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ADVICE TO READERS:

who are suffering the miseries of

BAD SKIN

Stop Worrying Now About
Pimples and Blackheads

and other externally caused skin troubles

JUST FOLLOW SKIN DOCTOR’S

SIMPLE DIRECTIONS

QUEEZING pimples or blackheads to get rid of
them is a nasty, messy business— but that isn’t
the worst of it. Because doing so may also be in*

jurious and leave your skin with unsightly, embarrass-
ing blemishes. There is, now, a much easier, safer,
cleaner way to help you rid your face of ugly, offen-
sive, externally caused skin troubles. You merely fol-
low a doctor's simple directions.

Good-Looking Skin Is Not for Women Only

Y ou—yes, you—can have the same healthy, normal com-
plexion free from externally caused skin
troubles simply by giving your skin the spe-
cial care that handsome screen stars give
theirs. There's almost nothing to it—it is
just about as easy as washing your face. The v
whole secret consists of washing your face

in a way that thoroughly cleanses the pores
of every last speck of dirt and grime—some- .
thing that ordinary cleansing may not do.
In fact, examination after examination
shows that, usually, it is not a case of "bad
skin" so much as a case of incomplete or
faulty cleansing. What you shout* use is a
highly concentrated soap like Viderf.i Skin
Cleanser which penetrates the pores and
acts as an antiseptic When followed by a
quick application of Viderm Medicated
Skin Cream, specks of irritating dirt and
grime are quickly washed out, they dissolve
and disappear, leaving your skin clean,
clear and free of the specks that often bring
out pimples, blackheads and other externally-caused skin
troubles.

It’s Foolish to Take Bad'‘kin for Granted

It doesn’t pay to risk marred skirfSblotches, blemishes.
Your very success in business, lovejiilflbocial life may de-
pend upon your looks. Handsomeness dmia good appear-
ance usually start with the condition of yTkr skin. Nobody
likes a skin that looks unhealthy, unclealSfabused, and
marked with blackheads 'or pimples. WOMEN ARE
ATTRACTED TO MEN WHO HAVE"OOTH,

it, you

Don't murder your, skin
by squeezing tl
delicate When you break
leave yourself
wide open to miseries.
It's far easier, far safer,
to let the Double Viderm
treatment help you enjoy
a handsome, clear and
blemish-free complexion.

CLEAR, ROBUST-LOOKING SKIN Business execu-
tives don't choose men who have a poor-looking com-
plexion. Don’t take chances with your success in life when
this inexpensive Viderm formula may help you.

Don’t murder your skin! Here's all you have to do to
keep it smooth and clear. Use Viderm Skin Cleanser when
you wash your face Rub the rich lather of this highly-
concentrated soap on your face for just a few seconds and
then rinse it off. Then apply a little Viderm Medicated
Skin Cream and that’s all there is to it. Viderm Medicated
Skin Cream quickly disappears, leaving your skin nice and

smooth. Tins simple treatment, used after
shaving, helps heal tiny nicks and cuts, re-

DON'T DO THIS| lieves razor-burn and smarting; besides

conditioning your skin.

Give Your Face This Treat for 7 Days

Stop worrying and being embarrassed over
what may happen to your skin. Just send
for your Viderm Double Treatment this
minute, and be confident that you will keep
a smooth and clear complexion. Follow the
simple directions, written by a doctor, that
you will get with your Viderm Double
Treatment; then look in your mirror and
listen to your friends admire your smooth,
clear skin—the kind that women go for.

Skin ts

Just mail your name and address to The
New York Skin Laboratory, 206 Division
Street, Dept. 140, New York City 2, New
York. By return mail you will receive both
of the Viderm formulas, complete with full directions,
and packed in a safety-sealed carton. On delivery, pay
two dollars plus postage. If you wish, you can save the
postage fee by mailing the two dollars with your letter.
Then, if you aren’t thrilled with results, your money will
be cheerfully refunded. Remember that both of the form-
ulas you use have been fully tested and proven, and are
reliable for you. If they don’'t help you, your treatments
cost you nothing. After you have received your Viderm, if
you have any questions to ask concerning abused skin,
just send them in.



Fortune-telling iS nOtOFIe Of the attri'
butes of I. C. S. We're much more con-
cerned with helping those who need
specialized training. For, regardless of
what the future may bring, traired, nen
will continue to hold the important posi-
tions in business and industry.

That's why we strongly recommend
that you prepare yourself now for
changes that may threaten your occu-
pational status. In periods of uncertainty,
training isyour best protection.

I.C. S. can help you acquire much
of die technical knowledge you need.
Courses cover more than 400 commer-
cial and industrial subjects. You study
in your spare time ... set your own pace

. progress just as fast as your abilities
and ambition permit.

Don’t delay your program for self-
advancement. Clip atjd mail this coupon
toaay. It will bring you full particu-
lars about the courses in which you are
interested.

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

SOX 6000-6, SCRANTON 9, PENNA.
Without cost ox obllgatlon please send me full partlcular about the course before which I have marked X:
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BRAND NEW BOOK-LENGTH NOVEL
THE WILD ONE .ot e By T. W. Ford 10

Red Paine wanted to he the uprifeh* man that his outlaw father intended him to
be. but suspicious fingers pointed at him everywhere he went. And no one would
believe that an outlaw’s son could possibly be anything but bad!

SHORT STORIES

GOPHER HOLE PAY-OFF......... By Ruel McDaniel & J. H. Latham 80
Something about the oldster’s note didn't ring true!
THE QUITTER e By Ben Frank 84

Eddie McGee was the hairpin who always ran away when the going got rough,
and no on« was more disgusted about it all than Eddie himself!

FUNERAL O'NEILL — BANDIT BUSTER............ By Lee Floren 91
Wherein a buzz-saw makes an effective weapon against lawless lead and drygulch
treachery

DEPARTMENT
THE REAL WEST i By El Amigo 106

True stories of the olden days.

HOBEHT W LOWNDES, Editor

REAL WESTERN putiishea every other month by COLUMBIA PUBLICATIONS, INC. 1 Appleton
Street, Holyoke, Mass. Editorial and executive offices at 241 Church St,, New York 13, N. Y. Entire
contents copyright 1047 by Columbia Publications Inc. Entered as second-class matter at the Poet Office
at Holyoke, Mans. Yearly subscription 75. single copy 13c. Manuscripts must be accompanied by
self-addressed stamped envelope submitto. n* author's risk. Printed In the U. 8. A.



VETERANS

You can get
this training
in your own
home wunder

1. Bill. Mail
coupon for
full details.

signals ior many tests

experiments, jgggk

K|T | (left) 1 aend you Soldering

* Equipment and Radio Part*;
show you how to do Radio Soldering;
how to mount and connect Radio parts;

give you practical experience*

KIT f
* mm

(left) Early in my

course | show you how
to build this N.R.I.
with parts | send.

Tester
It soon

helps you fix neighborhood

Radios

and earn EXTRA

money in spare time.

IfIT J You get parts to_bufld)
m i * this vacuum Tube
Power * Pack; make changes
which give you experience with
packs of many kinds; learn to
correct power pack troubles,t

*£ You build this

With BIG KITS of
RADIO PARTS | sendyou

Do you want a good-pay job In the
Radio Industry—or your
Shop? Mail the Coupon for a
. _Json and my 64-page book,
w ot a Success in_RADIO—
Television, Electronlcs/* both FREE. See
how | will train you at home—how you
get practical Radio experience building*
testing Radio circuits with BIG KITS OF
PARTS | send!
Many Beginners Soon Make Extra Money
In Spare Time While Learning
The dag[\}/ou enroll I start sending EX-
TRA M EY JOB SHEETS that show
you how to make EXTRA money fixing
neighbors’ Radios in spare time while
«till learning! It's probably easier to get
started now than ever before, because the
Radio Repair Business Is booming.
Trained Radio Technicians also find
rofitable _opportunities in Police, Arja- J. E. SMITH. Pres,
ion. Marine Radio, Broadcastlng Radio National Radio Institlte
Manufacturing, Public Address work. Think of even greater op-

Elect d by
available to the public! Bend for FREE eg ni<mc ewces ecome

FIND OUT WHAT NRI CAN DO FOR YOU

Mall Coupon for Simple Lesson end my FREE 64-page book.
Read the details about my Course: letters from men | trained:

- FOd e*n got started. No obligation! Just
OOCi ON NOW in envelope or paste on penny postal. J. £.

V Superheterodyne
ceirer which brings
i local and distant
stations—and gives
* am* you moreex-

perience to

fifP f h«lp you,
o * win'suc-i
ii4 cess in
Radio.]

National Radi. (I:nstltute Pioneer

GA2
Home Study Radio School, Washington™ 9,

Mr. J._E. SMITH. President
Dept. 7GA2, National Radio Inst.
Washington 9, D. C.

j MaII me FREE Sample Desson and
f)ae book. (No salesman will
cal Please write plainly,)
Age
Name
( ADAress ..o
e City .* State ..o

MPletSe Include Poet Office zone number)

i e
JSSSS.

Approved for Training under GI Bill
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SICKNESS or ACCIDENT

SAFEGUARDS
ENTIRE FAMILY

ﬁe FOI RDCHﬁDRYEN

fin m fy

ANY HOSPITAL IN U. S.

CHOOSE YOUR OWN DOCTOR

ItD Newt It's Different! It's a real Security Plan . . . designed ts
give you the Protection you'll really need in caso of Hospital confine-
ment for sickness or accident. When misfortune strikes, you may go to
any Hospital in the U. S. or Canada under any Doctor’s care. WE PAY
YOUR EXPENSES In full accordance with Policy provisions. You are
assured of expert care and medical attention . . . without any won
ries whatever about heavy financial burden.

Individual or Family Eligible

Why Is It that North American can offer so much useful coverage for
so little money? Because this Protection Is sold direct. Individuals or
family groups can enroll from birth to age 70 and get such exceptional
benefits as Doctor fees, weekly compensation for time lost from work,
death benefits, etc. What's more, you're backed up by a strong, roll*
able Company operated under the full supervision of the Insurant*
Dept. This Plan has won the approval of Hospitals and Physicians

throughout thu U. S.
No Medical Examination

You ore not required to toko a medical examination to get North Ameri-
can Hospitalization Protection. Already over fen million persons in
America have enrolled for this valuable kind of coverage . . . prov-
ing the practical common sense of protecting your savings from the
onslaught of unexpected Hospital and Doctor bills. Send off at once foi
all the details about this Plan. No obligation. No Agent will calL

POLICY PAYS

Hospital Room and Board .ttDy DAL A A
for Sickness or Acddont  \ux«

&% oo

Doctor Visits
In Case of Accident)

Surgical Operations’ 8 ’E 50.00
Time Lost from Work N\
In Case of Accident ’5 5.00

Death £ +2000.00
Physical

«2000.00
rioo.oo
=10.00

Dismemberment

Identification Service.

Ambulance Service

NORTH AMERICAN MUTUAL INSURANCE CO. 1

Depf..D7-7, Wilmington, Del

Pleasb send mo, without obligation, details about your
**3c A Day Hospitalization Insurance Plan.”

Address,...

City....... .State...

]



THEIR JOY

WHEN THEY FOUND

Thousands Have Learned to Play

TTHAT Institiment would you Ilk# to play?

w how you can learn to play It—Quickly, easily, to spare

time at home for just a few cents a dayl Never mind if

you don't knew one note of music from another—don't worry
about “special talent.”

We'U show you

The truth of the matter Is that thousands new play who never
thought they couldl Yea, men and women everywhere are enjoying
the thrilling satisfaction of playing the piano, violin, guitar, saxo-
phone or other favorite Instrument. Some of them are playing in
orchestras and over the radio; others are teaching music, making

NOTICE

SEND TODAY—
FOR COMPLETE DETAILS

COULD PLAY

This easy as A.B.C. way!

PLAYS ON RADIO

“As a proud student 1lcan't Keep from telling

you that as a result of m)ll_ course | have m

good position playing from KTHS. Uot Springs,
Ark*, every morning."

M. a. Okla

"1 have completed INVITED TO PARTIES
your course and =*l enjoyed taking this course end
our lessons bare I get a lot of pleasure out of it
een most satis- | haste many Invitations to play at
factory. I can play parties. | owe you much for mak-
all of tlx popular ing this possible,"
songs. | base also *K. O.. N. Y.
earned *money

playing at

dances."
* E. N J.
New York

Qulskly, Easily Af Home

money In spare or full time. And thousands are playing for their
own enjoyment and the entertainment of their friends.

It all came about when they wrote to the 0. S. School of Music
for the Free Booklet that shows you how EASY it la to learn music
at home this modern way. No tedious scales, no tlresoroe exercises.
You learn to play by playing—start right In almost at once with
the melody of a simple tune’ It takes only a few minutes a day
and the cost Is trifling; you save the expense of a orivate teacher.
Does it sound too good to be truo? Mail the coupor* and get the
FREE PROOFI1 (Our forty-ninth year--fist. 1208 ) 0. S. School
of Musio 1237 Brunswick Bldg., New York 10, N. Y.

U. S. SCHOOL OF MuUsIC
1287 Brunswick Bldg.. x«w  Turk
X am ivd th =~0

. rk to, K. Y.
usit sttiuy, parts-in.my m tme

- s inUTtA

B = You'll open your eyes when you Instrument rhecket! PI'-iso nond rre yf'ur Iree
Please don't confuse find how quickly and easily you can illustrated booklet, ‘llow to Lc-orn »t Home.”

i - R Moi.ern Clrmcntar
our method with any learn to play your favorite Instru- Piano SaxooMoro ninny Y
S ! U o . R
systems claiming to ment. Don't doubt; don't hesitate. ﬁi'vb?,?ian Guitar E;Sénmc'ia(n:or'“ c LA,
teachb "without music” i i i Practical Finger
Send for the fascinating illustrated Tenor Banjo Control

Dr "by ear,” We teach booklet that answers all your ques- Piano Accordion Mandolin Other instrument

yon easily and quickly tions: let the free Print and Picture Have you Instrument?

to play real music, Sample show you how this method Name

any music, by stan- actually works. If interested, mail the Address (Please Print)

dard notes not by coupon NOW. IS e e

any trick or number city . state. )

system. eActual pupils' names on request. note: if you are‘under 16 yr9 parent must sign coupon |
Pictures by professional models. n—-m save 2c—stick coupon on penny postoar& M-w-i
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2500 JOKES For All Occasions

Mt IAUIfhs from all over the world—collected in a Blnsi*
entertainiTie ana useful volume. Tel) these jokes at parties, en-
vertalaments. In after-dinner speeches—read “them In your spare
mwoents of relaxation, or chuckle over them with a friend. Grouped
ana indexed under 21 separate classifications, such as about law-
yers, coolers—business or college jokes—stories about Hollywood
ana Bports—Jewish, Negro, English, Scottish, etc.—even a special
section of limericks and another of comic verse. The bellé Iaxj_?h,

<Fend
flood value.

the sly retort, the broad satire, the infinitely A FIN

varied humor of the American people—all are CV Eft
A In th™8 on« volume, 4 ages— hart over, . v

cloth bound— 8 4x5A  Indies (%gﬂg rearabldg Book. [}

FUN IN BODY BUILDING

Wouldn't YOU like to have a healthy, mighty,
handsome body that women will admire and “men
envy? A powerful physique that can dish it out
and take It too. Muscles of steel In your arms,
legs, back—and every part of your body. "New book,
just published—"FUN IN BODY BUILDING" tells
you simply and surely how you can change yourself

With —everyiny a Mighty Manl Shows you how to Increase
g?tegecaretgo‘?; the alze and power of your muscles, in very short
Stron M an time. Give you COMPLETE COURSE OF EXER-
puong, Mall CISES, GUARANTEED _TO_ ADD
eats INCHES AND MIGHT TO EVERY

how to p*r- PART OF YOUR BODY. Book also » 1w
strong contains information on food, sleep, !

etunts. hyglenlo functions, anatomy, organs,
e
Practical Lessons

HYPNOTISM

by Dr. Win, Weilty Cook

CFeachea you the best method of hypnotic practice. It la written
In plain “language, and all its statements are absolute facts and
Its Illustrations are actual occurrences. This Is a_ big 284 page
bock, complete and encyclopedic in its contents, which “include the
following chapters: History of Hypnotism — Qualifications of a
Hy[pnotist—What Kind of a Subject—Favorable and Unfavorable
Influence*—Precautions to be Observed—How to Hypnotize—De-
grets of Hypnosis— Clairvoyance— 8elf-Hypnotism and Auto Sugges-
tion—The Hypnotist's Secret—Hypnotism and Disease— Hypnotism
In Business’ and Society—Hypnotism In the Professions—Post
Hypnotism — Awakening a Subject *- Mind--Reading, Telepathy —
iscellany, etc. Hypnotism la today acknowledged to , be
exact science. There Is no restriction upon the

acquisition of this knowledge. It* blessings and

powers belon?I to all who desire and are willing

to secure them. Special

WANTED: A BABY

Only these who actually suffer from a barren
marriage, can really understand lhe frustration
and heartaches. (In certain extreme oases, the
marriage Itself may be wrecked by this cause.)
In "YOU, TOO CAN HAVE A BABY” Dr.
Abner L Welsman gives a detailed explanation of the factors that
may J)revent normal reproductive functioning; he offers simple and
Bound advice which oftentimes is all that is needod; also describes
the methods medical
obstacles to succeasful

tnaa

science uses today to remove many of the
conception and childbirth. Other” than in
case* of actual physical incapability, this book ihould prove help-
ful. Also explains the anatomy and physiology of reproduction,
hov to test pregnancy, what constitutes sterility, how to test
sterility of male and female, plan for parenthood,

etc. ften barrenness is due to minor conditions
Which can easily be cleared away. Having a baby
Is truly life's "greatest thrill Price

HOW TO DANCE

A simple guide to teach yourself to become a good
dancer, easily and quickly. The authors give you
all the fundamentals — "ryhthm, posture, balance,
leading and following—and " then take you step by

step, by easily-understood text and lllustrations,
through ~ the various routines, until you can con-
fidently and correctly dance the FOX TROT

WALTZ, RUMBA, CONGA, SAMBA. LINDY HOP and POLKA.
A. end of book, there are "foot patterns” which you can cut out
and use on the floor while learning and practicing -
the different steps. HOW TO DANCE is Invaluable $ «5 Q
for both men and women, beginners or experienced “ H
dancers. Special for only ]

HOW TO ORDER: Fill out coupon and mall today. All booxa
guaranteed satisfactory, or money back at once. All books full
mixe, beautifully printed, durably bound. If remittance enclosed,
we pa}x }I)_ostageA If C.O0.D., sent plus é)ostageA WONKY SACK
GUARANTEE: 'If not completely satisfied for any reason, return

books and get money back at once.

KNICKERBOCKER PUBLISHING CO.. D*p».A-i2
120 Greenwich St., New York O, N, V.

InfermoHon.
Select Hie book* ye* want and nail m

wWPH
weal fo r#c<S ami re-rswsi iw II* Mtartoh*

leeks far every fade ami seed, ssd each ess* =
eoupoa NOWI

IT'S FUN TO DRAW

A CompMo Self-Instruction Conno I* f
Divisions of Artl

Anyone who has learned to write can learn to drawl
This helpful book removes the mysticism that has
Surrounded art. By reducing the elements of draw-
ing to its simple steps, it teaches THE BEGINNER
to draw, and then to advance, into more difficult
subjects. For the practiced artist, it is_a source
book and veritable mine of information. This book
uides you from the first stroke on paper to selling
the finished art work. Includes specific instruction,
advice, tricks, on — Still Life, Animals, Human
Figure, Art Anatomy, Faces and Portraits, Letter-

ing, Layouts. Cartooning, Advertising and Commer-
ical Art, Illustrations, Color in Art, etc., etc. In-
cludes glossary of Art Terms, Supplies, Types of
Work, Profusely Illustrated with over C ' ftA
1000 SKETCHES and DRAWINGS. v 1VW
The price is only—SPECIAL 1

A SMALL BUSINESS OF YOUR OWN
HAROLD & KAHM

B

1000 Money Makin Igleas for men and women of all ages. A timely
ar-d important book for people ambitious, looking forward to a
better financial future. Edited by the foremost writer on small
business enterprises. It includes: ' BE YOUR OWN BOSS (with
f3 different small businesses described and explained). GET A
CIVIL SERVICE JOB (how to go about lgettin%J a lifetime govern-
ment Job). BEST POSTWAR JOB OPPORTUNITIES (with in-
formation on the newest Indu»trlei). A FARM OF YOUR OWN
(bow to buy and operate your own farm). START A MAIL ORDER
BUSINESS  (how to select a product, start, operate
and expand a mail order businesi—with case histories).
200 SPARE TIME MONEY MAKING IDEAS (many iﬁ @
Ideal for everyone), etc., etc. PRICE

Tho Dangerous Aft of Man! N

KNOW YOUR PROSTATE

Here Is a most valuable book for the man ores
forty, 0 want* to know hi* physical health,
mental power and ability to sustain hi* drive and
vigor of former years are waning. Ineritabl% every
man must me acquainted with The Prostata
Gland—the usual cause of his difficulties. The Information and
i iven In this frank, simply written and authoritative
book will save the average man years of uncertainty and misery.
PART OF CONTENTS:—The Vital Importance of “the Prostate;
The Controller of All Activitg; Men Also Have Change of Idle;
The Beginning of Old Age; Disorders of the Prostate;
Advice on the Cure of Disorders:—You can slee v%
the truth about Tobacco and Whiskey — Wisdom $2*00
Moderation. BRAND NEW BOOK

COME INTO MY PARLOR

By Charles Washburn

This Is an authentic and intimate account of Chicago's notorious
Everleigh Club conducted early in the century when a le sec-
tion of the ci was "wide “open.” Many famous and wealthy
men patronized” this "glided palace.” The author formerly a
Chicago newipaper man. in this Biography of the Arlitocratle
Everielgh Bisters, tell* the inside stol describes "parties,” name*
and gives colorful details of the aristocratic slaters and how they
changed the "Joy of life” into a pot of gold. 18 is

swell’ reading from front door to back, with good $4% A ft
stop-overs_in between. —* N. Y. Morning Telegraph. v
Special Only Mn

THE PLAYBOY'S HANDBOOK

Kdited by W. A. BROOKS
The editor here offers for entertainment of his male readers
he believes to be the best stories and articles of this m
type. 6%x8” inches, 192 pages, -cloth-bound—and v

special

what
Alt

KNICKERBOCKER PUB. CcO., DEPT. A-62
120 Greenwich St., New York 6, N. Y.

