgrass,” he said gently,
“folks don’t go_around orderin’ coffins for
others who ain’t dead. That might lead a
feller into a peck of trouble.”

“Don’t reckon yuh mean me.

“1 was thinkin’ of this John Anderson
jigger.”

“Knew yuh couldn’t mean me,” said
undertaker. “Nothin’ illegal in what I do
Anderson paid for the work, and every man
gets what he pays Ebenezer Snodgrass for.
I'll cut a date in that stone when John gives
it to me. None of my business what name he
wants carved, Abraham Meade, Abraham
Lincoln, John Doe, or the king of China. . .

y, it strikes me yuh're a mighty curious
gent Morgan.”

T am,” Morgan coolly admitted. “And I'm

nght curious about John Anderson.”

“Nothing curious about John except that
he drinks and gambles too much, lettin’ his
ranch go to pot. John’s kind of wild when he
gets to drinki His grudge against Meade
don’t come out ’cept when he gets his skin
full of red-eye. Swears he’ll kill Abe Meade
some day, and everybody knows John An.
derson’s man enough to

“Does that take courage"’
“Anybody can pull a trigger.”

“Not against Abe Meade. That old man
is a ring-tailed wampus cat from Texas. One
of the best shots in New Mexico. Come to
this country as a prospector. Funny about
that. He spent nigh onto five years pros-
pectin’ the Old Anchor spread for gold for
George Anderson. Got the old man so deep in
debt to him that Anderson had to split his
place in half and deed the north section to
Meade to pay of

“Now, after he couldn’t find gold for An-
derson in five years he suddenly strikes gold

ter he owns the land. That’s why young
Johnny Anderson hates him. He thinks
Meade swindled his daddy—figgers that gold
mine belongs in the Anderson family. No-
body blames him much. Since the spread
was divided, Anderson’s half has been goin’
downhill steady. And now this gold mine
business. No wonder John’s gone on the
prod. I wouldn’t like it myself. Would you"”

“Probably not. I take it that Abe Meade
is not a popular

“Popular? Then wouldn’t be three mourn-
ers if I was to put him in this box tomorrer.
When he drives his steers in for shipment he
expects cattle cars ahead of everybody else.
He wants the best room at the hotel. He

asked Morgan.
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wants a private poker room at Faro Thorpe’s
place. At the dance palace he wants Belle
Howard to entertain only him. He shore is a
Texas hellion. Johnny was right when he
made up that epitaph. . . Move them saw-
bucks and that marker sos I can close the
door. Yuh can go out the front door. This
side entrance is mostly for corpses.”

Morgan turned, though, and descended the
steps.

“Here’s hopin’ neither one of us uses it in
that fashion, Mr. Snodgrass. So lon

e undertaker's mourniul farewell floated
after him.

Morgan at last reached the barber shop
and was awaiting his turn when he heard a
commotion down the street. The man in the
chair leaped up and ran to the door with the
others to look. He was Sam Trench, the hotel

owner.
“What's all the shoutin’ about?” called the
barber, following.

Morgan ambled toward the door. Men were
shouting out in the street, a dog was barking,
and people were turning and staring.

Trench jerked the towel from around his
neck and tossed it behind hi

“By grabs!” he shouted.
front of my hotel!”

e dashed out and sprinted down the
middle of the dusty street.

“I reckon that makes me next,” said Mor-
gan, touching the barber on the shoulder.

“After I see what the ruckus is about,”
sﬂz:xd the barber, and joined the exodus from

e sh

Morgan shrugged, put on his hat, and went
ou

PR e Y (R O B,
a freighting wagon. The driver was standin
by th wheel falking to a lanky man with
sagging vest and sagging sandy mustache.
Men were milling around the high-boarded
wagon, shouting words that gradually evolved
into a sort of chant.

“Abe Meade’s dead! Abe Meade’s dead!”

CHAPTER III
A Body for the Coffin

EFORE Morgan could reach the
ot, the two men at the wagon
ished their palaver. The

driver climbed back to his seat
while the sagging individual
legged it for the bank. The
freighter started his team, the
crowd falling in alongside and
marching with the wagon. Sam
Trench walked back beside the
front wheel, talking up at the driver.
Morgan recognized Lem Nolan and Joe
Blake as thé queer procession went past. As

“That's down in

he watched the wagon pull up in front of the
funeral parlor two men brushed by him. One
was the saggy man on whose vest Morgan
now caught a glimpse of a badge. The other
was a gray-headed man carrying a little
black bag. Morgan followed them, and was
on his way to the undertaker’s house when
the law officer stopped all but a few of the
crowd and closed the gate.

“Now then,” said Henry Maxwell, who had
come from his_ office across the street, “just

what happened, Hardwick?”

“It’s old man Meade, Mr. Maxwell,”
plained the driver. “I got his body in the
wagon. I found him lyin’ in the trail just
south of Anderson’s place. Gunfight. He was
dead, so I brung him to town.”

“Back yore wagon up to the side door,”
ordered the lawman. “Eben, let’s get the
corpse mm yore place.”

“T'll help, Mr. Snodgrass,
mured in the little man’s ear.
of heavy for you.”

Snodgrass nodded, and saw the officer look-
ing curiously at his helper.

“Morgan,” he said quickly, “this is Matt
Qulgley, peace marshal of Sand Wells.”

‘Howdy, Marshal,” Morgan said easily.

Quigley grunted something, and they lifted

e dead man out of the wagon and carried
the body inside to lay it on boards across
Snodgrass’ sawhorses. The victim wasn’t a
pretty sight, for he had been shot in the
head. The gray-haired man bent over the

Morgan mur-
“Mebbe kind

y.

“Now, let's have your story, Hardwick
while Doc Stamms looks him over,” ordered
Quigley.

“Well, I was comin’ to town with a load
from the mines,” explained the freighter,
“When I rounded that bend where the trail
runs between them two low red hills about
fifteen mile from here, there he was in the
road, dead as a mackerel, his six-shooter by
his'hand. No hoss, no sound or sight of any-
body else. I couldn'tleave him layin’ there,
so I brung

‘The dostor twisted his head around. “He
was killed some time this morning,” he said.
“Looks like a thirty-thirty hole. He was
shot in the side of the head, the bullet rang-
ing upward. The man who shot him must
have been on the ground—anyway, below

im

Quigley tugged at his drooping mustache
and frowned.

He asked a few questions, but elicited no
further information.

Without appearmg to do so, Morgan keen-
ly studied the other men. Hardwick, a typi-
cal freighting man, had obviously told all he

ew. Sam Trench alternately gnawed and
blew on his walrus mustache, his sharp eyes
darting from one spot to another. Max=
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well's red face was inscrutable as he

Finally the peace marshal went over and
drew the dead man’s gun from its holster
where Hardwick had put it. He examined it,
calling attention to the fact that three car-
tridges had been recently fired.

“Reckon that’s all there is to it,” he con-
cluded. “Abe Meade finally met a man who
was faster'n he was. I reckon yuh can get
the body ready for burial, Eben.”

“How can yuh say that, Marshal?” Morgan
suddenly asked grimly. “Didn’t yuh hear
Dr. Stamms say he was shot with a rifle?
What kind of a gun duel is that—a carbine
against a six-shooter?”

“Pretty good rifle handlin’, I'd call it,”
said Quigley. “Meade shot three times, didn’t
he? He wasn’t a man to use a six-gun if his
target wasn't close enough to hit. He must
of wounded the other feller. Hardwick said
there was plenty of blood. And Doc Stamms
said the rifleman must of been layin’ on the
ground, the way the bullet ranged up. Plain
case of lead poisonin’ and no more questions
to be asked, the way I see it.”

“Folks are pretty anxious hereabouts to
bury Abe Meade, ain’t they' remark
Morgan in heavy irony.

“I don’t see that it’s any of your business,
Morgan,” Henry Maxwell put in abruptly.
“Do you want to make somethmg of this?”

“But aren’t yuh goin’ to investigate any
further, Quigley?” he demanded. “Every-
where I've ever been a man ain’t just killed
and planted without some sort of inquiry.”

\UIGLEY sighed and tugged at his mus-
tache.

“In the first place, Morgan,” he explained
as though instructing a small boy, “I'm the
peace marshal of just Sand Wells. This
shootin’ took place outside of my jurisdiction.

the second place, all evidence points to a
fair fight. In the third place, Abe Meade had
a good killin' comin’ to him.”

“Amt yuh even goin’ to question John
Ander:

“Why Thould 177 snapped Quigley.

Helplessly Morgan looked toward the wait-
ing_coffin. Snodgrass stared back at him
owlishly.

“Besides,” Quigley went on patiently, “if
the other feller was shot up some we'll soon
know who it was, and he can tell his side of

the story.”
“Which strikes me as plumb sensible,” said
Sam Trench. ou a lawman, Morgan?

“No,” admitted Morgan truthfully.
“Then whats yore stake in this business?”

Meade looked up, to see a
masked man in black in the
doorway (CHAPTER X)
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Trench demanded.

“None,” was Morgan's curt reply.

“Then 1 think this inquiry can be closed,”
said Maxwell crisply. “I'll have Hardwick
stop by the Old Anchor and notify Meade’s
crew. Anybody know of any relations Meade
had? I don’t”

“Not unless Morgan here is his long-lost
son come home,” sneered Trench.

Morgan looked at the man for a brief mo-
ment. He was beginning to dislike the hotel

wner.
“Sorry,” he said quietly. “I'm not. But
I've seen sewed-up poker games before. I
hope all you men know what yuh’re doin’.
Somebody seems to have fixed things all
right for you, Maxwell.”
Maxwell merely glared at him without

speaking.

“Well,” said Morgan, “as you gents have
been kind enough to point out, this is none
of my affair. So I'll be moseyin’ alung back
to the barber shop for my haircut.”

“Blazes!” suddenly ejaculated Dr. Stamms.

He was bending closely over the head of
the dead man, his fingers maneuvering
around the mouth.

“This ain’t Abe Meade!” he shouted.

“What?” cried Sam Trench sharply, his
face paling.

“Not Abe Meade?” repeated Qungley stu-
pidly. “Looks like him to me.”

“Maybe so, but this is not Meade,” said the
doctor decisively. “I ought to know. Meade
has false teeth. This cadaver has natural
ones.”

Maxwell was jarred out of his calm. He
stepped forward and bent over to stare at the
corpse.

“This must be Meade!” he clipped out. “If
it isn’t—who is it?”

“Sometimes a body’s hard to identify after
death,” said the undertaker mournfully, “but
I agree with Doc Stamms. Th)s feller was a
heap younger 'n Abe Meade.”

“Ain’t anybody ever seen this stranger
before?” Marshal Quigley asked plaintively.

e others shook their heads. Morgan
noted that Sam Trench looked positively ill
He was sure the hotel keeper was holding
back something, but Trench did not break
his silence.

“Why not search the body, Marshal?” sug-
gested Morgan dryly. “Yuh might find some-

ngley sheepishly began emptying the
dead man’s pockets. Morgan studied the body
carefully.

The dead man had possibly been in his late
forties. His hair was gray at the temples, his
face craggy, his mouth wide and humorous.
He wore an ordinary black suit and fairly
new cowboy boots. Everything about him
showed signs of wear except the boots.

As Morgan’s gaze reached the dusty boots
his eyes narrowed suddenly. The entire heel
of the left boot was missing. Somewhere,
somehow, the dead man had recently lost his
heel. The exposed leather was not the slight-
est bit soiled.

Quigley’s search brought a meager hand-
ful of possessions into view. There was a
suspender button, pocket-knife, half a plug
of chewing tobacco, and a buckskin money
pouch. The money pouch yielded less than
ten dollars in cash and a folded envelope.

“Traveled light,” observed Snodgrass
hcritiz,:,a]ly. “This here won’t pay for buryin’

im.

MMIARSHAL Quigley unfolded the en-
velope. It was the cover of a canceled
letter, the postmark torn away with the
stamp. It was addressed to Stanley Burke at
Shrevesport, Louisiana. There was nothing

inside.

“Looks like his name might of been Stan-
ley Burke,” announced Quigley.

“Stanley Burke!” came a choking cry
from Sam Trench. He looked around nerv-
ously as everybody eyed him. “I reckon this
must be Burke all nght," he went on. “I
didn't recognize him.”

“Who is Burke?”
tersely.

Trench smiled in sickly fashion. “Just a
pilgrim who come in by train yesterday. He
put up at the hotel with his sick wife and
his daughter. The womenfolks are at the

otel now. e gal's a right pretty little
thing named Sally.”

“Let me see that envelope,” said Maxwell.

He took it from the marshal’s hand, and
studied the scrawled superscription. Morgan
drew near to look over his shoulder.

“There’s something penciled on the back,”
observed Morgan.

Maxwell whipped the envelope over and
turned it to reveal written in a neat, fam
hand a name and addres:

“‘Abe Meade,’ ” he read aloud, “ ‘nineteen
miles north Sand Wells, New Mexico.'” He
glanced up. “Fhis man evidently was on his
way to see Meade. That old hellion may be
cooking up another trick of some kind. He
could have killed this man himself.”

“No matter who did it, 've still got to bury
the corpse,” Snodgrass saud sadly. “And
where’s the money comin’ from, unless his
wldow has it?”

‘Mebbe she has,” said Quigley. He tugged
at l'us mustache and scowled. “You just hold
up, Eben, while I go to the hotel with Sam
and get the gal to come see if this is her pa.”

“There’s nothing more we can do here,”
said Maxwell, handing the envelope back to
the marshal. “Come on, Hardwick.”

‘The men filed through the side entrance

demanded Maxwell
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to the yard, leaving Morgan and the sad-
faced undertaker alone. Morgan quietly
;:ok off his coat and started rolling up his

i guess we'd better tidy up the dead man
some before a woman has to see him.”

“That’s right,” agreed Snadgrass “But I'm
not hirin’ yuh, young feller.”

“No,” Morgan said soberly. “No, yuh’re
net. But I've got a feelin’ a ]ob is shapin’
up for me in Sand Wells, after all.”

CHAPTER IV
A Job for Morgan

HE girl was a pretty little thing

as she came scurrying down

the street, her head bobbing

along just at the shoulder of the

lanky ‘peace marshal. Wayne

Morgan stood inside the front
4 doorway of the funeral parlor
and studied her as she ap-
proached.

She couldn’t have been more
than twenty at most, with lovely brown hair
over which had thrown a light shawl, big
black eyes, and pale features. She wore a
plaid silk dress with leg-o’-mutton sleeves
and full skirt that accentuated the slimness
of her waist. Morgan reckoned that she
wouldn’t have weighed a hundred and ten
pounds soaking wet.

He knew before she arrived that this girl
was the daughter of the dead man. She had
the same wide, humorous mouth, the same
type of craggy features in a feminine way.
But now her face was pale and strained, and
she hurried along in nervous anxiety which
made Morgan think of a delicate sumac leaf
blowing before an early fall breeze.

Sally Burke was definitely not a child of
the Frontier. Women like this, reflected
Morgan, had no business in pioneer country.
They weren't fitted for such a hard life. But
they always came—and most of them sur-
vived courageously. Nevertheless, his heart
swelled with pity for this girl when Marshal
Qulgley ushered her into the mortuary.

“Miss Burke, this here is a hairpin name of
Morgan,” informed Quigley.

Morgan swept off his sombrero and bowed.

“Is he—" faltered the girl, looking ap-
pealingly at Morgan.

“Nope,” supplied Quigley. “Company
freighter name of Hardwick brought the body
in.” And then, as Morgan looked question-
mgly beyond for the missing hotel owner, he
a “Trench’ll be along directly. Went
over to Kilgore’s livery stable first. Yonder s

Snodgrass, the undertaker, miss.”

The girl turned uncertainly toward the

sad-faced Snodgrass. She glanced around

the front room of the funeral parlor appre-
henswely

“Howdy, m)ss, ” the fat little man greeted
mournfuily, reckon Marshal Quigley’s
told yuh what we have to ask yuh to do. If
yuh're ready, just follow me. There’s nothin’
to be afraid of, and mebbe it ain’t yore pa
anyhow.”

Snodgrass and Quigley herded the girl on
to the rear, and Morgan followed silently.
He watched the girl’s straight back and ob-
served how her slender fingers kept gripping
and relaxing at her sides.

“Game little thoroughbred,” he thought.

Snodgrass led the girl to the side where
the ugly bullet wound did not show and
turned back the sheet which was now draped
over the body on the trestle.

Sally Burke stood there without moving,
as though she had turned into a statue. Only
her eyes lived, burning like two great dark
coa]s in her ashen face as she gazed down on

he dead man. Her nervous fingers had
stllled She did not cry out. She just looked
for a long moment.

“Daddy!”  she “Oh,
Daddy!”

Without warning she became @nhinged at
the knees. She would have fallen to the floor
had not Morgan leaped forward and caught
her. He held her against his broad chest like
a wilted little flower, and his eyes grew moist
as he gazed down at her slender white throat
where no pulse was perceptible. He noticed
now, too, how threadbare was the taffeta silk
dress she wore.

He nodded at Snodgrass to recover the
corpse, and he turned to carry the girl back
to the front room.

“Guess I'd better go get Doc Stamms again,
huh?” asked Quigley doubtfully.

“No," said Morgan. “Just get some cold

wal

“I got a bottle of whisky,” offered Snod-
grass in his sad monotone. “Use it to keep off
mosquitoes.”

“Haw!” exploded Quigley. “There ain’t a
mosquito within a hundred mlles of Sand

Wells, Eben, and you know it.

“Just get some cold water,”
gan crisply.

He lay the unconscious girl on a worn
leather davenport, sat down on the edge of
the couch. and began chafing the girl’s cold
hands. Snodgrass trotted in with a pitcher
of water andiegan sprinkling it on her face.

whispered then.

ordered Mor-

lN A minute the girl stirred slightly,
moaned, and opened her eyes. She stared
up wildly and would have struggled to her
feet but her gaze fell on Morgan’s solicitous
face, and she quieted magically. There was
something magnetic about _this big stranger
that soothed and reassured her.
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“My fa'her” “Yes, that
wther. Oh, my poor mother! This
w)]l k\ll her ”? She began sobbing softly.

“There, thete"‘ said Morgan gently, helping
her to sit u;

“Miss Burke,” said Marshal Quigley, “if
yuh're able, I want to ask yuh some ques-
tions. What was yore pa doin’ out on the

trail?”

“North trail?” she echoed blankly “I don’t
know. I—Idon’t understan

“He was found about ﬁf\een miles north
of town on the road to Dutchman’s Desert,”
explained Morgan gently. “Do yuh know
why he was goin’ into that part of the coun-
try?”

“No. No, I don’t”

“Yuh must know somethin’,” said Quigley,
his tone growing impatient. “Yuh knew yore
dad wasn’t at the hotel, didn’t yuh?”

“Oh, yes. He left early this morning. He—
he told us to stay at the hotel and—and not
worry. He said he had some business to tend
to and that he would be back tonight. He
didn’t tell me where he was going. He may
have told Mother. Please tell me how it
happened.”z

“We don't know much about it,” said Quig-
ley, after he had given her a brief account.
“Did yore pa have any money on him?”

“All we had in the world,” Sally said faint-

she murmured.

ly.

“How much?” demanded Quigley bluntly.

“I—don’t know. He wore it in a money-
belt around his waist. We—aren’t very rich.”

The three men glanced at each other. There
had been no money-belt on the dead man.

“There was only nine dollars and thirty-
five cents in a coin pouch in his pants
pocket,” volunteered Snodgrass. “I'm holdin’
it with his gun and other effects. Nothin’
much else. Hls clothes didn’t look like he’d
been robbed.”

“My father wore a snake-skin money-belt
under his clothes,” Sally Burke said positive-
ly. “T don’t know how much he had in it,
but he had it”

‘Mebbe yore ma knows what he had and
where he was goin’,” commented Marshal
ngley "Reckon Tl have to ask her.”

“O , please don’t!” protested the girl
quxckly “Fll ask her. I must break the
news to her myself. Oh, I don’t know what
we are going to do!”

“Take it easy, Miss Sally,” soothed Morgan.
“We‘ll figger things out somehow.”

“But we didn’t have much money,” pro-
tested Sally. “Now we haven’t any—and
we're strangers in a strange land.”

The entrance of Sam Trench furnished an
interruption. The hotel man came forward,
removing his hat and mopping his brow.

“Reckon that was Burke all right,” he said.
“Kilgore told me he rented a hoss about six

o'clock this mornin’ to ride up to the Old
Anchor. Put up a twenty-dollar deposit on
the nag. The hoss hasn’t come in yet.

strayin’ somewheres south of the PDQ.”

“Twenty dollars’ll help some,” said Snod-

rass. “Yuh'll get that back, Miss Burke,
when Kilgore’s animal comes back.”

“You folks hard up?” Trench asked the
girl “Im mlghty sorry, Miss Sally. What
yuh goin’ to do?

“I—I don’t know,” faltered Sally.

“You and yore ma are welcome to stay the
week out at the hotel with no cost,” offered
Trench hearuly “And I reckon we can take
up, a collection.”

No, no!” exclaimed the girl quickly.
Flushing, she drew herself proudly erect.
“You gentlemen are kind, but we cannot ac-
cept charity. is is all so horrible and so
sudden, but—but—"

“Wait right here” said Snodgrass. Grab-
bing his plug hat from a wall rack he set it
on his bald head. ‘T1l be back in a minute.”

“Just what yuh goin’ to do about the killin’
itself, Quigley?” Morgan asked the marshal
bluntly.

Quigley shot him a cagey g]ance, then
looked aside as he tugged at his mustach

‘“Danged if you ain’t a pest, Morgsm," he
mumbled, lowering his voice so the girl
couldn’t hear. “I told you I'm only the town
marshal. The fact that the dead man ain’t
who we thought don’t change the way he
died none.

“Then yuh don’t intend to do anything
about it?” Morgan flatly.

“T'll do everything I can do" Quigley de-
clared angrily, “but I ain’t goin’ to act like a
Territorial marshal, if that's what yuh mean.
And yuh better keep yore bill out of things
if yuh want to stay healﬁly You don’t un-
derstand thmgs around here

0, on’t, admltted Morgan frankly.
“But I'm hegmmn to”

"JRENCH, talking with Sally Burke, kept
darting glances at Morgan's broad back.
He turned abruptly from the girl and spoke
to the dark-haired cowboy.

“From what I've seen of yuh, Morgan,” he
said in an ugly tone, “yuh’re a trouble-
maker. Take my advice and keep yore nose
clean. We can handle things here in Sand
Wells without yore help. If yuh’re smart,
yuh'll fork yore bronc and get along with
yore driftin’”

“Thanks,” Morgan drawled coolly. “And
from what I've seen of you, Trench, I
No, I won't say it, since yuh've made a kindly
offer to Miss Burke.”

“Say anything yuh’re man enough to say,”
Trench invited curtly. “Start anything yuh
think yuh’re big enough to finish.”

“And have Marshal Quigley take a hand—
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since this ns in his territory,
said quietl;

Ebenezer Snndgrass returned at that mo-
ment, trotted into the house with a woman
in tow. Trench retreated a pace as he recog-
nized her. Morgan surveyed her curiously.

“This is the gal, Belle,” Snodgrass said to
her. “Sally, let me make yuh acquainted with
Belle Howard, one of the finest women ever
to walk the streets of Sand Wells.”

Belle Howard went swiftly to the grief-
stricken and perplexed girl and put her arm
around her shoulders.

“My dear child,” she said in a husky con-
tralto voice, “I'm terribly sorry to hear of
your trouble. You and your mother are going
to move in with me at once.”

Sally Burke stiffened in protest. “Oh, we
couldn’t! Thank you a lot for your kindness,
Mrs. Howard, but we—we just can’t accept
charity.”

“Miss Howard,” corrected Belle. “And not
another word, my dear. I won’t hear of any
otherarrangement. And it isn’t charity. We'll
work out something. Can you sing?
dance?”

“Why, I sing a little—and play the piano,”
Sally answered, slowly responding to the
woman’s kindliness. “But I don’t under-
stand—"

“Belle runs the Palace Dance Hall” ex-
plained Snodgrass.

‘And 1 can certainly use a good muslcnan
and singer,” added Belle emphatically. “Come
along with me, dearie, and we’ll talk things
over to your entire satisfaction.”

Sally smiled slightly for the first time. It
was an expression that lighted up her face
like a lamp behind a delicately tinted win-

eh?” Morgan

“Oh if I can work for what we get, that’s
different!” she cried. “At least Mother and
I can stay here until we get enough to go
back to Louisiana.”

Morgan thought of objecting but, eyeing
Belle Howard keenly, he decided to remain

silent. Somebody had to take care of this
proud little orphan and her invalid mother.
Why not Belle Howard?

Belle was a pretty brunette in her thirties,
plump but comely. Her beauty was shadowed
by a certain hardness of eye and voice, and
a rather firm expression around her generous
mouth. Morgan had known dozens of women
like Belle Howard, typical daughters of
Frontier entertainment. Most of them proved
to have hearts of gold beneath their tough
exterior. Anyway, this was a temporary
solution.

Sally looked at Morgan, a question in her
large dark eyes.

y not go with Miss Howard, Sally?”
he saxd, smiling encouragement. “I think
you and your mother will be in fine hands.”

Belle Howard tilted her head and surveyed
Morgan coolly. She liked what she saw.

“You’re not so bad-looking yourself, cow-
boy,” she said in her throaty voice. “Come
over to the Palace. I'll give you a dance any
time.” She turned back to Sally. “Come on,
honey, let’s get out of here. This is an awful
place to bring a young girl. Quigley, you
ought to have had more sense.”

Even as Belle ushered Sally away, the girl
laid a hand on the arms of Morgan and
Trench.

“Oh, thank you both for being so kind to
me,” she said sincerely. “And please don't
fight. Thank all of you.” She included Snod-
grass and Quigley in her glance. “I know
you'll do everything you can to help.”

“Humph!” snorted Belle Howard expres-
sively, dragging Sally away like a Brahma
bull trailing a lariat.

In the silence that followed their departure
Snodgrass turned his owlish gaze upon Mar-
shal Quigley.

“What am I goin’ to do with Burke’s body,
at that, Matt?” he asked.

“Get it ready for burial tomorrow,” ad-
vised Quigley. “If nothin’ else happens, the
town’ll have to pay for it.” {Turn page]
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“Morgan might go out and dig the grave in
Boot Hill,” sneered Trench. “He’s so danged
anxious to help.”

Morgan put on his hat and adjusted it care-
fully as he eyed each of the men in the room
in turn. Then he strolled to the door. On the
threshold he paused and glanced back.

“Yuh know,” he said softly, “I might do
just that”

And he stepped out into the sunshine.

CHAPTER V
Guntrap Trail

ERHAPS a couple of miles
northeast of town in a small box
2 canyon lost in a maze of rolling
foothills a man had made a dry
=\ camp with a little band of three
horses. He was an arresting
figure as he squatted there
checking over and rearranging
K the packs from the backs of two
of the horses.

He was an Indian, a brawny and muscular
Yaqui, brown as the hills which surrounded

, clad in white drill breeches and white
cotton shirt. Soft and pliable beaded moc-
casins were on his feet, and a red bandeau
was around his head, binding down his black
locks. He wore a wicked-looking hunting
knife in a sheath at his waist, and a well-
oiled Wmchester rifle was within easy reach
of his

Two of the horses, a pinto and a gray,
were hobbled to prevent their straying. The
third horse, a magnificent coal-black stallion,
was as free as the air, but he did not wander
off. Almost as much as the Indian he seemed
to be alert and on guard, his ears constantly
pricking forward and his great dark eyes in-
telligently surveying everything around him,
When a paper blew away from the packs and
fluttered past him in the slight breeze that
sighed through the canyon he whickered

oftly.

The Indian looked up with a smile.

“Ho, Mldmght " he said in a deep, plensant
voice, “you, too, look for Senor, no?”

The great horse snorted, and again whin-
nied gently.

“ane patience, black one. He will be here
soon.

The Indian glanced up at the early after-
noon sun, then resumed his preparations for
the night’s meal.

Suddenly he paused and cocked his head
to listen. His keen ears had caught the faint
soun of a horse’s hoof, down the canyon, a

that no white man could have heard
at that distance. Grasping his rifle, he rose
tb:) hie feet and took shelter behind a huge

lar.

At that moment the cry of a mountain lion
came echoing up the canyon. Instantly the
Indian relaxed. He answered with a like call
In a short while Wayne Morgan came riding
along the canyon into view.

“Senor!” cried the Indian, his eyes light-
ing up as they always did upon the return of
his friend. “Senor” was the only name ever
given by the Yaqui to this tall trail com-
panion of his.

Midnight whinnied loudly and came trot-
tmg forward.

“How, Blue Hawk!” greeted Morgan. He
swung llthely down from his roan and strode
forward, leading his mount by the reins.
“And Midnight! What yuh say, big feller?”