Send me the books | have checked below. If not satisfactory

| can return for full refund.

( )2500 Jokes for AIll Occasions .9T*90
< ) Fun In Body Building i.oo
( ) Practical Lessons In Hypnotism . 2.00
( )You Can Have a Baby ......... 1.90
( )JHow To Dance *

< ) It'a Fun To Draw

< ) Bmall Business of Your Own

< ) Know Your Prostate

( )Corao Into My Parlor

< ) The Playboy's Handbook

o1 enclose f..... In full payment.

0O Send C.O.D. .plus postage.

Name




Don’t Neglect Foot Itch

ATHLETE’

S FOOT

** 1t may become DANGEROUS!

I I l I I I This Wonderful/ Tested Discovery

Paves The.Way For New! Improved! Treatments!

Cm < year Athlete™ Poet Itch drive yon mad? Doe* that]
torturing itch compel you to hopelessly scratch away at
your skin . . . only to find you hare agcravatetf the condi-
tion? It has been estimated that anywhere from 50% to
90% of the people in this country are affected by this
disease sometime during their lives. Now yon. too* like
thousands of other men and women may use PEDILIN —
this amazing* new, scientific treatment for Athlete's Foot.
You may not be aware that you are

suffering from a mild case

of Athlete’s Foot at

present.

Special Formula Quickly
Penetrates to Germs and
Interferes with Its Spreading

~ht Ingredient* of PEDILIN were tested daring the wot
*n Navy Personnel, a* well a* other*. The aesolta of
those tests indicated that one of the active ingredients of
PEDILIN was more beneficial than many other treatment*.

This ingredient in this special formal* helps Interfere
with the spreading of the Athlete’s Foot germ. It take,
fast action against the “hard-to-get-at” germs. Other in’

£frcdienU of this formal* help the badly affected akin.

Beware of these Symptoms _

The symptoms of this disease at the start are small crack”®
between tha toe. and the peeling of the skin sarroonding
these creeks. Should yen neglect year Athlete's Foot in its
first stage, it may develop and spread thranghaat all year
tees to the balls of year feet and arches. This is tsa<Br
accompanied by an aacontrollsbie itching and scratching,
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CHAPTER 1

IXTEEN-YEAR-OLD Redman

Paine looked at his two elder

brothers enviously as Big Harry
combed his rebellious, coal-black hair.
Big Harry Westfall was one of the
deadliest trigger slammers who ever
operated along the Rio. He muttered,
“Hold still now, Red,” and tried to
tame that cowlick that persisted in
jumping up. Stringy Red Paine kept
watching the husky Charlie and the
handsome blond Hugo, his brothers,
as they stood outside the door of the
cabin arguing about who would ride
the paint horse first. They were old
enough so they didn't have to go to
school any more. Red Paine hoped
he'd get that old soon.

“Hey, where's your necktie?” cried
Big Harry.

“l don't want to wear one,” Red
Paine protested. “The other fellas
don't.”

“We don't care about the others.
You're different. Go get your neck-
tie afore |1 give you a licking,” Big
Harry ordered.

Red made a grimace but went into
the corner room of the house he
shared with his brothers and returned
with a brown tie. Sometimes it
seemed as if he were always hearing
that “you’re different” thing. It was
drilled into him repeatedly as if he
had to be better because he was an
outlaw’s son. Like giving the name of
Paintor at school even though he
knew his father's name was Paine.

Outside the door, the big-shoul-
dered Charlie, almost as large as a
full-grown man, was boasting that
next year Dad was going to let him
tote a gun. The slim Red smiled to
himself as Big Harry laboriously
knotted the tie at his collar. That
was one of his secrets. Big Harry had
been surreptitiously teaching, him
how to sling a Colts when the others
weren't around. Even his father, Red-
man, Sr., didn't know about it. Big
Harry gave him a whack on the back
as he finished with the tie.

“All right, now, Little Red. And
don’'t ride the daylights outa your
pony down to the schoolhouse. You

got plenty of time. Got all your
books, now? How about that geog-
raphy?”

It was then his father, Big Red,
came in from the kitchen, blowing on
the tin cup of coffee he carried.
“Red, what was this you were say-
ing last night about the teacher ask-
ing what kind of business your father
was in?”

Big Red hadn't been home when
Little Red returned from school yes-
terday, hadn’'t come in till late in the
night, long after Red was in bed, in
fact. Little Red had mentioned it to
Harry and one of the other men.

ITTLE RED said, “Mr. Brooks
L asked me again yesterday what
kind of work my father did. Like
you told me to tell him, I said you’'d
sold your ranch in the Mogollones be-
fore we came here. Then, in the af-
ternoon, he asked me again—like—
well, like he didn't believe me the
first time.”

Red saw the two older men ex-
change glances. He knew his father
was an outlaw, a wanted man, the
head of a bunch. That sometimes they
moved quickly, suddenly, without
much advance notice. That there
were periods when he'd been board-
ed out with some family, when he
didn’'t see his dad for weeks on end.
But the thing in itself, that his fa-
ther was outside the Law, meant lit-
tle to him. He knew his father as a
gentle kindly man, a man who told
him stories in the long winter eve-
nings when he was around, a man
who read to him from the Bible after
putting him to bed.

Harry Westfall said, “It's that
bank shooting at Twin Forks, Red;
that was bad. Folks were all riled up
about it. There was no need to put
lead in that old teller, Blair. And
him having a younger brother who's
a deputy makes things worse.”

Big Red nodded. “I know. Well, |
ran Gregory outa the bunch for do-
ing it, didn't 1? Shucks, we had what
we went there for. The job was as
good as done when he had to go trig-
ger crazy.”

“l warned you that Gregory was
no danged good,” Westfall said.
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“And now, they're blaming you for
the killing. Red, we oughta git out;
we oughta git down south of the
Border for a spell. Things are going
to get hotter up here. That's why
they're asking the younker questions
at school—it's the Blair killing. We
know you didn't do it, but that
doesn’t help now.”

Big Red ran a hand through his
thinning hair. “1 know; you're right,
Harry. But there are no schools for
the boy down south of the Line. Meb-
be, in a few weeks. A boy needs edu-
cation these days; | don’'t want him
to grow up to be like me.”

He patted Little Red’s shoulder.
“Don’'t worry, Red. Just tell 'em the
story | already told you if they ask
anything more. Just keep saying
that. And—well, don’t be afraid.”

“1 won't be afraid, Dad,” Little Red
said. Then he went out with Harry
Westfall and mounted his pony be-
side the house. Harry straightened
his necktie again. Red waved to his
brothers, then rode the buckskin
pony down the path from the house
in the foothills, down toward the
trail that wound southward toward
the schoolhouse out at the crossroads
on the range.

verything went all right till
the recess at lunch hour though
Mr. Brooks the teacher did seem to
be watching him surreptitiously at
moments over the top of his glasses.
Elmer Johnson, son of the owner of
the big Box-J outfit, started it after
they’'d eaten their lunch in the yard.
Red noticed him whispering with
some of the other boys. Then the
bigger Elmer, hands stuck in the
pockets of his Levis, began to strut
in front of the bench where Red sat.
“What does your father do, eh,
Red?” he taunted. Red told him his
dad was a retired rancher, but young
Johnson kept asking it tauntingly.
Then he suddenly used a new line.
“Rancher, en? Did he use his own or
some other man's steers, hey?”
Little Red came off the bench,
quivering, his hands balled into fists.
Elmer Johnson, almost a head taller,

laughed.
“What was the last jail your father

was in, Red? And is Paintor your
real handle, huh? Mebbe the Law is
looking for your father, huh, Red?”
He was just repeating some of the
rumors he'd heard whispered about.
“Mebbe your paw is hiding out, huh,
Red? Mebbe he’s scared!”

That last was too much. Despite
young Johnson’s superior size, Red
went for him. They both swung wild-
ly, then grappled. They went down in
the schoolyard, scrounging around in
the dirt. The bigger Elmer had the
better of it at first, pounding Red.
Then, using a trick Harry Westfall
had taught him, a wrestling trick,
Red got out from under and leaped
up. Blood was running from a cut
lip. Elmer got in a punch that
knocked him down again, then stood
there laughing at him. Little Red
shook his head to clear it, then clam-
bered up off his hands and knees. He
remembered something Harry had
told him, that often you could whip
a bigger man by coming back at him
often enough. Some of those big fel-
lows expected to win and their sand
ran out if you kept coming back; and
a heap of big men got hurt more eas-
ily than a smaller determined gent.
He went back at Elmer Johnson
again with most of the other pupils
yelling for Elmer.

LMER sent him down into the
dirt again and tried to jump on
him. But Little Red, spitting blood,
rolled away. He regained his feet;
when Elmer came at him that time,
he ducked a swing, then landed a
punch that sent the bigger boy back
on his heels. Before he could recover,
Red hit him another blow that sent
him staggering back against the side
of the schoolhouse. Then Elmer
Johnson lost his nerve, pulled that
knife from inside his shirt, snapping
open the blade.
It was only a big pocket knife, not
a Bowie. But the sight of it sent
Redman Paine berserk. It just
seemed so unfair. He rushed Elmer
before the latter could get his arm
back for a thrust, got Elmer’'s knife
hand. Again they went to the ground.
But this time. Little Red was all over
the cow Kking’'s son, twisting and
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pounding with his free hand. He
wrested the knife from the now bawl-
ing Elmer’'s grip, was about to toss
it aside and complete the job with
his bare hands. Then a big adult hand
had him by the back of his shirt col-
lar. He was hauled to his feet to face
Mr. Brooks.

‘Bad blood will always tell!” the
school teacher cried, striking the
blade from Red’'s hand. “ ‘Like fa-
ther, like son!”

Red tried to explain that it was

Elmer Johnson’s knife, but the
school teacher told him he didn’'t
want to hear any of his lies. He

hauled him inside and switched him
about the legs with a switch he kept
for that purpose, then made him sit
in a back corner of the room for the
rest of the afternoon. When the
other pupils were dismissed, Red was
kept an extra half hour. He was still
smarting inwardly with the injustice
of it when he rode up the north trail
on his pony. He was determined to
tell his father he wouldn’'t go to that
school any more. Though he was still
sore from it, it wasn't the switching
itself as the idea his personal word
had been spurned because he was the
son of a suspicious man.

E CAME to the turn that led
e up to the house in the foothills,

and for the first time he notedc@me this way—some day.

faint colum of smoke that climbed
above the trees, a column of smoke
from a dying fire. It was up where
his home was. He rode on faster,
heart beating hard. Then he came
around a clump of trees to the foot
of the path and no house was there
any more. What he saw seemed im-
possible at first, the smoldering
charred skeleton of the place, the
slow-smoking ashes where once it
had stood. Right off, he sensed some-
thing worse had happened.
Tragedy stamped plain on his
homely features, Harry Westfall
came running down the path to him.
“You're going to need a heap of
nerve, younker,” was the first thing
big lumbering Harry said. Then, an
arm wrapped around the boy’s shoul-
ders, Harry told him. His dad, Big
Red, was dead, had been Killed as he

tried to stand off a posse that had
come for him.

Little Red Paine, struggling against
dry sobs that shook his body, was
scarcely aware of the details then.
Afterward he was to remember them.
Harry had been away, had gone into
town with Charlie and Hugo. The
posse, led by Adam Blair, the deputy
who was the young brother of the
teller killed when the outfit had held
up the bank at Twin Forks, had
caught Red alone. From what Harry
Westfall had learned of the story af-
terward, Redman Paine had been
wounded right off but had refused
to surrender when he heard they
were charging him with the murder
of the bank teller. Though innocent,
he knew he’d never beat the charge
in court. He had made a one-man
stand.

When they set fire to the place,
he had been driven into the open and
cut down. There were three slugs in
his chest beside the leg wound he had.
The posse had already departed, two
of them wounded in the seige; there
had been sixteen altogether. When
Little Red heard that, his chest went
out a bit. They would have had to
outnumber his father heavily to whip
him, he told himself.

“Be brave younker,” Harry said
heavily. “Your paw knew it would
On the

owlhoot, we know.”

HEN HE took him up to the

mound behind the remnants of
the house where he had already
wrapped Big Red in a blanket and
buried him. He'd made a rude cross
fashioned of fresh-split wood for the
head of the grave. Charlie and Hugo
were already there, the eldest, Char-
lie, blubbering and raging at the same
time. The blond Hugo stood very
stiff and still, staring hard at the
grave. Once he just muttered:

“Dad should’'ve turned Gregory in.
But he was too kind-hearted and fig-
ured how Gregory was a little locoed
and just ran him down the trail. He
should have turned him in. But he
was too kind-hearted and said it
would be double-crossing a poor
devil who'd just lost his head. Dad
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was too Kkind-hearted. “He didn't
seem to be speaking to any of them.
It was as if he were repeating a hard-
learned lesson. “Dad was too Kkind-
hearted.”

Harry Westfall led them in a
homemade prayer they repeated after
him. The sun was already westering,
filtering through the yellow pine on
the slope. To Little Red, it seemed
to throw a golden halo over the grave.
He wanted to cry but wouldn’'t let
himself. And it suddenly came to him
that despite his youth and size, he
was no longer “Little” Red; with his
dad gone, he was Redman “Red”
Paine.

The gunman finished his rude but
sincere prayer and bent to brush a
piece of charred paper from the house
off the grave mound. They all said,

“Amen.” Harry replaced his som-
brero.
“Your father was a fine gent,

boys; never forget that. And—and he
died for something he didn't do. Big
Red, he never shot no man that
wasn't trying to get him. That's hon-
est. And he was driven to the owl-
hoot in the very beginning for a
shooting he had nothing to do with;
he was innocent of that shooting like
he was of this killing.”

Big Charlie banged a fist into his
other palm. "He was innocent. And
when I'm a mite older and can really
sling a gun, I'm coming back here
and git that Adam Blair; by Gawd I
swear it! They ordered us to quit
the country, but some day I'm a-com-
ing back. And I'll find every last man
that was on that posse and I'll—
I'll—" He broke off, emotion chok-
ing him.

“No, no you mustn't do that, Char-
lie,” Harry Westfall said. There was
almost a note of terror in his voice.
“Big Red wouldn't have wanted
that! Honest! You gotta promise,
Charlie. Red didn’'t want any of you
boys to be gunfighters. Once you git
that stamp on you, you ain't got a
chance any more. Red wanted you
three to be inside the Law; you got-
ta promise, Charlie!”

“They killed him! I'll get revenge
and—"

“No, Charlie,”

Westfall insisted,

his own voice a little shaky with emo-
tion. “He wouldn’t want it that way.
He used to say this would happen to
him some day—that they’d catch up
with him. He was willing to take the
chance, but Big Red didn’'t want for
you boys to hit the owlhoot! You
hear?”

ED, LITTLE RED, couldn't
R stand it any more then. He al-
most thought he could see his dad
with that crooked smile at the bottom
of the grave. He could feel himself
start to crack up inside. He ran for the
trees. There amongst them he cried
his bitter heart out, keeping from
sight. But he made a solemn vow even
as he half strangled on his grief. He
would grow up to be the man his fa-
ther wanted him to be. He would be
no owlhooter. He would have liked to
swear vengeance as much as Charlie,
but if his dad didn’'t wunt it that way,
then it wouldn’t be. Instead, he'd be-
come somebody big and important,
maybe a lawyer like his father used
to talk of making him sometimes....

CHAPTER 11

HAT NIGHT they slept out

I on the trail after departing

from the valley. Red was forced

to ride double with Hugo. They only

had the horses they sat, the clothes

they stood in, plus a few dollars

Harry Westfall had in his pocket. He

bought some grub for the trail with

it in the morning. They talked over
their plans.

Big Red had forseen that this
thing could happen. It would be the
end of the bunch. The men had scat-
tered for some weeks, anyway, fol-
lowing the bank holdup. But the fa-
ther had given his instructions to
Harry in case this should happen.
Harry was to take them to a town
called Endicott Flats where his dead
wife’s half sister was married to a
man named Groot who had a Gen-
eral Store there. Little Red didn't
remember much of his mother who'd
died shortly after his birth; he had
never seen the so-called aunt over at
Endicott Flats. Harry said Red had
told him once he'd lent the wife’s
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relatives some dinero to buy the
store. It had never been repaid, so
the Groots should be willing to take
care of the boys till they could get
on their feet.

“I'll be sending you some dinero
to help out too,” Harry promised,
wiping his mouth after the breakfast
he'd cooked by the little creek.

The twenty-year-old Charlie shook

his head. “I don’t want to go to any
store. I aim to be a cowhand—for a
spell, at least. I'll build me up a big

herd, then we’ll all be reached.”

Westfall studied Charlie for some
moments, then nodded, giving in.
He said he reckoned that could be ar-
ranged. He knew an old saddle pard
who'd quit the owlhoot and gone
straight and now had a small outfit
up Big Steer Basin way. He'd prob-
ably give Charlie a job, seeing how
big and strong he was. Charlie looked
at his two brothers with a superior
air. Red only wished he was old and
strong enough to be a cowhand too.
Somehow the Groots and their store
didn’'t sound good.

T WAS EIGHT days later when

they rode into Endicott Flats.
Harry said that was good because
they were some distance from where
they had just recently lived, even
further from the corner of *he state
where Big Red and his bunch used to
ride. Folks down this way wouldn't
have to know they were an outlaw’s
sons.

“And you're to behave like you
ain’t, too,” Harry warned them again.
“That's the way Red wanted for you
to be brought up and to act.”

They sloped into the small settle-
ment that was little more than a bump
at the crosstrails where two stage-
lines passed. They found the store
without trouble, a paint-peeling ram-
shackle building up from a yellow
sluggish little creek. Red felt himself
tighten inside as he eyed"it. It
seemed ready to totter on its founda-
tions and it had an unkempt, unsuc-
cessful air. Harry had sent_a tele-
gram on ahead from the first big
town they'd hit after leaving their
burnt-out home back in the valley.
The Groots knew they were coming.

They entered the dim store, redo-

lent with manila hemp and sorghum
and smoked meat. There was also an
odor of stale greasy cooking that
young Red was going to come to
hate. "Uncle” John Groot came out
from behind a packing case at the
rear, a stocky man with work-stooped
shoulders and a sour bitter-thin
mouth above an uneven black beard.
He had beetling eyebrows and looked
as if he'd forgotten long ago how to
smile.

“I'm Harry Westfall,” Westfall
started to introduce them. “And
these are—"

“Red Paine’'s brood, eh?” cut in
Groot with a heavy unpleasant voice.
There wasn’'t so much as a smile or a
nod for the orphaned trio. He stared,
then put down the hatchet he'd been
working it, stepped to a doorway in
the back partition, and called up a
flight of unseen stairs, “Anna, they're
here, Paine’s boys we gotta take care
of. They're here.”

When “Aunt” Anna appeared, she
was a fit counterpart for John Groot.
She was skinny, with an equally hard
mouth and cold staring eyes devoid
of warmth or friendliness. She re-
minded Red of something that had
withered on the vine as she poked at
the iron-gray wisps of hair that kept
dangling down from beneath her sun
bonnet. She nodded.

“They sure aren’'t very clean,” she
said finally.

Harry told her it was pretty hard
to keep clean riding dusty trails for
days on end. He kept patting Red
and Hugo, the younger ones, behind
the shoulders as if to brace them. He
said Charlie wouldn’t be staying.

Uncle John nodded, fingering his
beard. “That's just as well; don't
know how we could manage to feed
three more mouths. Young uns eat a
heap too. 'Course, the two that are
staying will have to do some work
and help out around here.”

“I'm not afraid to work,”
heard himself say clearly.

Red

HERE WASN'T much to it after
that. Westfall wasn't asking to
stay and split a bean. He and Charlie
went out to the ponies. Red and Hugo
stood beside them embarrassedly for
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a few moments. Then they shook
hands all around. Charlie said:

“When 1 git my own spread, I'll
send for you two. And it won't be
as long as you think.” He had been
genuinely hurt by his father's sud-
den death, but he didn’'t show the
marks of grief as plainly as his two
brothers now. Charlie had always
been rash and impulsive, sure he was
going to be a big potato some day.
“1'll send for you, all right, boys.”

Then he mounted, and he and Har-
ry Westfall rodemsouthward out of
Endicott Flats.

“Hey, you two,” called Groot from
the store doorway. “Shake a leg now.
Got things for you to do.... This
ain't like living around a camp. Hon-
est folks got to work hard for a liv-

ing!

hat was the way it wasto

be all the time. They were
worked from the time they rose in
the morning with few lulls till the
time they dropped onto their flimsy
cots in the storeroom behind the
store itself. There always seemed to
be some chores, wood to cut, water
to be carried, the store to be swept
out. When they had nothing else to
do Uncle John put them to cleaning
up the yard in the rear. It was a lit-
ter of debris with piles of rusting tin
cans and old packing boxes. It evi-
dently hadn't been cleaned up in
years.

After a couple of weeks, Groot
picked up a few sway-backed old
horses to operate a livery stable from
the saddle-backing barn down by the
creek, so they had the added task™of
keeping the barn clean and handling
the ponies. The brothers wondered
who used to do all the work before
th_er)(1 came. . .

ere was no break in the gruelling
monotony of it except when the
stagecoach came through, pausing
only a few minutes. Occasionally
cowhands drifted in from the sur-
rounding range instead of going into
the big town of Alcord, but they
spent practically all their time down
in the settlement’'s lone barroom. The
two boys were strictly barred from
there by Uncle John who considered

even a single drink the curse of the
Devil. He himself seldom spoke out-
side of giving orders, forever com-
plaining about how the work was done
and grunting about how poor busi-
ness was.

Once Red mentioned school. There
was one a few miles up the creek
where there was another settlement.
A circuit-riding school teacher visit-
ed there a few months of the year.
Groot drew himself up as if the
younker had asked for a thousand
dollars.

“School? Are ye crazy, boy? There
ain't time for you to waste on reading
and writin’! And if your paw hadn't
wasted good dinero on such shenna-
nigans, mebbe so now you wouldn’t
be objects of charity! Sabe?”

There was nothing more to be said
though Red colored with fury at the
aspersion cast on his dad. They went
on about their drab chores. At night
there was another plain meal upstairs
where Groot and his wife lived with,
as always, never quite enough to eat.
Uncle John said too much food made
a man lazy. After, he'd sit with his
greasy cards playing solitaire, suck-
ing on his cold pipe. Hugo said he
hated to refill it because he was al-
ways thinking of how much the to-
bacco cost. Aunt Anna sat in a creak-
ing rocker, doing some sewing. All
attempts at conversation were dis-
couraged. Uncle John didn’'t believe
ih light talk.

HEN THERE was a letter from

Harry Westfall. It was to Red,
strangely. It was postmarked from a
town down near the Border. Harry
said he was doing fair and that he
was trying to get something fixed up
so they could live together again.
There was eight dollars in it, four
for each of them.

Hugo-fingered the four dollars out
in the barn. “1 wish | could get away
from here,” he said grimly. He was
complaining a heap of late; he’d got-
ten into the trick of watching a de-
parting stage-coach till it was gone
from sight and there was just a bunch
of dust over the trail where it had

been.
Red didn’'t say anything. He didn't
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like it any better than Hugo did, but
he was resolved to stick it out be-
cause his dad would hawo wanted
them to. They had to grow up de-
cent—not as trail bums. But it hurt
him most when he had to go out in
the settlement street in his ragged
jeans with his knees poking through.
Uncle John had new ones stacked
on the shelves. But he claimed he
couldn’'t afford to give them new ones
yet.

About a week later, Red used his
four dollars secretly. From the old
saloon swamper, who claimed to have
been both an owlhooter and a dep-
uty in his heyday, he bought a
broken Frontier model Colts, The
hammer was gone; it wouldn’t shoot.
But at least it gave him the chance
to practise slinging a gun as Harry
had taught him. The thoughtful Red
had no intentions of becoming a gun-
fighter, but Harry had drilled into
him that out here in the southwest
an hombre had to know how to de-
fend himself. “Like it says in the Bi-
ble,” Harry had told him, “they’s the
qguick and the dead. The quick are the
ones who can sling a hogleg quick
when they’'re forced to. And they
stzj\&/ alive.” .

nd then there was a thing his dad
had frequently said. Big Red claimed
that no matter which side of the fence
a man rode on he had to know how
to stand on his own, single-handed-
ly, when aclutch came. “A man’s got
to be true to his own self,” was the
way he put it. “A very famous writ-
ing fella, a Mr. Shakespeare, he said
that once. Remember it, son.”

Red did. Whenever he got the
chance he slipped off into the brush
by the cabin where the old swamper
lived, dug the gun and the old belt
and holster from a secret -cache,
strapped them on, then practised the
draw till his arm was ready to drop
off. He practised slinging the gun
with both hands. He practised the
road agent’s flip Harry Westfall had
taught him, and the trick of putting
a stone on the back of his out-
stretched shooting hand, then going
for his weapon and seeing if he could
fire before the stone hit the earth,
Of course, he could only pretend he
was firing.
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It was about this time he began to
dream of becoming a John Law.
Then, when he was set with some way
of supporting himself, why perhaps
he could read law on the side and
become a lawyer as his dad wished.
His dad used to tell how Judge Tal-
combe down in The Strip had done
that, coming up from a sheriff. His
dad always said Talcombe was a fair
man too, administering justice with-
out hate. Red went at his shooting
practise again, making “bang-bang”
noises to simulate actual firing.

When he got back to the store that
afternoon, Hugo, who'd become' in-
trospective and taciturn, was livid
with a stormy look. Uncle John had
struck him twice in the face, told
him he had to be tamed bacause of
the blood he sprang from. The words
were what made it so bad. Hugo's
look grew grimmer as the day wore
on.

That night, some extra sense
brought Red suddenly wide awake
on his cot in the drafty storeroom.
There was no dark lump on Hugo’'s
cot. But there was a piece of paper
atop the blanket. Red took it over in-
to the beam of moonlight was a high
little window. It read:

Red, I'm leaving. | can't stand

anymore of it or I'd kill Groot

some day. I'll try to find Char-
lie. Then we’ll send for you.

Just wait. Goodbye.

Hugo

Red caught his breath, suddenly
assailed by a terrible loneliness. Then
he let himself silently and cautiously
out into the backyard, went down to
the barn. It was as he feared. The
blaze-faced old crowbait was missing;
Hugo had stolen a horse.

J missing boy and horse the next
morning. He roared around for
time, then he suddenly dropped into
silence and Red knew that was more
dangerous. The man saddled up, said
he was going into Alcord to report
Hugo to the Law as a horsethief.

“And I'll go with the posse to hunt

CHAPTER 111

OHN GROOT went into a
black rage when he discovered

some
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him down too,” he vowed. “There
ain't no mercy in my heart for a
criminal!”

John Groot was gone two days.
During that time, Red lived in con-
stant fear with the woman refusing
to speak to him except when neces-
sary, sneering at him as if he were
some kind of a sinner. Then Groot
returned, trail-stained and disshev-
elled, pushing a limping pony. They
had faired to find Hugo. Somehow he
had made his getaway on that old
crowbait. Red took a full breath for
the first time.

It was about ten days later a rider
came through, leading the blaze-
faced horse Hugo had actually bor-
rowed, not stolen, as was proved now.
He also had sent along a five-dollar
bill for the use of the horse. Red felt
almost like crying with relief.

The tag end of the summer faded
fast. The wind whipping down from
the pass in the northwest across the
brown range grass began to carry a
bite in it. And John Groot did two
things. He gave Red a new pair of
Levis and a used pair of his own
boots. Red’s toes were starting to
come through his own. And Groot
said:

“Boy, come next Spring, mebbe we
can send you to school.”

Red figured he could somehow
stand things then. He didn't realize
it was an empty bribe, that Groot
didn’t want to lose_another worker,
to have him run as his brother
had.

HE WINTER wore away, work

harder than ever now, and that
storeroom at the rear was unheated
and icy cold. With his single thin
blanket, Red shivered half the night.
Then the last norther blanketed the
range, half burying the settlement.
No stages came through for over two
days. There were reports of heavy
losses in cattle trapped in the snow
and cut off from their feed. Came the
sudden thaw, with the whole land-
scape turned into mud as the warm
winds and strengthening sun ate
away the snow. The few sprigs of
green grass appeared. And the Spring
arrived. Uncle John kept putting off

the schooling, talking of waiting till
he could hire somebody to help him
run the store.

It was then a girl came to visit in
the settlement at the crossroads. Her
name was Andrea Mason and she'd
come to visit with her aunt and uncle,
too. The latter ran the town’s bar-
room. She was blonde and very small
and delicate. When he stood beside
her the first time, the black-haired
Red realized how he'd begun to
lengthen out. She liked him and his
soft-spoken ways. It became cus-
tomary for him, each evening, to go
over and sit on the porch of her un-
cle’s modest house with her.

Once she asked him what he want-
ed to become in life. He told her
about his plans for wearing a law-
man's badge and studying to be a
regular lawyer after a spell. She
shuddered at the idea of the danger
in being a John Law, saying she was
afraid of it. He looked at her blonde
daintiness and allowed as how may-
be he could forgo that and finally get
his own outfit as a cowman.

It was the next evening at sun-
down when he was talking to her at
the gate of the yard that it happened.
Three young fellows of the town
came along, amongst them her cousin,
Butch Mason, who already had a job
as a cowhand with one of the spreads
up to the north. They paused, stood
whispering and chuckling together
for a bit. Then the husky Butch
pointed a mocking finger at the girl
and began to tease her.

“Shame on Andrea for sparking
with a danged lobo’s son! Shame on
Andrea, she goes with a no-good out-
law’s boy I’ he called.

Turning from the gate, Red felt
himself go sheet white. For a few
seconds, he surveyed the capering
jeering Butch, realizing the latter
was older and bigger. Red Paine was
never going to be as powerful or as
tall as his father. He had rangy
shoulders. But, otherwise, he was as
slim as a blade, a trifle short in the
legs. Still, he knew he couldn’t take
those references to his dad.

“They made a cottonwood apple
outa his paw, the outlaw!” taunted
Butch Mason.
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ED WAS ON him, diving in
like a lithe wildcat. The rugged

easy,” he puffed. “But things're go-
ing to change now! I'll learn ye!

Butch staggered Red with a coupYou're the son of an outlaw, a wild

of blows. But the lobo’s son, darting
and weaving, with lightning-swift
hands, came smashing back, began to
rock Butch Mason. The big fellow
went down in the dust as Red simply
swarmed over him. Even in the heat
of the battle, he realized something
then. It was more than blind temper
that drove when in a fight. It was
some wilder thing, some instinctive
knowledge that, because of what he
was, he would have to be ready to
beat down many a man in his life.

One of Butch’s friends jumped in
to his aid. But even with the bleeding
Butch back on his feet and both of
them punching at him, Red was beat-
ing them, battling like an untamed
animal.

Then Old Man Mason *he barroom
owner came flying out of his house.
Red’s uncle, John Groot came hur-
rying down the road from the store.
Red was grabbed by the back of the
neck and by the pants so he almost
danced on air.

“You danged outlaw’s son!” Groot
roared. “You come along with me. I'll
show ye, by grab!” He started Red
up the road.

But not before the latter, despite
a bleeding nose, got a look at Andrea,
saw the shocked look on her face at
learning what Butch had called him
was really so. He knew then that
though he wasn't ashamed, he could
never face her again.

John Groot dragged him back and
into the storeroom. There, using a
buckskin thong, he gave him a ter-
rific lashing, panting out again and
again, “You would get in a brawl
with the son of one of my best cus-
tomers!”

Red took the blows without a
whimper, even when they cut the
shirt on his back. He was too proud
to cry out, and he didn't fight back
because he figured his uncle had the
authority to do this just as his dad
would have had. Finally it stopped.
Groot threw the lash into a corner
and then cuffed him a few times
around the face.

“I've been too good to you, too

un! The son of a no-good skulking
coyote, by gawd! And if | have to
break—"

Red Paine did hit him then, full in
the mouth with his fist. Groot stag-
gered back, then clutched at him. Red
tore himself free, ducked away from
the now berserk Groot's clutching
hands. He would have been no match
for the big man, but there was a bar-
rel stave in the corner; grabbing it
up, Red began to beat him over the
head and the arms and the shoulders.
Howling like a whipped coyote,
Groot ran forward into the store,
turning the key frantically in the
connecting door from his side.

N THE STOREROOM, Red let

the stave drop with a futile ges-
ture and stood quivering. After some
minutes he went out into the dusk of
the yard, plunged his head into the
rain barrel. Then he headed out into
the brush, knowing he would never
return there again. He dug the
broken useless gun out of the cache,
half-circled around in the brush to-
ward the other end of the town.

For a spell, he squatted as the
night shadows thickened, speculating
on finding Butch Mason and whaling
the daylights out of him again. But
then, with a maturity strange for one
of his years, he realized Butch wasn't
important, that he was only symbolic
of what he might have to buck often
till he proved himself a straight
square man, till he proved his
strength. The important thing now
was the means of getting out. )

Moving ahead till he could get a
looksee at the main road, he was just
in time to see a strange rider drop-
ping down at the hitchrail of the bar-
room. The man had left his pony at
one end near the alley running beside
the place. The man went inside. And
the wild plan began to evolve in the
kid’'s head. He would take that man's
cayuse to get away on, but he would
borrow it as Hugo had done John
Groot's. He would return it. But to
do that, he would have to learn who
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the jasper was, where to send the
horse to afterward.

Red edged out of the brush. Quick
as an animal, he scurried across the
road, then got into the dark alley
with his broken gun. He began to
sweat, shaking like an aspen. By
peeking in a side window of Mason’s
place, he could pick out the strange
rider at the bar, a barrel-chested gent
with bushy tow hair. He was plump-
faced but there was a certain hard-
bitten note in every line of him. He
had two more shots of whisky, then
headed out. And the shaking inside
Red Paine ceased. This was simply a
nervy job that had to bedone. And he
would send the pony back soon.

The man came down the path, boots
creaking, humming. Red moved like
a ghost just as he got opposite the al-
ley on the deserted street. He was
out at his side in the gloom, the use-
less hogleg in the man’s ribs almost
before the other was aware of his
presence.

"All right,” Red said quietly but
firmly. “Get into this alley, gopher!
And the less noise—the less sorrow
for you!”

They moved into the alley. Inside
Mason’s joint, a man laughed at a
joke. Red spoke in a hurried whis-
per as the tow-headed one stood with
hands half lifted.

“Look, | don't want your dinero.
But | got to get quit of this pueblo
pronto, so I'm going to borrow your

horse. Tell me your handle and
where to send it back and later—as
soon as | can—I will. I'm no dang

horsethief. See?”

The man said, “You've done some-
thing here, button?”

Red nodded. “Never mind what. |
got to pull stakes.” He thought he
heard somebody across the street, cut
his eyes that way. “So 1—"

T HAPPENED. The tow-headed
one made two blinding fast moves

hand, the jasper whipped a .32 from
a shoulder hideout under his vest. He
had it against Red’s chest in the next
moment.

It was a tough break. But to his
own surprise, Red kept his head. He
knew the next move in this game of
guns, arisky one. But he had every-
thing to lose if he were caught in an
attempted holdup here. He said:

"All right, mister.” He flipped his
broken gun around by the trigger
guard, extended it butt foremost to
the other in a gesture of surrender,
stepping backward half a pace.

The full-grown man reached for it
with his left hand, lowering the right
that held his .32. And then with an
eye-defying speed, Red spun his gun
draped from his index finger by the
trigger guard. In a split second, the
butt was back in his hand and he'd
rammed the muzzle deep into the
tow-headed one’s middle.

“I'm boss now,” Red warned, voice
a little cracked with strain. “No more
tricks—or | blast!”

He had moved sideward so that the
light from the side window of the
whisky mill fell on his face. The tow-
headed one blinked, then peered at
him.

“The road agent's flip!” he
gasped. “And | only saw one man
who could handle a hogleg that dang
fast! One!” He looked closer, then
half smiled. Red had never realized
that though he was much slimmer
than his father, he had the same way
of looking out of his gray eyes, that
he moved with the same effortless
yet flashing grace. “Say, you
wouldn’'t be Big Red Paine’s button,
would you?”

It was Red’s turn to blink. “Why,
yes—I am.”

The bigger one chuckled. “I used
to know Big Red back in the old
days. Come along, kid, I'll get you
out of town. | got a pack animal with
me you can ride.”

with his half-lifted hands. He brought A few moments later, they were

the left one down in a slicing move-
ment that smashed Red Paine’swrist
and his gun to one side. If he could
have fired it then, he would only
have shot at thin air. With his right

riding off through the brush, avoid-
ing either main trail for several hun-
dred yards. Red Paine was putting
Endicott Flats behind him forever,
riding into a new life....
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CHAPTER IV

HE MAN’'S name was Ed
I Chess, he said. He had a deep
voice with a lazy way of speak-
ing as if he were about to chuckle at
any instant. He said he had known
Big Red in the days when he rode the
Cholla country. Red could remember
those days because then he had gone
to school at a place called Little In-
dependence and lived in a boarding
house that winter. Chess spoke high-
ly of Big"Red, saying he had never
been afraid of anything mortal that
Walked. Chess admitted to having
been in the rustling game back then.
Red was worried despite the fact
this man was helping him. He had
to live up to what his dad wanted and
not get tied in with an outlaw pack
himself. He asked Ed Chess if he
rode the owlhoot now. <

“Naw, naw. With law and order
cluttering up the whole country, it's
too risky these days.” He said he'd
been in the Cherokee Strip when the
U.S. marshals moved in to clean it up,
that he'd been lucky to escape with
his skin. “I'm in a right good busi-
ness now. Tell you about it later.”

Red didn't press. He knew it was
the unwritten courtesy of the trail
not to ask too many questions. They
rode southward in the night and went
through a canyon to put the flatlands
behind them. When they stopped to
munch on some cold fried sow belly
and Dutch oven bread, Red told him
how things were at John Groot's
place, how he had fled. Chess said
that kind of a setup was no good,
that he’d had good sense and nerve in
getting out.

“I'll git you fixed up with soihe-
thing decent. Don’t worry none. And
let me tell you, | ain’'t never seen a
slicker pelican at handling a gun.”
They bedded down then.

They .rode for four days, rested
most of the fifth. But that night,
they covered a heap of distance.
Early the next morning, two miles on
they sighted a railroad line deep
down in a cut in the hills that ran
into the next town. Chess left Red at
a creek up in the hills, saying it was

better if he went into the town alone.
“Your uncle might send word on
ahead an’' claimed you stole some-
thing, you know. He was an ornery
old galoot.”

Chess returned later in the after-
noon. He said things seemed quiet
enough down in the town, that he'd
made some inquiries. Then he came
out with a blue shirt and a pair of
slightly worn leather batwing chaps
for Red. They were a little bit on the
big side, but he felt good when he
donned them, no longer felt like some
mavrick dependent on some grudging
distant relative’'s charity.

“I'll pay you for tMs rig soon as
I find work,” he told Ed Chess.

Chess passed it off with a wave.
“Don’t worry about it. And don't
worry about work. I'll get you a job
at a real tophand’s wages. Here.”

HAT HE HANDED over then

was a cartridge belt with hol-
ster attached, then an ivory-handled
45 Colts. Chess grinned and said that
one really fired, too. As he strapped
on the belt and dug the hogleg into
the holster, the slim Red choked up.
He felt like a real man then. He saw
Ch.ss’ eyes lick with admiration as
he practised slinging the gun. Som-
thing in those eyes for that instant
made Red wonder about Chess being
an owlhooter again.

The older man seemed to read his
mind. “Don’t fret, button; | didn’t
steal 'em. And I'm a-going to git you
a real job where you won’t have to
hide out, neither... .But, first, | got
a little personal business to tend to
down in this pueblo. I can handle the
thing myself all right. 1 got a score

to settle. But—well, 1I'd like to know
my back was covered when | was
leaving.”

After what this man had done for
him, out of pure gratitude, Red had
to agree to help. Chess said again it
was a personal affair, that he meant
to scare the daylights out of a cou-
ple of pelicans who'd gotten rough
with him once. “I aim to collect some
money owed me, you see.”