The great horse stepped daintily forward
and nuzzled at Morgan’s shoulder. Laugh-
ingly Morgan patted the glossy neck, then
reached into his pocket for the lump of sugar
the black horse knew was there.

“Senor, I have made camp here as you di-
rected,” said Blue Hawk, as he stripped the
saddle from the sweating roan. “But you did
not' get the supplies. You did not get hair-
cut!”

“No, Hawk,” Morgan told him soberly. ‘“In-
stead, I ran into what looks like a peck of
trouble for a pair of helpless women.”

“Tell me, Senor,” breathed the Indian.

Morgan gave a brief but graphic account
of his experiences in Sand Wells. When he
had nished Blue Hawk nodded sagel

“Then you think, Senor, this is J{) for
Masked Rider?” he asked.

“I'm afraid it is, Hawk.”

“Good " Blue Hawk grunted.
do rst?”

Morgan glanced at the sun, pleased to find
it still hig]

e ﬁrst thing to do is to visit the spot
where Hardwick found Burke’s body,” he
decided. “I'm right curious to read sign
there.”

“Fine,” said the Indian. “I saddle Midnight
and Gray Boy pronto. You will eat some-
thing, Senor'!"

“No,” said Morgan. “I think I'll be eatin’
supper with an old hellion named Abe
Meade.”

Blue Hawk swiftly saddled the two horses.
Then Morgan prepared to change his identity
from that of the drifting cowboy he had been
in Sand Wells to that of the Masked Rider.
From the saddle-roll on the black stallion’s
saddle he drew forth a crushed black som-
brero which he cuffed back into shape and
put on, discarding the gray Stetson he had
been wearing. en he shook out a som|
hlack cloak and fastened it around his shoul~

“What we

A black domino completed his ttire—and
Wayne Morgan, cowboy, had disappeared.
In his place stood the Masked Rider, the
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Robin. Haod outlaw who had a price on his
head, but a man feared above all others by
criminals of the West—and blessed by those
he aided.

IN A short time Blue Hawk also was ready
to ride, and the sun was still only barely
beginning its path down the sky as they set
out for a long trek across the rangeland.
They were headed on a new justice trail,
and neither of them would rest from now on
until their purpose was accomplished.

Less than three hours after riding away
from their canyon hide-out the two men
reached the place where Stanley Burke’s
body had been found. The Masked Rider
located it easily from Hardwick’s descrip-
tion, for he had given the freighter a chance
to go into greater details than Marshal Quig~
ley had given the man. The Masked Rider
judged the scene of death to be well within
John Anderson’s PDQ range.

Dismounting and leaving their steeds
ground-hitched, the two men methodically
went to work quartering the area. Both of
them could track and read sign with the
keenness of Blue Hawk’s ancestors, and they
rarely missed a trick.

In silence they studied the ground, not
making any comparisons until they had both
read all sign visible to them. Then, while
Blue Hawk circled slowly around like a
bloodhound seeking a scent, the Masked
Rider approached the spot in the trail where
the dried life blood of Burke was still visible.
Here he stood, slowly turning around while
his dark blue eyes searched every inch of
the dusty road within ten yards.

Suddenly he expelled a quick breath of
triumph, walked southward a couple of
strides and retrieved something from a dusty
rut. He examined his find carefully while he
waited for his companion to finish his sign
hunt. The sun, lowering redly in the west
now, was still above the horizon when the
Indian approached and signified that he was
ready to report.

“All right, Hawk,” said the Masked Rider,
in the stern and somewhat harsh tones he
used when playing the rdle of the Robin
Hood outlaw—even when alone with the
Yaqui. “Tell me what yuh've rea

“Yes, Senor,” the Indian said gravely. He
pointed out what he had seen and been im-
pressed by as he talked. “Only one man was
shot here. There is mark where Burke,
riding north, halted his horse and dismount-
ed. He was shot and fell on trail where this
blood spot shows. Sliding mark shows that
one foot slipped from under him. Over in
thicket to left is evidence that man with rifle
was hiding, but I did not find rifle shell.”

“Whoever did this job, Hawk,” the masked
man said grimly, “was a pretty cagey feller.

Go on”

“Then rifleman came out of thicket and
walked to this spot. He wore cowboy boots.
He stood here and looked down, maybe to
make sure victim was dead. I cannot see
just how Burke was killed. Yonder toward
north is spot where freighter stopped his
wagon, got down and came to examine body.
One dragging heel mark shows where he
lugged body back to wagon. I cannot read
more, as there are marks of many wagons
and horses. Can you read what Blue Hawk
has missed, Senor?”

“1 thmk so, Hawk,” said the Masked Rider
“See this?” He extended the object
he_had picked up.

Blue Hawk nodded as he gazed at what the
masked man held in his hand. It was the heel
from a man’s fairly new boot, shorn clean
away. Almost buried in the hard leather
was a six-shooter slug.

“Whoever it was that caused Burke to
stop and dismount must have been the man
who shot his heel away,” the black-clad man
explained. “There were two killers. The first
met Burke face to face and attracted his at-
tention. They exchanged shots. The first
killer missed Burke in any vital spot, but shot
him in the heel and knocked him down. Then
it was that the rifleman hidin’ in the thicket
came out and stood above the victim. In cold
blood he pointed his rifle and shot Burke in
the temple.

“Quigley and Dr. Stamms had it all wrong,
It was the killer who stood above his victim,
instead of bein’ on the ground and shootin’
up at Burke. That is why the bullet seemed
to range upward. It actually ranged down-
ward. Hawk, them two killers guntrapped
Stanley Burke and murdered him on his trail
this mornin’. One of ’em wore cowboy boots
and carried a rifle. The other, whose marks
are all mixed up with others now in the trail,
came down the road southward and is a bad
marksman with a six-shooter.”

“Yes, that is it,” agreed the Indian. Men-
tally he reconstructed the scene as the
Masked Rider had described it. “He knocked
Burke down, this bad marksman, and his rifle
pardner killed him”

here is one more angle to this,” reflected
the Masked Rider thoughtfully. “It's pos-
sible that the killer with the six-gun shot
so bad because he was too far away. And
the other killer may have shot Burke from
the thicket before comin’ out of it.”

JRLUE HAWK nodded thoughtfully. “That
is_true. But why do you think that,
Senor?’

“Because there is no reason for anybody
hereabouts to kill Burke, a stranger. At a
distance they must have mistaken him for
Abraham Meade. And from what I gathered
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about Meade, no killer would have wanted
to risk gettin’ too close to him before shoot~

"iso this Burke was killed by mistake?”

“Not only was he killed by mistake, Hawk.
He was guntrapped and murdered.”

“Ugh! Bad medicine. You think the dry-
gulchers found out their mistake, Senor?’

‘Mebbe not. Hardwick, the freighter,
didn't know any better. He thought the dead
man was Abe Meade. Anyway, everybody
will know soon enough that a mistake was
made. Meanwhile, two women have lost
husband and father and been left helpless
and broke in Sand Wells. And Marshal Quig-
ley,intends to do nothin’ about it”

So the asked Rider will take a hand in
game,” said Blue Hawk confidently, and
asked his usual question: “What do we do,
Senor?’

“I want yuh to ride on to Meade’s place
and scout the situation there. Get a job of
some kind if yuh can and wait for word from

‘Very well, Senor. What will you do?”

“l'll g0 back by the hide-out and swap
horses. Wayne Morgan will go back to town.
Henry Maxwell offered me a job this morn-
in’. I am goin’ to take it.”

“He wanted you to kill Abraham Meade
for him?”

“Yes,” the Masked Rider said in cold, hard
tones. “And that job is still open since two
killers made a mistake here this mornin’, I
wasn't so curious before, but now I'm begin-
nin’ to want to know just how bad Meade
deserves killing.”

“You think maybe killers work for Max-
well?”

“I don’t know. If so, why would Maxwell
try to hire me for the job if he had a gun-
tra};:a slready set, and hadn’t yet learned that
it

“On other hand, Anderson might be one
of killers,” suggested Blue Hawk.

“ won’t overlook John Anderson,”
promised the Masked Rider grimly. “Who-~
ever it was is goin’ to pay for murderin’ the
wrong man. Let’s get goin’, Hawk”

“Adios, Senor,” said the Indian, as he
swung into saddle.

asta manana,”
Rider.

Stepping into his own saddle he headed the
huge black stallion southward.

That simply they parted, each going to do
his appointed task, making no complicated
plans which mlght go awry, but falling in
with things as they found them and letting
events shape their future actions.

But the very wind seemed to whistle a
more cheerful tune, and a field lark took off
from the cedar thicket and soared up into
the blue as he piped a joyous note. The en-

returned the Masked

tire range seemed to gather itself and crouch
in breathless expectancy as the black-clad
figure on the great black horse thundered
across the prairie into the creeping nightfall,
an ominous figure of doom riding the gun-
trap trail

CHAPTER VI
The Palace

UTSIDE of the hotel, the Palace
Dance Hall was the most pre-
tentious building in Sand Wells.
It was even larger than the two-
storied bank building. Built by
the enterprising “Faro” Thorpe,
the dance hall was a two-
& storied building which housed

a saloon and gambling joint on

one side and a huge dance floor
on the other.

The two establishments were connected by
a wide archway in the middle of the bisecting
wall. Upstairs were rooms and living quar-
ters for the dance hall girls and other em-
ployees. Belle Howard, queen of the roost,
lived in three rooms there.

Cheap and somewhat tawdry, the place was
clean and decent, for Belle Howard tolerated
no monkey business. Any dance hall girl
who couldn’t behave herself had to move
out. No matter what gambling, drinking or
brawling took place on the ground floor,
nothing questionable ever intruded above
stairs. No drinking in the rooms, no men
visitors, no gambling, no rough-house.

Whether or not Faro Thorpe wholly con-
curred in this straight-laced arrangement, he
abided by it. He had hired Belle Howard to
run the dance hall, and he had to accept her
on her own terms. It had proved a paying
proposition.

He stood now in the archway between
saloon and dance hall, immaculate in his
Prince Albert and carefully creased trousers
of black broadcloth, his creamy waistcoat
of tiny-flowered satin and his black silk bow
tie, and_surveyed the night crowd in both
places. Pay-day at the mines always stimu-
lated the entertainment business.

orpe was a well-built man of medium
height, and in his late thirties. His coloring
was as fair as that of a Norseman, his hair
a shining blond, and his eyes as blue as a
mountain tarn. He was clean-shaven, quiet
of manner and with a soft, pleasant and per-
suasive voice. Fairly well educated, he had
come to this part of the country from San
Francisco about the time that George Ander-
son had died a couple of years before. He
had opened his h

ouse of entertainment and
had started buying property about town.
Easily the most influential citizen of Sand
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Wells new, he was by no means a timid or
fearful man. In a pair of spring-clip shoul-
der holsters beneath his smoothly tailored
Prince Albert he wore a pair of nickel-plated,
pearl-handled .38 six-shooters which he
knew hqw to use. And although he rarely
went in for physical violence, if occasion re-
quired, he could fight like a jungle cat and
with the proficiency of a lumberjack. He
hadn’t spent half his life on the Barbary
Coast for nothing.

There was one ﬂy in l-us ointment. Ever a

man who planned and executed his schemes
without fuss or feathers, he had begun mak-
ing plans for the future which included Belle
Howard, his business partner. But he had
neglected to let Belle in on the fact that he
was falling in love with her, and of late had
noted with growing disapproval that Henry
Maxwell, resident manager of the borax
mines from which he derived a large part of
his income, was becoming too interested in
the lady.

He watched now, without seeming to do
so, as Maxwell danced with Belle while a
pianist played a Viennese waltz. Most of the
other dancers had drifted to the sides of the
huge floor and were also watching the per-
forming couple. The fiddler and the regular
piano player sat idly on the little platform
at the end of the hall while a new pianist
played this music so rare in a place of this
sort.

Maxwell was a good waltzer, Thorpe had
to admit. But he didn't like it. His face calm
and inscrutable, the gambler drew a slim
cigar from his breast pocket and carefully
lighted it. He glanced through the delicate
smoke fog he created toward the musicians’
platform and studied the slender back of the
dark-haired girl who was playing.

She finished the waltz and dmpped her
hands. Thorpe caught Belle Howard’s eye
and jerked his head imperceptibly. Belle
smiled at her partner and led him toward
the archway.

“Hello Thorpe,” greeted Max

“Good evening, Mr. axwell
Thorpe evenly. “Enjoying yourself?

“Very much, thanks to Miss Howard. Join
me in a drink?’

“No, thanks. I want to speak to Belle a
moment.”

Maxwell thanked Belle for the dance and
went on into the barroom.

Belle halted beside Thorpe and looked at
him_levelly.

“That glrl at the piano” Thorpe answered
her unspoken question. “Who is she? I never
saw_her before.”

“She's the daughter of the man who was
killed out on the mine trail this morning.
Her name is Sally Burke. I gave her a job.”

replied
o

FARO THORPE raised his eyebrows
slightly and flicked a glance at the girl,
then brought his blue eyes back to Belle.

“Oh, yes, I heard about that stranger. I
didn’t know he even had a family. And
you've got her playing the piano here—with
her father not yet buried?”

“Don’t act so shocked, Faro. I know you
well enough to know that nothing shocks you.
The girl is just playing a little while to get
accustomed to the place, It's good for her.
She and her mother are living at the hotel.
They are moving in with me tomorrow.”

Thorpe frowned. “Moving in with you?”

“Have you any objections?”

He shrugged. “None at all, my dear,” he
said smoothly. “But aren’t you being a little
too generous?”

Belle surveyed him coolly. She knew what
he meant. It did seem incongruous. Here she
was, a dance hall mistress in her gawdy de-
colleté black and gold dress and her war
paint, playing hostess to a pair of women
from a refined home.

“The devil with you!” she said flatly. “It’ 's
little you know about the heart of a woman.”

“I may know more than you reckon for,”
he returned in a quiet voice. “If it's money
the girl needs to take her back home, give it
to her and charge it up to house expense.
Shes not the type to mix here”

“She has pride, Faro. She won’t accept
anything. But you're a gemleman for offer-
ing it, and I'll tell her.

“Tell her what you please,” replied Thorpe,
“but you remember yourself that
I'm a gentleman.”

Before Belle had time to react to this
unusual remark a footfall sounded behind
them and a man’s voice said:

“Hello_there, Belle. How’s my best gal?
Howdy, Thorpe. How about a little game?”

A tall and sinewy young man in rangeland
garb had stopped beside them, a red-headed
fellow with greenish-blue eyes. His face was
tanned and had sun wrinkles, but it was a
pleasant enough except for a willful expres-
sion around the mouth anda slightly petulant
pout to the thin lips.

“Hello, Anderson,” Thorpe said smiling.
“I guess a little session can be arranged, but
hadn’t you better go slow on your gam-
bling?”

“I want some revenge,” declared Anderson,
half in jest and half in earnest.

“Later then, if you insist,” agreed Thorpe
“A fine beau, you are, John Anderson,”
chided Belle Howard. “Talking about best

girls and cards in the same breath.”

“Aw, now, Belle” protested Anderson,

“you know I'm just makin’ talk with Thorpe.
Yuh’re the one I rode in to see. How about
a dance?” He drew her out onto the floor.
“Say! Who's your new piano player?”
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“Come and meet her,” suggested Belle.
“You ought to be interested. She’s the daugh-
ter of a man who got killed today by mis-
take—mistaken for Abe Meade.”

Both Belle and Thorpe watched Anderson’s
face keenly, Anderson’s eyes went wide, and
scowled at mention of Meade’s name.

“Don’t reckon I've heard about that” he
said thinly.

Thorpe glanced toward the front of the
saloon, and his eyes narrowed slightly at
sight of the man who had just entered
through the batwings in company with Peace
Marshal Quigley. The stranger stopped at the
bar beside Maxwell, joining the mine man-
ager in a drink, while Quigley walked over
to the trio in the archway.

“Howdy,” he greeted dryly. “Didn’t I hear
somethin’ said about the Burke killin"? I
don’t reckon yuh know anything about it, do
yuh, Anderson?”

“I don’t reckon I'd tell yuh if I did,” the
PDQ rancher said coldly.

“Nope,” agi e peace officer.
happened on your range. No harm in askin’.

“Who’s your friend, Quigley?” asked
Thorpe, flicking a glance toward the two men
at the bar.

“Him?” said the lawman, “With Maxwell?
Name’s Morgan. Stranger who blew in this
mornin’. Nosey sort of cuss. Been proddin’
me about makin’ an_investigation of that
killin’. I thought he'd left town till T met
him outside a minute ago.”

Anderson and Thorpe looked sharply at
Morgans back, their eyes speculative.

Is that so? murmured the gambler.

“Inquisitive sort of jigger, huh?’ com-
mented Anderson,

“Shore is,” said Quigley. “I thought him
and Sam Trench would come to blows a
couple times.”

“You vultures stop picking that cowboy to
pieces,” said Belle Howard peremptonly
“He looks pretty good to me. . . . Come on,
John—T1l introduce you to Sally Burke £

“But it

THEY made their way across the dance
floor and toward the platform where the
two regular musicians were making ready to
resume playing cowboy and Frontier tunes.
Quigley wandered off, and Thorpe moved
leisurely to the bar where he joined Maxwell
and Morgan.

Morgan had just set down his empty whis-

y glass and was speaking.

Yefrih told me o hunt yuh up if I changed
my mind about that job, Maxwell,” he said
casually. “I've been thinkin’ your proposi-
uon over since mornin’.”

h, that,” replied Maxwell, with a care-
less shrug “As one gent to anuther, Ill ask
you to forget what was said, mng-or

Morgan was faintly surpri: uh mean

yuh don’t want to hire me, after all?”
Maxwell looked at him squarely. “Frankly,
I don’t,” he said.
“But that problem yuh told me yuh had,”
pointed out Morgan. “It still ain’t solved.”
“You're not the man for it,” rephe}ti Maﬁt—

well. “I’ve changed my mind. . . . o,
Thorpe.”
“Hello, said Thorpe to Maxwell, his keen

blue eyes on Morgan. “Let’s have a_drink
on the house. What'll it be, stranger?”
“Two fingers of rye,” said Morgan, accept-~
ing,
“Meet Morgan,” said Maxwell. “Morgan,
thls ls Faro Thorpe, owner of this palace of
“Glad to know you, Morgan,” said Thorpe.
“T've heard of you.”
Morgan did not trouble to reply that he
had also heard of Faro Thorpe.
“Nice place yuh've got here,” was all he

said.

The bartender set out a whisky bottle,
and all three drank.

“Staying in town long?” asked Thorpe, as
he set down his glass.

“Don’t reckon so, now,” answered Morgan,
wnh a glance at Maxwell.

“Well, make yourself at home here,”
Thorpe invited pleasantly. “Ladies in the
dance hall, drinks here—and if you play
cards, you'll find some amusement in the
back room.”

“Thanks,” said Morgan.

The two men left him, talking together as
they strolled away. Morgan gazed after them
and shruggedlightly. So Maxwell had grown
leery of him and had shut the job door right
in his face. Which simply meant that he
would have to employ other ways of check-
ing up on the mining company.

CHAPTER VII
Knife Introduction

FTER a few dance tunes there
was a brief pause in the other
room, and then the soft strains
of a piano came floating through
the archway. It was an old
ballad, a favorite of Wayne
Morgan’s and he made his way
to the dance hall to listen to it.

Voice was lifted in song.
Oh, believe me, if all those endearing young
That I gaze on so fondly today. . . .

Morgan walked toward the platform where

Sally Burke was playing and singing while

John Anderson leaned on the piano, watching
and listening.
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“Who's the red-headed cowboy?” Morgan

asked Belle Howard as he passed

Anderson,” elle, “Domt wor-
ry, Morgan 1 wouldn’t introduce anybody
to that girl who isn't it to talk to her.”

“Anderson’s the feller who goes gunnin'
for Abe Meade when he gets full of red-eye,
ain’t he?”

Belle Howard gave him a stabbing glance.
“You're a curious somebody, Morgan. Better
not start probing into Anderson’s habits. He
hates the very ground Abe Meade walks on.”

“I thought he loved the ground and it was
just Meade he hated,” commented Morgan.

Belle caught her breath, her eyes sparkling
in appreciation.

“Somewhat of a wit, too, aren’t you?”

“In a sort of half way,” Morgan drawled.
“But thanks for the advice. Won't cause any
fireworks if T just sort of sidle up and meet
him, will it?

Belle laughed. “Come on,” she said, giving
in

Just as they reached the platform Sally
Burke's hands made a discord, and her voice
broke.

Thou wouldst still be adored, as this moment. .

She bowed her head against the music rest
and began sobbing uncontrollably.

Swiftly Morgan sprang upon the platform
and bent over the girl, his broad back to the
rear door. So he failedto see that door open
stealthily and two men barely cross’ the
threshold. Their neckerchiefs were pulled
up high about their mouths, and their hats
were pulled low. In the shadows there they
were But the si
the hand of one and the glittering kmfe held
by its tip in the right hand of the other were
definitely not anonymous

Just as Morgan spoke comfortingly to the
sobbing girl, the man with the knife drew
back his arm and snapped it forward in a
dexterous motion. Like a beam of light the
weapon flashed across the end of the room,
aimed unerringly at the center of Morgan’s
back. Belle Howard uttered a helpless little
cry of warning.

But it was John Anderson who sprang to
life. Snatching up the first thing that came
to hand, he lunged forward and interposed it
between Morgan’s shoulders and the flying
knife. With a thud and splintering sound the
‘weapon crashed into the fiddler’s instrument,
arrested in its flight just an inch from the
intended victim’s body.

Even before the uproar of shouts and cries,
Morgan was in action. He whirled about in
a crouch, his two guns appearing like magic
in his hands. He snapped a pair of shots at
the gaping back door just as the two assassins
rushed out into the night. Then, and then

only, he paused to look at the shattered
violin with its captured knife in the red-
headed rancher's hand.

‘Thanks, friend,” he said to Anderson.
“That’s one I owe yuh. And I always pay my
debts. Did yuh see who it was?”

“Only that there was two of ’em,” answered
Anderson. He wrenched the knife from the
ruined violin and handed the instrument to
its owner. “Huumm—this is a mule skinner's

nife

“Hold onto it, "said Morgan. Then, to the
spluttering fiddler: “I'll buy yuh a new fiddle,
feller. I'll be back.”

He started for the back doorway at a run.

“Hey, wait, yuh crazy fool” yelled Ander-
son. “T'll go with you.”

Belle Howard’s arms went around the
trembling Sally as both stared after the two

men.

“I don’t reckon that pair of gents need a
better introduction to each other,” Belle
commented.

By the time Morgan and Anderson reached
the alley behind the dance hall it was de-
serted. The two would-be assassins had com-
pletely disappeared. There was no sound of
galloping hoofs, so it was obvious that the
murderous pair had simply pulled down their
neckerchiefs and mingled with the people on
the streets.

"EEY could have entered any place and
lost themselves easily. They could have
circled the Palace and come right back in
through the front, with nobody the wiser.

“You go one way, pard, and I'll go the
?ther, suggested Anderson. “We’ll meet in
ront.

“No use, Anderson
never find ’em now.’

“Mebbe yuh shot one of ’em.”

“I'm afraid not. We might as well go back
to the dance hall.”

“All right,” agreed Anderson. “Yuh take
it cool enough. Yuh ought to know who's
gunnin’ for yuh. Ain’t yuh got no idea?”

“Just an idea,” admitted Morgan, saying
no more.

An idea was all it was. The first logical
suspect Morgan could think of was Henry
Maxwell. Maxwell had talked too much be-
fore making sure of his man, and Morgan
knew that the mine manager regretted this
now. He might have good reason to dispose
of the too curious stranger. On the other
hand, there was Faro Thorpe, who had been
with Maxwell the last time Morgan had seen
him. But there was no reason for Thorpe to
be interested in Morgan’s activities. Never-
theless, there had been two killers. They
could have been Maxwell and Thorpe.

However, the very fact that there had been
two men made Morgan remember that two

said Morgan. “We'd
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men had killed Stanley Burke in a guntrap.
It was possible that the same two men had
made the attempt on his life. That John An-
derson could have been behind the deed was
implausible. In the first place, he could not
have known that Morgan was interested in
him, and why arrange a killing if he was
going to circumvent it with a violin?

This left Sam Trench as another possible
suspect. Trench could have known of the
trap to kill Meade, and he certainly knew
that Morgan was taking too lively an interest
in the proceedings. Further, there was a
growing antipathy between the two of them.
But why kill Morgan for it?

Of them all, Maxwell seemed the most like-
ly culprit. At the same time, it could simply
have been the two Burke killers who had
learned that Morgan was agitating things and
had acted on their own.

All of this passed through Morgan’s mind
as he and Anderson reentered the Palsce

ey met Marshal Quigley at the doo

“What’s all this knife-throwin’ ruckus’"
demanded Quigley.

“Yore guess is as good as ours, Marshal,”
replied Morgan calmly. “Seen anything of
Maxwell and Thorpe lately?”

“Yeah. They'’re in the card room back of
the saloon—or they was till the excitement
brought em out. Yuh catch either of the
killers?”
smd Anderson. “Neither hide nor

Lemme see the knife,”
Anderson handed it over.

It was a keen-bladed, stag handled hunt-
ing knife such as many men carried. There
was neither mark nor initial by which to
identify it.

“Huummm—such a knife as dozens of
freighters, miners and cowboys carry,” ob-
served Quigley. “I don’t recogmze it

“I didn’t suppose yuh would,” said Morgan
dryly. He took the knife and put it into his
pocket. “I reckon I inherit it since it was
intended for me. It’s all I got to show for
?ﬂy dollars’ worth of fiddle I have to pay

or.”

Quigley squinted at him, tugging at his
mustache.

“I reckon yuh don’t understand my posi-
tion, Morgan,” he finally said. “Tll set yuh
straight right now. Mebbe I don’t seem so
anxious to dig into things that happen outside
of town, but lemme tell yuh I'm plenty in-
terested in what takes place right here in
my own bailiwick. I ain’t droppin’ this knife
investigation just because I don't know whose
knife it is. You or anybody else who starts
trouble in Sand Wells will find out there’s
law here Now, describe them two polecats
to m

Anderson obliged with a sketchy descrip-

said Quigley, and

tion of the pair.

“One wore tan chaps. The knife thrower
was in plain work clothes, and I think he had
on laced boots. I didn’t see ’em good, but
they was regular sized men. I'd say one was
a cowboy and the other a miner, although
they both had bandannas up around their
mouths.”

“Anything to add, Morgan?”’ Quigley
asked.

“Nothin’ about them two coyotes, Marshal,
but somethin’ about you,” said Morgan ad-
miringly. “I begin to believe yuh're an hos-
est lawman who takes his job serious. I
apologize for thinkin’ otherwise.”

They went on inside where Thorpe and
Maxwell were talking with Belle Howard
and Sally Burke. Having already eliminated
the two men as participants in the attempted
knifing, Morgan produced a slim roll of fold-
ing money and started to pay the fiddler for
his ruined instrument.

Thorpe quickly interpos: ed. “None of that,
Morgan,” he said. The house will pay for
the damage. It’s the least I can do. And
thanks, Anderson, for being so handy. Either
of you have any idea who made the attack?
You have any enemies trailing you, Mor-
gan?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Perhaps you were mistaken for some-
body else,” went on Thorpe. “Your back
was toward the door, I understand.”

“That was likely it,” agreed Morgan, in
faint irony. “Bein’ killed by mistake seems to
happen right frequent in these parts.”

E GLANCED at Maxwell, and with a

faint smile, Thorpe followed the look.
But Maxwell was paying scant attention. He
did not have the air of a guilty man as he
talked with the two women.

Morgan noticed how quickly the gambler’s
smile faded, and shrewdly deduced that
Thorpe and Maxwell both had found an in-
terest in the queen of the dance hall. Belle
Howard was apparently unaware of this.

“Sally wants to go back to the hotel,”
Belle said. “Which of you gents is going to
escort her?”

Morgan opened his mouth to offer, but the
red-headed Anderson beat him to it. Spring-
ing to the girl’s side and tucking her hand
gallantly under his arm, the owner of

Q outfit said that he would do so. The
way he looked at the dark-eyed girl made
Morgan reflect that another romance bade
fair to start blooming.

“We’ll both go,” he said quietly. “I'd like
to meet Miss Sally’s mother.”

“How about your card game, Anderson?”
asked Maxwell jokingly.

“Oh, I'll be back,” Sald the redhead hastily,
scowling slightly at the unperturbed Morgan
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for horning in.

et him be,” Thorpe said to Maxwell in-
daﬁeren:g “He ambles too much for his
own go ad to see him show other
interests.”

And Morgan was surprised at the genuine
sincerity in the gambler's tone. Thorpe actu-
ally did not want to gamble with Anderson.
Which was not in keeping with Thorpe’s
profession. Was Thorpe a bit afraid of An-
derson’s reactions when drinking, and_anx-
ious to keep his own skirts clear of any
trouble over Abraham Meade?

CHAPTER VIII
Lynch Talk

ITH Sally Burke between them,
Morgan and Anderson walked
to the hotel. Morgan chatted
lightly about the food to be
found in Sand Wells, careful to
shy away from mention of any-
thing which most nearly con-
cerned them.

“Hello,” said _Anderson,
breaking his own silence when
they reached the hotel. “Must be holdin’ a
town meetin’ in the lobby.”

A circle of some fifteen or twenty men
surrounded the hotel owner who stood be-
neath the center of

streaked. with g

“Mother?” excla)med Sally.
ried about me.”

Sam Trench, having seen the girl enter
the lobby with the two men, now caught
sight of Mrs. Burke descendmg the steps.
He flung out one hand, pointing from mother
to daughter.

“This trouble has gone beyond plain talk!”
he thundered. “Only this mornin’ an innocent
stranger was shot down and killed up near
Meade’s place—just because he looked like
Meade. Stanley Burke leaves behind him an
invalid widow and a helpless daughter. Who's
to blame for this tragedy?”

“Abe Meade!” yelled half a dozen men.

“Yuh'’re plumb right!” cried Trench. “For
all we know, Meade may have killed that
stranger himself, but no matter who pulled
the trigger, Abe Meade is directly responsible
for bereavin’ this woman and her daughter.
Matt Quigley can’t do anything about it, but
we as public-spirited citizens can. What'll
we do about it? Do we stand by idly while
innocent men are murdered?”

“No! No! Let’s get Abe Meade!
him!”

None of that talk seemed to make sense,
but no mob ever exercised any reasoning
ability. The resentment and anger against
Abraham Meade that already was running
high needed only a flimsy excuse to fan into

“She’s wor-

Lynch

kerosene lamps and harangued his listeners.
Trench was talking loudly and earnestly,
obviously arousing the men about something.

“The trio halted just inside the entrance to

n enough from one stubborn old
coot!” Trench was shouting angrily. “And
I say it's high time we took action. Abe
Meade’s got no right to stand in the way of a
whole town and countryside. A right-of-
way for a spur railroad line through Eagle
Cap won't hurt his place a bit. But will he
allow it? No, sir! He plumb refuses, like a
dog in the manger. I say us citizens has got
to take action.

“Meade ought to be tarred and feathered!”
shouted one of Trench’s listeners.

“But even that ain’t enough!” said Trench.
“Folks has tried to persuade him, make him
see things right, but he won’t. Now we got
to get up a big bunch and go after him—
make him come around by force if we have
to!”

Men cheered loudly at this. The hotel man
was doing right well as a rabble rouser. And

en Sam Trench dramatically played a
trump car

Coming down the stairs at this moment was
a pale, slender woman who had the same
dark eyes and proud bearing as Sally Burke.
Her black hair, done high on her head, was

g flame.

‘Wayne Morgan knew instantly that if vio-
lence was to be prevented right now was the
moment to break it up. But he was already
treadmg on dangerous ground himself. An
attempt had just been made on his life. Not
that this deterred him, but one more action
on his part that could be resented and Wayne
Morgan would be in such bad repute in town
that he could not remain. And he had to
have freedom of movement to carry out the
plans he had made.

So he looked at John Anderson, wondering
if the red-headed rancher would interpose,
or would throw in with these men. Young
Anderson’s face was flushed and he was
scowling. But he hesitated. It was obvious
that he didn’t care much what happened to
his enemy, but he also knew that this mob
action was wrong.

“Well, what are we waitin’ for?” Trench
was demanding truculently. “Let's form a
vigilante committee right here and now and
go after Meade!”

Men began milling around, shouting and
brandishing guns. In short order excitement
was reaching a high pitch. Morgan drew a
deep breath and grimly prepared to lock
horns with the hotel owner, no matter what
the consequences might be. But he was
spared the necessity of interfering by the lady
on the stairs.
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Mrs. Burke halted on the stairs and looked
wildly around as the meaning of what she
was seeing and hearing penetrated her un-
derstanding. She uttered a sharp ery.

“Oh, please, Mr. Trench,” she pleaded,
“don’t do that! Please don’t take any action
because of my daughter and me. You mustn’t
do_violence to Abraham Meade. He’s not
guilty of anything”

RADUALLY the hubbub subsxded as the

angry mob turned to liste;

“Not guxlty"" Trench thundered “Mndam,
you don't know Abe Meade. He is a_crook,
a miser, a too proud old hellion, and a klller"’
He jerked a thumb at John Anderson. “He
cheated this young man’s father out of the
0ld Anchor range, and now he’s cheatin’ the
whole country out of a boom of prosperity!
And to cap the climax, now he’s killin’ inno-
cent men and makin’ widows and orphans!”

“Oh, no—no!” cried Mrs. Burke piteously.
“That isn’t so! It can’t be! Abe never shot
my husband. Please listen to me! My hus-
band was going to see Abe on a family mat-
ter. Abe Meade and Stanley Burke were first
cou:

“Huh”’ Trench's jaw dropped ludicrously.
“What's that?”

“My husband and Abe Meade were rela-
tives,” repeated Mrs. Burke. “That’s why
they looked something alike. We stopped
here in Sand Wells on our way to Colorado
just so they could meet. I know Abe Meade
had nothing to do with my husband’s death!”

'his flabbergasted Trench, left him groping
for words.

Morgan turned to the girl beside him, him-
self surprised.

“Didn’t yuh know your dad and Meade
were kinfolks, Sally?” he asked. “Yuh didn’t
tell us that at the funeral parlor.”

“Of course, I knew it,” said the girl, “but
nobody asked me about that. Cousin Abe’s
name wasn’t even mentioned to me. Is he
really as terrible and—and bad as these men

make out?”

“Hes guilty of everything Trench said,”
Anderson said hotly, “except the killin’ of
yore father. Even I wouldn’t accuse him of
drygulchm his own kmfolks, and I hate him
worsern a rattlesnake.”

“Oh!” Sally drew away from him in dis-
may. Then, with a choking little cry, she
darted across the lobby to her mother.

Morgan made a wry face and looked hard
at Anderson.

“Looks like yuh split yore britches plumb
down the back that time, young feller,” he
commented. “That is, if yuh’re cottonin’ to
Sally Burke like I think yuh are. And when
she finds out yuh ordered a coffin and head-
stone for Abe Meade yore chances are goin’
to be about zero”

“Who told yuh about that?” demanded
Anderson.

“Is it supposed to be a secret?” countered
Morgan.

Anderson reddened and twisted uncom-
. “I was plumb full of red-eye the
day 1 done that™ he admitted sheepishly.
Then he added ﬁercely, “But I wasn’t ]okm
Some day I'll have to kill Abe Meade.”

“T've heard that yuh do quite a lot of
drinkin'—and gamblin’,” remarked Morgan
in a casual tone. “Bad business for a young
rancher if le wants o make a @ o the
uttle business.”

‘That’s my own affair, Morgan,” warned
the redhead. “And I don’t owe a gamblin’
debt to anybody in the world. I squared up
with Faro Thorpe day before yestiddy.”

This was news. Morgan wanted to ask how
the redhead had been able to do that, but
he dared not. He had taken an immediate
liking to like this reckless young profligate,
but had already said more on such short
acq}l‘xamtance than most men could get away
with. He looked over to where mother and
daughter stood with arms about each other
in the midst of a group of milling and ges-
ticulating men who were shouting at Sam

rencl

“Don’t reckon we can change the general
opinion of Abe Meade,” Anderson said, “but
now’s a good time to help turn the tide away
from a necktie party. Ain’t that a feller
named Joe Blake, from yore outfit, in that
bunch yellm around Trench?”

“Yes, it is,” answered Anderson, in appar-
ent surprise. “Hey, Joe! Joe Blake! Yuh
danged fool, the PDQ ain’t takin’ any hand in
this kind of violence! L1 deal with Abe
Meade in my own way!”

Blake looked around, shrugged, then re-
luctantly left the group and approached his
employer. This cowboy’s desertion seemed a
signal for the breakdown of mob behavior.
Surprisingly enough, Sam Trench already

d cooled off completely and now was mak-
ing abject apologies to Mrs. Burke and her
daughter There was no more talk of lynch-
ing and rope law. Temporarily, violence had
been averted. Feeling still ran high, but the
mob spirit was broken.

As the men dispersed, arguing heatedly,
John Anderson diffidently spoke to Sally
Burke.

“I'm beggin’ yore pardon, Miss Sally, for
sayin’ anything to hurt yore feelin’s, {u
didn’t know yuh fe]t like this. I got my dlf—
ferences wlt{ eade, but I wouldn’t
raise a hand to harm him behmd his back.
Yuh got to believe that—please!”

The girl smiled faintly at l'um through her
tear:

“I “want to believe you, Mr. Anderson,”
she said. “This is my mother. And, Mother,
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this is Mr. Morgan—the other man I told you
about.”

MRS BURKE, still trembling from her
recent excitement, greeted both men
timidly. Then she said she would like to
return to her room, and Anderson gallantly
joined Sally in politely helping her up the
stairs.
Morgan baﬁqlanced after them, then looked at
the still led and embarrassed hotel owner.
To Morgan’s discerning eye it was obvious
the man was in a _quandary of some sort.
Hearing that the Burkes were related to
Meade had knocked him back on_his heels.
He recovered himself with an effort as he
faced Morgan.
“still hangin’ around town?” he grunted
sourly. “The hotel’s filled up, if that's what
yuh want to know, Mor;
“Well that'll do for an excuse to get rid
of me,” Wayne Morgan said, without rancor.
“I was just goin’ to ask if Henry Maxwell
didn't live here. He told me I'd find him at
the hotel.”
“He does, and he ain’t here now,” Trench
sald shortly.
Thanks, said Morgan, who knew well
enough that Maxwell was not in the hotel.
as he up to the borax mines today, do
yuh know?”
“I don’t see how that's any of yore busi-
ness, but he wasn’t. He come back yesterday
afternoon. Now I got some business to tend
to. . . Hey, Joe!”
Unceremoniously he left Morgan and has-
tened across the lobby to join Joe Blake near
the front entrance. They went out into the
street together. Morgan followed more slow-
ly, idly noting that Joe Blake wore a red
silk neckerchief. And he recalled that the
gun-toter who. had been one of the two
would-be assassins who had tried to end
Wayne Morgan’s earthly career had worn tan
chaps and a red neckerchief. But so did
dozens of other men.
Morgan reflected on Trench’s attitude, and
fured out a possible explanation. Were any

an afoot to get rid of Abraham Meade as
an obstacle by killing him off, matters would
be more complicated than ever now. It was
one thing to dispose of a lone person who
stood in the way; it was quite another if that
person left relatives. If anything happened
to Meade now, Sally Burke and her mother
would become legal heirs of the Old Anchor
spread, and this would tie the right-of-way
up in a time-killing legal snarl.

Whatever the schemes, the cross-purposes
—whatever the answer might be, Morgan
decided it was time for him to call on Abra-
ham Meade.

He went out into the night and headed for
Ellgore s livery stable in order to get his roan

or'se.

CHAPTER IX
The Texas Hellion

N SPITE of all the rumors con-
cerning Abe Meade’s wealth,
the OId Anchor ranchhouse re-
flected no indications of opu-
lence. The main building, built
originally for a line shack by

eorge Anderson and su
quently enlarged by Meade,
was a comfortable but ordinary
structure of four large rooms,

The barns and corrals were typical of
thousands of such throughout the West. The
fencing was scanty, and tools and equip-
ment were conspicious by their absence.
Ten gallons of paint would have helped im-
measurably.

Bordering on the rim of the dry and shim-
mering_expanse called Dutchman's Desert,
rising almost like a rugged coastline as a
barrier to a sea of sand, the Old Anchor
spread stretched southward to where it ad-
joined the slightly better rangeland of John
Anderson.

The only logical opening for a trail to and
from the desert was the wide, canyonlike
gap called Eagle Pass. Through this a wide
trail led down into the desert and wound its
way across a mile of sand to the cluster of
buildings erected by the Goddard Borax
Mining Company. At the inner end of the
pass, to the right side coming in, Abe Meade
had built a small shack as a_sort of toll-
house. There was a chair in the small shed
and a sloping shelf from a ledger. Tied to
the shelf was a heavy black lead pencil.

There was no gate-keeper. There was no
gate. All freighters from the mines were
supposed to stop and mark down in the
ledger their passing with a load. Once a
month Meade and Maxwell went over the
ledger and had a settlement.

Southward the trail ran in a fairly straight
line, almost bisecting the Old Anchor range,
then angling across a section of the PDQ
range across country to Sand Wells. Al-
though in daily use, the trail did not pass in
sight of the home buildings of either ranch,
It was easily possible for a man to be killed
on the trail and nobody on the ranches be
aware of it

SR o iy s o s
him, two cowhands and a slightly crippled
oldster named “Limpy” Logan who was the
cook. Limpy, a salty old codger, had once
been a trail drover on the Chisholm Trail
from Texas to Kansas. No longer able to
ride and rope, he had been hired by Abe
Meade because of past friendship. There
wasn't enough stock or work to keep more

the other two men bus;

All in all, the Meade ranch appeared to
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be a two-bit affair. Were it not for the
freighting contract with the borax company
and his recent gold strike, Meade would
have been in rather sorry condition.

This was the set-up into which Blue Hawk
rode and hit old man Meade for a job, along
about twilight. The men were getting ready
for supper when the Indian rode into the
yard. Meade did not stir out of his heavy
chair at the end of the dinner table when
Blue Hawk halloed the house.

“Light down and come on in!” he yelled.
“The door’s wide open.”

Blue Hawk did, halting on the threshold
respectfully. He noticed the two lean, rangy
cowboys flanking the old man, and recog-
nized the cook for a hard-bitten ex-cowboy
as he limped back and forth from the kitchen
with bowls of food.

Meade himself was an impressive man.
Some inches over six feet, he was portly
without being fat. His hair was a bushy
mane of gray. His features were craggy and
sunburnt and his steel-gray eyes, as sharp
as gimlets, were undimmed by any sign of
encroaching age. His mouth, a wide, thi
gash across his face, would have been
friendly and humorous had it not been for
the man’s general air of arrogance.

“Well, blast my britches!” roared Meade
in amazement, as he saw Blue Hawk. “An
Injun grubline rider! Well, don’t stand there
like a roped steer. Come in and set down.
Limpy, get another plate and eatin’ tools.
Every man is welcome to grub at the Old
Anchor.”

“Unless he works for Goddard and Max-
well,” cackled Limpy Logan dryly.

“Shut up, yuh spavined old coyote!” roared
Meade, his eyes flashing angrily. “Want to
spoil my supper" Well, redskin? Yuh goin’
to set dow:

“Thank you very much,” said Blue Hawk.
Advancing, he sat down on the bench beside
one of the y cowboys. “My name is
Eagle Feather.”

“I didn’t ask yuh yore name, did I?” thun-
dered Meade. “Nobody cares here what is a
man’s handle or the culor of his skin. I said
for yuh to set and eat.”

“Yes, senor,” Blue Hawk said meekly.

“That’s better,” rumbled the old autocrat
as the Indian silently filled his plate and
started eating. “Settin’ next to yuh is Gabe
Harper. Across the table is Bronc Wilcox.
Two of the hardest ridin’ and straightest
shootin’ galoots who ever come out of Texas.
That garrulous old fool is Limpy Logan. He
rods this outfit when I ain’t around.”

“Yes, senor,” repeated Blue Hawk, ac-
knowledging_the introductions politely. He
noted that the old man did not trouble to
name himself. But a king did not introduce
himself.

THE meal was finished in comparative
silence. No one spoke unless the old man
at the head of the table spoke first. In such
surroundings this courtly etiquette was al-
most ludicrous. But nobody here thought it
strange.

Abe Meade polished off his hearty meal
with a cup of black and scalding hot coffee.

“There!” he said with a gusty sigh. “That’s
the way a he-man from Texas drinks coffee.
Strong as panther milk, and hot as the hinges
of Hades. Now then, Redskin Eagle Tail, yuh
stayin’ the night?”

“If you have room, senor.
can camp out on range.”

“Abe Meade always has room,” thundered
the old hellion. “Yuh savvy Spanish, Eagle?”

“Si, senor, " replied Hawk quickly. “Habla

Otherwise, 1

Espanol”
“Well, don't hobble it here” ordered
Meade. “We speak plain United States. Re-

member the Alamo! Texas! God bless her!”

Solemnly and proudly he bowed his head,
as did the other three men. Blue Hawk dis-
creetly lowered his own black-thatched pate.
This act of obeisance must have found favor
in the king’s sight, for the old hellion spoke
to him in a softer manner.

“There’s plenty of room to bunk yuh, Red
Tail” he said. “Yuh'll find an extra bunk
out in the bunkhouse with Harper and Wil-
cox.”

“Thank you, Senor. I—"

“Mr. Meade!” the old man thundred.

“Yes, Mr. Meade,” Hawk said_dutifully.
“And if you can use extra hand, Eagle Fea-
ther will gladly work for keep for short

“What"” roared the old man. “An Injun
lookin’ for work? The millennium’s at handf'
Then he said, in a quieter voice, “Sorry, Red
Feathers, there ain’t any extra work on the
0ld Anchor. Not enough cattle to keep even
two hands

“How about the new gold mine,
Mesde’"’ asked Hawk. “I have work
mine

“Hey"” rumbled the old man in deep sus-
picion, while his three Texas employees eyed
the Indian truculently. “Who said anything
about workin’ a gold mine?”

“But rumor in Sand Wells was of gold
strike,” explained Hawk.

“And yuh come sneakin’ along, thinkin’
to do some claim jumpin’, eh?’ growled
Meade.

“No, senor,” protested Hawk. “Eagle Fea-
ther just hear talk. Eagle Feather just want
to work. I herd cattle, mend saddles, work
in mine—do anything you need good hand

ki

Mr

“What was yuh doin’ in Sand Wells?” de-
manded Meade harshly.
Harper and Wilcox laid hands on their six-
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shooters while Limpy Logan limped over to

Blue Hawk. It was a ticklish moment,
and the Indian sensed the hostile tension his
innocent words had caused. But his face
showed no sign of uneasiness as he shrugged
and answered calmly.

“Town was in way on trail. I ride through
it. Pick up gossip in front of mine office.
Jlst want to pay for keep.”

ere was a moment’s strained silence as

the old rancher considered this, his_gimlet

eyes boring into Hawk’s steadfast black ones.

en he made a motion with his hand, and
his three hired hands relaxed.

“The mine ain’t bein’ worked—yet” he
said sourly., “Yuh can hang around tomor-
rer and menid some harness and boots if yuh
want.”

Blue Hawk found himself virtually a pris-
oner between Gabe Harper and “Bronc”
Wilcox when he went out to the bunkhouse
to bed. He smiled to himself at the thought
of how easily he could give the two cow-
boys the slip during the night if he so
desired,

t the morning sun found him peace-
tully talling in Witk the ranch work. e
could not leave until he saw the Masked
Rider, unless Meade drove him away. So he
went 'to work mending bridles and boots
after breakfast under the watchful eye of
Limpy Logan, while the two cowboys rode
out on the range. Abe Meade went to work
fussing with his ledgers in his living room
office.

It lacked an hour to noon when Harper
and Wilcox came riding in together. They
seemed as excited as laconic Texas cowboys
could get. As they rushed into the house,
Limpy Logan jerked his head at Blue Hawk
and got to his feet.

‘mon, Eagle Feathers” he said. “Let’s
g0 up to the house. Yuh can finish that job
after dinner.”

BLUE HAWK laid his mending work aside
and followed the cook to the ranch-
house. They got there in time to hear the
two riders making their reports.

“Mr. Meade,” said Harper, “three of them
danged freighters come through the pass this
mornin’ and didn’t stop to register their
loads. I was combin’ the west section for
strays when I saw ’em. I sat my hoss right
above Eagle Pass and seen ‘em drive on
through as bold as brass. 1 was too far away
to stop "em, but I can ride after 'em if yuh
want and bring ’em back.

Abraham Meade's brow clouded angrily.
“Danged sidewinders” he bellowed. “I
ought to hosswhip every one of ’em! But

never mind losin’ any good workin’ time
chasin’ sneaks. Ill put it down. Maxwell
keeps tally on the loads, too. He’s a

man to do business with, but he’s honest
enough. No use gettin’ riled over that.”

“You'll get plenty riled over this,” offered
Wilcox. “I rode down to the desert water-
holes and I found them miners had.cut our
wires again and drove their mule stock in
for water.”

Abe Meade jumped as though he had been
prodded with a hot poker.

‘Why, them dirty buzzards” he yelled.
“I warned Maxwell I'd shoot the next man
to cut through that fence. Them water-holes
belong to the Old Anchor, and he’ll pay me
for any water he hauls back to the mines.”

“He’ll pay plenty for this mornin’s water,”
said Wilcox significantly. “Two of his mules
got bogged down in that patch of quicksand
at the north hole. If they don’t find them
jassacks soon, they won’t never find ’em.”

“Two mules bogged down, huh?” said
Meade quickly. “Yuh mean yuh left 'em in
that fix?”

“Shore,” said Wllcox. shrugging. “They’re
Goddard jassacks.”

locoed imitation of a Texas cow-
boy?” roared Al Meade in high anger.
“Them jassacks ain’t to blame, They're just
dumb animals. Anyhow, I wouldn’t let any
man’s stock suffer, no matter what troubles
I got with the man hisself. You fork yore
bronc and skeedaddle right back out there
and pull them mules out of that muck. Gabe
Harper, you go along and help.”

“Yes, sir,” cried both men, and ran hastily
out of the house.

“Take wire with yuh and patch that
fence!” Meade bawled after them. “And if
yuh catch Hank Maxwell anywheres sraund
throw him into the quicksand and step on
his face.”

As Blue Hawk started peeling potatoes for
Limpy Logan in the kitchen he commented
gravely

“Mr. Meade is a strange man. He does
good thmgs as well as bad things, si?”

s that?” demanded Limpy Logan,
Whnrlmg on the Indian. “Abe Meade never
done a crooked thing in his life, redskin, and
any man lies who says so! Why, just because
he’s a proud-steppin’ old galoot don’t mean
nothin’. He’s got a heart as big as a bucket.
Yuh know how he come to be planted here
on this gosh-awful dry range in the first
place?

“He worked four or five years prospectin’
this whole area for a man named Anderson
who was locoed on the idea that gold was on
this range. After he put up a lot of his own
money and all that time, it turned out that
Anderson didn’t have the money to pay Abe
for his work. So Abe, like a danged fool,
agreed to take half of the Old Anchor range
in payment. And since then—it was three
years ago next fall—Abe’s sunk all the money
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he had in the world into this place, tryin’ to
make it pay. George Anderson skinned Abe
Meade out of five thousand dollars—less
what this place was worth, and I wouldn’t
of give five hundred dollars for it 1f.”

“But now Mr. Meade has found gold
mine;” pointed out Blue Hawk. “And he has

ou contract with borax mine.”

“Yeah,” admitted the cook hesitantly. ‘But
Maxwell is tryin’ to steal a strip of
through this range for practacally nothm'

right-of-way, and—
lmpy‘” bellowed Abe Meade from the
living room. “Shut up! Yuh talk too danged
much with yore mouth. Send Tail Feathers
back out to the tack room, me some
dinner.”

“Yes, sir!” yelled the cook promptly. Then,
ina ]ow voice to Blue Hawk “Yuh can finish
peelin’ them spuds first, but don’t waste no
time. And take the peelin’s out to the chick-
ens”

as)

A FEW minutes later Blue Hawk carried
the pan of potato parings out with him.
There was a smile about his lips as he emp-
tied it for the few scrawny hens to cackle
and fight over. A hoarse, stern voice made
him stiffen and wheel, staring toward the
rear corner of the nearest shed.

“What for yuh smile so big, Chief?”

There at the corner of the shack stood the
Masked Rider, with Midnight peering over
his shoulder.

“Senor!” exclmmed Blue Hawk in a glad

voice. He put down and walked
swiftly toward the Masked Rlder “Senor, I
have something to report.”

They stood there behind the shed while

Blue Hawk rapidly related all that he had
seen and heard since coming here. The
Masked Rider listened in silence, nodding
at times.

“That’s good, Hawk,” he said approvingly
when the Indian had finished. “When yuh
leave here go to town and hang around the
Mexican cantina to wait for me. While
yuh're there, see what yuh pick up about a
miner who's a knife-thrower and a cowboy
in tan chaps and red neckerchief who tried
to drygulch Wayne Morgan last night.”

he swiftly gave the Indian the details
of his experience in the Dance Palace the
night before, Blue Hawk's eyes began to
glitter.

“Shall I kill hombres when I find them,
Senor?” he asked grimly.

“No, Hawk,” the Masked Rider said in a
grave voice. “Just find ’em if yuh can. If

yuh do—I think theyll be the men who
kllled Stanley Burke.”

ueno. What you do now, Senor?”

“Right now I think it's time to have a talk

with Abe Megde., From what you tell me, he

don’t know yet what has happened.”
“He is in living room of ranchhouse, Senor.
I will keep cook from getting nosy.”

CHAPTER X
Trouble Brewing

EARING a slight sound on the
threshold, Abraham Meade
looked up quickly. He froze,
his lower jaw sagging as he
saw a masked man in black
sombrero and black cloak re-
gardmg him from the door-

Missouri and s

“Take it easy, A braham Meade,” replied
the Masked Rider in his harsh voice. “I am
not a road agent Yuh dont guess who I
am?”

“Why—why, yes!” exclaimed Meade, rec~
ognition dawning in his eyes. “You must be
the Masked Rider!

“That’s what they call me,” admitted his
visitor.

Entering slowly, he approached the table
behind which the old rancher sat.

“What in heck do yuh want with me?”
demanded Meade arrogantly. “I ain’t robbm”
anybt‘)g‘y, and I shore as blazes didn’t send

“What yuh do remains to be learned,
Abraham Meade,” said the Masked Rider in
a grim voice. “But I came here to talk to
yuh about another matter. What do yuh
kncw about a man named Stanley Burke?"

“Who?” Meade asked sharply. “Stan
Burke? He’s in Shrevesport.”

“His body is in Snodgrass’ funeral parlor
in Sand Wells” said the Masked Rider.

“Yuh're loco! I wrote Burke at Shreves-
port only last month.”

“He was killed on the borax trall just
south of here yesterday mornin’” the
Masked Rider said sternly. “He must have
been on his way to see yuh. His widow and
dauﬁhter are stranded right now in

ells”

“It ain’t so!” cried Meade, his eyes going
wide with horror. “Tell me what yuh know,
or I'll shoot yore heart out before yuh can
draw them shootin’ irons of yores.”

“Don’t make any sudden moves, Mr,
Meade. Yuh ain’t so popular in this country
nowadays. Nothin’ much would be done
about anybody who killed yuh. Just shut up
and listen. Il tell yuh, then you answer a
few questions.”

Quickly the Masked Rider gave all known
details about the killing of Stanley Burke,
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omitting only his own examination of the
murder spot and his subsequent deductions.
old rancher sat listening in stricken
silence.
“Now then,” concluded the Masked Rider,
“what business did Burke have with yuh?”
Abe Meude stirred and sighed. “I reckon
he was comin’ here to get the money I prom-

ised him,” he answered heavily. “The crazy
fool! I wrote him to stay in S evespcrt till
I could raise it and send it to him.”

“What money?” demanded the Masked _

Rider.

‘Money to take Mary, his wife, to Colorado
for her health. He wrote and asked to bor-
rer money, and I promised it to him. But I
had to get it first. Poor Marg and Sally! I
got to go to town at once a get ’em. Tve
got to give Stan a decent burial, I—”

“Hold on!” ordered the Masked Rider. “It’s
as much as yore own life is worth for yuh
to go to Sand Wells. Feelin’ is runnin’ high
against yuh.”

“Who cares a hoot?” snarled Meade. “I

got to take care of my own flesh and blood.”

“Yuh got any idea who might have kllled
yore cousin—if he was mistaken for you.”

hore,” Meade said promptly. “Hank
Maxwell. I filed on a go]d claim just in time
to keep him from gettin’ a strip of my range
condemned for a railroadright-of-way. That
dirty rattlesnake! Now I'll go gunnin’ for
shore enough. But first I got to go to

"Yuh don’t thmk John Anderson could be
mixed up in this?”

Meade snorted. “That young rannihan? I
never have any truck with him. All he’s got
time to do is drink and gamble away what
little his dad left him.”

e’s threatened to kill yuh for the trim-
ﬂg':h gave l'us father. He’s even paid for
a coffin for yuh’

Meade's rage became majestic. “Why, the
rambunctious young Jughead‘ I'll stuff him
in that box his ownself. I'll—’

“Wait! Just what was the deal between
you and Anderson’s father?”