They rode down out of the hills
into the town, crossing the railroad
tracks. It was a large prosperous-
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looking place. Chess led the way
down a side street that seemed
jammed with honky tonks and gam-
bling hells that were just swinging
into life for the night. Down by a
corner of a large dancehall, they dis-
mounted, Red still riding the pack
horse. Chess said:

“All right now, you stand close by
this tree and keep watch on that front
door. When | come out, just chuck
some lead if any snake tries to git me
in the back. A wire-tough pack of
hombrecitos hangs out in here.”

He didn’t enter by the double front
doors though with the coal-oil torch
burning above them. He went down
the side of the building and sidled in
an entrance there. Red waited. In-
side, the orchstra struck up and there
was a woman’s rattling laughter. A
minute or so—seeming like a long
time crept by. Then there was a
screech, the staccato report of a gun.
The music broke off as if a heavy
curtain had been dropped over it.

Chess appeared, backing through
the open double doors of the front
doorway. Crouched, he had both guns
out, had them swivelling to cover the
interior. He barked something at the
throng. Then he was leaping off the
steps and flinging himself headlong
for the shadows where the ponies
waited. There was a wet red stain on
the forearm of his left sleeve. Red
stood petrified for moments, not
knowing what to do.

MAN APPEARED in the door-

way, his gun drawn. Red’s gun
hammer cocked, then his finger froze
on the trigger. The man in the door-
way, staring out into the dark, wore
a lawman’s badge that glittered op
his vest in the light of the coal-oil
torch. Red Paine never shot that
time.

Ed Chess called something to him,
already swinging up. Red hit the
saddle leather, and they went bolting
up the side street for the low hill at
that side of the town.

“A holdup!” bellowed some brass-
lunged gent in their rear. Then wild
blind shots were spurting the road
dust in their wake.

Red Paine didn't think too much
about it then. Folks lost their heads
and hollered anything under excite-
ment. Chess grasped the bridle of
Red's horse and steered him off the
trail into a little draw.

“Something went wrong—bad, back
there” he pantingly explained.
“They—" Red looked back to follow
Chess’ glance.

A horseman who'd been coming
down the slope had rounded a wood-
ed bend and sat there watching them
from behind. And from the cowtown
came the drumming hoofbeats of a
fast-organized pursuit. There was no
more time for parleying then. They
threw the gut hooks to their animals.
Something told young Red it was go-
ing to be a hot manhunt.

It was. A big lustrous moon float-
ed out from behind a peak in the
south to reveal them like a spotlight
any time they moved into the open.
They emerged from the draw that
bent away from the town and into
trouble. Some of the posse, warned
of the route they'd taken, had cut
further up the road and then in over
the hills, travelling in a straighter
line. They had gained ground. Ed
Chess’ gun blazed twice. They got in-
to a stretch of timber, came out on a
climbing trail that wound toward the
jagged peaks to the west.

“They got danged fast ponies,”
Chess cried once, glancing back. “A
second pack coming behind the first
two.”

The moonlight spilled over his
body as they raced into an open spot.
And then Red saw the greenbacks
sticking out from inside his shirt be-
tween the open flhps of his vest. It
had been a holdup after all.

Rifles began to spit at an angle
across the trail. A couple of horse-
men had hit up onto a low mound be-
hind to the left. Dismounted, from
that point of vantage, they were
cracking down. Red had his thoughts
busy then with wondering when he'd
hit. The road curved and between cut-
banks and they were safe again for a
spell. Red’s mind was in a turmoil.
It looked as if he had been branded
an outlaw without knowing it.
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THEY CLIMBED a long gentle

slope, angled around a small
mesa. The timber grew a little
heavier. Chess called to the kid to

drive his horse as hard as he could,
that they were going to try to throw
off their pursuers with a trick soon.
Another half mile and the trail
dipped. The pursuit was no longer in
sight but they were coming. Ahead a
bridge loomed; it spanned a tiny
ravine with a creek in its bottom.
Chess threw himself from the sad-
dle on the run as they came up to it.
“Follow me now, Red. | know this
country from the old days. I'll git
you out with your hide whole!”

Red had already dropped from his
heaving-flanked lathered horse, and
Chess was leading the way down the
side of the ravine. In the creek wa-
ter, he turned to the left. Fifty feet
along there was a bend where the
rock wall jutted. He didn't quite
round it, but seemed to vanish from
sight by a stand of thicket. He called.
Red led his pony in. Just past the el-
bow, in its side, was an unsuspected
cavelike hole in the wall where a
pony or a man could stand comfort-
ably hidden from sight.

“l1 remember this piece of country
like the palm of my hand, Red....
They'll figure us to head for the base
of the peaks. The brush up there is
so danged heavy a man could slip
saw from a posse for weeks. They—"

“Chess,” Red said stiffly, heart
pounding and mouth abruptly dry
with the charge he was going to have
to make. “Chess, you iaid you just
had a personal grudge to settle back
at that dancehall. But—it was a hold-
up, wasn't it? | saw the bills in your
shirt.”

Ed Chess’ eyes seemed to light up
like coals in the dark. Then he list-
ened a moment to the sounds of the
approaching posse. “Sure, | took din-
ero; tried to git the whole till, too. It
was a grudge. A few years back, the
partners at that joint threw me out
when | was lickered up, then stole
my dinero from me when | lay in the
alley. 1 had a grudge, kid. Why—"

“It was still a holdup, Chess. It was
owlhoot stuff in the eyes of the Law
=—and for me too.”

The gunman scratched his beard-
stubbled jaw as he peered at the kid.
“Well, if you want to go scraping for
scruples—mebbe you could call it
that. | still say | had a personal
grudge. Look, Red, you're the son of
a famous lobo. How'd you expect to
live in life—working in a bank?”

They both dropped into silence as
the first half of the posse hit the
bridge, their hoofs making the trun-
cheons boom hollowly. The pursuers
never hesitated, piling on up the
trail. Red answered Chess then.

“Why | expect to work honest. My
dad wanted me to—”"

HESS snorted his derision. “Git

some sense, boy! Work honest?
Do you think they’ll let you? You're
Big Red Paine’s son. You got the owl-
hoot stamp on you. Men hated your
dad—because they feared him. And
they’ll take it out on you, mind you!
They will. You might get work for
a spell—here and there. But when
they find out who you are—when
they’s a whisper, somebody who rec-
ognizes you—you'll go. You'll get the
boot! Git some sense.”

Red squirmed in the kak. “But you
sa!(d you could get me fixed up and

“Sure. Still Tophand pay
too.”

Red was wary, suspicious now.
“What kind of work?”

Again they remained silent while
the second batch of the posse came
along. They passed over the bridge
and on up the line. Chess answered.

“Good work, Red. You see, some-
times when they’'s a mite of trouble
on a range or mebbe some rustling
or feuding, a cow outfit takes on rgen
who can snap a six-gun real fast and
fancy. | been moving around doing
that for years now. Good pay. You
ain’t no outlaw. Honest men hire you
to—well, to protect their interests.
Why often you're sorta of working
right along with the Law or, at "past,
doing a job it can't handle right
there.” He chuckled. “And | got word
of a big spread down at Morgan
Valley that needs men of that kind
now. And the way you can sling a
hogleg, Red, why—"

can.
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Red spat it out with harsh dry-
ness. “A hired gunman, eh? That's
what it is. Well, not for me!”

“Don’t be a locoed fool!”

“Nope! My dad wouldn’t uh wanted
that for me. No owlhoot. No gunman,
either. ...” One of his hands moved
with that incredible quickness, so
sharp the result was in evidence even
before it was expected. “Chess, you're
going your way. I'm going mine.”

And Ed Chess was looking down at
the gleaming barrel of Red Paine's
snatched-out Colts. “You mean that.”
And it was no question.

“] do, Chess.”

“1f that posse catches you, my hide
will be—"

“Til wait here half an hour after
you leave, Chess___ _And | don’t
know where you went......... So-long."

Chess sfniled a little bitterly. Then
he hit the kid lightly on the arm,
wished him good luck, and led out-his
pony. Chess dragged the horse up
out of the ravine and rode back down
the trail they had come up. He would
loop around somewhere below and
slip out of that stretch of country,
Red guessed. He began to sweat,
despite the slow cold night wind, as
he waited it out, keeping his word.
What he had determined to do was
going to take a heap of nerve, more
nerve than anything yet had required
of him in his short life. Again and
again he had to overpower the terri-
fic impulse to try flight.

Finally, when he estimated a half
hour had passed, he too left the ra-
vine. But back on the road, he crossed
over the bridge and set out after the
posse. He was going to give himself
up, swear he hadn’'t known the play
Chess had rigged, and throw himself
on the mercy of the Law. After all,
he hadn't fired a shot. It was a case
of anything to save himself from be-
ing branded an outlaw, of keeping the
oath pledged at his dad’s grave.

CHAPTER V

he came upon two of them. They
were coming back down the
trail, a little gent in a white calfskin
vest and a big man with hugh rangy
sloping shoulders and carrot-hued

I:AR sooner then he'd expected,

hair. They didn't even spot Red at
first as he drew up beside a stand of
trees to await them.

His mouth was a bitter line. But
he had learned another lesson in life;
he had to be on guard against former
friends and accomplices of his own
father. They might mean well. That
Ed Chess had actually thought he was
doing him a favor. But those men
would never understand how resolved
he was not to follow the owlhoot
trail.

The approaching pair, walking
their tired ponies, passed through a
stretch of luminous moonlight. The
big one wore no sombrero now. There
was a rag of bandage tied around his
head and dried blood on his cheek.
Further up the line, his horse had
shied at a shadow and thrown him
heavily into a patch of boulders. He
had gashed his scalp and wrenched
his right shoulder so that it was im-
possible for him to throw a gun with
his right hand. His pony limped
slightly too. So he was returning.

Then Red recognized him and a
rock seemed to drop inside his heart
as he took in the huge beak of red
nose. Also the left hand with the
first two fingers missing as he raised
a quirly to his mouth. His dad had
pointed out this man to him from
cover once in a town. And Red had
seen his picture in a couple of old
newspapers. He was the famed Jud
Tentrus, a two-legged son of Hell
itself when he hit the trigger, a top-
hand gunman who specialized in
cleaning out bad towns. Now he wore
a lawman’s badge on his coat, having
been appointed a special marshal to
run out the gun scum of the town
back down the line. His dad had told
Red that this Tentrus deeply hated
badmen the way some gents hated
snakes.

“Hey, is that you, Howie?” called
out the rider with Jud Tentrus,
taking Red for some member of the
posse who had dropped back.

Gun in scabbard, hands up, the slim
Red rode slowly out into the light.
“I'm surrendering,” he said. “I'm one
of the gents you’'re chasing for that
dancehall holdup... .Only 1 didn't
know it was going to be that, a hold-
up, gents. | swear it....”
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HE ONE in the vest whipped out
Ta gun. Tentrus tried to dig for
one with his injured shoulder in vain.
Then he hooked out one awkwardly
with the hand with the missing two
fingers, raised it like a club, and
bolted his pony at the quiescent Red
Paine. He lowered the clubbed wea-
pon when the other man came up and
got the hogleg from the Kkid’s holster.

“l said I'm surrendering,” Red
said quietly.

They scoured him with hard eyes.
The smaller one said he guessed Red’s
nerve had run out on him. But Ten-
trus, looking deep into the kid, shook
his head.

“No he didn't. Not this young un
... .Where did your pard, Chess go?”
Chess had been recognized when he
tried to jump the dancehall.

“l1 don’'t know. We just—parted..
.. I'm no rat, anyway.”

The little man said he was lying
about not knowing what was planned
at the dancehall. That this was some
kind of a trick, that Red was trying
to snake his way out by playing inno-
cent.

“l came to meet you men and give
myself up, didn't 1?”

“What's your handle, button?” It
was Tentrus asking.

“Paine.”

“Hrrimm___ Tell me about it, how
you never guessed it was a holdup,
like you say?”

Red looked into Jud Tentrus’ eyes
squarely and told him of meeting
Chess, a stranger to him, on the trail.
How he never knew he was an out-
law. And how Chess had given him
the story about settling a score with
some snakes. Tentrus asked him what
kind of work he'd done last. Red
stated frankly he'd worked in a store
in Endicott Flats.

“Groot’'s place,” he answered when
Tentrus asked the name.

“Henry Groot?” Tentrus said.

“No. John Groot.”

“That's right,” Tentrus said with
a bleak smile for his trap that failed.
“Well, we'll just take you in and see.”
The other one wanted to put the man-
acles on Red. “Don’t reckon it's nec-
essary,” said Tentrus.

HEY started to ride back. The
T night was old when they went
down the side street where the dance
hall stood. A man on the wooden
sidewalk recognized the special mar-
shal, Tentrus, and set up a shout that
they were bringing in a prisoner. A
growing throng was trailing them
when they drew up in front of the
two-story dobie jailhouse. Some cf
the leading citizens accompanied
them when they went into the law-
man’s office.

“Make him tell where his pard hit
for?” one of them began to rant.
“Mebbe this is a trick! Mebbe his
pard’s hurt, and this polecat gave
himself up to lead you off his pard’s
trail.”

Tentrus eyed the man scornfully,
waved back the others who tried to
crowd excitedly in the doorway. The
town had had too many shootings in
the past few weeks. They were in that
state of mind where they thought
impulsively in terms of necktie jus-
tice, jumped at conclusions.

“Even if he told us which way the
other one headed, he wouldn’t have no
way of knowing where the man might
have turned off or cut around....
Paine, you're sure you didn't know
the game at the dancehall?”

Red nodded. “1 didn't fire a shot,
did 1? | was too surprised to. Chess
told me he aimed to collect dinero
owed him; that's all | knew.”

Tentrus pursed his hard mouth.
Then there was a commotion out
front. A horseman was pushing
through the mob. Somebody said it
was Holtzer the cowman and that he
was wounded. In a moment, he came
up the jailhouse steps, a burly man
with bulging eyes. He clutched a
wounded arm as he told his story,
snorting and cursing at intervals. He
had been coming down a side trail,
further north along the ridge, leading
into the main road. And he'd been
jumped, by the men who'd pulled the
dancehall holdup he'd just heard
about, he supposed.

“One of them was tow-headed. |
saw that when he got his headpiece
knocked off. | tried to make a fight
of it, but three of 'em taking me by
surprise was too much,” he blustered
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on. He was a big braggart, out to
make a celebrity of himself, boasting
of his courage. “I tried to fight 'em
off. But I got hit an’ knocked from
the saddle. They took my fresh stal-
lion an’ left one of their petered-out
cayuses. So then—"

“Only two men in the dancehall
job,” said Tentrus.

“Well, mebbe they was just two,”
admitted Holtzer. “1 saw the tow-
headed fella. And then the triggering
started. Then—"

A man in the doorway pointed at
Red Paine. “He was in the dancehall
holdup. Was he one of the men who
jumped you on the trail?”

Red almost began to smile, know-
ing he hadn't done that. The tow-
haired man had been Chess, of course,
alone. Holtzer took another step in-
side, puckered his brows against the
lamplight, studied Red. Then, to
Red’s astonishment, Holtzer nodded.
Holtzer meant to make himself an
important figure in town for a few
days at least.

“Yep, that was one. I remember his
blue shirt. And how he seemed like
just a younker for that kind of a
game,” Holtzer said heavily. “He was

the other one out there, | swear it by'

Gawd!”

HE BLOOD began to darken

Tentrus’ face as he turned back
to the kid. “You could uh got lost out
there and run into us by accident,
swinging around in them foothills.
Paine, if you're a-lying—"

“1 gave myself up, didn't 1?” Red
reiterated steadily.

“You say his name was Paine?”
cried a man out on the steps. He push-
ed in, a squat figure in gray with hair
thinning in front. “My name'’s Pat-
ten. I'm the brother-in-law of Adam
Blair, the deputy up at Twin Forks,
I am,” he introduced himself. He
looked over Red. “And that's Big Red
Paine’s boy or I'm blind. An’ I ain’t!
The son of Big Red, the outlaw-Kkil-
er!”

He told how he knew. He had gone
out with the posse under Adam Blair
that had gotten Big Red, riding on
a tip that had taken them almost a
hundred miles. He didn't mention

that Blair the deputy had been out
of his own baliwick, thus without
authority, when they trapped Big
Red. He went on to tell how after-
ward some of them had watched from
up in the timber to be sure his sons
and the friend had gotten out of the
country as ordered.

“] saw him, this one,” Patten said,
indicating Red. “He came riding
home from school after the shooting
of Big Red. He's his youngest son!”

That did it. Tentrus had been will-
ing to believe Red’s story till then.
But that, backed by the lying Holt-
zer's evidence, was the clincher. “A
damn outlaw’s son!” ground out Ten-
trus. “No outlaw’s word is worth the
spit on a barroom floor, by grab!”

“He’s lying,” Red bit off, throwing
up a hand to point out Holzter im-
pulsively, moving with his wusual
quickness.

“Snakes beget snakes!” roared Ten-
trus. “Watch your gun!” he told Hol-
zter, taking it for granted the kid was
going to make a grab. And then he
hit Red alongside the jaw with the
clubbed Colts he held.

Red reeled back from the glaring
Tentrus who had a wild look in his
eye now. His hatred of lobos amount-
ed almost to a form of insanity when
roused. Red tried to talk, tried to call
Holtzer a liar again. Why he would
help shoot up that gent, take his
horse, then cut back to give himself
up .uade no sense. But none of them
were thinking straight anymore.

“Son of a Kkiller, an owlhooter—
and he whines he was playing it
straight, the dirty little skunk!”
yelled Tentrus, beside himself with
fury at the thought he had been taken
in. “Son of a no-good cowardlj pole-
cat, a yella trigger slammer!”

ED swung toward him at that,
another insult to his father’s

memory. Started a blow. Tentrus

smashed him again with the gun. Red
went to his knees and Tentrus order-
ed the door closed. And then the kid
got a beating.

He came off his knees, instinctively
ready to fight back like a cornered
animal now. But he' was almost help-
less, dizzy and reeling on legs that
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had turned to jelly. Tossing the wea-
pon on the desk, Tentrus began to
club him around with his hand with
the missing fingers. Red spat out
blood and tried to attack. But in his
condition he was no match to the
enraged law officer who was one
size short of being a giant.

Red bounced back against the desk,
slid along it. Tentrus struck him
again. Again. Red got in a feeble
blow; but another thudding punch
sent him caroming off a wall into a
earner, draping himself over a chair.
Tentrus jerked him off it. He was
motivated by a righteous wrath, right-
eous in his own eyes anyway.

“Confess, you lying whelp of a
murderer!” he ordered. . “Confess
what you did—and how you lied!
Confess-s!”

The final word hit Red simultan-
eously with another punch that made
his head boom. Once again he got off
his feet. He could see out of but one
eye now. And a blow to the belly
smashed the wind out of his lungs.
It went on for endless minutes. Ten-
trus told him he’'d beat him into the
floor till he confessed.

“1 didn’t do anything,” Red mouth-
ed defiantly. “And my dad was no
coward, you 1-liar! My dad—" And
his skull was pounded back against
the thick-planked door by another
blow.

He half spun, plunged forward. But
he hand caught the edge of the desk
as he went down. Gamely he tried
to drag himself up erect. Got to his
knees.

HE DOOR was pushed open and
Ta young girl, flaming eyed and
outraged stood in it. Red would re-
member her face for a long time even
though he only saw it through a
swirling crimson mist. She was slim
and very square-shouldered for a girl.
She had on a blue gingham dress and
she was wiping her hands on a towel
as though she had just come from
work. Her coppery hair hung in trim
pigtails down her back. She had a
slim oval-shaped face. And the blue
eyes in it was as chill as water under

frozen ice, yet slow-seething with her
rage.

“Oh, aren’'t you a fine brave bunch
of men!” she cried scornfuly. “You
heroes, beating a helpless kid crazy!”

The delighted cries of the throng
outside had died. Her contempt lashed
out in the sudden stillness. One man
inside said;

“Peg! Git outa here! This is no
place for a girl!”

She thrust her legs wide, slapping
her hands up akimbo. “No, no. A
woman doesn’t belong here! This is
men’s work! This—"

“He’s a holdup man, the son of an
outlaw, Peg!”

“Did he kill anybody-even shoot
them?” she said, nostrils flaring.
“No! But you'll kill him, won’t you?”
She suddenly grabbed up a quirt
laying on a nearby chair, drew it back,
threatening Holtzer.

“And you, you lying drunkard! Is
anybody taking your word on any-
thing? Did you ever pay for that
whisky bill you ran up at the El Dia-
blo? And you, Tentrus, the great gun-
fighter! Ha-ha! Why you haven't
even got him tied up. Aren’'t you
taking a chance, adangerous chance?”

There was a pause, silence. No-
body could answer her.

“Well,” she finally said, “what's
stopping you? Go ahead. Give him
his choice of being beat to death—or
confessing he did anything you want
him to say! Go aheah___”

Tentrus worked his mouth, looking
a little chagrined as he recovered his
temper. Then he spoke to one of the
deputies.

“Take him upstairs to a cell!l meb-
be—well, mebbe when we bring in his
partner we'll git the whole story. ...”