BE MEADE calmed down and stared at
his visitor. Answering questions went
algmxfst the grain, but he mastered himself
slow!
“Tt”ain’t none of yore concern,
Rider,” he said, mildly for him, “but e
yuh. I run up a bill of five thousand dollars
against George Anderson, workin’ and pro-
spectin’ for him over a period of nigh on to
four years. He didn't have the money, so I
agreed to take the north half of his ranch in
settlement. There was one foolish condition
I agreed to. If, any time within five years,
George or his son could raise the money to
pay off the debt to me the Old Anchor goes

back to the Anderson family.

“That was three years ago. There’s two
more to run. Which don’t bother me any.
Young Anderson couldn’t raise five thousand
dollars in five thousand years the rate he’s
goin’. But meantime I can’t sell or give this
Flace away. I got to hold it sort of in trust
for two more years.

“Is this deal in writin'?” asked the Masked

“Shore. It's plumb legal”

“Have yuh figgered that young Anderson
might get backin’ somewheres now and buy
the property back so’s he could get posses-
sion of yore new gold mine?”

“Wouldn’t do him any good I filed on the
mineral rights of the land in my own name
just recent. He'd get the range, and Td keep
the gold mine.”

“But suppose yuh was to die sudden—like
Stanley Burke?

“My heirs would get the mine”

“Now, yes. But suppose somebody had
planned to kill yuh before they knew yuh
had any relatives?”

“Are yuh tryin’ to make me believe that
John Anderson’s the man who killed Stanley
Burke?”

“No. Because I don't think he had any-
thing to do with it But yuh've got to take
all sides into consideration. For instance, in
view of this agreement yuh had with George
Anderson, how can yuh sell the borax people
a nght-of—wn at any price?”

“I won't sell,” Meade said bluntly. “I'll
only lease ’em a right-of-way at my price.
And that’s what is holdin’ up the deal. They
‘won’t meet my terms. But I've had enough
of this foolish talk. I got to go to town.”

“Mr. Meade, this talk ain’t foolish. Hid
somewheres behind all this tangle is the rea-
son for tryin’ to kill yuh. Or, at least it was
the reason before the Burkes showed up.
Unless yuh've lied to me.’

old Texan looked as though he were
about to explode. He leaped to his feet and
came around the table to stare down into the
Masked Rider’s face from his incredible
height. The Masked Rider was well over six
feet tall himself.

“Look here!” thundered Meade, “Abe
Meade don’t lie to no man. I didn’t have to
tell yuh this much, and I ain’t goin’ to tell
yuh anything more. Now get out of my house
and tend to yore own ear-markin’. . . Limpy!
Limpy Logan! Hitch up the buckboard for
me right now. I'm goin’ to Sand Wells.

“Yes, sir,” answered the voice of the cook
from the kitchen.

“ t yuh aimin’ to do, Mr.
asked the Masked Rider.

“What any decent man would do!” roared
the old rancher. “I'm bringin’ the women-
folks back to this ranch. I'm goin’ to give my

Meade?”
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cousin a decent buryin’. They ain’t goin’ to
plant him in Boot Hill.”

“I'm advisin’ yuh not to go to Sand Wells,”
warned the Masked Rider. “Whether yuh're
nght or wrong, practically every man’s hand
is raisedagainst yuh. Last night Mary Burke
and John Anderson narrowly succeeded in
breakin’ up a lynch mob that was gatherin’
to come after yuh. Stay here, Abraham
Meade. and I'll help yuh in this Burke af-
fair.

“T don’t need yore help, Masked Rider,”
declared Meade angrily. “And there ain’t
enough men in Sand Wells to hang me! Con-
found yuh, quit hinderin’ me!”

“At least take yore two cowboys with

“I‘ll do nothin’ of the sort!” roared the old
hellion. “They got work to do, and I'm a
whole cussed tea party all by mysel.f!"

Seeing he could do nothing further here,
the Masked Rider shrugged. It looked as
though he had stirred up a hornet’s nest in
approaching Abe Meade at all. But he did
not regret it. He had learned something, and
things were slowly falling into places. Soon,
with any luck at all, he felt that he would
unravel the mystery. And there was still re-
tribution to be dealt out, and two women
who must be compensated as far as possible
for the tragedy ngch had befallen them.

HAT the Masked Rider had learned

about Abe Meade was, that in spite of
his haughty arrogance, the old man had an
astonishing sense of fairness. He was not the
grasping, selfish villain everybody seemed to
believe. Still he was up to something that
was not clear. What was sharply clear was
that ructions were going to pop in Sand Wells
before night.

One thought was uppermost in the Masked
Rider’s mind. Maxwell had said that he
would have the freighter, Hardwick, stop by
and notify the Meade outfit of the killing.
Why hadn’t he done so? Was it because the
dead man had been proved not to be Abe
Meade, or did the mine manager have an
ulterior motive? Surely he had learned last
night that Burke was Meade’s cousin. Or
was he so wrapped up in his pursuit of Belle
Howard that he let other things slide? Defi-
nitely Maxwell was not a man to let anything

slide.

The Masked Rider went out of the house
in company with the irate owner of the Old
Anchor. Without speaking another word to
the masked man, Meade stepped into the
buckboard and grabbed the reins of the pair
of restive mustangs.

\‘Clean up the house, Limpy,” he ordered.
“I'm hnngm two ladies home wlth me.”

« " answered the cook.

Limpy scrambled out of the way as he
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released the bridle of the near mustang.
Then he shouted after the old man who was
already whipping his team out of the yard:

“When'll yuh get back, Abe?”

“As soon as I kill the polecat who shot my
cousin!” Meade yelled back over his shoul-
der. And he rattled on down the road in a
cloud of dust like a miniature tornado hunt-
ing a place to strike.

Blue Hawk, standing nearby, looked at the
Masked Rider for his cue

“Go to town at once, Hawk,” ordered the
masked man crisply. “There's goin’ to be
trouble.”

Limpy Logan approached in time to catch
the last word.

“Trouble?” he repeated eymg the man in
black curiously. “So Te the famous
Masked Rider. Well, lemme tell yuh, mister,
Abe Meade is used to meetin’ trouble head-

T}us time he’s goin’ to,” said the Masked
Rider harshly. “I couldn’t stop him. Adios.”

He whistled shrilly. There was an answer-
ing neigh, and Midnight came galloping
around the house. The Masked Rider took
three swift strides and vaulted into saddle as
the great horse thundered by.

Limpy Logan watched in admiration. When
his eyes had followed the Masked Rider out
of sight, he turned to speak to the red man.
The Indian had disappeared.

“What in blazes!” muttered the old cook
uneasily. “Trouble, huh? Always trouble.”

He limped on into the house and pulled
open a kitchen drawer. Fishing out his six-
shooter and holster, he examined the gun,
then strapped it about his thin waist. He
limped on out to the corral to saddle the
mare he always rode.

“Trouble, eh?” he muttered again. “I got
to round up Bronc and Gabe first off. You
bet there’s goin' to be plenty trouble if any
coyote lays a finger on Abe Meade.”

CHAPTER XI
Knife-Thrower

ORGAN stopped by the canyon
hide-out only long_enough to
leave Midnight and his black
Masked Rider garb which he
had discarded and placed in his
saddle roll. Then he saddled
his roan and went on to town.
It was late afternoon by the
time he rode along the main
street, but he figured that, in
spite of his enforced detour, he was far ahead
of Abe Meade.

He stabled his horse at Kilgore’s livery
stable and walked toward the lower end of
town. The first thing he wanted to do was
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establish contact with Blue Hawk, but he saw
no sign of the Indian. The town seemed
quiet. It was a deceptive quiet, though, like
the lull before a storm.

Business was picking up gradually at the
Aguila Roja—the Red Eagle cantina, where a
mixture of Mexicans and Texans were strag-
gling in and out for wine and the rather
coarse entertainment. After sauntering past
the dive, Morgan went across the street to a
little Mexican café for a bowl of chili and
beans.

He was still sitting there, contemplating his
next move, when Blue Hawk came in. The
Indian seated himself at the counter next to
Morgan without making any sign of recogni-
tion. He ordered tamales. As the counter-
man went back to the greasy kitchen to fill
the order, Blue Hawk spoke rapidly out of
the side of his mouth.

“T've been in cantina, Senor. Many men
come and go. But I was most interested in
two men who sit in corner and talk and
drink I could not get close enough to hear,
but I learn that one is freighting man called
Hardwick and other is PDQ cowboy named
Blake. You mentioned those names to me.
Perhaps it is odd they are together, Senor?”

“Shore is, under the circumstances,” Mor-
gan agreed brittlely. “But that proves nuth-
in’. You go back and keep an eye on ’em
while I see if Maxwell and Anderson are
somewheres in town. Mebbe we can sur-
prise some information out of the four of 'em
if we manage to herd ’em together. Ill try
to fix up a meetin’ at Maxwell’s office. We
must work fast if we hope to keep any more
bloodshed away from this town.”

“Bueno, Senor. You think you had better
get town marshal to keep eye on Sam
Trench?

“I don’t know. Trench seems to have had
all the starch taken out of him for the time
bein’, but if he’s mlxed up in Burke’s killin’
well’ bring it to light”

‘urther conversation was interrupted by
the return of the Mexican waiter with Blue
Hawk’s order. Morgan paid his bill and went
out without a glance at the Indian. His con-
viction that Hardwick and Blake were the
two men who had tried to kill him the pre-
vious night was growing strong. Whether or
not they had guntrapped Burke, Morgan in-
tended to learn as soon as possible. Only by
bringing the real culprits to justice could he
hope to avert serious trouble between Meade
and the entire town.

In spite of his anxiety and need for haste,
Morgan found no trace of Anderson. He
finally located Maxwell at the dance hall,
visiting with Belle Howard in the almost
deserted dance room and doing very well for
himself. The mine manager was patently an-
noyed when Morgan horned in. Belle, never

averse to playing one man against another,
welcomed Morgan cordially.

“Still alive and kicking, cowboy?” she
greeted. “You'd better ask me for that dance
while you're still able to move around.”

“Thanks,” replied Morgan, smiling. “I'll
claim that dance snon—if yuh think Faro
Thorpe won’t object.”

“Why should he?” Belle flared up quickly.
“He don’t own me. We're just business part-

ers.”

“I might want to say something about that
myself Morgan,” well said flatly.

needn’t” Morgan assured him. “By
the way, it’s you I want to talk with a bit,
Maxwell. When will yuh be goin’ back to
yore office?”

Maxwell glanced outside. It was beginning
to grow darl

“Not tonight” he answered shortly.
“There’s no use talking to me, anyway. I
told you that last night.”

“It ain’t the job, Maxwell,” Morgan smd’z
eying the man steadily. “It's somethin’ else.’

“What?” demanded Maxwell suspiciously.

“About Stanley Burke.”

“What about him?”

NIORGAN reached into his pocket and
drew out the missing boot heel. He
held it up delicately between forefinger and

thu
“Thxs is the heel missin’ from Burkes left
boot,” he said. “Ever see it before?”
mine manager looked surprised, but
not startled He didn’t bat an eye.
I didn’t know one of his heels was miss-
ing,” he chpped “Where did you get it?”
“At the spot where Burke was killed—by
two drygulchers” Morgan said grimly.
“Yuh’ll note the six-shooter slug almost
buried in this heel. Burke was shot in the
head with a_thirty-thirty rifle.”
“Oh!” exclaimed Belle Howard. “So that’s
where you've been today?”
“Yes.” admitted Morgan. He figured that
a matter of one day wouldn’t make any dif-
ference in the truth being known, and of
course he knew that nobody was aware that
he had visited the murder spot in the guise
of the Masked Rider.
nd why do you show this evidence to
me?” demanded Maxwell thmly “Why not
give it to Marshal Quigley
“Quigley has already stated his position,”
Morgan said evenly. “I thought you were the
logical man to see this. By the way, you
didn’t send Hardwick to notify Meade of
Burke’s death. He is still hangin’ around
town—with a PDQ ricder. What sort of a
pistol shot is Hardwick?”
Jolted at last out of his calm, Maxwell
got abruptly to his feet.
‘You're barking up the wrong tree, Mor-
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gan, and you're heading for serious trouble.
But if you want to talk to me, I'll meet you
at my office in half an hour. So long, Belle.
TI'll see you later this evening.”

He strode out.

Belle surveyed Morgan critically. “You’re
a deep man, Morgan,” she said slowly “What
kind of game are you playing?”

“Pm just sorry for two defenseless women,
ma’am, and I want to see justice done,” he
told her frankly.

She searched his strong face anxiously,
slowly shaking her head.

“You krnow, I think you’re a big fool for
mixing up in this affair without a law badge
to back you up,” she said. “But the more I
see of you the better I like you.”

“Puttin’ me in a class with Thorpe and
Maxwel!”” he asked quizzically, his eyes
twinkling.

“I darn well could,” admitted Belle can-
didly, “but I can see plainly enough that
you're not a woman’s man. I knew that the
first minute I saw you over at the funeral
parlor. You don’t have to worry about Sally
Burke and her mother. I've got both of them
safe upstairs in my quarters, and I'll watch
out for them. You'd better make tracks and
forget all about this. You had a narrow
squeak last night right here in this hall.”

. “Yuh don’t know anything about that?”

“Not a thing," said Belle Howard. Placing
her hands on his shoulders, she stared
straight into his eyes. “Bu! if I did, I'd be
fool enough to tell you.”

And begore he was aware of her intent, she
kissed him firmly on the mouth, then drew
back. Without another word she walked to
the stairs near the archway and swiftly as-
cended, never glancing back.

Morgan stared after her, a strange emotion
stirring him. That kiss had been a sort of
benediction. Any kiss was unusual as far as
this stern man of the out-trails was con-

rned.
“Belle Howard and Abe Mead,” Morgan
muttered. “Two mighty strange people.”
He went out into the gathering dusk to
continue his search for Join Anderson.
Just as he thought his f arts were doomed
to failure he saw the red-headed young
ranchman striding toward him along the high
board fence of Snodgrass’ undertaking yard.
uickened his step and was just open-
mg is mouth to hail Anderson when his
keen eyes noticed that the yard gate was
silently opening just behind Anderson’s back.
t the same instant the cry of a mountain
lion came from a dark spot across the street.
In the twilight a bulky figure sprang out
of the undertaker’s yard and raised an arm
high to bring a knife down into the unsus-
pecting Anderson’s back. Quick as thought,

Morgan drew and fired.

Morgan’s bullet struck Anderson’s attacker -
in the chest, blasting him back and slamming
him against the still swinging gate. At the
impact of his body the gate creaked loudly
and then shuddered on backward, let ing the
attacker drop out of sight.

ANDERSON startled by the shot and the
sound of the slug whining so close past
his head, dropped into a crouch, looking
wildly in both directions. The ay of the
mountain lion had done nothing to allay his
confusion.

“Take it easy, Anderson!” called Morgan,
running forward. “A feller just tried to knife
yuh, and I had to shoot him.”

“Morgan!” cried Anderson, as his hand
slapped down for his own gun. “I wish yuh'd
call yore shots, mister.”

They reached the undertaker’s yard to-
gether. Anderson stumbled over his attack-
er, which brought a deep groan from the man
on the ground. Instantly the rancher struck
a match, and Morgan knelt to search the
wounded man for other weapons.

“One of Maxwell's men!” cried Anderson
in amazement.

“Yeah—Hardwick,” agreed Morgan lacon-
ically. “And look what he was usin’—a
butc}\er knife.”

‘Why, the murderin’ rattlesnake!” ‘barked
Anderson, but he shuddered, too.

“Don’t get the shakes now,” counseled
Morgan, “Yuh saved me from the same thing
last night without turnin’ a

“Yuh shore paid me back prumpt, de-
clared Anderson. “Hey, what yuh doin’?”

He struck another match and cupped it,
holding it down to observe Morgan’s actions.
Morgan was ripping open the freighter’s
bloody shirt. He revealed an empty knife
sheath at the man’s waist.

“Ah!” he breathed. “Just what I thought?”

“Hey, whats gom on out here?” ca!!ed

voic
“Who got shot, and how bad""

“We can’t leave him here,” Morgan said
guickxy, as he got to his feet. “Help Mr.

nodgrass get him into the house, Anderson.
I'll be with yuh in a minute.”

He hurried through the gate and ran swift-
ly across the street to a dark spot between
two buildings where he had seen a flash of
white. Blue Hawk was waiting for him.

“The two men I watch separated, Senor,
the Indian quickly explained. “I had to
choose one to follow, so I took Hardwick be-
cause he stole butcher knife at cantina. I
make mountain lion call when I see you come
in time to help stranger.” He finished grim-
ly, “If you not there Blue Hawk throw knife
himself.”

“Yuh did right. Hawk. I can’t have you
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gettin’ in trouble, too. Did yuh see Henry
Maxwell? He left the dance hall a while ago,
and he had time to fix “i some sort of trap.”

“No, Senor. Hardwick met no one after
Ieaving Blake. He hid in yard, and I hid
over here to watch. Not see Maxwell”

“He’s not in his office,” Morgan said has-
tily. “Well, yuh won'’t have to watch Hard-
wick any more. Go get on the trail of Joe
Blake and freeze to him!”

CHAPTER XII
Marshal Quigley Acts

EAPING back across the street
Wayne Morgan enter

funeral parlor to find that the
fat little undertaker and An-
derson had placed the murder-
ous Hardwick on a couch. The
freighter’s eyes were open and
he was breathing lightly, but
plainly he was dying. Ander-
son who had explained things

to Snodgrass, and the undertaker were
watching sornberlg:
Morgan drew from his pocket the knife

that had been intended for his back the pre-
vious night and approached the couch. Hard-

wick watched him with apathy as the tall
cowboy exposed the knife sheath once more
and slipped the knife into the scabbard. It
fitted perfectly.

“So it was you who tried to knife me last
night, Hardwick,” Morgan said sternly. “You
and Joe Blake. Yuh're a better knife-throw-
er than a pistol shot, ain’t yuh?”

The dying man looked at him blankly.
Snodgrass and Anderson crowded closer to
see and hear this little drama they did not
understand. Morgan fished the boot heel
from his pocket and held it before Hard-
chk s _eyes.

uh tried to shoot the man yuh Lhought
eade,” he accused. “Yuh shot of
heel and knocked him down so’s Blake could
come out of the thicket and finish him
with a rifle. And because yuh was afraid of
what I might learn yuh tried to kill me last
night.”

Hardwick’s eyelids fluttered and a faint
sneer showed around his pale lips.

“Smart, ain’t yuh?” he whispered.

“Too smart for you,” agreed Morgan.
“Neither yuh nor Joe Blake are smart
enough to plan this thing. Who's the man
behind yuh" Who ordered yuh to kill Abe
Mende, and then me? Was it Henry Max-
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“Hey!” excl d “Joe Blake,

yuh say? Why. Blakes one of my cowboys.
e—""

“Wait!” Morgan ordered curtly “Answer
me, Hardwick. Yuhre dyin’, man. Get this
confession done with, for the good of yore
soul. Why did yuh just try to kill Ander-
son? Who's yore boss that gives orders like
that?”

Morgan’s questions tumbled over each
other in his haste, but it was too late. Hard-
wick would never answer another earthly
voice. He had died with that, faint, enigmati-
cal sneer about his ugly lips.

“He’s gone,” said Snodgrass dolefully. He
dropped the wrist in which he had been feel-
ing the pulse. “Yuh made quite a mess of his
w)sh~bone, Morgan.”

“Why did yuh open his shirt, Morgan?”
demanded the mystified Anderson. “Did yuh
know he had an empty knife sheath on
him?”

“To tell the truth, I was lookin’ for some-
thin’ else,” Morgan said grimly. “But I
wasn’t surprised to find the knife sheath. I
had already suspected Hardwick and Blake
of bem the killers of Stanley Burke.”
"hy do yuh accuse Blake, one of my
en?" d

“I'll explain it all to yuh later, Anderson.
Yuh wouldn't believe me now, and ven’t
any legal proof. First, tell me one thing.
Yuh've got an agreement made between
your father and Abe Meade three years ago.
Where is it?”

“How did you know about that?” asked
Anderson, startled.

“Never mind that now. Where do yuh
keep it?”

“Why, I—I haven't got it any more,” fal-
tered Anderson in frowning bewilderment.
“I sold it to Faro Thorpe to square up my
gamblin’ debt to him.”

At this bit of information the answer to the
whole bewildering puzzle flashed across
Morgan’s mind.

“Oh, ho!” he said exultantly “Anderson,
yuh've just told me what Hardwick wouldn’t,
and yuh've told me why yuh was attacked!
They were goin’ to kill yuh because yuh
wasn’t needed in their schemes any longer.
In fact, yuh might prove troublesome be-
cause of yore hate for Abe Meade.”

“What in tarnation are yuh talkin’ about?”
i led And in 1

body was killed. Uummm—Hard~
wnck eh? One of Maxwell's crew. Who done
it?”

“T shot him, Quigley,” Morgan said coolly.
“He was just about to stab John Anderson.
He's one of the men who tried to kill me last
nig]

“That s0?” demanded Quigley. “Who said
s0

“I do,” said’ Anderson emphatically.

“All right,” Quigley mildly agreed, “but
this has got to be investigated legal. Want
to tell me yore side of the story now, Mor-
gan, or wait till after I lock yuh up?”

“Yuh’re not goin’ to lock this feller up,”
Anderson declared truculently. “He saved
my life and—"

“Let me handle this, Anderson, inter-
posed Morgan, giving him an elbow nudge.

l:lE M]?VED over to confront the mar-

sl

“Yyh don't seriously mean
throw me into the calaboose,
shal?” he drawled.

“I don’t mean nothin’ else,” snapped the
peace officer. “Understand, I ain’t sayin’ yuh
won't come clear, but I told yuh last night
that I'm the Law in Sand Wells—and this
killin’ took place in town. I'm lockin’ yuh up
till I can investigate this business plumb
complete. I reckon yuh'll come along peace-

able” He started to reach for gun.

“I hate to do this, Marshal,” Morgan said
reluctantly, “but I have to”” With a grunt,
he swung his right first against Quigley’s jaw
without the slightest warning.

The marshal grunted also, jerked, went
glassy-eyed, and then folded to the floor like
a winded concertina. Before he hxt Morgan
was whirling on the other two mq

“You take care of Hardwick, Snodgrass"
he said. “Anderson, watch yoreself till I see
yuh again. Yuh're in danger, I've got to run.
I've got too much to do to let Quigley lock
me up. Adios for now.”

He darted out into the night.

He almost groaned aloud as he saw the
buckboard and lathered, steaming team of
mustangs that was pulling up in front of the
funeral parlor. Abe Meade had arrived, and
Morgan could no longer stay here to avert
trouble.

!hn the funerall p:il(rlor Eben Snodgrass and

uh want to
o yuh, Mar-

tion.

Morgan did not have the chance to ex-
plain. For at that moment the front door

nged open, and I Quigley came
trotting into the h

“I heard a shot, &3 he said cur'.\y, glanmng
around at group, then letting his eyes
mtmd’!goryﬁg\ueonthe couch. “A
couple of fellers come runmin’ to tell me

looked at each other blankly.
The fat little undertaker mopped the bald
top of his head and nodded at the prone fig-
ure of the peace mars|
“I knew Morgan was goin’ to cut loose on
somebody, but I thought shore it was goin’
to be Sam Trench,” he said sadly.
Outside, Abe Meade leaped out of his
buckboard and stalked into the funeral par-
lor like an angry lion, the crown of his hat
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seraping the lintel of the door.

“Shodgrass!” he bellowed. “Eben Snod-
grass! Where is he?”

“Why, hello, Mr. Meade,” intoned the little
undertaker apprehensively. “Who do yuh
mean?”

“Stanley Burke!” roared the old hellion
savagely. “Where’s his body?”

“In the back room, Mr. Meade. I was hold-
in’ it accordin’ to the marshal’s orders.”

“Well, yuh ain’t holdin’ it no longer.”

The old man’s fierce eyes swept the scene
in the front parlor, noting the dead man on
the couch, the unconscious peace officer on
the floor, and John Anderson standing there
frowning. Bizarre as the tableau was, it
didn’t even faze the old hellion. He passed it
over as a matter of no importance, because
he wasn’t interested in anything now but the
business which had brought him to town.

“Show me the body s0’s I can identify it,”
he ordered peremptorily. “If it is Stan
Burke, I'm goin’ to skin some dirty skunk

alivel DIl take this cussed town apart.
Where’s my womenfolks? Where's Hank
Maxwell?”

“I don't rightly know the answers to all
yore questions,” said Snodgrass sadly. “But
come on back here to view the remains.”

The old Texas hellion stormed after the fat
little undertaker, almost stepping on him
and causing him to scurry out of the way
like a fat tabby cat.

he thunder of his voice and the noise of
his passage aroused the recumbent peace
marshal. Quigley groaned, opened his eyes
and stared at the ceiling. He started to rub
his aching jaw, and became fully conscious.

“Where is that ornery trouble-maker?” he
demanded of And as he bled to

his feet.
“If yuh mean Morgan,” said Anderson,
“he’s gone. He slugged yuh and ran out.”

“Why didn’t yuh stop him?”

Anderson looked his contempt. “Yuh got
no call to arrest Morgan, Quigley.”

“The devil I ain’t,” grunted the marshal
grimly. “I'm the Law in this town, and I'm
goin’ to throw Morgan in jail the minute I
clap eyes on him till he’s been duly cleared
of murder . Who's that shoutin’ in the back
room?”

“Abe Meade’s come to town, and he’s on
the prod” informed Anderson. “Yuh're
about to find yore hands full, mister.”

Quigley, whatever else he may have been,
was no coward. He started gnmly for the
back room. Anderson followed him

“That’s my cousin, all right,” Abe Meade
was growling in a slightly modulated roar.
“Put him in the finest coffin yuh got, Snod-
grass, and get him ready for a first-class
funeral. And don’t skimp none. We'll hold
the funeral in the momin’. Now, I'm goin’

to the hotel and hunt up—"
“Just a minute, Abe Meade,” said Snod-
grass sadly. “ ain't got but one coffin made
up right now, and—"
“Use it, Snodgrass”
sharply.

JFOR the first time Meade took cognizance
of his neighboring rancher.

“The box you ordered for me, eh, John?”
he said to Anderson in a mild tone. “I don’t
reckon you killed Stanley Burke by mistake,
Anderson. Yuh ought to know me too well
to make an error like that”

“T do,” said Anderson, standing quiet but
Qushing to the roots of his red hair. “And I
ain't apologizin’ to yuh for anything I do,

ordered Anderson

eade.

“Humph!” snorted Meade. He was angry
clean through, but there was something of
admiration in his expression for this young
rooster who stood up to him. “I'll tend to
you later, John Anderson. Yuh’ve made yore
boast, and when 1 get time T'll see that yuh
have a chance to live up to jt.”

“Come gunnin’ when yuh’re ready,” said
Anderson grimly. “Personal, I've changed
my mind about yuh. I wouldn’t harm a white
hair in yore stubborn old head unless you
shoot first.”

“There’s goin’ to be plenty of shootin’,”
declared the old man.

here’s already been too much” said
Marshal Quigley firmly. “That freighter in
the front room was killed tonight. I gather
that he was the feller who shot yore cousin,
Meade, and I'll clear that up as soon as I get
hold of the man who shot the freighter.”

“Freighter?” shouted Abe Meade. “A
Maxwell man, huh? That’s what I thought.
Soon’s I locate Burke’s womenfolks I'll see
Hank Maxwell.”

He started out, but Marshal Quigley stub-
bornly got in his way.

‘Hold on, Meade,” P said, with grim de-
termination, “Yuh ain’t popular in Sand
Wells, and I'm warnin’ yuh not to stir up any
more trouble than there already is. I'll han-
dle this business.”

“You tend to yore own knittin’” advised
Meade, brushing him aside and starting on-
ward. “And stay out of my way!” he called
over his shoulder.

Marshal ngley stood for a moment, his
face flushed, his jaw hard. It was not pleas-
ant to have his authority brushed aside as
if it amounted to nothing. But Meade was a
hard man to tie into, and Quigley certainly
didn’t want to call Meade’s hand at this mo-
ment. The marshal’s luck was bad.

Quigley turned and stared at the little un-
dertaker, who shifted uneasily on his feet,
Then the marshal looked at Anderson, who
grinned mockingly at him,



3

CHAPTER XIII
Enter The Masked Rider

o USHING out in the street, Abe
/ Meade leaped into his buck-
m board and drove his team

lickety-split down the street to
the hotel. Hurling his reins to
a roustabout idling near the
front door, he gave an order.

“Take this team to Kilgore’s
and see that they get a good

rubdown and a good feedin’
after they've cooled off. Do it right, or I'll
trim yore long ears off.”