CHAPTER VI

ecovering consciousness
R the next morning with the sun

beating in on his sweat-stink-
ing cot blankets was like entering a
world of fresh half-remembered tor-
ture. His skull felt swollen to the
size of a ten-gallon hat. Nausea had
him retching over the side of the
cot at the first attempt to move. His
blow-bloated jaws seemed to crack at
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the slightest motion. And there was
the memory of what had been done
to him.

He fell back on the blanket. A rat
blinked at him with beady eyes from
a dim corner. He envied the rat and
its vigor as it bounded away. After
some time he discovered the bucket
of water somebody had put over be-
side the stool. The sun shimmered off
its surface. Somehow he managed to
drag himself to it on hands and knees.
He lapped up some painfully. With
feeble motions he scooped, up hand-
fuls and worked them gently over
his bruised battered face and head. He
sat down next to the pail. Downstairs
somebody dropped a metallic instru-
ment and the crang-g of it rode in
wave after wave through his brain.

Slowly, eyes blinking with the pain
of recollection he rehearsed the e-
vents of last night. When he thought
of Tentrus, his hands fisted so fierce-
ly it made his arms tremble. Then
he came to the key, the crux of it
all.

“Blair—again,” he muttered. It was
Adam Blair the deputy who'd brought
about the slaying of his dad for some-
thing Big Red had never done. And
last night, Tentrus had been about
convinced he told the truth, even des-
pite Holtzer's story. Then Blair, in-
directly, through his cousin, had to
take a hand in the fate of a Paine
again. “Blair,” he said slowly, turning
over the word in his sore stiff mouth
like something he never meant to for-
get the taste of. For he had a premon-
ition, though it seemed locoed, that
Adam Blair had not played his last
part in the role of a Paine.

For a moment, dragging himself
back to the cot, he wondered if Char-
lie, his oldest brother, might not have
had the right idea, to get revenge, to
get Adam Blair. He sank back on the
blanket and a semi-consciousness
flooded slowly over him, deadening
some of the pain. He thought once of
that nervy girl, Peg.

T WAS THE scrape of the key in
the cell lock, exaggerated fiercely

sent around. The gray-whiskered man
washed out the head cuts, put some
salve on the, bandaged him up. Fixed
up his battered face too with some-
thing he guaranteed would bring
down the swelling. Then he gave Red
something bitter and acrid to swallow,
saying it would fix up the inside of
his head and lesson the pain.

“Old  Injun prescription,” he
grunted. “Here!” He'd produced a
pint of redeye, put some in a tin cup.

When he gulped it, Red Paine
thought the lining of his throat
would be seared out. But after a few
moments, he got a comfortable warm
feeling in his stomach, and an ease-
ment came to his tortured nerves. It
was the first time Red had ever
tasted whiskey. His father was very
strict about that. One time, in camp,
Big Red had larruped one of the
bunch unconscious for seeking to slip
some to Charlie.

The pill roller left the rest of the
pint there and told him to take a sip
occasionally. “You're young. You'll be
all right in another day,” he predicted
as he clumped his way out. “You're as
tough as rawhide or you wouldn’t be
able to lift a dang finger today."

After a while, Red was able to sit
up as the day wore away, though any
quick movement started the war
drums thumping inside his skull. And
at intervals his eyelids were grated
downward in the swollen sockets as
if weighted with chunks of lead. In
the afternoon he was able to painfully
swallow some of the grub on a tray
that had been shoved in a couple of
hours before. He took some more of
the bottle. It seemed to keep all the
bitterness and physical pain at arm’s
length, at least.

Again he thought of that dark cop-
per-haired girl, Peg. Regardless of
what happened to him, he didn't sup-
pose he’'d ever meet her again. It be-
gan to dawn upon him, beyond any
argument now, that as an outlaw’s
son he'd be marked for life, a pariah
as far as many people were concerned.
He recalled what Harry Westfall
used to say about wearing a necktie

on his raw nerve senses, that broughtto school. How he had to be different.

him around again. It was the jailor
with the local sawbones who'd been

“Maybe that Chess was right, any-
way,” he muttered once throught the
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buzz of business that floated up from
the main line. “Maybe they won't let
me be honest. Let something happen
—and | got a cocked gun against my
head 'cause my dad was forced onto
the owlhoot. And they won't let me
come off it.” He rose, paced slowly
across the celL “No, | gotta try. If
I could once show them___ " Then
he swore softly, an unusual thing for
him. And he built a quirly, one of the
few he had ever smoked in his life.
That seemed to soothe things inside
his head too.

HE BARS of the cell window

were a black-ribbed pattern a-
gainst the bloody ball of the sun
dipping into the west when Tentrus
came up to see him. The big man-
hunter came inside, but left his gun
with a deputy outside the cell door
first. His right arm and shoulder
were in a sling. He was very cold-
faced now with no hint of temper. He
asked:

“You got any change to make in
your story yet, Paine?”

Red Paine’s teeth bared. “Hadn’t
you better truss me up before you
gun-whip me this time?” he taunted,
repeating what the girl had flung at
them last night.

Tentrus ignored it. “Mebbe you
feel like telling us where your pard
was headed... .Things'd go easier
with you.”

Red knew then they hadn't given
Ed Chess a catching. He shrugged.
Tentrus studied him. As he left he
said he’d send up more whisky or
tobacco if the kid needed it.

“l don’t want anything from you,
Tentrus.”

As the big man went heavily down
the stairs, Ked stoou inside the cell,
shaking from his boots up, shaking
with rage. He knew that some day,
if he had to come back from Hell's
own backyard, he and Tentrus would
have to have a showdown. Nobody
could take what the famed manhunter
had done to him and retain his sense
of manhood if he let it go unavenged.
Some day....

A NOTHER night passed. The
next day he felt a heap stronger
though still bruised. The old jailor

with a pocked sinful-smiling face told
him the temper of the town was
changing. Folks were cooling off.
And Holtzer, who'd been knocking
around the bars getting free drinks
because of his notoriety, had gotten
mixed up on his story a few times,
building it to five men who had
jumped him and describing Red
Paine as red-haired.

On the fourth day, he was released.

Tentrus was waiting in the front
office. He handed Red his gun and
gunbelt with the gun chambers emp-
tied. “We're giving you a break,
Paine, because you're so young. Meb-
be you didn't know what was going
on. Mebbe..., But steer clear of this
town in future! Two of the deputies
will ride down the road a way with
you to make sure you get out. Good
luck to you,” he said.

For a moment, Red had a wild boy-
ish desire to spit in his teeth. He
wanted to curse the ground the man
Btood on. But he did it the way his
dad would have wanted it done, the
way he imagined Big Red himself
might have done it. He said slowly;
quietly:

“Tentrus, a real man doesn’t swal-
low dirt easily... .Some day, | pray
to Gawd, we'll meet again. That day,
you'll find out how much of a man I
am. What's left of you will belong
to the buzzards. Good day.”

The pack animal of Chess’ was out-
side. They mounted and rode down
the main drag to where it bent to run
into the southwest trail out of the
town. A mile down it, atop a low
dune in the sage, they left him. He'd
ridden on twenty-thirty yards when
one of the deputies overtook him at
the gallop. He shoved a small wad
of bills into Red’s hand.

“What the hell’'s this?”

“There’s twenty five bucks there,
fella. It's a gift to you from some-
body. No, not me. But you'll need it
and—"

“Did Tentrus try to buy off his
conscience with this?” Red demanded
sneeringly.

But the deputy shook his head ve-
hemently. “Gawd, no. It was passed
to me on the quiet. But | ain’t sure
from who. So,” he shrugged, “I
couldn’t give it back if | wanted. The
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message was it was for good luck.”
He turned back.

RED worked it into his pocket
slowly and went on, well aware
he'd need it badly enough. Later, he
picked up some grub from a hoeman,
stowed it in his saddle roll, java and
some dried beans and jerked beef.
The next day he went through a pass
between those peaks in the west and
dropped down into a broad valley. He
tried not to think; all his thoughts
were tinged with the essence of bit-
terness.

It was down to the south, two days
later, in the big valley that he picked
up a bunkhouse job with a small cow
outfit run by a mar. named Clennihan.
He started to build himself into a
cowhand, able to ride like part of the
animal and being a good roper. Harry
Westfall had taught him that last,
too. He was a quiet one, saying little,
working hard. And it was while he
was there that he heard of Lis brother,
Charlie, the oldest one.

A couple of cowhands, riding the
grubline, stopped off to pass the
night. They told what news they
knew, mentioned the range war there
had been up outside Excelsior. Two
big spreads had been feuding it out.
There had been a showdown battle
at a waterhole before some Special
State officers came into Excelsior
and broke it up.

“She was a real scrap at that water-
hole,” one of the trail-riding hands
said. He'd heard about it from a man
who’d been there. “It didn’t last so
long, he told me. Both outfits had
their hired 'trigger slammers on hand,
and four were killed. Four! one man
from the Big Umbella brand. And he
was the one who got the three on the
other side, the Box-DoUble-D. They
said he was some gunfighter. A fella
called Charlie Paine, he was..___
Did you hear about the gambler run-
ning off with the banker's wife over
at Frog Junction?”

Red sat very still for a few mo-
ments, then walked out into the night.
His brother, Charlie, of course. His
role was pretty plain, beyond any
real doubt. Charlie, who'd planned
to get big dinero quick, had hired

out his hardware, had been a hired
gunfighter, practically a lobo. Their
dad never would have wanted that,
Red knew. Walking further over, he
perched his elbows on the corral bars
and stared up at the inscrutable stars.

He felt grief at Charlie’'s death,
felt older. But. he had never really
been close to the older brother. It was
too bad he was dead. But, in a way,
Charlie had betrayed their dad. Had
let him down, at least. Red thought
of the vow he himself had made at
the lonely grave behind the burnt-
out house, and solemnly took it again.
He had to make good, to stay straight,
for his dad.

T WAS a couple of weeks later,
just after dawn one morning. He

was lifting down a saddle from a peg

outside the bunkhouse to go out and
inspect fence. Two days before he
had been into the nearby town for
supplies. Last night, late, Clennihan
himself had returned from town late.
Now he came down from the main
house, knuckling sleep from his eyes,
a stout easy-going man bu* looking
grave now.

“] gotta ask you a question, Red.
And | want the answer straight, with
the bark off.” He toed the dirt em-
barrassedly.

Red smelled what was coming.
Clennihan asked him if he were the
son of Big Red Paine, the outlaw.

“l am—and danged proud of it,
Clennihan.”

Clennihan sighed. “Well, thanks
for the truth, anyway, Red. Git some
breakfast, then come in for your time
....Danged sorry, Red.”

The kid tried to fight back. “Have
you ever heard anything against me,
boss? Every seen me do anything sus-
picious?” he asked stiffly.

Clennihan half turned away, anx-
ious to close the matter. “You was
picked out in town the other day,
Red. A man said you was smaller but
looked a heap like Big Red. An’ that
you moved exactly like him too.”

“So you're telling me to hit the
owlhoot or starve, eh?”

“Hell, Red. It ain’t me. It's the
other ranchers around. We had some
trouble on this range a coupla years
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back, and we all swore to hire no gun-
hands nor suspicious characters. If |
kept you on—well, some of those
others are big potatoes. They swing
weight at the bank—and 1 got notes
out at the bank....And you, being
an outlaw’s son—well, they said it
was—was being a suspicious charac-
ter. So....” He moved off with relief
as his wife called from the house.
Red hung the saddle back up slowly
.... He muttered:

“1 wonder if they're letting Hugo

live straight?”
W crossing Broken  Sanke

River, he looped back east-
ward. Somewhere he had to find a
place where his family name was not
known. Somewhere he had to get a
job so he could build up a reputation
and point to it when aspersions were
thrown at him. He had figured that
out slowly. He had to build his own
background that would be the answer
to any charges. The world didn't like
the background he had.

But work was scarce. Beef prices
had slumped, and with winter ap-
proaching too it made the task
tougher. The dinero in his pocket
was getting low when over on Starva-
tion Creek he was offered a job by a
spread. The foreman admitted they
were expecting some trouble over
water rights.

“And | saw you practising your
draw by the creek crossing a coupla
hours ago. Saw you with my field
glasses from some rimrock. You han-
dled that shooter like she was one of
your fingers, fella,” the foreman said.
“S)g) if you got plenty of nerve, you

CHAPTER VII

HEN he pushed on, after

Red flushed, not suspecting he was
being watched back there at the time.
He had a trick of doing that often,
sometimes doing some target practice
as well, He found he had an almost
uncanny knack for hitting what he
swung his gun muzzle on. And he
never tired of swinging the gun on
a draw. Harry Westfall used to say
that if you didn't shake your hogleg
clear of holster leather first, you

were as good as licked. And his dad
used to nod avehement agreement.

“You won't have no chores,” the
segundo urged him. “And it's top
pay. We'll give you—"

But Red shook his head. He'd been
tempted. This wasn’t the kind of busi-
ness he wanted, though. During the
next several days, he called himself
a danged fool repeatedly. Still, he
knew he wouldn’t take another such

offer if he got it.
A FEW DAYS LATER, about
sundown, he followed a stage
trail out of a ravine. A signpost by
the edge of the trail there read, “Red
Hat—Sixteen Miles.” Across from the
post stood a good-sized General Mer-
chandise Store with a fresh coat of
paint. Fingering the scant dinero in
his pocket, he entered the place to
see what grub he could pick up. The
proprietor was a fat little man with
a big grin under thick-lensed spec-
tacles. He came down behind the
counter, moving along painfully with
the aid of a cane.

“What can | do for you, pilgrim?”
he asked cheerily.

Red ordered some dried beans and
some java, hesitated, wanting to find
out the cost of that much. Bates the
proprietor started to gossip.

“I'm wondering what in shucks is
this country coming to anyway? Had
a fella coming in here this last five-
six weeks. He's camped out in an old
cabin up that next draw. Been giving
him supplies on credit. He told me
he had money coming to him from a
relative. He don’t do no work. Afid
today he was in again—for more
credit.” Lefty Bates made a wry face,
but grinned again, pushing over a
sack of Durham for Red to help him-
self.

“So | offered him a job. Me, I ain't
so spry anymore,” the garrulous
Bates went on. “And the ’-heumatics
in my back,” he touched the spot, “it's
been right bad at late. 'Sides, it gits
danged lonesome here too. | offered
him good pay. And what do you
think? He said no. Just too plumb
shiftless to work, that big pelican.
Now what'll it be next, pilgrim?”
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“One question.
open?”

It was and Red took it. He gave
his name as Raine....

Is that job still

* *

HE WINTER came. Everything

went all right. The snows were
light down that way. In the early
Spring, business got brisk again. Old
Lefty was an easy man to work for
and an excellent cook in the bargain.
Red had a good room in the living
quarters off to one side of the store.
His old clothes got tauter on him
as he grew some. He came to know
a sense of security that had never
been his before. He wanted more than
this, but this was a start toward
something.

One evening, impulsively, he told
Lefty Bates he'd given him a ficti-
tious name. The proprietor shrugged.

“A man’s name, what is it?” he
said philosophically. “If he's a pole-
cat and changes his handle from
Brown to Hassard, he’s still a pole-
cat, ain't he? An hombre’s name is
only what he makes it. And | saw
right off you had an honest eye.
Your move, Red,” he said, thumbing
down at the checker board between
them.

For some reason he didn't quite
understand himself, Red kept up his
shooting practice. The handling of
a gun fascinated him. Old Bates used
to watch him at it, finally insisted
on contributing the shells from the
store’s supply. He'd crow with de-
light when Red would place an empty
shell on the back of his outstretched
hand, then go for his holster and put
a slug into a tin can on a stump be-
fore the shell had bounced on the
ground.

“You're right pretty with that hog-
leg, Red. Right pretty. Slicker'n
slobbers. That gun, she seems like
part of your hand, all right, all right.
None of them crack gun slicks I've
heard about—and | seen a few when
| was young—ever was any slicker!”

At intervals he'd hitch up his buck-
board and go into town to see about
ordered supplies coming through. He
always came back primed with the

latest news. Jason Guard who ran the
hay and feed store in Red Hat had
gotten orey-eyed once too often, fal-
len asleep with his pipe still going,
had his place burnt out. Everson
who ran the hotel was going to sell
out and go back East. The sheriff
had wounded and captured the gun-
man, Bibalt, when he had been tipped
off the Panhandle killer was hid-
ing in a cabin out on the sage flats
beyond the town.

“Bibalt was an old-timer, Red. They
say once he held up and robbed four
banks in one week. He used to be a
devil with the womenfolk too. Being
an outlaw on the owlhoot must be a
wild life, eh, Red?”

It was plain he was impressed by
the romantic side of the outlaw life.
Red could have given him some dif-
ferent facts on it. But he only
grinned.

N HIS RETURN from his next

trip into Red Hat, Bates
brought along a wanted man handbill
for three lobos wfce'd held up a stage
over in a corner of the state. The
main one was lIra Creeling, wanted
dead or alive, with a reward of five
hundred on his head. The picture of
him on the poster, which Bates was
tacking up on a post across from the
store counter, showed him to be an
ugly-faced cuss with a scar over one
temple and a thick black mustache.
The description said he was heavy-set
but only five-feet-two in height.

“They made their getaway after the
stage holdup,” Bates chattered away,
as if giving the background of some
prize item in a collection. “But a
posse over there shot two of their
ponies from under ’em. They're in
real trouble. And Sheriff Lott told
me they’'s been reports they're over
this way in the last week.” He tapped
the picture of the ugly Creeling.
“Little. But he must be a big hunk of
poison. He was run outa Bridger Citv,
and a jasper’'s got to be plumb bad
to be run outa that helltown. Yes-sfr-
ee. When you're thrown outa a snake-
hole, you really must be a hellion....
How about some supper, Red?”

That was on a Friday evening.
Tuesday came around. It rained all
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day, a slow bone-chilling drizzle. In
the afternoon, Red was out in the
shed in the backyard doing some
chores. He entered his room in the
living quarters, heard the jangle of
the bell hung over the store door
announcing the arrival of n customer.
He moved toward the doorway that
connected with the store, automati-
cally noting by the sound of boot
heels that there were three of them.
Then he heard old Lefty Bates
greeting them.

“Howdy, gents, what's your plea-
sure? One right wet day, ain't—”"
Then his voice jumped to a surprised
pitch. “Why you're—” He started
like aman recognizing a famous char-
acter. He broke off, choking as if
he'd like to swallow the words.

A sharp dry voice barked, “All
right. So you know me! Stand back
clear of that counter, ya old fool!”

Red stepped quickly through the
doorway into the store, then realized
he'd made an impulsive mistake. The
doorway came in on the side opposite
from the counter. He was in the open,
fully exposed. The man at the coun-
ter with a gun out on Bates half
wheeled toward Red. The pair with
him went for their hardware. Red
stood there in an old rain-dappled
black coat that hid the gunbelt slung
underneath. He had figured on doing
a little shooting practice out back.

HE ONE at the counter was Ira

Creeling, the wanted man, Red
saw at once. There was the forehead
scar. He had shaved off the mustache
in an attempt at self-disguise. But
the white line where it had recently
been showed. And he was no taller
than a young boy. He was the hombre
too tough for even Bridger City to
stomach. One of his companions
moved swiftly down on Red, the
man’s gun muzzle aimed at the middle
of his chest. Red half-lifted his hands
to shoulder level.

-“We came in for some grub,”
Creeling said. “But now, boys, we'll
take the grub—and take these two
along with it. They’ll make nice hos-
tages!”

Red knew what that would mean

eventually. Death. He seemed

slouched, resigned, as the gunman
walked up and put out a hand to run
over him for weapons. Then he
worked that trick Ed Chess had pulled
on him in the alley back at Endicott
Flats. He snapped his left hand down,
bringing the lower side of it like a
blade chopping on the gunman’s
right wrist. The gun crashed into
action. But the bullet of the deflected
weapon went harmlessly down past
Red’s right side. In a split second,
he had seized the man by the edges
of his slicker front, jerked him for-
ward hard. Simultaneously, Red
lowered his head. The gunman’s face
cracked viciously on the top of the
kid’'s skull. Blood spurted from the
jasper’s face and he reeled, half con-
scious, on his feet, helpless.

The other pair couldn’< pull trig-
ger with the third one acting as a
shield for Red Paine. Then Red had
plucked his own ivory-butted Colts
free as fast as a cow’s tail in fl/
time, he had it spurting lead as he
let the sagging man flop free. It all
happened in the space of a deep-
drawn breath.

Creeling, crouched in a squat like
a frog, started to ride that trigger.
The yammer of the guns exploded
against the four walls and the ceiling.
Ira Creeling missed for the last time
in his life. With an icy aim that was
confidence incarnate, Red Paine
didn't. He shot like a man born to
the gun. His first slug took Creeling'
in the knee, pitched him against the
counter so he was too off balance to
aim well. His second bullet wiped
out that scar on the badman’s fore-
head as it ploughed its way into his
brain, snuffing out his life immedi-
ately.