He stormed on inside and caught sight of
Sam Trench just coming out of the dining
room. He pounced on the hotel keeper like
a mastiff grabbing a terrier. Trench’s jaw
dropped and he went white. But there was
no escaping that human tornado. -

“Trench!” roared the old hellion, clutching
him by the shoulder and shaking him fierce-
ly. “Where's Mary and Sally Burke? What
room they in?”

“They—they're not at the hotel, Mr,
Meade,” gasped Sam Trench. “Leave go, and
Tl tell yuh where they are.”

“What?” bellowed Meade. He gave the
man a last shake before releasing him.
“What yuh done with ’em?”

Puffing and blowing like a walrus, Trench
readjusted his clothes and shot the old man
a venomous glance. .

“They moved over to the dance hall this
mornig’,’ he said. “They're stayin’ with
Belle Howard.”

“Yuh tyrned 'em out!” shouted Meade,
clenching his mighty fist. “I ought to pistol-
whip yuh!” .

“No! shouted Trench in turn. “I offered
to let 'em stay here free, but they wouldn’t.
The girl is workin’ at the dance hall”

“Yuh let womenfolks of mine do a
thing like that?” The old man’s rage was
majestic. “Why, yuh dirty coyote! Get be-
hind that desk counter and register them
women in the best rooms in this place—right
now! I'm goin’ after ’em, and yuh better
have the finest rooms in this rat-trap ready
by the time I get back.”

“Of course,” agreed Trench. He backed
toward the desk and the wide-eyed clerk.

Abe Meade whirled and raged out of the
hotel. Trench stared after him, his face dis-
torted with rage.

“Never mind the register,” he snarled at
the clerk. “That old devil has raised his last
rumpus. He ain't the king of Creation he
thinks he is. Start gatherin’ together the
men who were here last night.”

“Yuh mean—yuh’re goin’ to raise another
lynch mob?” stammered the clerk, aghast.

MASKED RIDER WESTERN

“Yuh heard what I said” snarled Trench.
“The whole town’s against that old hellion.” .
Unaware of the train of powder he
laid in his wake, Abe Meade strode fiercely
along the street and shouldered his way into
Faro Thorpe’s saloon. He glared at the night
crowd, then, shaking his head like an angry
bull, he headed for the archway to the dance
a

Suddenly silent men recognized him and
moved out of his way, staring after him fear-
fully. As though at a signal, Faro Thorpe
appeared. He advanced from the rear of the
saloon and met the old rancher near the foot
of the stairs at the archway.

“Good evening, Mr. Meade,” he said quiet-
ly, but his voice cut like a knife through the
place. “Something I can do for you?”

“Yes,” roared Abe Meade savagely. “What
do yuh mean by bringin’ my womenfolks to
a place like this? Where are they? Trot ’em
gu't quick before I wreck this lowdown out-

i

“Calm down, Mr. Meade,” Thorpe said
evenly, but his eyes narrowed and glittered.
“You don’t need to shout. No harm has come
to the Burke women. They came here of
their own free will.”

“Faro Thorpe,” thundered the old hellion,
“Tll give yuh just one minute to produce
Mary and Sally Burke!”

Belle Howard came running from the

ce floor, her eyes alive with anxiety.
Everybody waited tensely for the fireworks
they were sure would explode. But Faro
Thorpe surprised them.

“Certainly, Mr. Meade,” he said softly, a
smile touching his thin lips. “I have been
expecting you. The ladies are upstairs in
Miss Howard’s rooms. Belle, will you please
conduct Mr. Meade to them? The ‘no gentle-
men above stairs’ rule does not apply in this
case.”

“Everything’s all right, Abe,” said Belle
Howard soothingly as she took the old man'’s
arm. “Come with me.”

“Lead the way,” said the old man grufily.
“I reckon mebbe I'm a mite too touchy.”

The mistress of the dance hall smiled and
led the way up the steps. Abe Meade shook
himself like a quieting wolfhound and fol-
lowed.

Faro Thorpe stood there for a long minute,
his hand on the newel post of the stairs
which ran up along the partition wall. Then
he smiled and jerked his head at several
men standing along the bar. As he started
lightly up the steps, the gun-hung men filed
over from the bar and took up stations at the
foot of the stairs. . . .

RY MAXWELL sat at his desk in the
mine office, thinking deeply. Under the
glow of the shaded lamp his ruddy face
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seemed a ﬁery red. However, the manager
of the borax mines was not exactly in a stew.
He was more in a brown study.

Save for the desk lamp the office was dark,
and Maxwell was there alone. Dimly he
heard men running and shouting on the
street, but even this did not arouse him, for
he was thinking intently about the matter
that Wayne Morgan had brought to his at-
tention.

It was considerably past the time he had
promised to meet Morgan here, but he knew
thatthe failure could well have been his own
fault, He had spent nearly an hour looking
for Hardwick after leaving Morgan with
Belle Howard at the dance hall. Doubtless
Morgan had given him up and turned his
attention elsewhere,

Being a man of a great deal of discern-
ment, Maxwell was reflecting deeply on a
number of puzzling factors. Things were be-
ginning to crowd up, and he knew he must
make some decisive moves—and quickly.

The creaking open of the rear door brought
}um htlo hlmself with a start, and he reached

for

“Don‘t pull it, Maxwell!” a harsh, gruff
voice warned him.

“Who are you?” snapped
nger, peermg into the dark.

the mine man-
“What do you

“Who I am don’t matter,” said the gruff
voice. “I want to have a little palaver with
yuh. Just set still and put yore hands on
the desk.”

Slowly, reluctantly Maxwell obeyed, his
eyes staring to make out in the dimness the
man who approached. But he was doomed
to disappointment. There was no chance of
recognizing the masked and black-cloaked

that came within the circle of lamp-
light and faced him across

“Who are you?” demanded Maxwell again,
his voice hoarse in spite of himself.

standing man merely surveyed him
silently, and Maxwell answered his own
question.

“You are the Masked Rider!” he ejaculat-
ed. “No! It isn’t possible. The Masked Rider
hasn t been Teported in this part of the coun-

“Nevertheless, I am here,” answered the
Masked Rider sternly. “There’s to be an
accountin’ in Sand Wells tonight.”

“I'm not answerable to you,” said Max-
well, in quick defense. “I'm not guilty of
anything.”

“Yuh're guilty of bein’ a plumb big fool,
Henry Maxwell,” accused the Masked Rider.
“Because of yore drivin’ ambition to force a
right-of-way through Abraham Meade’s land

Te responsible for all Lhe trouble that’s
ewin’ here on this range.’

“T am not!” protested Maxwell, but there

was a note of doubt in his voice. “Who ac-
cuses me? That drifter Morgan?”

“Yuh accuse yoreself, Maxwell. Yuh've
brought every bit of pressure to bear that
yuh could, tryin’ to force Meade to sell yuh
a strip of land. When he refused and tried
to lease yuh a right-of-way at what yuh
thought was an outrageous price, yuh tried
to get his land condemned by the Governor
of this Territory.”

“What's wrong with that?” defended the
mine manager. “It is only good business, and
a railroad spur means a lot to everybody in
this section. Why should one man be allowed
to stand in the way?”

“Why? Because that man didn’t have the
right to sell yuh any of his land. He was
tryin’ to deal with yuh the only way he
knew how.”

“I'd have paid him his price for the land,
but not for just a leased right-of-way.

couldn’t he sell? Tl tell yuh why. Be-
cause he’s a hard-headed, stubborn old miser
trying to hold up the Company’ for
all he could get. He simply overmatched
himself this time.

“Maxwell,” sald the Masked Rider, shak-
ing his head pityingly, “yuh’re a fool. Yuh've
shore set a train of far-reaching events in
action. Other things outside of yore feud
with Meade ha:i/e been brought into it nllrl;);
yore loggerhea ctics. Have yuh figge:
at all that a third party might fé usin’ yuh
for hls own selfish ends?

" demanded Maxwell tersely.

HE Masked Rider shook his head, read-
ing Maxwell’s min¢
“Not John Anderson,” he said. “You and
Anderson are both bein’ used as tools and
scapegoats by this other man I mean. Be-
cause you two have the plainest reasons to
hate Abraham Meade yuh're bein’ led to the
slaughter like lambs. Men in yore pay, like
Hardwick, and men in Anderson’s pay are
workin’ for yore enemy, pilin’ up evidence
against yuh, and yuh set still and let matters
go as far as murder.
“That’s a_ lie!” cned Maxwell hotly. “I
have no deahrg: of any kind with Anderson

{orget yore freighter, Hardwu:k
whos layin’ dead over at Snodgrass’ lace
right now. Or don’t yuh believe the evidence
against Hardwick?”

“Hardwick dead? No wonder I couldn’t
find him. Who killed him?”

“The drifter yuh called Morgan—and just
in time to save Anderson’s life. And now
Morgan is bein’ hunted by Marshal Quigley
for this killin’, Morgan can’t either help or
hinder yuh now.”

“Who is this man who uses me for a tool?”
demanded Maxwell in a grating voice, his
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hands clenching and unclenching,

is name is Faro Thorpe, said the
Masked Rider.
“Thorpe? I can't believe it! What has

Thorpe to gain?”

“Yuh'll soon see. Right this minute he has
Abe Meade cornered upstairs over the Palace
Dance Hall where likely he is rushin’
through the deal he has been aimin’ at ever
since Meade filed on the mineral rights of
Eagle Pass to block yore condemnation
move.”

“Can you prove this?” asked Maxwell, his
voice full of menace.

“Yuh’re not the only man who wants
proof,” said the Masked Rider. “Come thh
me. The other man is out in the alley.”

“Who is he?” demanded Maxwell.

" said Maxwell.
grimly to his feet.

CHAPTER XIV
Thorpe Plays His Ace

ST behind the mine office two
men were standing in the alley,
one of them easily discernible

He got

because of his white garb.
“Hawk?” called the Masked
Rider “softly. “Did yuh find
him?
‘ “Here I am, Masked Rider,”
5k spoke up John Anderson for
1f

himself.

“Did yuh tell Anderson what Joe Blake is
doin’, Hawk?” went on the Masked Rider.

“Yes, Senor,” replied the Indian. “But he
does not like to believe.”

“I just can’t believe Blake has throwed in
with Thorpe thisaway,” declared Anderson.
“I ain’t yet convinced that Thorpe is a skunk,
in spite of what that Morgan feller told me.’

'Yuh'd have known by this time, if Hard-
wick and Blake hadn't kllled the wrong man
yesterday mornin"”

“If that’s so, why won’t Thorpe kill Meade
tom*’ht’"

“He may aim to, but the set-up is different
now. Now Meade has relatives who'll inherit
if he dies. When he ordered Meade’s death
yesterday, Thorpe didn’t know this. But we
waste time talkin’. Hawk, yore job now is to
find Marshal ngley and brmg him to the
dance hall pronto.”

“Bueno, Senor,” sa:d the Indian, and faded
swiftly into the nigl

“What's all that shoutmg on the main
street?” asked Maxwell, suddenly aware of
the noise and excitement.

“Sam Trench is lettin’ everybody know
that Abe Meade has come to town,” the

Mbasked Rider said grimly. “It may be a

question of who gets to Meade first.”

axwell groaned suddenly “Belle How-
ard!” he exclaimed. “Belle took the two
Burke women over to the Palsce Is she in
cuhoo's with Faro Thorpe’

“Belle Howard is just another of Thorpe's
tools,” said the Masked Rider, as kindly as
he could in his gruff voice. “Things just hap-
pened to work out this way. She’s no more
to blame than anybody else. Now be quiet
as we get to the back end of the dance hall.
I must warn yuh both that this business is
plumb dangerous. T'll try to protect yuh, but
I can’t guarantee yore safety.”

“If we ain’t safe, then what yuh claim is
true,” said Anderson sagely. “In that case, I
can stand on my own hind feet and bust a
few caps, and to thunder with Marshal Quig-

ust show me proof,” breathed Maxwell.
“I’ll settle with Meade later.”

As silently as stalking Indians the trio
made their way along the black alley and
neared the darkened rear of the dance hall
and saloon. There was no moon, and a cloudy
overcast made the starshine negligible. As
they passed a vacant lot they could see men
gathering in the front street, shouting and
looking fierce under the flickering torches
some of them carried. Several had ropes.

ey were snake-dancing and smgmg
“Hang Abe Meade to a sycamore tree,” to
the tune of “John Brown’s Body.

‘Say, them rannies mean busmes, mut-
tered Anderson. “I should of finished Sam
Trench last night when he first started this.

t's his stake in this game, anyway,
Masked Rider?”

“Faro Thorpe couldn’t do it all alone,” said
the Masked Rider succinetly. “Soft now.
Here we are.”

“What's your plan?” asked Maxwell heav-

ily.

“We're goin’ in and surprise Thorpe. . .
Careful. The back door is prob’ly guarded.”

They moved on like phantoms in the dark.
Then, just as they reached the corner of the
building, Maxwell’s foot clicked against a tin
can. Instantly there was a startled move-
ment at the 3

“Who's there?” a man’s voice called terse-

y.
When there was no answer, he called

gain.

“Speak quick, or Ill shoot”

“Shoot and be hanged” cried Maxwell
savagely, and launched himself forward in a
lugbering charg

grated the Masked Rider angrily,
1eapmg after

A mngue of orange flame lanced the night

g?: ’s gun roared once, then again.
In the fashes the guard in cowboy attire end
the burly, charging Maxwell were outlined.
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Then the guard, having located his attacker,
leveled his gun to fire pointblank in Max-
well’s face.

He never pulled the trigger. The Masked
Rider leaped to one side to get around Max-
well and fired once. The guard let out a
monstrous grunt, indication that he had just
taken a full breath to yell an alarm, and
crashed to the ground.

AXWELL almost fell over him. Recov-

ering, he muck a match. The face of
Joe Blake, PDQ rider, was revealed staring
mghtlessly up at the shrouded heaven&

‘Blake!” growled Anderson. I guess yuh
called the turn, Masked Rider.

The Masked Rider knelt besnde the body
and ripped open the shirt. He muttered his
intense satisf: as he revealed
strapped around the dead man’s waist—a
snakeskin money belt.

“Stanley Burke’s money-belt, I reckon
yub’ll find,” he said swiftly. “Proof enough
that Blake was the other killer who trapped

urke.”

“Say, I bet that’s what Morgan was lookin’
for on Hardwick!” exclaimed Anderson.

“Mebbe,” said the Masked Rider. “At least,
here’s the first part of yore proof.”

“Let’s go,” said Maxwell, lurching to his
feet as the match went out.

He fell against the door, fumbled for the
latch, then flung the barrier wide open.

A fl of soft lamplight yellowed the

pemng, and the two men behind him could
see Maxwell swaying slightly in the doorway.
Blood was running down his left arm and
dnppmg to the threshold from his fingertips.

“Maxwell!” jerked out Anderson. “He’s
been hit!”

“Only a flesh wound in the arm,” 'said
Maxwell. Clenching his left hand he raised
the arm to show that he could still use it.
“Come on!”

Like a maddened bull that could not be
swerved aside, he strode grimly toward the
dance hall archway, dripping blood every
step of the wa

Just as the Mnsked Rider and Anderson
leaped after him there came a crescendo of
galloping hoofs out in the front street. The
shouts of angry men mingled with the bel-
lowing of gun shots.

Nobody was in the rear of the dance hall,
all having rushed toward the front to watch
the excitement on the street. So the trio of
determined men almost reached the arch-
way before they were discovered.

e of the six men guarding the foot of
the stairs glanced around and saw them. He
Jet out a wild yell of surprise and conster-
nation.

“The Masked Rider!” he shouted, and be-
gan firing feverishly.

L4
In an instant the place was filled with the
roaring of six-guns and the acrid odor of
blinding gunsmoke. Two of the stair defend-
ers fell before the accurate ﬁre of the Masked
Rider and Anderson. others,
stricken by the sight of that tall, black—mbed
avenger, flanked by two grim-looking men
with blazing guns, broke and ran through
the saloon.

One of them tried to race up the stairs to
warn Faro Tharpe, and Maxwell lunged after
him. Catching him half-way up the steps, the
berserk mine manager plucked him off the
stairs with his right hand like a fly and
dropped him over the railing to the floor
below.

The Masked Rider would have preferred
to clean out the saloon before penetrating
further into the lion’s lair. It was never safe
to leave armed enemies on your back-trail.
But Maxwell, going keavily on, was forcing
the lssue So, after a qulck glance throug

d and rapi
loon the Masked Rider took the stairs three
at a time.

“Guard the stairs!” he yelled at Anderson.

But the redhead only laughed derisively
and plunged up the steps in his wake.

Serenely unaware of the fighting going on
below, Faro Thorpe faced Abraham Meade
in Belle Howard’s living room. Flanking the
saloon owner were a pair of muscular house-
men, both armed with sawed-off shotguns.
Over against one wall Belle Howard
with her arms about Sally Burke and the
trembling mother. Meade was like a mag-
nificent stag at bay.

hat in blazes yuh mean by this armed
intrusion, Thorpe?” bellowed the irate old
man.

“Time is pressing, Meade,” said the gam-
bler coolly. “For you, not for me. Were you
crazy enough to tl{ink you could charge into
my place like a bull in a china shop? You
bulldoze other people, Meade, but not Faro
Thor

“What’s the idea of all this?” demanded
Meade. “I'm takin’ my womenfolks and get-
tin’ out of here right now.”

“No, you’re not,” said Thorpe silkily. “I've
a little business matter to transact with you
first. I have here”—he drew a folded paper
from his inside pocket—“an agreement made
between you and the late George Anderson.
It has been endorsed over to me. You doubt-
less recall the terms of it.”

E old rancher quieted down, perhaps
sensing what was to come. He glared at
the gambler and waits
“Tll refresh your mind,” Thorpe went on
easily. “Upon the payment of five thousand
dollars, tendered with this document, you are
to surrender the Old Anchor ranch, lock,
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stock and barrel. Here is the paper.
here is five thousand dollars in gold.”

He produced a heavy buckskin bag that
had dangled at his waist, and tossed it onto
the table beside the old ranchman.

“That deal was made with the Anderson
family,” said Abe Meade harshly. “Not with
a skunk like you.”

“Calling names won’t help your predica-
ment” warned Thorpe, unrufiled. ~“You'll
deal with me because this paper is endorsed
to_me, and because I have the money. You
will find a quitclaim deed to the ranch, prop-
erly made out, on that table. Sit down and

And

“I’ll see yuh in perdition first!” roared the
o

“Oh Faro, you crazy fool” Belle Howard
cried. “You shouldn’t be horning in_on—"

“You shut up and stay out of this!” Thorpe
cut her off curtly. “Listen, you old bull,” he
went on to Meade, “this paper is legal, and
you know I can take it to any court and whip
you on it. But you haven't got time. You
had no business coming to town at all. The
whole countryside is up in arms against you.
The only way you can save your neck is to
remove yourself. The first thing I shall do
will be to sell the Goddard Company a spur
right-of-way at a nominal price througl
Eagle Pass. If yuh're smart, you'll take this
money and those two women and hightail
out of this country.”

“No!” refused Meade hoarsely.
do it. Where’s John Anderson?”

“Abe! Abe!” appealed Mary Burke ap-
prehensively. “Don’t refuse if it's on account
of Sally and me. Don’t worry about us.”

Meade shot a kindly glance at her, then
looked back at Thorpe.

“Lemme see that paper,” he said craftily.

“T'll hold it,” said Thorpe significantly.
“You can see its authenticity and endorse-
ment_without handling it.”

“All right,” capitulated the old man, after
squinting at the agreement. “I'll sign. Gl ad
to get shut of the danged old place, anyhow.”

e sat down heavily at the table and ran
his eyes over the quitclaim deed. Suddenly
he jumped up with a renewed roaring.

“This here thing includes assignment to all
mineral rights!” he shouted.

“Exactly,” agreed Thorpe pleasantly. “As
if you didn’t know the gold mine is what I'm
after.”

“Wlell yuh'll never get it,” said Abe Meade
grim

Thorpe walked over to the nearest window
and threw it open. He flung out his arm with
a sweep to indicate the wave of sound below.

“Hear that?” he asked. “Hear the shouts
and shots" It isn't for the Fourth of July,
you know.

“I won’t

“Wh-what is it?” cried Sally Burke fear-
fully.

“A mob of angry citizens,” explained
Thorpe, shruggmg “They want to lynch Abe
Meade. All I have to do is invite them in to
take him. You know what that means,
Meade. If you don’t want your neck stretch-
ed and these two kinswomen of yours thrown
to that mob, you'll waste no more time. Sign
that quitclaim!”

For one of the few times in his cantan-
kerous life Abe Meade turned pale as he
listened to the angry mob down in the
street.

“Who’s incitin’ that bunch of crazy fools?”
he deman

Not that it makes any difference,” an-
swered Thorpe, “but it is Sam Trench. He
hates you cordia!

“I begin to understand," said Abe Meade
bitterly. “You and Trench and Anderson are
in cahoots to rob me. And that’s the thanks
! get for holdm the Old Anchor together all

n on

“You should talk of robbery,” said Thorpe
coldly. “After the fleecing you gave George
Anderson. Running up a big bill against him
for finding a gold mine and then not giving
him his mine when you did find i

“All right,” said Meade heavily. “I‘ll sign,
You guarantee to get me and my women-
iolks to safety?”

“T'll let you out the back door and try to
stop the mob,” promised Thorpe. “I don't
want to see anyl dy hurt.”

“Gimme a pen,” said Abe Meade grimly.

There was a tremendous crash as a pair of
bodies hurled themselves against the hall
door. The barrier splintered inward as Max-
well, bloody and angry-eyed, stumbled across
the threshold amid the wreckage of the door.
A tall man in black who wore a mask leaped
over his body and landed in the room in a

33

in-fig g crou
“Don't sign anythmg, Meade!” he shouted.
“This man Thorpe is the devil who had
Stanley Burke killed!”
“The Masked Rider!” exclaimed Abe
Meade.

CHAPTER XV
Not Enough Women

ARO THORPE whirled like a
striking snake as he heard the
door crashed in, his hands dart-
ting beneath his coat and com-
ing out with a pair of .38 six-
} shooters. The two men with
"] the sawed-off shotguns threw
them up.
“The Masked Rider!” ex-
claimed the gambler, his face
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blanching. Slowly he began backing toward
the table. “Gun that outlaw down!” he
yelled.

Gun thunder broke loose in the room. A
huge chunk of ceiling and one side of the
wall by the door were torn away as the
two murderous shotguns belched fire and

buckshot. But the Masked Rider

dragging a frightened and scratched and torn
‘rench between them.
“Senor"' cried the Indian happily.
are safe.”
“But I wouldn’t have been if there’d been
one more woman,” declared the Masked

“You

“Holy kerel” exclaimed the little un-

unscathed save for a couple of small shot
that stung one arm. He had fired first, blast-
ing the nearer shotgun artist to his problem-
atical veward just before the fellow pulled

trigger. Anderson got the second man
shooting in unison with the Masked Rider.

Quick as a flash, Abe Meade grappled with
Faro Thorpe before the gambler could level
down on him and use him for a shield. But
Thorpe was every bit as wily and tough as
he was reputed to be. He raised one gun in
a lightning move and brought the barrel
down on the old hellion’s head in a_vicious
blow. Abe Meade shuddered and, still claw-
ing blindly at his assailant, crashed to the
floorlike a felled oak tree.

The women screamed in terror. The
Masked Rider dodged out of the gunsmoke
to snap a shot at Thorpe, but Maxwell got
in his way. Scrambling up from the floor, the
mine manager lunged across the room at
Thorpe like a maniac. The Masked Rider
was forced to hold his fire.

Leaping backward out of the charging
Maxwell's way, Thorpe managed to get in
one shot which staggered his antagonist but
failed to stop him. Alarmed, Thorpe stepped

again, and his leg struck against the
window sill just as Maxwell reached him.
Lunging into the gambler, Maxwell finished
the job of knocking Thorpe off-balance.

Clawing franncalfy at the sides of the open
window, Thorpe toppled backward out of the
opening. He screamed hoarsely once before
he crashed to the sidewalk.

The fight was over—ended. So were
Thorpe’s ambitions.

Maxwell stood there for a moment, staring
stupidly out of the window. Then he turned
around to make an apologetic gesture at the
Masked Rider, and fell forward unconscious.
The next moment it seemed to the Masked
Rider that the room overflowed with women.

Belle Howard flung herself down beside
Maxwell, sobbing, anxiously exploring with
her hands to see how ly the mine man-
ager was hit. Mary Burke was down on the
floor, cradling Abe Meade’s bloody head in
her lap. Sally was laughing and erying hys-
terically in John Anderson’s arms,

e Masked Rider turned helplessly to-
warrl the smashed door just as Blue Hawk
came in at the head of a strange procession.
Following the Indian were Mars Quigley,

n Snodgrass and gan Behind
Logan came two gnm—faced Texas cowboys,

dertaker in distress. “Just look at the
corpses! I better get Doc Stamms. I wish
that Morgan feller would come back. Id
hire him after all”

“Is Abe Meade—dead?” demanded Limpy
Logan anxiously. “Gabe! Bronc! Get that
polecat ready to string up!”

“Hold on, men,” said the Masked Rider.
“Yore boss is all right. And I hope Maxwell
is””

“We come a-roarin’ to town,” explained
Limpy, “as soon as I could round up the
help. We found this skunk out in the street
tryin’ to work up a lynch mob against Abe.
We broke it up,

“With my help? added Marshal Quigley.
“Where is Faro Thor]

“Yuh just missed h)m lawman,” replied
the Masked Rider. “He fell out the window.”

lIROMPTLY Quigley and Gabe Hmz;er
out to investigate. Sam Trench

to his knees and began pleading Ill'.h the
Masked Rider to save his life. Order was
gradually restored while Blue ‘Hawk deftly
aided in reviving Meade and Maxwell. When
the two wounded men were seen to be out
of danger the Masked Rider spoke.

“Looks like I ain't needed here any long-
er, folks,” he said. “I reckon yuh can fit all
the details of this business together now.
Meade, the men who kil yore cousin are
all three dead. Anderson, I figger yuh was
cheated out of that agreement by Thorpe.
Yuh'd best take it now and destroy it. Yuh
won't want to buy the Old Anchor back,
even if yuh had the five thousand right in
hand—not now that yuh seem to be plannin’
on marryin’ into it.”

“Yuh’re plumb right, Masked Rider,” An-
derson agreed heartily. “I'll tear it up.”

hich deed will make you free, Meade,
to deal with Maxwell and sell him a strip
of land for his right-of-way,” went on the
Masked Rider. “As for you, Maxwell, since
yuh know Meade is tryin’ to raise money to
help the Burke family, yuh mlght be a little
more generous in your terms.”

“You bet I will” said Maxwell weakly.
“As soon as I get on my feet, I'll meet you
half-way, Abe. So that's the reason you
wouldn’t sell the company a strip through
the Old Anchor? You were holding it in-
tact in strict accord with your agreement
with Anderson’s father. But if you needed
money to help the Burkes, why didn’t you
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start developing your gold mine?”’

Abe Meade seemed not to hear. He looked
around at the group. He had the appearance
of a patriarch with his swathed head, ban-
daged in strips torn from Mary Burke's un-
derskirt.

There was a twinkle in his gimlet eyes as
he patted the widow’s thin hands.

“I don’t reckon we’ll need money to send
yuh to Colorado. for yore health, Mary,” he
said. “New Mexico’s high and d.ry enough
to make yuh well. And I got a sun-scorcher
of a ranch up near the desert where yuh can
bake good. And Johnnie, I reckon I sort of
mnsiudged uh.”

misjudged you mebbe,” Anderson said
soberly. “If so, I'm plumb sorry, and I'll try
to make up for it. I'm sorry about lettin’
Thorpe worm that agreement out of me. I
rmght of knowed he was after yore gold

“Yuu folks can sweat the rest of the de-
tails out of Sam Trench here in exchange for
his hfe," suggested the Masked Rider.

hal Quigley returned at this time.

“Yep, he said, tugging at his sagging mus-
tache, “Thorpe’s dead. broke his n
Now just what is all this ruction? I can’t
allow such wholesale slaughter goin' on in

“Its all settled, Marshal”
Rlder told him.

‘All but one thing” said Abe Meade. “I
ain’t wantin’ folks now or ever to think I
hormswoggled George Anderson out of that
land, after I'd found gold on it. I'd a-swore
on a stack of Bibles they wasn’t none, and
only just recent run onto it Yuh gould have
knocl me down with a feather.” But even
so, it wasn’t doin' me any good, since I'd
mebbe had to sign over most of it to get
dinero to work it, 'cept I could file a claim,
after I'd had an assay made, so’s I could keep
the ranch intact and mebbe make Maxwell

the Masked
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- come through with a decent deal. Figgered

to get the money to work it later.”