The third one was already at the
front door. He got a shot through
the hat; and went diving off the
porch. When Red got out there, the
man was already high-tailing it up
the trail on one of the ponies. The
rain had abruptly begun to torrent
down, the water thick as a screen.
Any kind of shooting was useless as
the fleeing rider was screened from
sight in a few more yards. When the
outlaw’s son reentered the store, old
Bates was standing over the one
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dropped by Red’s head butt, bandish-
ing an axe handle.

“Yippee, son! You sure are a shoot-
in" fool!” he crowed. “Outgunned
Creeling himself! Yow! And cap-
tured another when you was drawing
against three snakes who had you
covered! | never heard of anything
like it! Never, no-siree!”

RED stood solemn-eyed, mouth
clamped tight against the way
his insides were pitching, the scene
clouding and swaying before his eyes.
Creeling lay there as if slumbering a-
gainst the base of the store counter,
head half cushioned on the red pud-
dle formed beneath it. Red Paine had
killed his first man. For a moment,
even though the man was a Killer, he
wished he could bring him back to
life. Killing was so terrible decisive-
ly final. He knew then deep in his
heart that though he might be- com-
pelled to use a gun many times more
before he died, he would never slay
except as a final desperate resort.

“OP Creeling will never Kkill
another man, by grab!”

Bates' last remark pulled Red out
of it. He kept the second man cov-
ered while the storekeeper got some
rawhide thongs. They trussed him up,
carried the corpse into the storeroom
in back, Lefty still chortling over
what a job Red had done. Thev decid-
ed that first thing in the morning
they would take the two into Red
Hat in the wagon. Red himself was
entitled to the five hundred reward
on Creeling.

But they never had to hitch up the
wagon for that job. A couple of hours
later, as they sat down to supper,
Sheriff Sam Lott and a five-man
posse pulled up at the store. Bed-
raggled and disgruntled, they tromp-
ed into the store, Lott cursing the
heavy rain. He said they'd been
close on the coat-tails of Creeling
when the downpour wiped out all
trail sign.

“We got him for you!” Lefty Bates
announced triumphantly.

The lanky balding Lott, who looked
more like a Bible-potmding preacher
than a badge packer wouldn't believe
it till he saw Creeling and the cap-

ONE K

tured gunman with his own eyes.
Little Bates related the yarn glow-
ingly, describing exactly how Red
“Raine” had done it single-handedly
even though covered by the gun
slicks. The tall Lott blew out his
breath, forgot the tin cup of redeye
in his hand, and stared hard at Red.

“You had the nerve to make a play
when it was three to one and your
smokewagon was still holstered?
Then you outshot Creeling himself?”

Red shrugged. “Reckon they didn’t
expect it.” He had been conning that
over in his mind. Using speed and the
unexpected, a man could get away
with a big gamble. He figured it was
a new lesson he had learned.

Samuel Lott pushed out his hand.
“1 could use a deputy like you, Raine.
| sure could...... "

HEN he'd scarcely been a
W deputy in Red Hat a week,

the outlaw’s son walked in
single-handedly on a gun slick who'd
barricaded himself in a cabin on the
low bluff over the town. The jasper,
passing through, had gone berserk on
a bellyful of redeye, shot up a bar-
room, wounded two men, ?nd holed
up in the cabin when cut off from
his pony. He had the old man who
owned the place in there with him
and threatened to blast his brains
out if they rushed the place. Nobody
knew what the hell top do.

Without a word, under the high-
noon sun, Red Paine holstered his
ivory-stocked .45 plus the mated gun
he'd bought, put a match to his quirly
and walked toward the cabin. The
man inside bellowed a warning. Red
told him he was coming in without
shooting. The man sent a slug scream-
ing out the window just over his
head, threatened to put the next one
through his hostage.

“Kill him and I'll come in there
and club your brains out,” Red said
flatly, never varying his measured
stride. "If you want to live, let me in.
ril guarantee you won't be shot.” He
kept on eoming.

He figured in that heat the liquor
would be dying inside the wild gent,

CHAPTER V111
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and he figured on the unexpectedness
of it. The man sent another bullet
that jetted dirt beside his left boot.
He started to bawl another threat but
his voice fell before he finished it.
Red walked up to the cabin door and
kicked it in.

“Show some sense now and come
out,” he said. If he had tried to jump
a gun then, he would have been dead
in a wink, shot from the dim exter-
ior. An agonizing thirty seconds
dragged by. The watching witnesses,
well back, held their breaths. Then
the man threw his still smoking wea-
pons through the doorway and sham-
bled out after them. The outlaw’s
son put the handcuffs on him. Some
body cheered.

The man known as Red Raine was
established in the town.

As the weeks went uy, he made few
friends, always holding himself on
guard, staying to himself. The fewer
folks he knew, he figured, the less
happenstance there was that his true
identity might become known. This
was his big chance, he believed. Once
he built up a reputation as a four-
square straight John Law, the way
he had it planned, he could shed the
mask, tell him he was Big Red Paine's
son, and there would be no stigma
attached to him. The one thing he
hated was going under flase colors.
He was proud of his own name.

verything went along fine.
Lott liked him because he didn't
drink. His other deputy, Dultro, had
a liking for the bottle though he
could always attend to the job. One
sultry afternoon, Red rode into town
with a horsethief he’d brought back
from a pueblo down the line where a
Justice of the Peace had grabbed
him. The town buzzed with excite-
ment. The southbound stage had
passed through a short while before.
Aboard it, they told him, had been
Adam Blair, the famous manhunter,
risen to a full sheriff now. He had
even stopped in at the hotel bar for
a drink, shaken hands with Lott and
the other deputy.
Red Paine’s mouth jerked tight and
the blood roared in his head at men-
tion of the name of the man who'd

burnt down his father on a false
charge. He knew he might have chal-
lenged Blair to a duel if he’d come
face to face with him. He got himself
cooled off. Then a second creepin”
fear possessed him. Perhaps Blair,
hearing about the young deputy who
was gaining some fame himself, might
have noticed the similarity between
Red Raine and Red Paine. Might
have asked for a description of him,
then passed on his information to
Red'’s boss.

But when the dour straight-laced
Lott returned to the office after din-
ner at his white cottage up on the
hill, he gave no sign of anything
wrong. He even offered Red a cigar,
then grinned when he caught the
growl of thunder up in the north-
west.

“Reckon we’ll have a storm......
My paw, he was a lawman too. He
always said as how rainy nights were
good for the John Laws, Men stayed
home and stayed outa trouble.”

It was in August that they went
into the hills after the small bunch
of two-bit rustlers who'd been run-
ning off Bar-T stuff up on the creek
near Bates’ store. They cut their sign,
killed one in a running fight, and cut
another off from the bunch, capturing
him. His name was Powell. When
they put him in jail, Red noted h's
expensive rig, the new boots with
the chaste silver spurs, his silk shirt,
the guns with the pearl-handled
stocks. Powell was exceptionally well
turned out for a small-time rustler,
a tall knife-faced man with a cast in
one eye.

Two days later gent sent word in
from the hills he had a tip on where
the rest of the bunch were. His mes-
sage said he would only speak to
Red Raine because he trusted him.
Lott allowed as how it was probably
just some crank who'd seen a coupla
of riders in the night but sent Red
out. Red got to the little combined
barroom and eating place out on the
stage road where the writer said he'd
be waiting. Went in warily, hand
stemmed on a potruding gun butt and
asked for “Big John”, the name
signed to the scrawled note. The bar
boss looked stupid.
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"He's going to be late gitting
here,” called out one of a pair sitting
at a table back in a rear corner.
There was a window beside the table
but it was shuttered.

Red walked down there. It was
hard to tell much about their faces in
that light and with their hats jerked
down low. But he could see they
too were expensively garbed. The
bigger one wore a large diamond ring
on each hand. He said, softly:

"Deputy, we don’'t want no trig-
ger-pulling, so don't go off half
cocked. They's a gent just outside
that window covering you through
the crack. And me, | got my hand on
a gun under this hat.” He nodded at
the brand-new pearl-gray sombrero
on the table before him. “But we
don’'t Want trouble.”

RED PAINE'S gray eyes en-
enlarged, got a stony shine be-
hind the smoke from the Durham tube
in his mouth. “And | got my hand on
this gun in my belt. | shoot fast too—
very very fast. Start trouble—and
somebody gets hurt—bad. Where's
this Big John?”

The one with the rings smiled.
“He’'s going to be damned late get-
ting here, deputy-—because there ain't
no Big John.”

“Maybe you’ll change your mind
and find him when | drag your pants
down to jail,” Red came back casually
as if making a remark about the
weather.

“Mebbe you won't drag 'em down,
Deputy Red Paine.,..”

It hung there on the fetid air of
the barroom for seconds, Red’s real
name. The big man said whyfor not
to sit down and have a drink and a
friendly little parley. Red, with the
sweat like ice particles inching down
his spine, said maybe he made a mis-
take about who he was talking to.
Red said he was Deputy Raine. The
man chuckled as if he had gravel in
his throat.

He said gently, “Remember the
night Jud Tentrusbrought you in?..
Yeah. | was in the pueblo that night.
I recognized you in Red Hat yester-
day. Now be good, will you? And
listen.”

Red tongued out his quirly butt

and heeled it, nodded.

The man blew on one of his dia-
mond rings. “Down in your mangy
jailhouse, you got a man named
Powell. We want him out of there.”

Red said nothing, merely shrug-
ging.
“A little help from you and I reck-
on we could get him out, eh? Be
easy, wouldn't it? And there’d be no
hard feelings and a secret would still
be a secret, wouldn't it? Why you'd
still be deputy.” He chuckled again.

Red had it then as he took in again
the fine clothes of seated pair,
thought of the rig Powell wore.
Powell hadn't been a regular member
of those mangy rustlers. Just, riding
along with them, evidently, when the
Law had hopped in. Powell was
probably a big potato among the owl-
hoot gentry somewhere. And it was
important to get him out.

"l am deputy,” Red answered fi-
nally. "And I'll stay a straight one—
or quit. So, mister, go to Hell.”

“l thought Big Red’s son would be
a smart un.”

“And honest!” He blew at a ho-
vering deerfly. “When you give the
sign to the gent outside to start slam-
ming, I'm putting lead right down
your throat.”

HE BIG MAN went a little

greenish, dropped his eyes to
Red’s hand on the ivory gun butt.
"We don’'t want no shooting,” he re-
affirmed quickly again. “There’d be a
pretty little piece of dinero in this
for you, too. Mebbe five hundred.
Yes?”

Red spat on the floor. “If yoa'd
said five thousand, I'd still spit.
Now do you see how the wind
blows?”

“Too bad Sheriff Lott is going to
have to be slipped the word who you
are.” .

“Sure is....But PowellTl still be
scratching the bedbugs in that jail-
hause after I'm gone.”

The big man blew on a ring again.
"We could make that offer six hun-
dred, meWae.”

“When does the shake outside the
window got blasting? My trigger fin-
ger needs exercise,” Red said impa-
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tiently, He backed, keeping his face
toward them, veered over to the bar.
He called the drink wrangler out in
front of the counter. Then taking
him along as a shield, Red moved to
the door, cutting an eye at it repeat-
edly lest he be taken from the rear
there.

But there was no shooting. He
mounted his pony and rode back to-
ward Red Hat unmolested. But he
was cursing spasmodically in the dry
hard voice. Always, ever and again,
his past, something out of it, bobbed
up to endanger his present.

When he returned to town, he de-
cided to go to Lott, give him the
story, and admit he was Big Red the
outlaw’s son, But Lott was away that
night. When morning came. Red had
decided to stand pat and wait to see
what did happen. Nothing did for
two days. Powell sat up in his cell
and played endless games of solitaire
with a certain smug air that hinted
he knew things would be all right
soon. No strangers like the pair Red
had talked to were seen around town.
Lott came in from a trip out on the
range that afternoon and told Red
he wanted him to sleep in the jail-
house that night. It was Red's night
off but Dultro had been hitting the
bottle heavily, the sheriff said.

Before he bedded down on the of-
fice cot, Red checked on Powell in
his cell. The man was asleep. Red
pulled off his own boots and
stretched out a little after midnight.
It was just five minutes short of
four o'clock when there was a knock
on the door and Lott's voice called
from outside. Red could see that as
he scratched a match and glanced at
the old clock on the shelf in the cor-
ner. When he let the sheriff in, Lott
ignored his greeting and tald him to
light the lamp.

The yellow glow bloomed like a
slow-opening bud from the cracked
chimney and Red looked up. Up into
Samuel Lott’s gun muzzle like a third
eye below the two harsh angry ones
in his parsonlike face.

“l gave you a chance, Paine,” he
grated out. “But it seems like it
didn’'t pay!”

ED MET the gaze steadily. “All
right. So somebody’s told you

I'm Big Red Paine’s son. Yes, | am.

but I'm straight and—"

Lott banged the desk top with a
fist. “Nobody told me. I've known it
for a long spell! Right after you first
come in... .Was going through some
old reward handbills I found in a
desk drawer. One of 'em had a picture
of your father on it. And | saw the
resemblance—and why you was so
uncanny handy with a shooting iron!
I knew then. But | gave you a
chance.”

Red was too keyed up to catch the
thinness of that explanation then. He
was surprised Lott had known all
along. “I've played it dang straight.
You can't prove I've ever—”

“Stop blatting lies,” Lott said with
the tension of a man struggling to
retain his control. “lI got word a
while ago. They’s going to be a jail-
break tonight—with you on duty.
Somebody in on it got Dultro drunk
a-purpose.”

Red just shook his head dazedly,
trying to think it out. He had re-
fused to do business with that pair
out in the hills. “I—I turned down a
bribe,” he muttered. Then he stabbed
a finger at the sheriff. “Wait—wait
and see if anybody does get out of
this cuartel tonight. That'll prove

Samuel Lott laughed jeeringly.
“Naturally, you little buzzard, now
that you're warned, you'll play it
straight. Think I'm a fool?

Red’s eyes widened, got that stony
shine. His gunbelt and Colts hung on
that wall peg about a yard away.
Still, he would have gambled on his
incredible speed to get them and
make his play. But that would only
confirm Lott in his suspicions. He
wanted so badly to clear himself, to
convince this law boss that he was a
fit and honest representative of the
Law.

Lott went on heavily, “Yes, | trust-
ed you. And what? | got this word.
A gent slips up to my house to warn
me. After he left, | yanked on my
boots and followed him to find out
more. He said you were in on it. |
didn’'t want to believe him. | found
him in that little gully behind my
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place. I stumbled over him, Paine.
Stumbled—over—him. He was dead,
knifed in the back! The man who
came and warned me —and warned
me against you down here__ "

ED COULDN'T savvy it. He

knew it wasn't so, yet found
himself half believing it like some-
thing you see in a very real dream.
“1 don’'t know a damn thing about it,
Lott.”

“Somebody’s got to explain that
dead man come morning,” Lott said,
thudding the desk again. “There was
a friend in the house when that fella
came. My friend heard what was said.
Tomorrow this whole town’s a-going
to be talking. What're you going to
say? Tell 'em to forget a corpse who
got Kkilled—because he told a story
involving you among others?”

Red Paine moved away from those
tempting Colts on the wall. He lift-
ed his hands in surrender. “All right,
Lott. Take me prisoner!”

Lott gulped so that the gun jumped
in his hand. He seemed taken aback
a moment. Then some of the stern-
ness left his face. He worked his
mouth as if coming to a decision.
“Paine, I never had no boy of my
own... .Mebbe you made a little mis-
take, mebbe you didn’'t” He sighed.
“But come morning, this town won't
listen to reason. That dead gent in
the gully, he's got relatives here....
Me, | dang near believe you're inno-
cent.”

Red said nothing. He was getting
hardened to this, steeled to what
happened to an hombre because he
hadn’t picked another kind of a dad.

The sheriff pushed back his hat.
“Red, | could be busted outa office
for derelection of duty...But your
boss is out in the shed. Take him and
ride... .Slip out quietlike... .I'll tell
‘'em some story.”

A little while later, no badge on his
shirt now, Red Paine was taking the
trail up the bluff to the south of Red
Hat. Once again the bitterness of
frustration ate like a live thing into
his sick hear. But he couldn’'t blame
the Law this time. Lott had helped
all he could....

CHAPTER IX

pushed on through rough brok-

en country following a few
hours of rest after dawn, he mulled
it over in his mind. He had a sort of
dead dull feeling, wondered if there
was any sense in trying to go straight
any more. Maybe Ed Chess was right.
But he still would like to know how
the thing had been rigged; it teased
his curiosity. He had not entered into
any conspiracy to sell out the Law
and get that Powell snaked out. Yet
that gent had come to Lott's place,
named him, aferward paid with his
life for giving the information.

He could make no sense out of it
Driving him from town wouldn’t help
get Powell out of jail. Not with
Samuel Lott, his hackles up, on
guard. The thing was a mystery.

That day, covering his trail as
much as possible, cutting from the
road to cross a ridge, he avoided two
towns and all habitations. Some in-
stinct warned him to leave as little
trace as possible. He realized he had
all the reactions of a fugitive, and it
was maddening because his hands
were clean. That night he slept lit-
tle when he camped in a draw. The
thing gnawed in the back of his
mind, refused to let him rest com-
pletely. He had been neatly double-
crossed somehow, been cast in the
roll of a Judas by somebody. But
why? They wouldn’t get Powell free
that way. Rather, it would make it
that much tougher to accomplish.

The next forenoon, he dropped
down into a hollow, where there was
a tiny settlement, to pick uo some
supplies. He packed them in his sad-
dle role after leaving the store, was
just swinging into the saddle when
he noticed the man inside the open
door of a cabin across the road. In-
stinct sent one of Red’s hands slid-
ing down to an ivory gun butt. For
the man was just grabbing a shotgun
from beside the doorway.

EVEN THE NEXT day, as he

O WORDS were spoken. The
man sort of let the shotgun fall
back against the wall, grinning ner-
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vously. He moved off into the cabin.
Red touched the spurs to the roan
he now rode. But when he got
around the elbow of a low hill, he
cut quickly into the trees, rode up
to a point of vantage whence he could
look back down upon the handful of
cabins and the store. The man was
out in the road, talking excitedly to
a handful of folks around him. Red
scowled. It wasn't as if he were
wanted for anything. Finally he de-
cided the man must have taken him
for Big Red the former outlaw.
When he came to a canyon that
branched off to the west, he left the
south trail though.

He didn't know what he would do
next and cared less. Sometimes he
thought of Harry Westfall and won-
dered what he would say now. Again
he remembered how Harry used to
say he was different from other boys
at school. Harry didn't know how
true that was going to be when he
matured into the man he now was. It
seemed as if the world wouldn't let
him be anything but different be-
cause of how he’d been born; always,
he was suspect.

It was just getting dusk when he
rounded a curve on the road that ran
beside a shallow, muddy-watered
stream and came upon the cowtown
sprawling out from the base of the
wooded ridge on his left. His first
impulse was to ford the stream and
avoid it and keep going. Then a dull
anger boiled in him. After all, he was
guilty of nothing. Actually, he was
no culprit, no fugitive. Defiantly he
turned into it past a cluster of dobie
hovels, forked over a hump and into
the wide main street. The yellow
glow of lamps were just splashing.

His defiance went a step further
and a reckless wildness jumped up
in him. No more was he a penniless
saddle tramp. He carried most of that
five hundred reward he'd collected
on Ira Creeling plus the savings from
his salary as a deputy. He tilted the
high-curved brim of his flat-crowned
gray hat rackishly. Perhaps it was
the reaction to the strain and anxiety.
Anyway, he decided to have himself
the devil of a time. Some drinks. A
real mess of hot grub he didn’t cook
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in a skillet over a lonely camp. And
he’d dance too, by grab. He wanted
a heap of people around him. He
laughed low in his throat as he guid-
ed his cayuse around the crowd sur-
rounding a freighter wagon whose
rear wheel had come off. Nobody paid
him so much attention as a glance.

At a livery barn he left the horse
to be grained and groomed. The
beardless ' utton there said that The
Golden Gulch was the best honky
tonk in town. Stretching saddle-
cramped legs with delight, he found
it down past the Cattlemen's Bank, a
wide building fronted by a long
wooded awning. Through a window
he could see a good crowd bellied to
the long bar beside the dance floor,
the rouged girls moving in and out
amongst them. Inside a piano already
beat out a fast tune. The warm invi-
tation of the place reached out to
him.

Near the rear end of the bar, he
found an open space, slapped down
his hat so the dust eddied up around
it, told the drink wrangler he want-
ed the best gila juice in the joint and
to leave the bottle in front of him. He
threw down a twenty dollar bill. May-
be if he got orey-eyed, the world
might look a heap rosier.

Down the bar, a man said, “Want
you to meet my brother, honey,” as
he introduced another gent to a girl
with yellow hair and bee-stung lips.

RED LOWERED the drink hed
picked up, thinking of Hugo.
Sadness flooded through him. His
dad had had such high ambitions for
them all, wanted them to be a real
family as well as successful. Now,
Charlie, the fool, was in some Boot-
hill, and Hugo Paine had vanished.
Suddenly Red knew what a lone wolf
existence he'd had. The one man he'd
known as a friend had been old Lefty
Bates out at the store. He put a
match to his quirly, forgot the former
till it scorched his fingertips. He
swore and shook it out just as the
perfume of a close-by woman reached
his nostrils.