“Mebbe yuh can make a decent deal with
Maxwell right now,” suggested the Masked

ider. “Maxwell might like to do some kind
of mmm than for borax, and he’s got the
mone;

“Yes,” Maxwell said, and looked up at the
woman who was holding his head in her lap.
“And perhaps Belle would like to come in,

“Shore—shore!” boomed Meade, in some-
thing like his old tones, and all were so sud-
denly interested that they did not notice the
Masked Rider as he signaled the Indian and
moved toward the door.

As the two disappeared through the door,
headed for the untrammeled range, the last
they heard was Snodgrass complaining in his
sad voice:

“Well, I got to work all night. Yuh say.
there’s another corpse at the back door,
Matt? You wouldn’t want a temp'rary job,
would yuh?”

And Marshal Quigley’s firm reply:

“Nope. I got me a job lookin’ for that
Morgan feller. . .

Later that nlght far out on the eastern
trail, the Masked Rider and his faithful com-
panion jogged along on their way to their
canyon }ude-ou! to pack their belonging and
travel onware

“Confound xt"’ exclaimed the Masked Rid-
}e]r impatiently as a sudden thought struck

“What is it, Senor?” asked Blue Hawk

uickly. “You forget something?”

“Yuh bet I did,” growled the Masked Rider
in the voice of Wayne Morgan. “I never did
get that haircut!”

Both were laughing heartily as the great
black stallion and the strong-limbed gray
galloped along the trail, sweeping their riders
onward to the next adventure.

Next Issue’s Novel: MONTEZUMA'S GOLD, by CHUCK MARTIN

Backache,Leg Pains May Be Danger Sign

Of Tired Kidneys

If backache and leg pains are making you
miseratle, don’t just complain and do nothing
about them. Nature may be waming you that
your kidneys need attention.

The kidneys are Nature’s chief way of
excess acids and Poisonous waste out of the
blood, They help most people pass about 3
pints a day.

If the 15 miles of kidney tubes and filters
don’t work well, poisonous waste matter stays
in the blood. Thesepoisons may start nagging

backaches, rheumatic pains, leg pains, loss of
pep and energy, up nights, swelling,
puffiness undu the cyes, headaches and dizzi«
ness.
nnd burning sometimes shows there is some-
hing wiong with your lidneys or bladder.
Don'( waitl Ask yonr druggist for Doan’s
Pills, used successfully by millions for over 40
years. They give lnppy relief and will help
the lSmﬂuofhdneyt\lbuﬂuuhmltm
ous waste from the blood. Get Doan’s Pills, ®
adn.




Pa quits us on the fiy, with that snake hooked to the seat of his pants

PA, HE JEST HATES RATTLERS!

By JOE AUSTELL SMALL

A hiccuping practical joker gets his come-uppancel

face is sitting there on that scrawny
neck of his and grinning at me when
myeyelids flutter open. There’s devil-
ment seeping out of “Pa” Watson’s eyes. The
old scogie looks as sheepish as a pig-killing
coyote. He was just about to play one of his
pl'acllr:a] ]okes on me.
gi 't aim for you to wake up for a
while, Sorry,” Pa Watson says to me, lookmg
disappointed. “I a.\med to get you and Goober
both. Oh, well, one’s better'n none!”
Pa pours the sand out of my boot and

walks out into the yard. He's got an old
hearth shovel in his hand He scoops up a
shove lful of blistering sand and wx back
to the gallery

“Be quiet!” Pa cautions, winking,

The old dickens takes Goober Telk's boot
and pours that hot sand in it. Pa smiles and
gurgles down in his throat hke a berserk
fiend. He winks at me again, then lays a gen-
tle hand on Goober.

“Time to hit the saddle, boys!” Pa yells.

& “Git up, Goober! Le’s go!”
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ber pried  open aleeﬂy eyes and squints
ight.

outs to draw_Goober’s
attention, “Look at that blasted gelding tryin’
to break out of the lot! Hurry up, boys! I
need some help'

Goober can’t see the lot, but he thinks sure
enough that the gelding is trying to break
out. So Goober grabs his boots and shoves a
foot down the right one while he’s scrambling
onto his feet and reaching for his hat.

‘When Goober’s foot hits that scalding sand,
he looks surprised for a second. But it don’t
last more than a second. He hasn't got time
to be surprised in a case like that.

‘Howlin’ buzzards” Goober shrieks.

He starts kicking and jumping and trying
to pull that boot off. He's making right pert
noises out of his mouth, too.

When the beot’s ﬁna]]y in his right hand,
Goober holds up the sole of his foot and looks
at it close.

“I'd a sworn it was burnt to a crisp fraz-
zle!” he gasps.

Then Goober pours the sand out of his
boot. He looks around for Pa. But the old
man had eased off toward the corral. Pa gets
aboard his pony now, looking back and grin-
ning wide. He busts out in a rib-jarring
laugh as he bogs his spurs. His sorrel leads
a curl of dust off toward the Bowl Hills.

“Why, you old scallawag!” Goober hollers
out after him. “I'll get it back on you if it
takes me a thousand years!”

“He aimed to get you, an’ me both,” I re-
marks. “But I woke up.”

“Old buzzard!” Goober snaps. “If he wasn’t
so dad-burned good-natured and easy on us,
I'd be tempted to throw a slug in his chest
at times like these!”

GOOBEB goes and bathes his foot in cold
water. Then we hit leather. We've got
some right smart fence work to do over in
the Bow] Hills section, and we aim to see that
Pa helps us.

Pa, he’s the ramrod of the Pack Sand
Ranch. All the living kin that he knows of is
his son, Slo, who lives with us on the Pack
Sand. Me and Goober and Pa takes care of
the ranch. Slo keeps the house and cooking
going. Slo wouldn’t be any account as a
ranch hand nohow. He don’t move mor'n
once every five minutes, and just one joint
at a time then.

Me and Goober Telk has been working on
the Pack Sand for going on nine years now.
We threaten to quit every three weeks on
account of Pa’s pranks. But he’s so blamed
good to us other ways that we just can’t pull
stakes. Too, the old Pack Sand would go
down fast if me and Goober wasn’t around to
make Pa work. He'd heap rather play pranks
than work, Pa had.

“Don’t see how he ever ‘got hold of a rmelh
even like this'un, the way he dot

Goober wonders out loud as we ride.

“He used to be a ni ht-’n—daier in his
younger life,” I tell the lanky poke.
his wife died, they say he sort of let up.
Didn’t have nobody to pervide for but Slo,
and Slo is enough to disgust the spunk out of
anybody.”

“Yeah,” Goober agrees. “All Slo can do i u
say Pa, yer workin’ me too hard’ and ‘T'm
comin’, Pal’ Seem like Pa plumb liked :t
frum the start, tho.

“Pa likes anythmg, I tell Goober. “He’s
just a plumb-good, old rapscallion. I would.n
work for nobody else for twice the wages.”

e neithe Goober says. He wiggles
his sand burned right foot then, and adds, “T
reckon.”

When we hit the Bowl Hills fence-line,
we see Pa leaning back against a tree, his
mouth open and his tongue lolling out. He
hasn’t hit a lick of work yet. There’s some-
thing wrong with him.

“He’s got the he-cups again,” Goober tells
me, scowling. “I been worryin’ a little lately
’bout them danged he-cups. It just ain't
natural for a man to he-cup like Pa does
when it hits him.”

“Laughm over that joke brought on a
dose,” I reason. “Looks like they are gettin’
worse ’stead of better.”

“Slo threatened to ride over and get a doc-
tor this evenin’,” Goober informs, spurring
forward into a jog trot. “I hope he does.”

a has sure 'nuf got a case of them this
time. I've heard of a heap of silly things in
my life, but this is the first time I ever sat
on my heels and watched a full grown man
nearly he-cup his stuffing out. He jolts all
over, gets to going faster, and plunb gags at
times.

It has got to where he has one or two
spells every day. They'’re getting longer and
longer. And these last few have looked right

gerous. We try to get Pa to crawl his nag,
ride in to Inkball, and see if old Doc Fencer
can do anything about it.

“Naw,” Pa says slow. “I don’t aim to mess
with no doctor. Ain’t never been to one yet
that didn’t end up with cuttin’ something out
of me, and ownin’ half my savin’s to pay for
hit” Pa looks mad out of his eyes. “I'll jest
take my tobacco cure.”

Pa reaches in his hind pocket, brings out
his twist-plug, and gnaws off a wad.

“One swaller'll quiet ’er a little,” Pa allows.

Me and Goober shudders a little and feel
weak around the upper lip just thinking
about it.

Pa lays there in the shade another hour—
then he comes out and helps us fix fence.
He’s still got his hiccups, though. They last
him till slap dark.
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We ride in that night, and Goober asks Slo
about the doctor. Slo allows as how he aimed
to ride in after the Doc but felt his dander
give out after washing the dishes.

Pa just has a light case of them hiccups
the next morning, so we figure he’s getting
better.

About four o'clock in the evening, we head
out for Cottonwood Creek on a little fishing
trip to celebrate winding up our fence work
over in the Bowl Hills. Pa and Goober and
me mortally like to angle for catfish over
there in Cottonwood Creek.

We've got the lines out and are sitting
there under a big willow, watching the full
moon lace through the shimmering leaves.

“Might-nigh forgot, Goober,” Pa says.
“Found something this evemn w}ule lookm
for bait, that I want you to see.”

Pa gets up and walks over behind a big
cottonwood tree. Goober is lying there re-
laxed, smoking a quirly, and not payingmuch
attention to what’s going on. man can
reckon as how he’d be right surprised and
{olted-like to find a rattlesnake between his
egs all of a sudden. The snake’s dead, of
course, but Goober don’t know it. Yet a
throwed snake don’t act dead for one or two
seconds. This one even seemed to shake his
rattlers like he aimed to take out a hunk of
anybody near him,

ELL, Goober don’t wait to mull the
thing over in his mind. He spraddles out

his legs, yells like a Comanche jabbed with a
red-hot rod. It seems like he rises straight
up for six feet without any straining at all.
Hes backed clean over the campfire before
the lanky poke sees the snake’s not following

im.

Goober’s just naturally jumpy over snakes,
He don’t never aim to associate with one if
he can help it. He looks pretty plegged when
he finds out the snake’s dead. Pa’s over there,
leaning against that cottonwood tree, whoop~
ing and laughing and beating the tree trunk
with the palm of his right hand.

Pa gets a heap of fun out of a joke like that.

The tall poke comes and sits down after
T've drug the snake off with a stick. He smiles
sheepish.

“All right, you old devil,” he says to Pa.
“Yours is comin’”

‘We sit around a while lon, er hstemng to
the night birds cry, and funny little
sounds the creek makes as it gurgles over the
rocky shoals.

Then we turn in. We sleep full-dressed,
using our saddle blankets for a bed. It looks
to me like there’s a glint in Pa’s eyes as he
lays down and knocks out his pipe, but I
thinke maybe it's that tricky glimmer of the

1 lay ﬂ\ere for a while, watching clouds

slide across the moon, hearing a lonesome
dogie bawl, and waiting for the cry of a
prowling coyote. I'm plumb happy right now.
I don’t see how folks can live in towns, sleep
in soft beds, and wear Sunday clothes all the
time, when they could be out on the range
nights like this, smelling clean air, and listen-
ing to the laughing owls quarreling down
in the lower draw.

Then I drop off. Goober is already snoring.

I wake up dreaming that a lobo wolf has a
death-hold on my left shoulder. Ireach up to
get him by the neck when I see Pa bending
down over me.

“Easy, Sorry!” he whispers. Pa’s smiling
like a jackass eating briars. “You ain’t as
scared of snakes as Goober is. So get up and
watch. You're in my way.

Iyawn, sit up and wipe the sleep out of the
corners of my eyes. I don’t say nothing,
figuring_that Pa is old enough to bug his own
beard. He ought to know if this one is good
enough to wake me up over.

“Couldn’t sleep nohow,” Pa
“Blasted he-cups has got me ag'in.

“Laughin’ll make 'em worse,” Imform him.

But Pa don’t pay me no mind.

“Only way I can keep from goin’ loco when
I get the he-cups,” he enlightens, “is to work
out a little joké If it makes 'em worse, well,
I'd rather die laughing than any other way.”

That Pa, he’s a mortal mess if ever I saw
one.

I sit there blinking my eyes and rolling a
quirly, while Pa goes over and drags out that
dead rattler that I threw away. The snake’s
head is not hurt a bit. It looks plumb natural
there in the moonlight. Pa bends over and
rakes the good ends of our campfire sticks
back on the coals.

“Want a little light so that rattler’s eyesll
glitter,” Pa explains.

He takes the snake and props its mouth
open with a short stick. It looks just as nat-
ural, that snake does. A man wouldn’t need
much imagination after looking at a thing
like that, to figure the big rattler is fixing to
eat him, bl raw. It’s enough to scare the
daylights out of a man not uncommonly
scared of snakes, much less a poke with rep-
tile-rash like Goober.

Pa coils the snake up now and lays it on
the saddle blanket beside Goober. But he’s
not satisfied with this. Pa’s got to make 'er
complete. He takes an old mud-stained fish-
ing cord, cuts a three-yard length off, and
ties one end around where the rattler’s neck
ought'to be, Pa is careful as he ties the other
end around Goober’s belt. Pa has cut the
line just long enough so that the snake will
appear to have its head up, ready to strike,
as itis dragged along behind the tall poke

Now ings are ready, Pa
knife and euts off the snake’s rsttlers All thls

informs.
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time he’s grinning and chuckling and wink-
ing at me. He’s still hiccuping too. But he
don’t mind that now.

Looking at me with a tight smile on his
face, Pa takes the rattlers and holds them
within two inches of Goober’s ear. He shakes
the blamed things so they give off a fair re-
semblance to a_diamond-back’s mad buzz.

1t causes Goober to quit snoring. Pa shakes
them again. This time, the tall poke stirs
uneasily and groans a little like maybe he's
dreaming about something he don’t hanker
to meet up with.

Goober rolls over on the third buzz, and he
lays square up against that rattler. Pa hits
it good and proper then. He nudges Goober
in the ribs a couple of times like a snake
trying to strike through his clothes. Then Pa
lays down quick.

J CAN see Goober's eves flutter open now.
The moonlight is on his face pretty bright.
1 can even see the expression in his eyes, and
the way he jerks stiff when he feels some-
thing under him. There’s a strong suspicion
in the poke’s mind that he’s heard a rattler.
That soft thing he’s lying against don’t dis-
qualify his belief none.

Goober- shuffles to the side quickly. He
turns then and stares into the open mouth
of the rattler. That stick has the reptlles
jaws wide open. It looks like the snake is
just about to bite out a hunk of cowpoke.

Goober don’t see that stick in the snake’s
mouth. He’s not looking for such small de-
tails. It’s just one thought in the poke’s mind
right now. He’s been lying there for no tell-
ing how long, half on a big rattler.

It don’t surprise us, of course, when Goober
springs up from there like a skinned tomeat.
This move just makes matters worse, though,
It takes up the slack in that fishing cord, and
causes the rattler to jump, sort of mad-like,
at the scared poke.

That’s all Pa needs.

Goober hollers pretty loud and backs
across Pa before he knows what he’s doing.
Pa trips him up, of course, but Goober don’t
stay down long. He’s up hollering some more
and shouting advice.

“Leaping catﬁsh"’ Goober yells
place is full o’ rattlers! Look o

The lanky poke quits camp then He looks
back just once. That’s enough. Goober sees
that snake following him, and he lets go a
burst of speed that makes his ordinary level-
best running gait look sick.

Pa Watson rises up off his blanket and
laughs deep down in his innards. Ilean on an
elbow and listen to Goober clear a trail out
through that brushy creek-bottom. It sounds
a good bit like a wild cattle stampede through
the haw thickets, that race. The tall poke is

ring the ground with his feet, rattling

“Whole

the brush and hollering about every twenty
yards We hear water splash and every-

thing’s quie

“He hit the bluff hole,” Pa stops laughing
long enough to say. “Water’s deep there, s0
it won’t hurt him none.”

Then the old devil goes on with his mighty-
nigh hysterical guffaws.

It’s a little harder for Goober to take this
one good-natured, like he has the rest. It's
nearly daylight by the time he finally works
his way back to camp. The gangling poke is
taking it slow, too. He’s got a long cotton-
wood limb. He scrapes and beats the ground
ahead of him a good bit before he steps for-
ward. It looks like Goober don’t aim to take
no chances in a snake country like this.

He’s finally found that cord tied around his
belt and figured it out. Me and Pa lay quiet
when he comes in. Out of a slit between my
eyelashes, I see Goober glare hard at Pa, then
lay down and go to sleep.

Next day, Pa don’t mention the joke at all.
He busts out laughing every once in a while,
though. And it don’t take an unusual smart
man to figure out just what he’s laughing

about.

It’s about three o’clock that afternoon be-
fore Goober seems to liven up any at all.

“I got it, Sorry,” he says to me in private.
“I aim to scare the whey out of that old scal-
lawag.”

And then he tells me.

“Hedgehog” Mason owns the Triangle W
spread about a half of a mile on down the
creek. He's a blowhard and a hot temper,
that old man. He’s foreign blood and half-
loco, folks say. He don’t like anybody mess-
ing around on his land.

As for fishing in his Spring Hole, Hedgehog
has run three hombres out of there in the last
month, and has served notice that the next
man caught fishing there will be shot. Every-
body knows old Hedgehog is not just batting
his gums when he says it, too. The old man’s
mean like that. He’s mighty apt to do what
he says. That fishing hole is his pet spot. It’s
got plenty fish in it, and he wants it to stay
that way.

Well, Goober limbers up, laughs about the
rattler joke, and gets plumb good-humor
Goober says it's no use to get sore over a
thing like that, and you can tell Pa is glad.
Pa wants Goober to be in a good humor so
he can pull another prank on him pretty soon.
And on me too, of course, if he gets a chance.

But we just about fail in talking Pa into
fishing that Spring Hole. Pa and old Hedge-
hog have had several run-ins. They just
barely are speaking to each other, as it is.
But Pa sure would like to get in that catfish
hole, I can tel

So, long about four o'clock, we talk him
into it.
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PA catches a catfish nearly about as soon
as he throws his line in. It tickles him a
right smart.

Goober says he can tell we’re really gonna
pack fish out of there. But before Goober
gets settled down to fishing, he wants to
scamper up a little seep-bank and over the
bluff to where a drink spring is flowing clear
and cold.

Me and Pa settle down to fishing. Pretty
soon, the old man’s so absorbed in his favorite
pastime that he’s plumb lost to the world.

That’s when the bullet chips a piece off the
rock Pa’s sitting ol

A bellow like a bull with his tail in a pot
of scaldmg grease, floats across the creek
from the direction of the Triangle W ranch
headquarters.

It plumb salivates Pa for a second or two.
He just freezes so solid there for a moment
that he looks like part of the limestone rock
itself.

It don’t enter Pa’s mind that this bellering
madman could be Goober. The cowpoke had
gone off in the opposite direction. Too, this
shooting demon is growling in low under-
tones, and there's deep rumblings in his
throat. It sounds like old Hedgehog, sure
enoug|

“I done warned enough about fishin’ in my
hole, ay gott!” our visitor hollers. “Now I
goan kill efer tamn one I find thar!”

is followed by some more hoarse
scrapings and a good deal of cussing. The
second bullet follows the speech, too, and it
makes gravel of a sizeable slice of shale near
Pa’s right foot.

That second one’s enough. Pa sort of erupts
and spins around as he's rising. He throws
gravel in six directions while his feet scrape
the ground for more s

oober’s rattlesnake take-off

look like the feeble, walking-cane efforts of
a ninety-year-old grandpa. Pa falls three
times before he stumbles flat out of sight in
the luw shinnery. He don’t say a thing
just grunts big, gets up, and

mm skinning up the ground with his feet

ag

lt’s not that Pa hasn’t as much grit in his
craw as the next man. He can stand up for
his rights when he knows he’s right. But
Pa knows he’s in the wrong here, and he
don't aim to be found with a slug in his liver
1o prove it.

I follow him to make it look natural.
Goober follows too. He's grunting and bel-
enng and cussing. He's shooting a slug over
Pa’s head now and then, too, and it's a right
ting feeling to hear b lead
el (o the brosk. ¢

‘Goober walk up, Pa asks:

“Is he still follerin’ us, boys?”

We've done laughed ourselves down, so we
figure to carty the thing  lttle further.

“Might be,” I say. “That old devil don't

know when to quit when he gets killin’ mad.

“Maybe he’s slippin’ up, tryin’ to pot-shot
us from hidin’,” Goober offers.

“Be quiet, boys!”

Pa throws his head up like a buck deer
that's winded a catamount.

“Just an old cow in the brush,” I say, try-
ing to sound like I don’t beliéve my own

words.

“No, it ain't,” Pa insists. “Too creepy for
that”

He hunkers down behindthat log he’s been
sitting on, straining to make out what’s stir-
ring back there in the brush. He's bent over
so far that I can even read across the thick
patch on the seat of his pants. It says “Buck-
wheat Flour Mills.” Pa hates to throw away

air of pants. They get comfortable and
he'll even patch the patches to make them
last.

Pa sidles around a litle then and sets back
on a rocky knoll, still trying to see through
that brush.

It's then I see the rattler he’s set on,

The snake goes pszzzzzz under him.

Pa don't hesitate. His nerves are on edge
anyhow. He rises straight up with a yell, and
it looks like he’s got a good running start be-
fore his boots even touch the ground.

‘What worries me and Goober is that the
rattlesnake is still with him when Pa knocks
ahole in the brush a wagon could go through.
‘That snake has hung his fangs in the patched
seat of Pa’s pants and can't let go.

What’s more, at the speed Pa is traveling,
the snake can’t turn loose even if it wanted
to. It looks like the rattler’s tail don’t touch
ground for the first two hundred yards. The
snake just stands stcaight out behind Pa. He's
running that fast.

SEEMS like Pa’s gone plumb crazy. It's
slipped his memory, I guess, that me and
Goober are along and might take a hand in
saving his life. I'm straining every ounce,
trying to run Pa down and de-rattle the old
codger But the way Pa’s stacking distance

behind him makes me feel like I'm pulling a
two-pronged drag.

In a little while, Pa’s running across the
clearing where we're camped, but he don’t
even slow up here. Me and Goober are al-
ready figuring on catching a nag to run him.
down when Slo walks out of the far side of
the cleunng

“‘Slo, my boy!” Pa yells. “Do something
qm:k' Thz rattler has got mehalf-swalllered

I’m plumb wlnded. The seat of my pants
when I finally get
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to where Sk’s working on his Pa.

“Didn’t hurt you a bit, Pa,” the boy says,
thankful-like. “You just plain out-pizened
the critter.”

And at first glance, it does look like it. Pa
has whipped that little old rock rattler
through the bushes so fast that the reptile’s
plumb limp-dead. That snake hasn’t got a
strip of skin big as a dirt-dauber left any-
where on his whole body.

Goober walks up then and slumps to the
ground. He wipes his face with the slack in
his stomach. We all three keel over for a
hunk of rest then, while Slo asks what in
tarnation happened. He says it got too lone-
some back at headquarters, so he’s come to
join in the fishing.

Pretty soon Pa rises up to a sitting position
and smiles sheepish.

“I just thought,” he informs. “Old Hedge-
hog never shot a six-gun in his life. Don’t
use nothin’ but that old shotgun of his. I've
figured everything out ’ceptin how in gol-
dingety-darr: did you ever train a snake to
bite a man in the right place at the right
time? That was a little raw, boys. That
snake could actual hurt me.”

We ton't ever explain a thing to Pa.”

Goober just smiles and looks wise when
Pa starts asking about that snake. Pa don’t
put much stock in thinking the snake part
could have been an accident. Anything that
works that iood has just got to be a pr:
in Pa’s min

But the snake-cure gets Pa. It stops him
of pi ing, and we never hear a hiccup out
of the old man again. It sure seems good to
me and Goober to lay down on the front gal-
lery a big meal and not have to be
scared to go to sleep, fearing some devilment.
And we sure feel glad about that hiccuping,
too. That scare done more for Pa than a doc-
tor could, the way we look at it.

But after a_month or so, Goober and me
ain’t happy. Things seem too quiet. There’s
not much zip in life no more. Nobody laughs
much, and it seems to be unbearable draggy.

I can tell that Goober is thinking about
this one day when we wake up ahead of Pa.
It’s the middle of the day, and she’s sure a
scorcher. Goober looks at Pa sleepin’ in the
shade, comfortable and at peace with the
world. His boots are laying on the gallery.

“If all that good can come out of the big
prank we pulled on Pa,” the tall poke allows,
“looks like some sort of good could come out
of a little one”

Goober looks at Pa’s boots. He looks at the
scalding-hot sand out there under the mid-
day sun. Then he looks at me.

I sigh and smile sad-like. In a way, I sort
of enjoyed the peace and quiet.

“Wait a minute,” I say. “Tll rattle that
loose board on the corral fence and make
him think that the gelding’s tryin’ to break
out”
That'’s how life comes back to the Pack
Sand Ranch.
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A gun cracked from the doorway of the sheep wagon.

TWO SHARE ALIKE

By CLIFF WALTERS

Rick Alderson and Barney Cole each suspects the other of
a killing—until gunsmoke settles the feud between them!

ALL, rawhide-tough Rick Alderson

had to act fast to avert a runaway and

a wrecked wagon. The neckyoke had
snapped in two, and the load of corral poles
had rolled forward, bumping the hind quar-
ters of the gentle, bay team. Alderson
swerved his horties sharply to the right, and
uphill The wafon, brake blocks squeling,
stopped just before it tipped over.

Alderson leap:d to the ground, reached the ., A
” 5

heads of his startled horses. ‘“Easy, Pete.
Whoa, Sam!” he said, “that down tongue
kinda skinned yore legs up, didn't it?"

The pole cutter unhooked the tugs as soon
as he could, frowned at the broken neckyoke,
a half of which dangled from the breast strap
of each horse. Then he looked toward a
nearby cabin which loomed from the green
acres surrounding Slope Springs.
man stood in the open doorway of that
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cabin. He was Barney Cole, husky, dark of
hair, who had bought the Slope Springs place
a year before. Cole offered no word of greet-
ing to Rick Alderson. Nor did he offer the
shabbily-dressed, sandy-haired pole cutter
the use of a neckyoke—although a long-idle
wagon stood near the cabin. Cole merely
stood and stared. Alderson could feel the
hostility of the rancher’s dark eyes, even
though he was too far away to see i

Rick Alderson turned his back and wished
his mishap—as long as it had to happen—
had occurred elsewhere. Well, it was only
four miles down to Camptown. He could ride
down there, stay overnight and come back in
the morning, bringing a new neckyoke, to
get his wagon. It was getting along toward
dark now.

Savory, tempting, there came drifting
across the August night the smell of frying
spuds and frying sagehen. That smell eman-
ated from Barney Cole’s cabin and sharply
reminded Rick Alderson that he had missed
his dinner that day.

Perhaps it was to escape that haunting,
appetizing odor that Alderson hopped to the
back of his bigger horse and, letting the
other horse follow, headed for Camptown.

“Howdy, Rick!” called a voice.

Alderson turned and saw “Chain” Hamp-
ler, a sheepman, angling down the slope on
his old roan horse. Chain Hampler, squat of
build, mild of manner, whose nickname had
derived from the jingling under-chains he
wore on his heavy and mismated spurs.

“Looks like yuh had some tough luck,
Rick.” Chain Hampler looked at the broken
neckyoke lying in front of the pole-laden
wagon. “Lucky. though, yuh didn’t have a
runaway and break yore neck.”

“Which would probably have pleased that
coyote standin’ at the door of his den over
there,” said Rick in a low voice, and jerked
his head at the Cole cabin.

“Mebbe he’d lend me }us neckyoke,”
Hampler said. “It’d save yuh—’

“I'd let this wagon stay here till it rotted
’fore I'd ask any favors of that coyote Cole,
even in a roundabout way,” Alderson re-
marked significantly, and with brittleness in
his tone.

Chain Hampler, who was talking of selling
the thousand head of sheep he herded him-
self, sniffed the air.

“Kinda_smells like Barney’s killed some
sagehens,” he said.

“That ain’t all he’s killed,” answered Al-
derson, blue eyes smouldering at the man in
the doorway of the cabin.

“Hey, Chain!” yelled Barney Cole. “Better
come over and have supper wlt me. I've
got plenty of grub cool

“Enough for three of us”' called the sheep-
man.

Cole offered no reply to that.

Alderson, eager to get away, rode om
toward Camptown. The pole cutter was irked
at mild-mannered, genial Chain Hampler
about that “three” business. That’s why, as
he rode along, Rick Alderson mumbled to
himself:

“I'll never be hungry enough to eat outa
the same trough with that .murderin’ swine,
Barney Cole!”