* "Don’'t move. Don’t look around—
or give any sign,” hear voice came
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low. The tension in it told him there
was danger. “You're being watched
right now.”

He knew then she was standing di-
rectly behind him. He cut his eyes
just enough to catch a glimpse of
copper-hued hair piled high on her
head. Her back was to his. An orey-
eyed gent came along and wanted
her to dance. She laughed back and
said later. The gent moved off. Her
voice came again.

“Paine, you're a fool...A fool!
Don't you know you're wanted?”
Then she was exchanging badinage
with another customer, giggling at
his clumsy compliments.

Red’s hand on the glass jerked so
he spilled half the contents over his
fingers. She knew his name. That
was what hit him. He took a deep
drag on the quirly. “Wanted? For
what? | reckon you're mistaken, miss.
"

"Listen. You're wanted for that
jailbreak up in Red Hat where Rio
Powell got away. Your description
was telegraphed down here. Are you
insane to walk into a town like this,
Paine?”

“Jailbreak in Red Hat?..There
was none. Why—" He was complete-
ly mystified now. At the same time
he was wondering where he'd heard
that voice before..

“Sheriff Lott back there seems to
think there was one. Powell was dis-
covered missing at sunrise. You were
gone too. The telegram blames you
for his escape. Or maybe that sher-
iff is crazy... .The boss fs telling the
houseman at the front door now.
They're looking your way. Give no
sign.”

It was so insane the shaken Red’s
next remark made no sense as his
paniced mind sought for the key to
the thing. “I didn't bill that man in
the gully. Lott knows—"

.She cut in in the quick whisper.
"The report says nobody was Killed.
It was a elean getaway. That you
were bribed. And that you're Big Red
the outlaw's son.... Hello, Joe?
How’'re you tonight?” Her voice rose
as she greeted another customer.

HE PALMS of Red Paine’s

hands were slick with sudden
sweat. He didn’'t understand things.
But a getaway was the essential thing
then. His arms slid off the bar lip,
ready to 6moke a way through if he
had to.

Her voice hissed at him, "Don’t go
for the side door. They got that cov-
ered too now, Red.” She sounded ter-
ribly discouraged. "W ait...The mu-
sic’s about to start. They'll be danc-
ing. Get into the crowd on the floor.
They won't dare shoot then.,. .Then
take the stairs to the balcony and—"
Her voice became just a warm shaky
whisper. “Good luck, Red....”

After afew moments, he edged his
head around casually after telling
the barkeep to give him some cigars.
She, whoever she was, was gone.

The piano thumped. The violin
scraped. A fat Mexican grinned over
the accordion he pumped on the lit-
tle platform in one corner, and cou-
ples began to whirl on the nearby
dance floor. Putting on a wid< smile,
Red swaggered over to it as if to
pick himself a partner. He glided
amongst several couples, getting a
curse when he pumped one pair.
Quickly, darting and cutting, he
worked down toward the stairs in
the rear that led to the gallery. As
he took them .two steps at a time he
saw a house guard at a side door
pointing his way.

Above he found the hall that ran
to the rear of the building. At the
end of it was a back stairs. Flinging
down them, he went out a rear door
and into the night, a hunted man
again. He got to the livery barn along
a back lane coming into the grazing
lot. It seemed hours for the boy to
get the roan resaddled, an eternity
m which he stood away from the
lamp, a ready gun held close to his
leg. But they evidently were still
seeking him back around the dance-
hall.

He left town, splashed through the
wide shallow creek reflecting the fat
yellow moon, turned downstream.
And Fate had to take a final whack
at him. A rider appeared from a cut
running down to the bank.

“Hey, stranger,” he called. “If
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you're going down, the road's on the
other side. It's much better goin’.”
Red just waved ..nd kept riding.

But he had been seen.

E PUSHED on into the night.
When a coyote bared over on a

spiny little ridge, he felt a cert

kinship. He too was an outcast, hated
by men. But now a new force rose in
him. In turn, he hated men, mankind.
They called him bad because he hap-
pened to be born the son of an horn-
bre forced to ride on the wrong side
of the fence. Brt he had learned
that, with few exceptions, regardless
of which sid =of the fence they rode
on, men were greedy and tricky,
crooked and vicious.

Some hid behind a cloak of respect-
ability, even wore the badge of the
Law. They affected to despise his
breed, hunted him down even when
thre was nothing against him. But
given the opportunity, especially if
they figured to get away with it
without being caught, they would do
anything any so-called outlaw would
do. The big difference was the lobo
had the nerve to admit he was bust-
ing the Law and defied it to catch
him.

For it had burst on him with a
startling, blinding clarity what actu-
ally had happened back in Red Hat,
and how he had been duped into be-
ing the scapegoat, into practically
pinning the guilt on himself. The
pious-looking Lott, the sheriff, had
sold out to those men who'd tried to
bribe him, Red himself. Unable to
intimidate him, the one with the dia-
mond rings and his pard had obvious-
ly gotten in touch with Lott and
bought his integrity. It was so plain
now Red Paine gnashed his teeth in
a self-fu-v at having been fooled.

Perhaps Dultro the other deputy
had been in on it too. No matter. It
would have been simple to get him
lickered up and off the scene. That
gave Lott the excuse to assign him
to the jail that night. And, of course,
Lott had lied about having recog-
nized him as Big Red’s son much
earlier, having recognized him from
an old handbill bearing a picture of
his dad. Red remembered now that
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until a year or so before his death,
his dad had worn a mustache. That
would have hidden what likenes"
there was between them.

No, that pair had tipped off Lou
on his identity. And Lott, the dangeu
aEegpocrite, had used it as a lever to

t him in light. The yarn about the
man stabbed in the gulch after bring
ing him information of a threatened
jaiibreak was so much wholecloth
Swinging to the motion of the roan.
Red threw an angry wordless cry on
to the night. He wanted to lash out.
to hurt somebody, anybody, in return
for the way he'd been repeatedly
hurt.

After sending him away from Red
Hat with the badge of guilt pinned
on him, it had been a simple matter
for Lott to release Powell, go home,
then at dawn spread the alarm, show
the jail with the prisoner and Red
the deputy gone.

“It was so damn slick,” Red bit off
aloud. There was no possible doubt.
If Lott had been playing it straight,
if what he had told were true, fore-
warned, he could have prevented any
escape that night.

And now Red himself was being
hunted.

It was much later in the night
when he paused to give the roan a
breather in a gulch, that the other
came to him. He had been thinking
of the woman who'd warned him in
the dancehall. How she’d known his
name. And there was something about
her wvoice, a certain familiar note
faintly discernible in the mists of
memory. The fog of time suddenly
opened a rift. Through it he saw
again that night he'd been with Ed
Chess...Given himself up.. .Been
taken in by Jud Tentrus. ..Thebeat-
ing in the jailhouse... And then the
appearance of the copper-haired girl
in the doorway to flay them with
her scornful fury, to halt the beating
Peg had been her name; he’'d never
forgotten that single scrap of in-
formation about her. Peg. ...

And it had been Peg, as a dance-
hall girl back there, who had just
warned him, saved him again. It was
the same voice....
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CHAPTER X
HEY WERE closing in on him.
I He could tell that the next day.
A little after sunup, he'd

crawled into a thicket and caught a
few hours of restless dream-shot
shuteye, then hit the leather again.
And he'd -en the shifting dust pall
miles back up the valley to the east
behind him. They were still far be-
hind, but they'd started with fresh
ponies. He hadn't. And he was in
strange country.

He got into the hills, munching on
some cold grub in his saddle roll and
looping in an arc northward. Hitting
a stream, he turned into it and rode
down into a canyon, thus leaving no
tracks. He rested the horse in the
canyon awhile. But emerging from it,
luck broke against him again. He
rode smack into three-four cowhands
catching a smoke inside a fence-line
just back from the creek bank.

"Howdy, pilgrim,” one of them
hailed him. “Say, did you notice any
strays up there in Little Horse?”

“What?” Red asked, pushing his
jaded body erect in the hull. Then
he realized Little Horse must be the
name of the canyon. “I'm in a heap
of a hurry, gents.” And he turned
the roan into the track that bent off
to the south. Even as he did he re-
alized it was the worst thing he could
say.
}&n hour later, the roan dragged him
up the far side of abroad basin. The
next instant he had slapped off his
hat, flung from the kak. He pulled
the horse down from the lip, then
peered over again himself. Emerging
from a draw to the south some dis-
tance away in the clear air were a
pack of riders. Not ordinary cowmen,
either. The sunlight slanted off the
guns in their saddle boots. And even
as he watched, he saw the same sun
catch the lens of a pair of field
glasses with which one of them
scoured the open country.

It was a second posse. The alarm
had been spread over the country all
right, as Peg had warned him in the

dancehall.
Back in the basin bottom, he turned

westward, reached a jungle of chap
arral. Its high b’ack talks hid a man
even in the saddle. He took a wind-
ing animal path through it, once came
upon a pair of old mosshorns at a
crosspath. They went stampeding
away, smashing through the growth.
It sounded like terrible thunder in
his ears, thunder men must hear for
miles. But he made it safely to the
ragged ridge in the northwest as the
sun went down. Two things gradual-
ly seeped into his fatigue-dulled
overstrained mind. One was that this
Rio Powell must have been an im-
portant prisoner for them to take
such pains to get the man supposed
to have freed him. The other thing
brought back something he'd once
heard his dad say. It was that there
was one thing a snake wouldn’t spit
on, namely a lawman who turned bad.
And, Red realized, that was what he
was branded now.

ON THE whole world took on a
nightmarish quality. He was half

dead, his belly yelling for grub, his

body wracked with fatigue. The roan
could barely drag itself on, falling
back to a walk again and again so he
had to spur-prod it roughly. On the
other side of the ridge, he came onto
a cart track, followed it, cursing the
luminous moon that splashed a clear
if ghostly glow over the countryside
every time it dodged out from behind
the long ribbons of cloud. Off in the
distance to the south, a rifle crackled
once, then twice quickly after a short
pause. He knew it was the signal of
a posse. He began to think in terms
of the showdown stand he would
make.

For to surrender himself would be
just about knotting the hempen neck-
tie around his own neck. It would be
Sheriff Samuel Lott's word against
that of his, the son of an outlaw.

Moving like a drugged man, he was
trudging beside the boogered-down
roan when the trees ended suddenly.
Ahead there was a big clearing with
fields in it. And over to the right a
cabin with light showing behind its
shaded window on his side. Smoke
drifted up from the tin pipe above
the roof. As he moved closer he
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caught the warm taunting aroma of
boiling java.

Leaving his pony ground-anchored,
he worked in toward that window,
edging past the wall, hand clamped
hard on the butt of a drawn Colts.
The shade was up a couple of inches.
He peeked through the crack. Two
men sat inside at a table. Their talk
came to him through one of the rag-
stuffed panes.

“So Tentrus is a U.S. marshal now,
eh?” said one.

“Yep, Joe. Been one for quite a
spell. You sure been away a long

time, And Bridger City is simply
Hell's own loading pen now! A
reg'lar devil's broth is a-boiling

there. Something fierce, | tell you.
And Crosby down the line ain’'t but a
few steps behind Bridger—though
more under the surface.”

“Can you whip that now? Well,
who's rodding the Law down in
Bridger now?”

“Adam Blair,” said the other.
“He's sheriff. You see, the county
seat was switched to Bridger a little
while after the railroad came in
there. Yep, Blair. But the situation
looks like she’'s too big for him too.”

ED GALVANIZED despite his

fatigue at mention of that
name, the name of the man who'd
killed his dad. It seemed as if it
would crop up to haunt him forever.
He steadied himself, prepared to go
around and knock on the door and
buy some grub. Then the one with
the pipe finished lighting it and went
on.

“Hear about that Red Paine, the
outlaw's son? No? Shucks, man, you
sure are ignorant. They're hunting
him down this way now. He—hey,
the java's boiling over!” He got up
to go back to the kitchen.

And Red moved away from the
window, knowing he couldn’t go in
there now, that he'd be recognized.
Even if he jumped a gun on them,
afterward they could spread the word
he'd been there. He felt faint a mo-
ment. He had been counting on get-
ting some food so much. A faint
whinnying came from the rear.

He slipped around there, sighted

the shed with three ponies in it.
When he was leading the dun horse
out, one of the men opened the back
door and flung away a pot of water.
Red froze. But the door closed be-
hind the gent. Pulling out his dinero,
he counted off some bills. In his
condition, he never was sure whether
it was fifty or sixty. He got a stone
and went back and left them in the
shed where the dun had been, put-
ting the stone atop them. Leading the
horse to the woods, he worked around
to where he'd left his own road
ground-anchored. Switched the sad-
dle to the dun. Leading the roan,
astride the “bought” cayuse, he
swung In a wide loop around the
cabin, hanging close to the fringe of
trees, then followed the cart tracks
on down the slope. A couple of miles
on, he set the roan free in the woods.
His spirits lifted a little.

Now he had a fresh mount, and the
ponies of the posses would be jaded,
unless they’d managed to pick up
new ones. Back there at the cabin,
when they discovered the missing
horse, they’'d guess it had been his
work. But that wouldn’'t be till to-
morrow morning at least. Now, if he
could only get some grub, he'd have a
real chance. His head kept swimming
from the faintness of semi-starvation
Sometimes he would find himself off
in a dream, watching Harry West-
fall’s mouth work as he labored at
tieing that hated necktie again. Then
he would catch himself slipping from
the saddle with weariness.

The dawn grew from a pinkish lip
on the eastern horizon, spread into a
yellowish glow, began to lift the man-
tle of shadow from the earth. The
damp of the ground mist touched his
haggard face. He was in a tortuous
canyon, riding beside the sere bed of
a dried-up stream, slapping himself
across the cheeks to rouse his dulled
senses that shrieked for some shut-

eye.

HE CANYON angled sharply
Tand at first he thought he had
ridden into a settlement. It was right
at the junerion where rim canyon
divid™Mfl ifthp forks. There were a
handful of shacks and hovels scat-
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tcred back from the creek bed on
each side. His gun was already in his
hand as he peered through the
shrouding mist. There was no sound.
Then he saw the paneless windows,
the sagging doors, a porch leaning
drunkenly and realized it was a tiny
little ghost town.

In the creek bed, shoulders
hunched against the sudden wind that
had whipped up from behind him, he
rods through it. At the forks he
wearily decided to take the one to
the left. The wind soughed off the
walls of the narrower branch canyon.
He’'d gone about a hundred yards up
it when a party of horsemen rounded
an elbow of rock coming in the other
direction. Red whipped the dun
around and fed the gut hooks to it,
thus marking himself as a fugitive.
But when he’'d caught the faint gleam
of the lawman’'s badge on the vest of
the foremost rider, he had no alter-
native.

“Halt—Paine!” a shout came. A
moment later, a bullet hissed oyer his
low-bent body.

He guessed he had run smack into
a third posse. From what he'd over-
heard back at that cabin, they were
really scouring the country for him.
The dim’s hoofs rattled wildly on
the loose stones of the canyon floor.
Twisting once, Red flung a couple
of blind shots back to slow down the
pursuit if possible. He figured to
turn into the other branch of the
split canyon.

But it wasn't to be. Just as he
started to swing the dun, its hoofs
slipped on the dew-damp loose shale.
Red flung himself clear as the ani-
mal lurched, stumbled to its knees,
then crashed heavily sideward into a
big boulder. Red landed on all fours,
forehead banging the ground. He was
groggier when he scrambled up, and
the horse was out of the picture, ly-
ing stunned a few yards away. Two
slugs from that third posse rico-
cheted whiningly off nearby rocks.
The outlaw’'s son ran back down the
creek bed into the ghost town.

A drifting patch of ground mist
saved him as he scrambled up one
bank. But they sighted him again as,
on weak legs, he stumbled into one

of the abandoned hovels. He pushed
past a drunkenly sagging door, al-
most collapsed from weakness and
the crash he had taken. A wall caught
him and he laid against it, trying to
steel himself. He knew it would be
his death trap. But he lacked the
strength to try to duck out of it

He moved over to where some loose
boards had sagged at a corner of the
place to leave an aperture. They had
dismounted. They were coming along
the old creek bank on that side to-
ward him, seven of them led by the
lawman, guns out. A few of them had
rifles. They began to fan out.

“Paine, come outl’ yelled the John
Law. “You're trapped like a rat! You
ain't got a chance. Come out—and
live, fella."

The outlaw's son recalled the time
on the bluff over Red Hat when he'd
said about the same thing to a man.
He stood silent.

HfIHE BADGE packer shifted over

to get in a line behind a boulder.
Watching, the man and the boulder
alternately faded, then came clear
again before Red’'s haggard eyes.
The man called:

“Paine, we can ring that shack and
fill you with lead inside uh five min-
utes! You know that. You wanta live
longer than that, don’'t you? You're
young yet. Why shake hands with
the devil so soon?... .Now come out
with vour hands on your hat, Paine!”

Red thought something stirred in
the steamv air down behind the little
bunch waiting there, but he put it
down to the wav his eyes were act-
ing. He swallowed and snapped back:

‘Come iu and get me—you damn
law dogs!”

The badge packer’'s voice became
like a buckskin popper on a bull
whit). “All right, boys. Ring the place
an’ then pour it into the damfool!”

This was it. This was the end of
the trail for Big Red’s boy—for all of
the dead Big Red’s own hopes. Red
knew it. And though he had one foot
on Hell's doorsill, that last—his dad's
hopes for him—seemed the more im-
portant. He saw one of them start
down between a couple of cabins up
there to swing around behind. And a
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moment later, Red saw the same man
come staggering out and crumple
down like an orey-eyed galoot going
to sleep.

“Just freeze in your tracks—or be
toted home with your boots on!” a
new voice crackled on the rising day.
A man, three more, rose like appari-
tions out of the creek bed a little way
up from where the posse stood. Ap-

peared like angels of salvation
straight from Heaven.
CHAPTER XI
T SEEMED like a veritable

mirage at first. But there was the

voice. Then the snarling whip-
lash of a gun as one of the law bunch
jerked around too fast and the warn-
ing bullet chewed up earth close to
him. That was the only shooting
there was.

Caught from the rear, the posse
pushed up their hands, guns thud-
ding to the hard-packed earth as re-
leased. Only then did Red Paine re-
alize what had happened to that man
who'd reeled out after starting
around the cabin up the line. He'd
been dropped by one of them climb-
ing out of the creek bed.

“Come on out, Paine. We're
friends,” called the leader, a tower-
ing gent, cadaverous face stubbled
with black beard, half bald head
gleaming in the rise light. He wore
a pair of jeans, his undershirt, and
was bare-footed as if he’'d been hast-
ily aroused from bed.

“You're a danged lobo too,” snort-
ed the chagrined lawman.

“Mis-ter Lobo to you, "badge pack-
er. And—” And then he saw the law-
man making the furtive play for the
gun in the shoulder rig beneath his
vest.

Red stepped onto the porch of the
shack. It was one of the quickest
plays Red had ever seen made. The
slouching baldish man didn’t jump or
galvanize, didn't try to fling up the
gun he held either. He just whipped
a short eight-inch club from inside
his belt. It chopped down. The law-
man curled up on the baked mud
with a little grunt. That whs all. The
big man stood smiling around as if
extending a tacit invitation to any

others, dangling the stick by a raw-
hide throng.

Red tottered down toward them.
Things began to fade out before
him. He felt the big man’'s arms
catch him, heard his rumble about
letting Doc handle things....

T WAS THE string of redeye in

his throat that brought him out
of the blackness. He found himself
propped beside one of the ghost town
hovels. Down in the creek bed the
posse stood in the first sunlight, dew-
claws over their heads. Another swig
of whisky was worked between his
lips. The fire of it strengthened him;
but even then, the next moves were
all very dreamlike to him.

He saw one of the bunch leading a
string of ponies out from the thick-
ets behind the row of cabins on the
opposite bank. In a vague way, he
noted there were two extra horses.
He was half lifted into the saddle of
one. Then he saw the horses of the
posse being brought over on a length
of manila lead rope. The big gent
with the black beard stubble waved
cheerily to the whipped posse in the
creek bed.

“We'll leave your cayuses ’'bout
ten miles up this branch, boys,” he
told them, pointing to the left fork
of the canyon. “We wouldn’'t steal
'em. Shucks, they ain't very good
ones anyway. All you gotta do is—
walk to 'em... .Adios. No see long
time—we hope.” Chuckling, he led
the way up the left fork.

The ride was very hazy to the out-
law's son. They stopped once and
there was some hot java and he
gulped down some chunks of jerked
beef. After that he felt a little
stronger when he got back in the
hull. He heard one of the other three
call the big baldish one Doc Sills.
Red was spent, but the terrible stress
of anxiety was removed. He felt
among friends. And knew, feeling it,
that they were outlaws.