A FTER spending the night in the loft of
Vance Melgarth’s livery stable in Camp-
town, Rick Alderson went in quest of his de-
serted wagon. But he didn’t have to ride a
work horse this morning. He rode, and led
his team behind a wagon. This wagon be-
longed to paunchy, bald-headed Vance Mel-
garth, who was enroute to the cedared foot-
hills for a load of firewos

'he two men were in sight of the cabin at
Slope Springs when Melgarth said, “Reckon
you and Barney Cole'll every bury the
hatchet—except mebbe in each other’s skulls
—huh, Rick?”

“I'll be a cold day when I shake a hand
that's got blood on it, Vance,” Rlck answered.
“The blood of my Uncle Dan.”

“Funny thing about that,” said the stable-
keeper, stuffing tobacco into his pipe. “Tve
been in Camptown for six months now, and
I've heard the story both ways. Some say
that the old trapper, Dan Northcutt, was
killed and robbed of his life savin’s by his
young pard, Barney Cole. That it was Dan
Northcutt's money that bought the Slope
Sprmgs place which Cole now owns.”

“Shore,” replied Alderson bitterly. “But
Cole still claims, like he did when they had
him in court, that he won three thousand
dollars gamblin’ over in Deadwood—right
after Uncle Dan disappeared from the face
of the earth. Yeah—gamblin" If he’s that
good at it, why’s he wastin’ his time around
here?”

Melgarth puffed at his pipe. “That’s one
side of the story. On the other hand—" Hi
hesitate

“I know,” Alderson cut in crisply. “I had a
row with Uncle Dan, and quit trappin’ with
him. And. because of some things Barney
Cole said, I was hauled up in court. But they
couldn’t prove a thing on me.”

“Nope,” Melgarth agreed. “Nor on Cole,
neither. Now you blame Barney for murder,
and he lays that same murder at yore door,
Rick. I guess people’ll never know which
one of yuh—

el lmow'“ Alderson retorted. “And every-
body knows that Uncle Dan had quite a
money cache. They also know, if they've got
more sense than a mule, that Cole spent
three thousand for the Slope Springs place.”

“Don’t get riled at me, Rick, just 'cause
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lm repeatin’ what—’
“I'm gettin’ sick of bein’ called a mur-
derer.”

“So’s Barney—mebbe,” replied Melgarth.
“Oh, well. Let’s forget it.”

“Yeah,” Rick Alderson answered. “Just
put yoreself in my boots sometime—and try
to forget it. Pass Slope Springs with a load
of poles every few days, like I do, and watch
that coyote Cole gawkin’ at yuh, and hear
him sayin’, ‘Work and sweat for a livin’, Rick
Alderson, while I take it easy on my new
ranch-—and prosper. You share my guilt,
Alderson, but I won the jackpot.” ”

“If that's the way yuh feel, why don’t yuh
pull outa this country?” Melgarth suggested
gently. “After all, you ain’t gettin’ rich drag-
gin’ poles down off the mountain, and pilin’
’em up to be sold in Camptown.”

“Run_away from something I didn’t do?”
was Alderson’s reply. “Then all the folks on
this range would think I was runnin’ from
somethin’—instead of about half of 'em be-
lievin’ me guilty of murder”‘

They were i the pole-lad

which Faked hide from the left side of Cole’s”
grim face. savage left hook thudded
against Cole’s ribs, followed by a joliing
right that pounded his nose to start blood
flowing.

Cole, roaring with rage, waded in and
shook Rick with a stiff punch to the body,
another to the face. From then on it was
give and take. If Rick Alderson hadn’t been
agile, rawhide-tough and mad enough to
fight a wounded grizzly, he might have been
quickly vanquished by an opponent who was
far from slow. Furthermore, Cole possessed
a weight advantage.

Boot heels raked ugly scars in the ground
over which the two enraged men battled.
Two men whose stone-hard knuckles had
long tingled in anhclpahon of this clash that

Blood trickled from Bsmey Cole’s batbered
nose. Also from the knuckle-split mouth of
Rick Alderson.

The pace was furious!

Both menf were reeling a little under the

wagon. The first thing the owner noticed
was that the binder chain had been loosened.
And that four of those elghteen—foot pine
poles were missing e center of the
top tier. Alderson’s blue eyes narmwed as
he looked toward the cabin owned by Bar-
ney Cole. Then, purposefully, he was leav-
ing Melgarth and striding toward that cabin,
then around to the far side of it—the side
hidden from the road.

ere was some freshly-cut firewood
around there on Cole’s woodpile. It was fine

wood.

“What are yuh doin’ on my place?” de-
manded husky Barney Cole. He was coming
around the cabin and looked as if he had just
risen.

“Just checkin’ up on a thievin’ skunk,”
said Alderson. He pointed to the firewood.
“Yuh dirty, red-handed sneak. I thought a
murderer, that was practised at coverin’ up,
would do a little better job of—"

nger was a dark tide sweeping
Barney Cole’s face. Big fists clenched hghtly
The rancher growled, “So yuh brought yore
friend, Melgarth out from town just to show
—" Wrath choked off the words
rumblmg from the husky man’s throat.

“Sneakin’ coyote!” Alderson said coldly,
“Murderin’_coyote!”

Barney Cole flung himself at his accuser,
and’ Alderson, sensing that the goaded, chal-
lenged man would leap, could feel the breeze
of a big fist sailing past his face. A blow
which had barely mlsed, and only because
R:ck had been agile.

to counter, and eager to punish, Al-
demn shot over a right smash of his own.
One that didn’t land squarely, it is true, but

when Vance Mel-
garth, running toward the scene, grabbedup
Cole’s axe and rushed between the two hard-
breathmg contestants.

“Stop it!” Melgarth bellowed, brandishing
the axe—and the two fighters, thus memleed,
panting each of

“I didn’t stenl his poles." Cole sald thick-
ly. “I never touched ’em. I wasn’t home last
night”

“Lyin’ murderer!” Alderson retorted, his
eyes aflame with hostility.

“If one of us is a murderer, it’s you,” Cole
countered. “And yuh know it. Some day
yuh'll quit posin’ around in them ragged
duds as a poor, hard-workin’ pole cutter.
Then yuh’ll go out and blow the money yuh
stole from old Dan Northcutt—'fore yuh
rolled his body in some crevice or crick,”

“M% uncle’s money has already been spent.

ought this place with it” Alderson
looked at the pile of freshly-cut firewood.
Suddenly he picked up hls fallen hat and
walked ack toward his wag
'Yuh better clear out!” Cole called. “If
yuh ever set foot on this place again, yuh'll
have to be carried off!”

“Shut up, Cole!” rumbled Melgarth. “I've
got you two apart. I don't want yuh tanglin’
again.”

RlCK ALDERSON was hitching up his
team when Chain Hampler came riding
down the slope. The sheepman, a look of sur-
e on his genial face, looked at Alderson,
looked at the cabin where Cole and Melgarth
were talking, then back at Rick again,
“It must've happened,” Chain Hampler
said, focusing mild eyes on the pole cutter’s
red countenance.
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“It’s mned," Alderson said darkly. “It
ain’t finished ye
Hampler shook his head slowly. “I s'pose,

when it does finish, that either you or Bar-
ney’ll have two killin’s on yore hands.”

“If I have one, it'll be the first one,” Al-
derson retorted angrily. “Yuh can believe
what yuh want to, though. And gossip about

““Hold on,” said the sheepman gently. “I
was only tryin’ to point out the danger lyin’
ahead of yuh. But I didn’t come down here
to preach, Rick. I decided last night to build
a sheep corral over where I'm camped now—
at Cone Butte. And if yuh’ll trust me for
that lfoad of poles till I can sell some sheep

“I thought yuh’d been wantin’ to sell all
yore woolies now, instead of investin’ more
money in the business,” Alderson cut in.
“till, if yuh want these poles, yuh can have
’em. And pay me next fall”

“Fair enough. I'll go over with yuh and
show yuh where to unload ’em.” Astride his
sleepy roan, Hampler started leading the
way.

There was a lot_of uphill between Slo)
Springs and Cone Butte, especially near
remote spot where Chain Hampler’s old
sheep wagon loomed from the sagebrush.
Alderson was resting his team and talking
to Hampler when, around the butte, came a
gangling rider who was slowly herding some
five hundred head of yearling wethers
toward the Ham) é)ler camp. Rick recognized
that gangling tl er. He was Brad Barstow
who worl for a prosperous sheepman
named McVerish, over on Fern Creek.

“Now, what the—” Hampler began. He
quickly reined his roan toward the oncoming
sheep.

Alderson’s gaze shifted idly to a coyote
scare that Chain Hampler had placed near
the barren, brown spot where his sheep bed-
ded down. It was a crude sort of miniature
scarecrow. A cross which, stuck into the
ground, was clothed with a faded gray flan-
nel shirt that fluttered a little in the morning
breeze.

Alderson could hear Chain Hampler say-
ing to Barstow, “—ahead of time. I told Mc-
Verish I couldn’t take delivery on them shee
till the end of the week. Or pay for 'em nf
1 got the check from my brother down in

ah.
“All I know is that the boss said to fetch
’em over here to you,” replied Barstow. The
two speakers drew closer together and Al-
derson, still gazing at the coyote scare,
coudl‘dn’t catch any more of what was being
sai
Hampler and Barstow rode on over to the
sheep wagon. Rick Alderson started his rest-
team and pulled another hundred yards

uphill. Then, hopping off the pole-laden wag-
on, and blocking the rear wheel with a rock,
he moved quickly through the sagebrush.
And along a course which brought him to
the side of the sheep wagon where he
stopped.

Inside the wagon, Chain Hampler was say-
ing to Brad Barstow, and in a low voice, “I'll
count out yore money, Barstow. Reason I
made the loud talk about the check from
Utah business was that I've just got enough
cash to pay for these sheep yuh brought. And
I'm askin’ Rick Alderson to trust me for a
load of poles. I'm sposed to be the hard-up
sheepman, yuh_know.”

hore,” said ganglmg, hard-eyed Brad
Barstow, without mirth in his short laugh.
“And don't forget to count out half-price for
that extry fifty head of McVerish's sheep
which is in that little bunch out there—which
o}d] Mac is goin’ to accuse one of his herders
o

"Yuh’ll get yores,” said Hampler. Alder-
son, as statuesque now as the coyote scare
with the gray flannel shirt on it, could hear
the clink of coins inside the sheep wagon.

“Gold dollars,” remarked Barstow. “And
three five-hundred-dollar bills. That’s more
cash money than I've seen since—well—"

“S,énce yuh helped rob that bank down
at—’

“Never mind the past,” Barstow growled.
“Just fork over that money, Mr. Hampler.
And fast, too, if yuh don’t want that pole
peddler comin’ up here askin’ yuh where to
dump his load.”

It wasn’t long before Brad Barstow
stepped down out of the sheep wagon and
moved toward his waiting horse. Then Rick
Alderson, jaw set grimly, sudrlenly appeared
and blocked the gangling man’s path.

Eyes clashed for a moment. Barstow
turned to Chain Hampler, who stood in the
doorway of his wagon, “I guess this battered-
updgent wants to see yuh, Chain,” Barstow
aid. =

“Yeah, I do.” Alderson’s tone was harsh,
cryptic. “I want to know where yuh dug up
all those gold dollars, and the five-hundred-
dollar bills that’s in Barstow s bulgin’ pock-
et right now, Mr. Hampler.”

e sheepman stiffened ever so slightly,

yet his voice was mild as he answered,

“Bllls” Gold dollars? I'm aftaxd 1 don't know

what yuh're talkin’ about, Rick. Did Barney

Cole jar yore brains up so much with his big
i)

“My brain’s as good as it ever was,” Al-
derson cut in metallically. “So are my ears.
And my eyes, too, even if one of ’em is a lit-
tle black. Yuh're buyin’ sheep—fifty of 'em
stolen from McVerish, and by Barstow, with
stolen money, Mr. Hnmpler Money that
was—"
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“We'll have to take care of this locoed gent,
Brad” cut in Hampler. “Grab him while

Gangling, hard-eyed Barstow didnt grab
at the man who wa: ard words

you gents 11 ever get up. Now, Mister Alder-
son, it's yore turn.”

Breakmg free of Barstow, Rick Alderson
came desperately to his feet. With swollen,
d eyes, he looked at the old black

with Hampler. Barstow lashed out with a
savage blow intended for the base of Alder-
son’s ear, a punch that would have felled
him had it landed squarely, and with all its
force.

It only spun Alderson around on the heels
of his worn-out boots. Then, like a goaded
wildcat, he tangled with Barstow who knew
all the vicious, any-way-to-win tactics born

gun in Chain Hampler's steady hand. A gun,
hiung for the kill, that seemed to cast a dark
shadow over the Cone Butte range where
the tinkle of sheep bells rode the breeze.

Yet, it was not fear that Rick Alderson
experienced in that instant of impending
doom. It was disappointment, anger, frus-
tration. Just when he had discovered—

The black gun came up!

of barroom brawls. Only a man as tough and Then, from behind R)ck another gun

“There Will Be War on the Big Rancho—and
Only the Masked Rider Can Help!”

HUS spoke Vrefo, the old Indian—and he advised Wayne Morgan and Blue Hawk
t0 g0 to the Golden Ranch, and sce Jim Bradshaw there. Trouble was in the making.
The Masked Rider never sidestepped trouble—and © he headed for Verde Valley. Im-
mediately he came upon a scene of strife. He saw the peaked crown of a cowboy under a
gray Stetson moving through the brush. A killer was in ambush, taking six-shooter aim.
Swiftly, the Masked Rider drew his gun—the gray Stetson leaped into the air, and
the imperiled cowboy threw himself down and made himself thin on the ground. His
life was saved.

That was Wayne Morgan's introduction to the fierce feud that waged in Verde
Valley—and he devoted himself to clearing up the sinister mystery in MONTEZUMA'S
GOLD, a smashingnovel by Chuck Martin in which an ancient curse causes bloodshed
and violence. It's one of the best and most colorful Western yarns ever told—and it's

featured in our next issue!

determined as Rick Alderson could have

the that
Barstow, the ex-badman, dealt out with
knees, elbows and treacherous hands during
those first few seconds.

l’l‘ was a smashing left to the body that bent
Barstow over a little. en Alderson
caught him with a terrific right to the face
and fell with Barstow as the latter went
down and sought, dazedly, to rise.

Alderson was clawing at Barstow’s pocket
as the two men struggled fiercely there on
the ground.

“T'll see that money or I'll—" Rick yelled.

A gun cracked from the doorway of the
sheepwagon, a gun in the hand of Chain
Hampler. But it was Brad Barstow who stiff-
ened a little, relaxed his hold on Alderson
and groaned, “You've shot me, Hampler!

“l can still use that money yuh're packin’,
Brad.” Hampler's tone was glacial, his eyes
deadly. “But that’s all right. Neither one of

cracked. This time it was Chain Hampler
who stiffened a little, who clutched at the
side of the sheep wagon entrance, then came
crashing down on the double-trees that
served as a ste]

Again Rick Alderson was a statue for a
moment. Then he turned slowly and saw
Barney Cole, his enemy, walking toward the
wagon. Rick, battered and bleeding at the
corner of his mouth, looked at Barney Cole’s
brulsed dlscalored face.

" Alderson managed to say.

“l Was traxlm yuh,” Cole answered, watch-
ing Hampler who, not too badly wounded in
the side, lay groaning beside the tongue of
his wagon. “I thought yuh'd cut up four of
yore own poles for firewood planted at my
cabin, and had brought Vance Melgarth
along—later—for a witness. And I thought
it was you that planted this in my cabin.”

Rick Alderson stared as Barney Cole took
from his pocket a large old silver-cased
watch on the back of which was carved a
buffalo
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“Uncle Dan’s watch!” said Alderson. “I
didn't put it in yore cabin. Nor I didn’t cut
up my own poles in yore dooryard. Yuh
didn't, either, Cole. But I didn’t notice, till
after Melgarth had parted us this morning,
that the poor wood-choppin’ on them poles

t that
there Alderson_pointed to Cham Hamp-
ler’s little woodpile.

“Yep,” said Barney Cole. “A man that
couldn’t hit the same mark twice with an
axe—like some kid had done it. Well, I was
away last night. And Hampler knew I'd be

away.”

“He’ll never get away from this” Alderson
said. He stooped over and took a quantity
of money—gold dollars and currency—from
the pocket of the man Hampler had killed.

It was Barney Cole who stared now, who
listened tensely to the story Rick Alderson
told him about the sheep deal between
Hampler and Barstow.

“So it was Hampler that got away with
Dan Northcutt’s money and his life,” Cole
said. “I remember Dan tellin’ me about his
gold dollars.”

“Get me to town!” Hampler begged feebly.
“Don’t stand there gabbin. I'll admit the
killin’ of Northcutt, and the killin’ of Bar-
stow if you'll only—"

“Don’t worry,” Alderson said. “I'll haul
yuh to town. But it won’t hurt yuh to suffer
a little. Suffer like Barney Cole and me have
suﬁered—and for something that neither
one of us don

“That’s nght Barney Cole agreed. “I'm
glad I had the privilege of shootin’ you,
Hampler I'm beginnin’ to feel better al-

rea
“Why did yuh shoot him?” Rick Alderson
asked.  “You must've felt, even while yul
was pullin’ the trigger, that he was yore
friend, and that I was yore enemy.”
“Mebbe,” Cole answered, “it kinda turned
my stomach to see one man killin’—murder~
in’—another in cold blood. Or mebbe—" the
hint of a smile lighted his battered face—"“L
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didn’t want to carry the burden of Dan
Northcutt’s killin’ all alone. Yuh see, Rick,
with you livin’, and sharin’ half the blame—"

“Mebbe we can share a little relief now,”
said Rick. “And while Chain Hampler starts
findin’ out what real chains feel like.”

“No more pole cuttin’ for you, I guess,”
said Barney Cole. “Yubl’ll inherit this money
of yore uncle’s. That’s a cinch. Yeah, if yuh
want to buy some cattle with it, I've got
plenty of ranch and range for both of us.”

“You mean—pards?” Alderson’s voice was
suddenly a bit unsteady.

“Why not?” Barney Cole answered.
“Yuh've took a load off my mind this morn-
in’. As well as a load of imaginary guilt off
yore own shoulders. Besides, yore Uncle
Dan always said yuh made the best flap-
jacks he ever tasted” His own voice un-
steady now, Barney Cole offered his hand.

Rick Alderson gripped that hand, the bat~
tle-skinned hand of his erstwhile enemy, his
future pard, and said, “I'm kinda glad I got
curious enough to leave my team down there
and come up here—while coyote Hampler
and Barstow was transactin’ their shady
busmess =

“What made you curious?” Cole asked.

“That old coyote scare down there.” Al-
derson pointed to a gray flannel shirt which,
clothing a crude scarecrow, flapped idly in
the breeze. “If yuh’ll go down there, yuh’ll
see it’s got a couple of cowhorn buttons on
it—the kind of buttons Uncle Dan used to
whittle out when he was™ killin’ time.

“That old shirt’s also got a small hole in
the back of it—and a bigger hole where
Chain Hampler’s bullet came out, in the
front” Rick Alderson suddenly whirled to
fasten his hard gaze on Hampler “Ain’tthat
nght yuh sneakin’ murderer?”

uh-yeah,” Hampler gulped, cringing
T (o o 1o o CH s S £
I'd burned that old shirt of Dan Northcutt’s,
’stead of usin’ it for a—"

“A coyote trap,” Alderson cut in, “as well
as a coyote scare.”
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The horse was o top of e Sigatoose befora be could fire again

THE SPOT

By CHUCK MARTIN

Above the thunder of flaming guns, old Ranse Sigafoose
heard the clear call of duty—and obeyed its summons!

ANSE SIGAFOOSE didn't think of

Barney Barstow as his son-in-law.

They were partners in the Half Circle
B, and they had built up the little spread in-
to a profitable cattle business. Ranse was
fifty-one, but he was the old man of the out-
fit which some day would belong to Barney
and Mary—and their heirs.

Mary was the center about which all ac-
tivities on the Half Circle B revolved. She
was old Ranse’s only child, and she and
Barney, who was twenty-four, six feet tall,
and weighed a hundred and eighty, had been
married two years.

The stork was expected at any time, and
old Ranse wanted to celebrate two important
events together. The baby would be named
after him, and Mary would have the honor
of burning the mortgage which would make
the Half Circle B free of debt.

Ranse had argued with Barney about the
cattle drive in prospect, but had been over-
ruled by a majority vote. Ranse held that
Barney should stay at the ranch with Mary,
just in case. He could hire a couple of hands

d make the drive to the r:

“head with _

their shipping steers.

Mary, however, had insisted that she would
be all right with Aunt Carrie who made her
home on the Half Cnrcle B, and looked after
the house. Barney had agreed with his wife,
telling old Ranse that he would help with
the drive, then whip a pony down the hind
legs getting back home.

The drive had been a matter of routine,
and with the cattle safe in the shipping pens,
Barney Barstow had changed his saddle to
his top horse and had lit out for home. Ranse
would pay off the help and collect for the
shippers.

“You burn that hoss’ hocks and get back
there to look after Mary and little Ranse,”
he had told Barney grufly. “Shouldn’t have
left her in the first place!”

After the cattle buyer had made his tally
and had paid Ranse Sigafoose in cash, the
old cattleman had wasted little time in town.
It was a little more than thirty miles back
to the Half Circle B, and by crowding his
deep-chested roan horse, he could make it
back by suppertime. The drive had taken
three days.
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It was mid-afternoon, with ten miles to go,
when Ranse Sigafoose reached the steep
trail which skirted the edge of Skull Can-
yon. Larado Valley laid behind him, and he
was telling himself that an old cowboy’s
dreams were about to be fulfilled on the
Half Circle B. He would make a tophand of
little Ranse, and there was a colt he already
was gentling for the “little feller” to ride.

TJEE old cattleman was enjoying his dreams
when he came to a fork in the trail. The
lower trail was subject to slides, but it would
cut off a mile, and old Sigafoose did not
want to waste any time. Besides his keen
eyes had detected the marks of four shod
horses on the upper trail, and he didn’t want
company at a time like

This decision postponed the trouble await-
ing him up ahead. But as the two trails came
together again, up near Cottonwood Bend,
and as_ Sigafoose neared the juncture, he
heard the thud of racing hoofs coming along
the upper trail.

Four riders were racing toward him with
horses in a dead run. Guns began to roar,
and bullets whined all about old Ranse as
he hit his horse with the hooks and made it
a race. He had forgotten about the money in
his hip pocket until he recognized the big
outlaw, Jim Ransom, and the black stallion

m rode.

Old Ranse crouched along the neck of his
roan and held his advantage for the first
mile. He didn’t try to return the fire of the
outlaws who were mounted on fresh horses.
His roan had covered twenty miles since
morning, and there was only one place where
he could make a stand if they crowded him
too close.

A lucky shot—lucky for the pursuing out-
laws—struck the roan high in the flank and
made the horse falter. Si
fumbled for his tally book and stubby pen-
cil. There wouldn’t be much time for writ-
ing, but Barney would read sign and under-
stand. Old Sigafoose drew rein, scrawled a
brief message, and tucked the paper in his
saddle-bag on the right side.

Rounding a hairpin turn near a shale slide,
Ranse Sigafoose pulled his bedroll from be-
hind his saddle, hooked his reins over the
saddle-horn and, after sliding down the left
side, slapped the spent horse with his bat-
tered old Stetson. Without a rider, the horse
would have a chance to make it back to the
Half Circle B, and Barney Barstow would
get his partner’s message for help.

Sigafoose forted up behind the rocky slide
with his thirty-gun in his rope-burned hands,
and a brace of cedar-handled .45 sixes snug~
ged down in the scabbards on his lean
thighs. His position commanded the one-

way trail leading up from Larado Valley
where Jim Ransom and his crew of trail-
yeolves had tried a bushwhack play from the
rush.

The raw-boned cattleman could feel the
bulge of paper and gold money in his left
hip pocket. Four thousand dollars which had
been traded for two hundred head of beef
steers, and which would clear the Half Circle
B of debt, providing the money did not
change ownership on the trail. Sigafoose
vowed grimly-that Ransom would get it only
from his dead body, which was what Ran-
som intended doing.

Sigafoose had thought of taking a chance
of sending the money home with the horse,
but had finally decided against taking the
risk. He had another plan if the worst came.
He had read somewhere that money wasn't
everything, but in his range-wise philosophy,
Ranse Sigafoose told himself that some of it
was necessary in order to maintain a well-
balanced life.

A volley of shots barked flatly from the
bottom of the steep trail. The slugs sought
out weak places in the cattleman’s fort, and
whined away like angry hornets. Sigafoose

his sights and squeezed off a slow shot
with the rifle-stock cuddled against his leath-
ery cheek.

A big man wearing a dirty white shirt let
out a yell of anguish. The rustler his
bridle reins away and pitched from his

lunging horse. Sigafoose grunted grimly as

e recognized the man. If his slug hadn't
done_for “Tiny” Whitelaw, that fall into
Skull Canyon would finish what he had start-
ed.

Bullets whined high above the rocky fort,
and Sigafoose knew that the rustlers were
shooting at his horse. He fired at the gun-
flashes down the trail until there were no
more slugs in his saddle-gun. He drew
right six-shooter and laid it close by while
reloading his rifle, and cocked his head to
one side when a raucous voice bellowed from
down the trail.

“Yuh can’t take it with yuh, Sigafoose!
Throw that money out on the ground and
ride away free. You put up any more fight,
we aim to burn the Half Circle B to the
ground. Jim Ransom talking!”

Ranse Sigafoose grunted that he would
take it with him or quit doing what he was
doing. A man couldn't live forever, and he
had seen many things once. He was fifty-
one, by dogies, and had started on the cycle
of repeating himself anyhow.

But Barney Barstow was different. Bar-
ney was only twenty-four, and was about to
become a father. Perhaps the little cowboy
had already arrived. The devil with Jim
Ransom is trail wolves! Sigafoose yell-
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ed his defiance down the trail in his boom-
ing, wind-roughened voice.

A BULLET was his answer. It struck the
rifle in his hands and tore the heavy
weapon from his grasp. A splinter struck
the old cattleman in the forehead and sent a
trickle of blood into his left eye, but he
knew all the tricks. He knew that bullet had
come from above him, and out in front. He
glanced up with his six-shooter eared back
for a shot, and the gun roared like a cannon

en he saw a leather-clad leg high up in
a cotwnwood tree.

The bushwhacker screamed like a Com-
anche and plunged from his leafy hiding
place. Ranse Sigafoose threw back his bleed-
ing head and whooped his war-cry like an
Indian brave who has counted coup.

“Yahoo! Come and get me, yuh mangy
shorthorns!”

Sigafoose fired his six-shooter with his
right hand, and reached for the canvas sack
containing the money with his left. He fired
steadily as his left hand fumbled among the
shaly rocks between his bony knees. With

meat-gun empty and no time to reload,
the old cattleman drew his spare and shifted
it to his right hand.

Guns were blazing from down the trail,
with bullets hammering against the rocks.
Three saddles were empty down below, but
to Jim Ransom, with a price on his head, his
men were expendable. Here today and gone
tomorrow. A short life but a merry one for
those who rode the owlhoot trail.

A slug ripped into the old cattleman’s
left shoulder and knocked him sprawling. A
rocky splinter creased his scalp without do-
ing serious damage, but when old Sigafoose
regained his balance, horses were stamped-
ing up the steep trail.

The old cattleman threw down for a shot
and then held his fire. A cowboy didn't kill
horseflesh wantonly. Two horses were com-
ing at him, but they carried no riders. An-
other riderless horse was crowding behind
the leaders and coming on fast.

Ranse Sigafoose knew that he had waited
too long when he saw the rider behind the
three stampeding horses. He held his Colt
45 in both gnarled hands and tripped the
trigger.

The horse hugging the canyon wall fal-
tered and lurched against its mate on the
edge of the trail. Both went over, screaming
with terror, but the third horse was on top
of the old cattleman before he could thumb
back and fire again.

Sigafoose went sideward as the horse leap-
ed high and scattered his barricade. A six-
ghooter began to hammer at close range just
as Sigafoose sat up and swung his gun to

cover Jim Ransom.

The outlaw was a big man, though slender,
and he was turned in the saddle to thin the
target he made. His gun barked savagely to
jar the old cattleman back against a rock,
and Ransom fired a follow-up with a grim
smile splitting his thin lips.

ansom slid his horse to a stop with the-
curb’ bit, and dismounted, running. His last
shot had found the old rawhider’s heart, and
Ransom turned the twitching body with the
toe of his right boot. Smoking six-shooter in
his right hand, he searched the body with
his left.

The. outlaw cursed viciously when his
search went unrewarded. handful - of
empty cartridge shells near his victim’s body
winked up to mock him. Ransom’s dark, evil
face lighted up with sudden realization. The
old rawhider must have sent the money on
the roan horse he had whooped up the trail
before making his last stand. . . .

* ok w o oe ok s

Barney Barstow was trembling like a
young hunter with the buck ague. The door
to Mary’s room was closed. *Mary was go-
ing down into the Valley of the Shadows,
and when she returned, she would bring
back a new life with her.

The big cowboy screwed his eyes shut and
clenched his strong brown hands. Then his
lips began to move, whispering hoarsely.

“Pour it on me, Big Boss,” he prayed a
cowboy’s prayer. “Give me big men to fight,
but make it easy on Mary!”

The door opened soundlessly and Aunt
Carrie stood there, holding a blank

eted bun-
e in her plump arms.

She was smiling
proudly, and feehng plenty important.

“Buck up, Daddy,” she teased young Bar-
ney. “Get up on your hind-legs and say
‘Hello’ to little Ranse Barstow!”

Barney Barstow stood up and tiptoed across
the room. He stared at the wizened little
red face of his son, with both big hands be-
hind his broad back. Then he went into the
bedroom and knelt beside the bed from
which Mary was smiling up at him.

“Howdy, Daddy,” she said weakly, but her
brown eyes were smiling with happiness.

Barney lowered his head and kissed his
wife while hot mists scalded his blue eyes.
He didn't say anything, but his wide shoul-
ders began to shake. Then he was crying,
with his face buried against Mary's soft
shoulder. «After a moment, he sniffled, reach-
ed for his bandanna, and blew his nose loud-
ly. “Won'’t old Ranse be proud of the but-
ton!” he whispered huskily.

[ARY didn't seem to hear what he said.
She was leaning forward as though lis-
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tening. Barney also cocked his head, as the
rattle of hoofs sounded out in the big yard.
Then came a heavy thud.

“Something has happened to old Ranse!”
Mary said in a_hushed voice. “I thought I
was dreaming, Barney. When I was far away
and down in the Dark Valley, I thought I
passed him on the trail. I brought lmle
Ranse up with me, but not old Ranse.”

Barney Barstow didn’t try to argue. Old
Ranse was not the kind to fall from a horse,
and the old cattleman knew every foot of
the mountaln country. A horse had stag-
gered into the Hall Circle B yard and had
fallen by the tie-rail near the front gallery.
Without speaking, Barstow tugged his Stet-
son low over his smoldering eyes and went
swiftly from the room.

He hesitated when he saw the dead roan
horse on the ground with blood covering the
left flank, and another wound in the neck.
He noticed the absence of the bedroll, and
began to read sign.

Old Ranse had been in a gunfight, and had
sent his horse home for help. Perhaps he
had also sent the money. But Barney shook
his curly blond head. Still, there should be
a message of some kind.

Running his hand in the saddle-bags, Bar-
stow found the page torn from the old cat-
tleman’s tally book. The cowboy stared at
the scrawled writing, then ran to the barn.
He saddled a big blood bay and quit the
ranch without returning to the house, know-
ing that Mary would want it that way.

They were not just partners, he and old
Ranse. They were more like brothers, with
old Ranse giving the younger man all the
best of it. Old Ranse had often said that all
he wanted was a home with his two chips,
Barney and Mary. And the little cowboy,
old Ranse had added, on the drive to the
rail-head with the s}uppmg steers.

Barney Barstow stung the bay with his
blunted spurs and headed south toward the
narrow pass where Skull Canyon was a one-
way trail, with old cottonwood trees jutting
out at the narrowest place. This would
the place where Ranse would make his stand,
and Barstow was trying to analyze the old
cattleman’s message as he raced through the
late afternoon. The scrawled message was
burned indelibly into his mind. It had said:

Pard—Jim Ransom and_his gang jumped me.

He won’t get the dinero. X marks the spot. My
love to little Ranse and Mary.
Old Ranse

Barney wondered what old Ranse meant

by saying that "X marks the spot” but he
. wnuﬁﬁnd wl m good time. The old eattle-
L AN Wis n all his wags, but now




he was in danger. A cold feeling swept over
Barney Barstow as he remembered what
Mary had said. He didn’t know much about
such things, but women had ways of know-
ing_which were denied to men, who were
made of coarser clay.

There had been talk by Aunt Carrie about
how women went down into the Valley of
the Shadows in childbirth. And Mary her-
self had mentioned being far away in just
such a place. She had found little Ranse,
and she had dreamed. She had brought the
baby up the trail with her, and had passed |
her father going down.

Barney Barstow shrugged his square |

* shoulders and told himself that he was im-
agining things. It was tough on a man, be-
coming a father, and you got to kind of |
fighting your head. He loved old Ranse in |
his silent, undemonstrative way. Old Ranse |
was a pard to ride the river wi |

The thudding hoofs of the fleet-footed bay i

brought Barney Barstow back to realities.
His right hand went down to grip his hol-
stered .45 Colt six-shooter. A cold anger en-
veloped him, and his blue eyes burned |
brightly between narrowed, slitted lids.

His horse came to a patch of grass which
muffied the sounds of its hoofs. The opening |
to the trail leading along Cottonwood Bend
was just ahead. Then Barstow heard the |
clop of shod hoofs striking on rocks, and he
reined into a grassy park and dismounted.

Barstow held the nose of his horse with
his left hand to prevent a warning whicker. |
He was shielded from the trail by the dense
brush, and he loosened the gun in his hol-
ster when the ears of a black horse were
sky-lined on the trail. |

Jim Ransom rode a big black stallion! |

For a moment, a blinding rage swept over
Barney Barstow. Old Ranse had been guard-
ing the trail, and none could have passed
him while he was alive.

The black horse took shape and topped
the ridge, with Jim Ransom sitting saddle,
a brace of six-shooters strapped to his thighs. |

Barney Barstow knew the truth then. |
Mary had passed old Ranse on the trail into |
the dark Valley of the Shadows. It was al- |
ways open season on wolves, and he would |
shoot the killing outlaw out of his saddle be- |
fore Jim Ransom could slap for his gun!

In his anger, Barney Barstow had forgot-
ten about his own horse. His left hand had
loosed its grip, and he had tied the bay with
trailing whangs. The bay raised its head and
whinnied at the black stallion.

JIM RANSOM straightened in his saddle
as his horse stopped in its tracks. He
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saw Barney Barstow staring at him with cer-
tain death in his narrowed eyes. Standing
spread-legged just off the trail, with his right
hand on his gun. Ransom'’s two hands were
on his saddle-horn.

He was fast, but not fast enough to beat
Barstow to the draw from his position. But
he knew there was a way to make up the
difference, and the outlaw took it. Anger
slows up a man’s muscles, and blinds him
temporarily. If he could make Barney Bar-
stow mad enough he might have a chance.
“Yuh lookin’ for old Ranse Sigafoose?” Ran-
som asked quietly, and grinned when Bar-
stow stiffened. His plan was working.

“I killed the old rawhider a while back,”

Ransom boasted, and his voice was louder
“I drilled the old mossyhead center!

'or a moment Barstow lost contml of him-
self. His eyes almost closed, and then he
saw the whipping flash of the outlaw’s right
hand. The anger left Barney Barstow as
suddenly as it had seized him. His right
hand jerked his six-shooter free, with thumb
curling back the hammer on the draw.

Ranse had often told him that the
battle was not always won by the man who
was fastest on the draw. Among the old-
timers who had lived or died by the gun,
the percentage favored those who had taken
enough time to fine their sights.

Barstow’s gun cleared leather, he took
one swift step to the right. He saw Ran-
som’s gun whip up, and orange flame
belched from the leapmg muzzle as the out-
law shot from the hij

Barstow’s gun came up as the outlaw’s
slug tugged at the edge of his vest. He
caught the sights under his eyes, and
squeezed off a shot. He leaned against the
bucking gun as a man will do who knows
that his slug has gone true to its mark.

Jim Ransom jerked back in the saddle
and slid down the left side of his horse. The
stallion took a step and began grazing.

Barney Barstow didn’t even thumb back
for a follow-up. He aimed for the heart, and
had fined his sights. He wondered if Jim
Ransom had found the money from the trail-
herd sale, and after holstering his smoke-
grimed pistol, Barstow went through the
dead outlaw’s rigging and gear.

Ransom was flat on his back, staring up at
the setting sun with eyes that did not see.
There were some folded papers in an upper
pocket of his calf-skin vest. “Wanted” post-
ers, with pictures, and the amount of re-
wards offered for capture, dead or alive.

Barney Barstow was quiet. now, quiet and
steady. Old Ranse was gone, but the old
cattleman would see Jim Ransom coming
down the Dark Trail of No Return. Old
Ranse could take his rest.



Barstow read the posters with a grim smile
tugging at his lips. There was a thousand
dollars reward for Jim Ransom; five hun-
dred apiece for Tiny Whitelaw and the other
two owlhooters. There was no money to
speak of in the outlaw’s pockets or saddle-
bags.

After covering Ransom’s face with the
outlaw’s hat, Barstow mounted his horse and
rode slowly down the trail along Skull Can-
yon.

The shadows were deepening when Bar-
stow reached the fringing cottonwoods above
the narrow bend in the trail where old Ranse
had made his fight. Barstow dismounted and
took off his hat when he saw the body of his
partner. He closed the fierce gray eyes with
tender fingers. Closed his own as sobs tore
at his corded throat, and blinding tears
scalded his eyes.

Barney Barstow couldn’t remember shed-
ding tears before today. Life and death had
caused him to do so. Once when a life had
entered the world; again when a life had
departed. Little Ranse, and old Ranse.

The money was gone. Barney Barstow
thought dully, and somehow he didn’t care
much. He and old Ranse had worked long
hours, for years, to build up the Half Circle

Old Ranse had said that some day it
would all bel ong to the Barstows, and had
insisted on the “B” in the brand. Now old
Ranse was gone
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Barstow’s lip curled as he thought of the
reward money. He didn't call it blood money,
or a bounty, and it would pay off most
the mortgage. He opened his eyes, and for
the first time, he saw the handful of gleam-
ing brass shells from the old cattleman's
guns.

There was something funny about the way
they had fallen to the ground. Not in a
little heap, or scattered about, but as though
someone had made a pattern. Like the fig-
ure “X” for ten.

ARNEY BARSTOW held his breath as a

blinding light flashed across his brain.
The note old Ranse had sent home with his
roan horse! That was it, and the old raw-
hider had marked the sign plain,

“X marks the spot!”

The empty cartndge shells were arranged
to form the letter

Barney Barstow expelled his breath as he
stared at the symbol. Then he carefully
brushed the shells aside and fumbled in the
shaly rubble where the cartridges had rested.
His fingers touched a canvas sack, and he
pulled it from its shallow hiding place. It
was_the money from the sale of the trail
herd.

Some day he would tell young Ranse all
about it, Barney Barstow told himself. He
would ride down Skull Canyon, wlth
little cowboy on the colt old Ranse had
gentling for the grandson he hnd never seen.
He would tell young Ranse that the Half
Circle B didn’t owe a dollar, and show him
where old Ranse had hidden the money.

He would leave the cartridge shells where
they were. Barstow put them back the way
old Ranse had left them. He would tell
goung Ranse that right here was where the

ravest man who ever pounded leather had
left a heritage to his namesake. Down there
behind those rocks where you see those old
brass cartridge shells. Right there, see?
Where X marks the spot!

ASTHMATICS T‘ME is

PU“-E" " here!

ASTHMADOR

Entertainment for all the Family in
Every Issue of

POPULAR
CROSSWORD
PUZZLES

Featuring Puzzles of Every Variety!
.

Now oa Sale—Only 10c Everywhere



TRAIL TALK
(Continued from page 8)
the link between savagery and civilization.
A big frame of a man with an eagle-beak
nose, he rode with his stirrups hitched up so
short that his knees came up to the pommel
of his saddle. He slumped rather than sat
in the saddle, and altogether made a very
grotesque appearance.
Saved Many Lives

Bill Williams was, however, one of the
greatest scouts the West ever knew. His
timely warnings saved many a man’s life,
for Bill seemed to know just where the
Indians would strike. He lived among the
Indians a great part of the time, knew their
ways and their language. He could follow
an Indian trail better than any man in
Arizona. He was so clever at disguising his
own trail that the best of the Indian trailers
could not follow b

e was a great trapper and would often
stay in the mountains for months and every-
one would believe him dead. Then he would
take his hides into Mexico to some market,
and after selling his hides spend all his
money, often two or three thousand dollars,
on one big spree!

0 one seems to know just where or when
he did die, but there is a mountain near
Williams that has been named the Bill Wil-
liams Mountain, and it is upon this mountain
that it is believed that he was buried. Al-
though a stone pile monument was once
started on the top of the mountain in memory
of the old scout, no one knows for sure just
where his remains lie.

Outlaw Billy Brazelton

In striking contrast to Old Bill Williams,
with his rough but kindly ways, there was
one Arizona character who stood out in bold
relief from the others of hlS kmd. He was
the handsomest, most and most
chivalrous of outlaws, Billy Brazeltun While
e was a criminal of the deepest dye, still
one cannot help feeling a sort of sneaking
liking for some of his qualities. If he had
gone straight, there’s no duubt he would

wve had a great success in any c:

This lone stage robber of the early days |

of Arizona, for cool nerve and daring, had no
equal. No coward could play_ the game like
he played it and get away with it.

One can_guess that it takes plenty of
nerve to hold up a stagecoach single-handed
with the driver armed, with a shot-gun mes-
senger sitting on the seat with the driver and
perhaps a coach full of passengers all armed,
but undaunted by the odds against him
Brazelton always worked alone. Only o
did he break his rule of being the lone bandlt
and that cost him his life.
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0ld timers spoke of him with admiration.
He was no piker, they would say, he play

the game as square as it could be played.
He never took a cent from any of the poor.
He was not mean. He would not kil although

gly

gun.
n shooting begm he Erouldhast shuot back
but left the job undone and vanished, and
this was not because he was afraid, but
because he would not kill

Brazelton was six feet three inches tall,
his hair was dark and wavy and hung to his
shoulders, His eyes were steel grey, and
those who faced those eyes looking through
a black mask, and heard the voice behind
that mask, were frightened even before they
saw the ugly look of the gun.

When he stepped out into the road in front
of a stage and commanded the driver and
the messenger to throw up their hands,
there was no mistaking the order. They
knew that here was some extraordinary
being confronting them.

An Amazing Bet

One day in Prescott, a tall fine looking
but unkempt fellow, seemingly very drunk
and acting like he had been drunk for
several days, rolled a wagon wheel into a
certain saloon and offered to bet a thousand
dollars that he could swallow the wheel.
After he had produced the money,
gamblers in the place, thinking that he was
so drunk that he did not know what he was
doing, covered the bet.

Then he offered to bet them five hundred
more that they had made a bad bet. After
all bets were covered and they were ready
for the trial of the supposed drunken boaster,
he quickly whipped out a six-gun an
ordered everyone to reach for the sky. He
scooped the money off the bar where it had
been placed, and backed out of the saloon,
and was on his horse and riding away before
his dumbfounded audience and victims really
awakened to the fact that they had been
cleverly held up by Billy Brazelton.

One day, while the superintendent of the
Congress, one of the richest gold mines in
Arizona, was on his way to Prescott with
gold bullion worth several thousand dollars,
he was covered by a lone bandit and ordered
to toss the gold from his wagon, which order
he_obeyed.

From the description of the bandit the law
was sure that it was Brazelton, but he
vanished, leaving no trail that the officers
could follow.

During this period there were a number
of army camps or posts located in Arizona
and the payroll for all the soldiers located in
the Territory amounted to a large sum of
money. ly, when the
traveled from one post to another with the




payroll, he was well protected. His escort
usually consisted of a detachment of mounted
soldiers. This detachment was usually from
fifteen to twenty-five men, according to
whether the Indians were at peace or on the
war_path. No one dreamed that a lone
bandit would ever attempt to rob the pay-
master with his escort of soldiers. Such a
thing was unbelievable, but it is just what
happened.

Early one morning, while the paymaster
and his escort of ten soldiers were jogging
along the road between Fort Bayard and
Lordsburg, the entire outfit was thrown into
confusion by the sudden appearance of a
masked man, who commanded in a clear
ringing voice: “Everybody, throw up your
hands!”

They were caught off guard. The audacity
of the robber dumbfounded the soldiers, just
as it had the gamblers in the sa]oon One
soldlers did ask. “Who are you?

show you who I am damn pronto,”
was the reply.

Being thus taken by surprise, and ordered
by that commanding voice to get off their
horses, they did, leaving their firearms on
their saddles, and then had to stand help-
lessly by and ‘see the lone bandit throw the
money from the paymaster’s wagon. After
covering them with his gun, he ordered them
to ride on.
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The nerve of this nervy bandit surpasses
when one that he
not only got away with this payroll robbery
once but did it the second time at the same
spot, and not long after the first robbery.

The same paymaster was on his way with
practically the same escort, on a return trip
from Fort Bayard, and as they reached the
spot where the first hold-up occurred the
paymaster remarked to a member of the
party: “I think it was right here where the
robber held me up.” The words were hardly
spoken when the highwayman came out from
behind some_brush.

“Yes, and I'am here to hold you up again,
and I want no fooling” he informed the
paymaster.

Just how much money the bandit got in
these two hauls was not known_generally,
but it was believed to be several thousand
dollars, Following his usual method, after
these robberies he disappeared again and
nothing was heard of him for about twe

years.
An Ideal Spot for Trouble
Cook’s Peak Canyon was one of the most

desolate and barren places of its kind in the
Southwest. For years it had been a death-
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trap to and the danger was greatly
increased when the Indians were on the
wal b

The big boulders afforded an excellent
place for ambush and protected by them, the
Indians killed their unfortunate victims at
will. It was always with a certain dread that
men traveling back and forth, either by stage
or immigration train, approached the place.
It was an ideal spot for a stage robbery.

Aboard the stage one particular afternoon
were four of the most prosperous and promi-
nent men in New Mexico, and Brazelton
knew of their presence. That was the secret
of his success, finding out beforehand whom
he had to rob.

One of the passengers was old John
Chisholm, cattle king of Lincoln County.
After Brazelton had lined up all the passen-
gers on the roadside and they had deposited
their money and jewelry on the ground, the
robber turned to John Chisholm, and told
him that he had failed to deposn all his
money, saying: “I happen to know that you
have a considerable amount in that belt
underneath your vest, so just take it off.”

When Chisholm asked him how he came
to know about the money belt, he sxmply
smiled and replied: “That’s my business.”

There was supposed to be ten thousand
dollars in the money belt which Brazelton
took from the cattle king. As soon as the
job was completed once again Brazelton dis-
appeared. Although many posses scoured
the country in search of him, he could not



be found. It was thought that he went to
San Francisco or some other city to have a
big time on the hold-up money.

His Last Crime

The end came at last and by a peculiar

incidence it was the of the
first time he had ever worked other than
alone. In some manner he teamed up with
another highwayman, ‘“California Joe.”
This was in 1879 and the stage that ran from
Tucson, Arizona, to Nogales, Mexico, a
border town, many times carried ' wealthy
Mexican passengers traveling from Hermosil- |
Io and the rich gold mining districts of Altar,
Sonora, Mexico. No robbery had ever been
attempted on that stage run before although
gold dust and bars worth thousands of dol-
lars had been carried over the route many
times.

It was with complete confidence that they
would reach their destination in safety that |  FOR SICKNESS OR ACCIDENT
a group of wealthy Mexicans left Nogales for Hospita Expenses paid (begining
the Arizona town. Everything went on el T e 54000
smoothly and nicely until the stage reached b mdiondng Lo
a point about three miles south of the old |  FOR ACCIDENT
mission of San Xavier.

. Doctor Expense pald, up to . . . $135.00
There two horsemen, one from each side

of the road, suddenly appeared and com- Locs]ef)Wages/reimbarsed[upltaT.[c | $200.08

manded: “Throw up your hands!” Loss of Life by Accldent . . ... .. $1000.00

The order was obeyed by the driver. The
situation appeared to be under control of WAR COVERAGE and EXTRA BENEFITS
the highwaymen, when, suddenly two or Chitdbirth Expense paid, up to . .". . $60.00
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three shots came from the inside of the stage.

The robbers were surprised at this turn
of affairs and Brazelton, true to the principle
he had followed all through his career,
determined not to take life if he could possi-
bly avoid it.

Calling out to California Joe, “Don’t shoot
to kill, let's get out of here!” Brazelton
triggered a few shots directed at the coach,
seemingly to scare the passengers. Brazel-
ton and his partner made their escape.

A Posse on the Trail

It was not long after the attempted hold-
up before the sheriff and a posse were on the
trail of the bandits. They followed the trail
into the mountains and there lost it, but an
old Indian trailer with the posse noticed that
one of the horses had lost half a shoe.

A week later this old Indian Trailer, Jesus
Elles, was walking up Congress street when
he noticed the same imprint upon the ground
as the one he had found on the robbers’
trail. He immediately notified the sheriff
of his discovery, and informed the sheriff
that he had trailed the horse to a certain
corral.

The sheriff, with four men, went to the
corral and waited quietly until the owner
came for his horse. When he came they
placed him under arrest. He was taken to
jail and there he told of the secret hiding
place of Brazelton and upon the promise of
freedom if he would turn state’s evidence
against his partner and aid in his_capture,
“California Joe” led the sheriff and a posse
of twelve men, armed to the teeth, to the
hiding place of Brazelton.

hen the posse was near the spot where
the robber was concealed, “California Joe”
whistled. The signal was answered and the
party drew nearer.

They could see Brazelton with his back
against a large tree reading a newspaper.
He threw the paper aside and called out
“Is that you, Joe?”

As Joe answered, twelve shots rang out,
and the body of the bandit quivered for a
moment and slumped to the ground.

One of the posse ran over to the fallen
bandit and turned him over upon his back.
As he did so, the robber opened his eyes for
a moment, letting them rest upon his partner.

“Joe, you cowardly coyote, you gave me
away,” were the last words of the famous
Lone Bandit of Arizona. Adio:

—FOG] HORN 'CLANCY.

Our Next Issue

T happened to the fabulous fortunes
of Emperor Montezuma I, the old Aztec

ruler of Mexico, who was treacherously
1



imprisoned by the Spanish conqueror Cortes?

ow that Montezuma was sl
his own people when he asked them to put
down the arms they had taken up against
the Spaniards. We also know that Cortes
found and stole much of the Aztec gold and
jewelry. But some fortune was also spirited
away and buried before the conquerors could
grab it.

Down through the centuries have come
wonderful stories of buried Aztec treasure.
And now Chuck Martin brings the tale right
up to the days of railroad building and vast
cattle herds. His next Masked Rider novel
is entitled MONTEZUMA’S GOLD—another
fast-moving, powder-blazing, hard-riding
yarn about Wayne Morgan and his insepara-
ble saddle pard, Blue Hawk, the Yaqui.

We find them riding into a flaming Border
feud between two great ranches, the Golden
Ranch on the American side of the Line and
the Rancho del Oro on the Mexican side.
Western gunmen are in a death struggle with
vaqueros. Cattle have been lost by both out-
fits, which at one time had been a partner-
ship and now have taken up the rifle.

Over the struggle hangs the ghost of
Montezuma and his buried treasure. The
secret hiding place is guarded by an old
Yaqui, who has discovered the identity of
the Masked Rider, and Wayne Morgan
realizes that his life is in peril.

e climax of the story comes in the
Canyon of Death in the badlands, where the

ed Rider stumbles upon the rustlers.
It is a battle to death—loaded with thrills
and suspense, as fast a story as Chuck Martin
has ever written. Here is but a small sample
of what you may look forward to:

Wayne Morgan reached to his saddlebags and
fumbled for the field glasses he had borrowed
from Manuel Ortega. He cupped the strong glass-
e to his cyes and studied the slide intently, nod-
as he checked the landmarks Blu
Hawk had told him about,
ff to the right, there should be a growth of
tamaracks and tulles which grew in the waste
water from the deep pool before the waterfall.
Blue Hawk had discovered a narrow twisting
trail to the hidden canyon, not wide enough for
a horse, but an agile man could worm his way
through to the canyen oor.
Morgan_located the place and lowered the
e it o e mot of satefacon T
[Turn page]
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men could be enough for the job. Morgan called
Juan Torres and old Manuel Ortega away from
the group at the stream. He had made his choice
for two reasons. Both Torres and Ortega were
slender, and it would leave old Jim Bradshaw to
lead the charge through the canyon, over the
shaly slid

Morgan explained his plan of attack, telling his
two men they would have to make the res( of the
way on foot, Juan Torres was agreeal
nodded silently as e checked the zifle old
had brought him. Manuel Ortega wanted more
information. For a moment, Morgan was silent.
His connection with Blue Hawk must remain a
secret. Then Morgan smiled grimly. Blue Hawk
and Viejo were both Yaquis. A half-truth would
never be discovered.

“I learned of the secret trail from the Yaqui,”
he answered Ortega. “The three of us will make
our way through and create a diversion. When
the shooting starts, the two crews can ride over

slide. Their horses are fresh, but mine is
about done in.”

“As you say, Senor Morgan,” Ortega agreed.
Morgan walked back to the group to explain his

Pim Bradshaw will lead the vaqueros and fan
out to the right when you reach the canyon
floor,” Morgan said slowly. “The sheriff will lead
the & Bar R crew and take off to the left. The
sheriff can_ suit himself about taking prisners
but after the smoke clears away, rou
ot ot ot Shems seatver b e badlinda’
Sheriff Tom Walker smiled and nodded ap-
proval. He told Morgan that he was glad to have
some one help him with his work who knew
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what it was all about. Signals were arranged.

The two crews were checking their guns and
slipping extra cartridges from_their belts into
their pockets. Cinches were tightened. Wayne
Morgan mounted his weary horse. The attack on
the Canyon of Death was about to get under way!

So there is the beginning of the big fight,
readers! The big fight you'll read about in
that grand full-length yarn, MONTEZUMA'S

LD! And there will be other stories and
features, too, next issue. A gala number
you're sure to enjoy!

Our Letter Box

T'S PLUMB interesting to see how our

corres pondents take up a word as quick
as a wink when they read this column. All a
letter writer has to do is put his chin out a
very small way, and bang! somebody fires at
the target. The first letter we print today
is a fine example.

In GUR LETTER BOX a corresponient made tha fol-
Ioming mibtrmem 1 wodld Hie ta now why e

Bkor, a3 el everyona be 0 Do Haked Riger
whets Bis fghimg 1o dome Wall, that just put my
brain And_ s i my conohaion—

ST o qugposed to be an sutlaw
reward on his b @ Morgan woub
Birs Lo Eatime nather name M e wllr- e comtizus
Ble good wisek. would also have to change hiy
B by capiime. ™ - " T
pasters are o s

1 have finished the immae of MASKED RIDER
WESTEIN and think It 15 taps
wona Rumker, Hot Springe. Ark.

And here is a letter that invites comments
from our readers:

! ke MASKED RIDER | re_than an:
otier magazine that | b OKLNHOMA G
S TRRERS S  RL e EOCK GHosT oUNE
BILAND OF THE UNKNOWN and DEATH
BADDI & fns storles

Now Toe a litse criticlem, | inkk Bloe Haw showld

Mgt aFocd e, naght 1o come at whi T
it ey P

Moegan b suspectsd 33 he was in BRAND OF

UNENOWN.
However, 1 atil like MASKED RIDER WESTERN

best of
—Harold Duke, Waring, Tex.
Another writer takes an opposite view:

ihink that Wayne Morgan (ﬂl—‘ﬂ salve all
onibies b3 i Tanenat does ne necd an

his
Indlan ta help him outi Hawk e
friend, have nothing agairst him,
§ e e wier iy s, Yo endn
ety on his
—8sm Workman, Duluth, Mina.
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This reader tells us that everything is
okay:

I read the Inst tame of RIDER WESTERN
and ilke It swell. Some of Ty faverite suthors are
Walker A. Tompking, Charlem N. Hecklemarn snd Lee
K. Weils. ‘T nn o fssie was one of the best Wester
stories I e 1t ULLET HARVEST

ever was
RENMECADES. Well, adios, partser.
—drthur Blodsser, Bellaire, Kan.

So that is the way it goes, hombres. Some
readers don't like everything about the
Masked Rider, while others don’t want any
changes. We take all these letters and add
them up to see which side is winning. And
then we either keep everything about
MASKED RIDER WESTERN the way it is,
or we make a change. Anyway, your letters
guide us in planning future issues—and that’s
why they're so important.

Yes folks, your letters help the magazine.
Why not sit down and write us right now?
We'll be waiting to hear from you. Please
address all letters and postcards to The Edi-
tor, MASKED RIDER WESTERN, 10 East
40th Street, New York 16, N. Y.

Thanks, everybody!

—THE EDITOR
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