They cut out of the canyon branch.
He knew that because one of the
others had to get at the bridle of his
cayuse and tug to help it up the
steep ribbon of shelf that switch-
backed to the top. The sun was in
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mid sky when they rode into a big
strip of mesquite jungle. Somebody
said they'd stay there till nightfall.
Hands helped Red out of the kak,
lowered him to the ground gently.
He rolled on his side, couched his
head on a crooked arm, and sank into
a deathlike sleep. Harry Westfall ap-
peared in a dream in it and said he
guessed Red wouldn’'t have to bother
wearing a necktie any more. Harry
looked like he’'d bust out bawling
when he said it.

When he pushed open his eyelids
once more he looked straight up
through a gap in the maze of gray-
ish branches at icy-hued stars in the
night sky. He heard the mutter of
voices and pushed himself to a sit-
ting position. The four of them were
over around a tiny fire built in ahole
scooped out of the sand. It threw al-
most no glow. A fat one with a big
globe of sallow face rose from a
hunkered-down position.

"Our friend, Red, it awake,” he
said, coming over.

HE OUTLAW'S son stopped
knuckling his swollen eyes. “Say,
how do you fellas know me?”

“Heard that dang posse yelling
your name this morning,” the fat man
said, pushing the flannel shirt down
inside his bulging jeans. “An’ we'd
learned the news they were curry-
combing that whole piece of country
for the deputy son of Big Red Paine.
So0-0.” He extended a hand to help
Red as the latter struggled to get his
stiff body to his feet. -

“Howdy," he went on, pumping the
hand he still held. “Me, I'm Bill Dor-
nan, sometimes known as Laughing
Bill. His affableness was plain. His
mouth twitched as if to grin. His
bright chips of blue eyes lighted
pleasantly. But no actual smile came.
Red was to learn Dornan had been
dubbed “Laughing Bill” because he
neither laughed nor smiled, ever.

Red found himself on guard slight-
ly. “You knew my dad, | reckon.” He
was thinking of that other man, Ed
Chess, who'd once known his dad.

Bill Dornan shook his head. Over
at the fire, Doc Sills said no they

hadn't. The other two shook their
heads also.

“But we know who—and what—he
was,” Dornan said. “We know he was
one of the straightest, finest gents
that ever answered an owl’s hoot,
kid.’

“Thanks,” Red said. He went over
to the fire and met Doc Sills and the
other two. One was Ed Rader, a
handsome blonc. rannyhan, young,
with overwide shoulders tapering
down to a bullfighter’s sleek hips. He
was the only one who was shaven and
all dud d-out in a fancy rig. A pair
of white gauntlets hung looped over
the silver-filigreed gunbelt he wore.
Some air about him told that he was
aware just exactly how good-looking
he was. The other was Pinch Mor-
grove, a little keyed-up man with
sincere eyes and a nervous grin. He
sort of bounced when he walked.

Red was handed a tin cup of cof-
fee. He started to try to thank them
for coming to his aid. Dornan pushed
him brusquely and Doc Sills guf-
fawed and told him to tie a bag over
his head.

“That's a plumb instinctive thing
with me, pardner, the saving of in-
nercent young souls,” Doc said.
“Used to be a circuit riding preacher
up in Montana. Ran myself plumb
ragged trying to stamp out sin.” He
made a descriptive snort, pulled at
his long nose, and rumbled on. “It
was a futile vocation, plumb futile.
Sin, she's like grass, just Kkeeps
a-sprouting. And mankind is sure one
fertile pastureland for it. Know what
happened?”

ED FOUND himself chuckling
Reasily for the first time in

many a long moon as he let Pinch

Morgrove refill the can with java
for him. He felt much better. And
there was a warmth to the com-
panionship about him, a warmth he'd
never known since that last after-
noon he'd ridden home from school.
"No. What happened?” he asked.
Doc Sills lowered his head like a
penitent but lost sinner. “1 got plumb
contaminated, infested, infected, and
positively polluted with that sin my-
self. That's why I'm out here now, an
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owlhooter, associating with a pack
of no-good buzzards 'ike these here.”

They all laughed but Rader. He
just smiled, adjusting the knot of
the silk neckerchief at his throat.
Red got a quirly going. His wire-
tough body seemed to renew its sta-
mina minute by minute. After aspell,
Dornan asked him about the accusa-
tion against him as a deputy.

“You let that Powell out, eh?”

Red shook his head, in a few words
telling them how it was. One of them
clipped, “Good.” They were outside
the Law; but they too had no respect
for a man who betrayed his own Kind.
Little Pinch brought the ponies in
from a picket line.

“We’'ll hit out for the desert, huh,
Doc?” said Dornan, pushing in a
shirttail again.

Doc pulled his hat down over the
front bald half of his head, nodded.
“Reckon that's the best, Bill.”

Red gathered the two of them sort
of split authority. Then he spoke up,
saying he was able to hit out alone if
they’d lend him a pony. He said he
didn’'t want them to get a catching
because of him.

Doc said, “You get to Hell, Kid
Red.... The posse ain't been born
that can back-track me down in a
piece of country | know.”

They sloped out from the mes-
quite. In another hour, they dropped
over a low rim and went down a
rocky slope and onto the desert
fringe. They rode the rest of the
night, camped out of sight in a little
clump of jackpine the next day.
Pushing northward, two days later
they reached a camp tucked up in a
big pothole in rough hill country
they had used before. Doc told Red
they’'d pulled out of there a couple
of weeks earlier and holed up at that
ghost town, where Red had stumbled
upon them, t© let things cool off. It
seemed the handsome Ed Rader had
gotten a mite orey-eyed and started
a fracas in some puebls up this way.

ADER scowled, cutting his eyes
R at Doc Sills from a lowered

head. “That gopher called me “Predfgreeching brakes shoes.

Pete’. Was | going to let him get
away with that?” He spat out an ob-

scene string of oaths to answer his
own query.

“Shooting up a place unnecessary-
like is bad business for gents in our
business,” Dornan said. Rader walked
away, cursing some more.

A few days later, Doc and Pinch
Morgrove dropped down into the
town on the creek to the north. When
they returned that night, they had
big news. They'd learned the stage
from Donnelville would be coming
through the next night with a big
load of bank specie aboard.

Dornan wobbled his stub of black
cigar across his yellow-skinned face.
“Place to take it would be there afore
she goes into the gulch.” With a
stick, he drew a map of the stage
route in the dirt. “See, she comes
down that steep hill, then has to turn
sharp. Half a mile on, she goes into
the gulch. They’ll be ready for trou-
ble there. But here, where she slows
for the turn—” He stopped.

Red looked up and found four pair
of eyes on him. He read the un-
spoken question. Straightening from
one knee, he cast the die. “Gents, if
you can use an extra pair of guns, |
tote em.”” He was an outlaw.

CHAPTER XII

HE STAGE hold-up went off
I as 6lick as hot grease. Red
Paine knew what it meant for
him, that he was committing himself
practically irretrievably with this
act. His conscience told him he was
betraying his dad, but he argued it
out with himself and told himself he
wasn't. That if Big Red were there
he would understand, would see that
he had no alternative, no chance of
riding on the other side of the fence
now. Not with that Red Hat charge
standing against him. He had tried
to play it straight. Men wouldn't let
him, riding him out of the herd be-
cause of the accident of his birth.
Little Pinch leaped out of the
grass, yelling like mad and shooting
bis gun over the ponies’ head, as the
coach maneuvered the curve with
The lead
team shied. The skinner fought to
hold them. The guard couldn’'t fire
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accurately from the lurching stage.
Led by Doc, the others poured down
the bank on their ponies at the other
side of the road. Doc was alongside
the front wheel and stretching from
his saddle to crack that wooden club
of his over the guard’s head in atrice.

“Molly never fails me,” he crowed
as the guard tumbled over the wheel,
his carbine rattling after him. “Mol-
ly” was his name for that effective
stick of his. Red, closing like a whirl-
wind from behind, slammed a couple
of shots through the coach roof to
discourage any resistance as he came
up on the other side.

They had the situation in hand in-
side of a minute. The skinner stand-
ing on the box, straining his arms
toward the stars. The unconscious
guard relieved of his side guns and
checked for any hideout hardware.
The three passengers, a drummer
and two cowmen, lined up beside the
stage.

But there was no bank specie
aboard. The only freight was a trunk
and a small packing case. When they
were banged open, the trunk revealed
it was stuffed with clothes. In the
packing case was simply an order of
pots and pans addressed to some
General Store. One of the cowmen
had almost seventy dollars. The
other rancher, so drowsy with redeye
he could scarcely stand, had a bank
order, a few dollars in silver. The
masked road agents exchanged
glances. It was a bitter disappoint-
ment, a poor showing for the risk of
their hides. Dornan, going over the
trembling drummer, came up with
twenty dollars from inside one of his
shoes.

“Let him keep it,” Doc said. “The
poor devil's got to travel to earn his
living__ See if there’s anything in-
side.”

Pinch Morgrove bounded inside.
Red caught a faint scraping. Stand-
ing by one of the rear wheels, he
stepped back, looked up along beside
the coach. The knock®d-out guard,
lying in the grass, was coming to. He
had started to sit up. Then the Colts
of Rader up front and the guard
wrenched, back into the grass with
a wounded arm.

“You dang idiot!” roared Doc.

49

NOTHER minute and they were
back in the saddle, cutting
away from the road and getting
hell out of there. Back at the camp,
nobody felt very good about it. A jug
of redsvp w's nroduced. The four
sat around the fire taking swigs from
it Red stood off by a tree, coldly

furious inside. Then Rader mut-
tered :
“Hells bells! That skinner had a

big fat gold watch chain. Probably a
dang good watch at the end of it too.
I remember seeing it, then forgetting
it 'cause we were going to get the
specie.” He spat into the fire. “I'd
like to go back there and bend a gun
barrel over his head, by grab! He’s

probably laughing like hell now
thinking how we missed it!”
That was too much for Red.

Pinching out his quirly, he strode
over. “Shooting that isn't necessary
is plain chunk-headed business,” he
said slowly.

When Ed Rader looked up and
found the gray eyes locked on him;
he put the jug down and stood up
slowly. He was a good forty pounds
bigger than the slim Red. “You got a
big mouth for a little greenhorn,” he
said.

Red walked wunhurriedly around
the fire to face him. AIll he could
think of was how the crazy trigger
finger of a member of his dad’s out-
fit had eventually cost Big Red
Paine his own life. He let his eyes
run over Rader.

“That guard was stripped on his
shooting irons. You knew that. He
was helpless. Putting a hole in him
wasn't necessary. It's fool stuff like
that that brings the Law down hard
on you... .Sometimes you kill a man,
then you get all hell on your coat
tails.”

"Now, fellas,” said Bill Dornan
jumping up as he stuffed in a shirt
end. “Now—"

Rader swelled out his big chest and
spat into the fire. “Mebbe some gents
is so lily-livered, a spot of blood
scares 'em outa their britches, huh?
This is a rough game, kid. If you
ain't got sand in your craw—"

Red cut in with it, "It takes a
fighting fool, I reckon, t© slam lead

the
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into an unarmed man... .Or maybe a
danged scared fool!”

Rader yelped an obscene name and
swung his big arm, and Red Paine
was on him like a wildcat, driving a
hurricane of blows. Hit once, he
bounced off a tree. He rushed,
smashed, Rader backward, dodged a
kick, then rattled his fist twice off
Rader’'s jaw. Rader thudded to the
earth. He wasn't out cold. He sat up
after a few moments, eyes lighted
with a venomous glow.

“Want any more?” Red asked. “Or
maybe you'd rather try it some other
way.” He tapped one of his ivory gun
butts.

Rader stood up and rubbed at some
blood on his fancy silk shirt. He
shook his head, sullen, black with
wrath. Dornan offered the jug.

“Red’s right about the gunning,
Ed.., And you got what you asked
for. Now, let's have a drink all
around and forget it, huh?”

Ed Rader sneered and went into
the lean-to.

"You got the plumb fastest hands |
ever saw, Red,” Doc Sills told him
with a new note of respect in his
voice,

T WAS TOWARD the end of
that week that Doc Sills Came

back from traipsing around and re-

ported a new gambling hall down in
Donnelville. He said the place was
doing a heap big business, and that
they employed only two house
guards. It was decided to take it a
few days later when the furore ever
the stage hold-up would have died
down.

“We can bust out the north side of
the town, hit over that stretch of
sand dunes, then loop around this
way,” Doc figured it

“All right,” Dornan agreed. “Only,
if we're a-going to stay in this camp
that much longer, we’'ll need some
fresh grub.”

Rader offered to go in and get it.
There was a little store down the
creek before a man reached that next
town. It made it unnecessary for any
of them to go into the town where he
might get grabbed. Rader left the
next morning, promising to bring

back some cigars for Laughing Bill.

The day wore away slowly, lazily.
Sometimes Red thought of his dad.
But he felt he would understand. Doc
Sills gave himself a shave and told
about the days when he'd peddled pa-
tent medicine from the tailboard of a
wagon with a travelling show after
giving up the calling of the Lord.
He said he used to almost die laugh-
ing how folks would buy a bottle,
take a swig, and claim they felt bet-
ter in a few minutes. He told them it
was a secret Injun recipe. But he
used to make up fresh batches late
at night after the show closed down.
It was just some colored water with
some herb juice plus a good jolt of
redeye and the taste killed with
liquorice flavoring.

“Old ladies and parsons seemed to
like it best of all,” he guffawed.

At sunset, Bill Dornan, who did
the cooking, was fretting around. Ra-
der should nave been back by mid-
afternoon. Then the handsome Ed
rode in, bragging about the pretty
filly with red hair he’d met in the
store and how he'd sparked around
her for a while. He was in high
spirits. Said he couldn’t wait till they
got the gambling hall job done and
he could drop back to visit with her
again.

N THE SECOND day after
that, they saddled up with the
dawn still a gray promise to ride for
Donnelville. Rader turned down all
grub at breakfast, saying he felt sick.
Had pains in his belly, he said. After
a couple of hours riding, he dropped
from the saddle and writhed on the
ground, cursing the cramps gripping
his insides. He gave Bill Dornan
some dirty looks as if it might be the
result of his grub. At dusk, they were
on a wooded promonitory outside the
towp, watching the main street, burn-
ing down quirlles. Rader sat propped
against a tree, alternately groaning
and cursing.

Finally, Pinch Morgrove rode in
alone to look things over. He was a
good man for the job because, being
small and insignificant in appear-
ances nobody noticed him much. No-
body would recall seeing him after-
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ward. An hour later he returned to
report that everything seemed set,
looked normal. The evening stage
had pulled out. The town marshal
had closed up his office and gone
home; Pinch had followed him al-
most to his doorstep. The gambling
hall was swinging into a big night of
action.

They waited another hour. Doc
stomped out his quirly and said,
“Let’s go in and beat the game.” They
moved toward the well-rested ponies;
they had ridden easy on the way
over. Then Rader staggered back as
he lifted a foot to the stirrup. He
said he just couldn’'t make it, he felt
like he was poisoned.

“I'll wait here for you fellas,” he
said, grimacing and holding his belly.
“If you can't git back this way, don’t
worry. I'll manage somehow. Mebbe
after | lie down a spell__”

They finally left him, walked their
ponies along the main road to the
edge of town, sized it up. There had
to be a slight change in the plans.
Originally Pinch was to have stayed
outside with the ponies, prepared to
cover them when they busted out
with the dineor. But now he’d come
in with them; it would take four men.
Doc was nervous, admitting he had a
hunch, an uneasy feeling. They sat
there in the soft warm night for a
spell.

“Reckon | might go home after
this,” Pinch mentioned. “Just for a
little visit. | got that widowed sister
you know over in the Territory.
She’s got a coupla fine young boys.
One of 'em sorta looks like me.” His
voice took on a wistful note. “Me, |
never had no children of my own...
W ife took sick and died six months
after we was married.”

“Sure, that'll be all right, Pinch,”
Dornan said, working his mouth
around the cigar stub.

HEY RODE in left, their ponies

ground-anchored in the shadow
of a tree at a closed store across the
road from the gambling hall. They
ambled by its brightly-lighted in-
terior once. Everything looked nor-
mal. The baize-topped tables seemed
to be doing a fair business. They
saw the roulette wheel further back.

Doc said the boss sat on a high stool
at the end of the bar. Right beside
him was the door to his office. The
dinero was kept in the safe in there.
They had rehearsed the details.

They crossed the street. Pinch
Morgrove eased into the alley to get
down to the side door. They gave him
a few seconds, then sauntered up the
wide steps and in the front. Red had
the strange feeling it was too easy
as they passed one house guard by
the door. The other, a fat owlish man,
lolled over by the side wall. Pinch
would have him covered. Unhurried-
ly they walked along the bar, Dor-
nan dropping back a little. Red and
Doc were to take the boss. They
hesitated when they saw he wasn't
on the stool.

“He’ll be around soon and—" Doc
was whispering.

Then three gents just down the bar
whirled suddenly. The stubby one
wore the town marshal’'s badge. The
trio of outlaws there were looking at
three drawn guns. From the tail of
his left eye, Red saw several men
rise from card tables at the side of
the room, swinging up Colts they'd
been holding drawn beneath the ta-
ble tops.

They'd walked into a trap, no ques-
tion of it. Somebody had tipped off
the Law. Must have even described
them pretty well.

“Nice evening, ain't it, gents?”
drawled the town marshal sarcastic-
ally. “Push your dewclaws up to that
ceiling now!” He nodded at Red.
“Paine the double-crossing deputy,
ain't it?”

Though his gray eyes had that
stony shine, Red Paine managed a
smile, the sad smile of a man who
knows he’s whipped. But he kept on
walking. He was the hombre who
might as well be dead as captured. He
knew this, somehow, was a double-
cross job. And that cold lashing
thing was going inside him. “Mar-
shal, my hat's off to you. You're
danged smart. Now how—"

Then he was right in front of the
gloating town marshal. Red sort of
lifted his hands out before him as if
offering him the opportunity to get
his guns. But with that incredible
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speed he possessed in those hands, he
did the unexpected with sudden
swiftness. No draw. He simply
smashed the marshal in the jaw with
his right hand. The next instant, his
left beat down on the marshal’'s gun,
forcing the muzzle floorward.

It was the last move anybody
would have expected. The marshal
was staggered back against the bar.
Red leaped and clutched him and
wheeled him around to put his body
between himself and the room. With
that same blinding speed, he snaked
out his own smokepole and jabbed
it in the marshal’s side just as a gun-
shot thundered in the place.

“Hold those triggers!” Red called.
“Hold 'em—or the marshal gets it!”
He saw the two who'd been at the
bar with the marshal standing there
goggle-eyed and hesitant. Pulling his
Colts from the law officer’'s side an
instant, Red slashed at the forearm of
one and knocked his weapon clatter-
ing to the floor.

OC WAS IN action, slicking out
Molly, his club. The next in-
stant, the third one was gunless and
shrieking with the agony of his bat-
tered forearm. Dornan leaped up, his
two bared weapons wheeling over the
place. And then, across the room,
over by the side door, they saw little
Pinch half bent over a table, holding
his side. One of the gents who'd help
to make this trap had cut down on
him just as he stepped in and Red
made his play for the marshal.

Nothing happened for moments.
The room was like some frozen scene,
petrified by the cold nerve and dar-
ing and terrible swiftness of the out-
law’s son. “Gawd, the speed of you!”
Doc muttered despite the peril of the
situation.

And Red Paine was master of that
situation. He saw little Pinch
straighten, wave that he would be all
right. Red, eyes cutting around, in-
credibly possessed despite his youth,

said dryly:

“All right, we're leaving. And
we're ='taking the marshal along a
ways just for a quiet ride in the

moonlight. Sabe?” Under the high-
curled hat brim his face was a calm

mask. “Quiet—so long as nobody fol-
lows us. Try it—and the marshal has
his last ride.. Last, | said!___ Bill,
help Pinch over.” Red was the boss
then.

It worked. They backed out, Red
jerking the marshal along with them.
They picked up a pony from the
gambling hall hitchrail for him, got
in their own saddles across the road,
hedged him in, rode out the way
they’d come. Pinch held his hand
against his wounded side but sat his
kak all right. He said he thought
he’d been drilled between the ribs.
Nobody said anything else.

They went up the road and
swerved off to the promonitory where
they’'d left Ed Rader. He was gone.
Then they knew who the double-
crosser had been, who'd sold them
out

CHAPTER XIII

OME MILES on, back in a lit-
S tle draw, they cut the cinch

strap of the town marshal’'s sad-
dle, then let him go. The tubby man
rode off cursing and promising ven-
geance, but he was soon forgotten
completely as the wounded Pinch be-
gan to feel worse. They had already
strapped a wadded piece of his shirt
over the slash between his ribs, but it
didn’'t seem to staunch the blood
flow. And he had a paleness like gray
snow that was thawing from the bot-
tom.

They gave him several slugs of
redeye and wadded a neckerchief too
over the wound. From all appear-
ances, it seemed the slug had passed
out at the back of the side. Little
Pinch tried to treat it lightly. But
his eyes had a haunted look. He men-
tioned that widowed sister of his
again. And then, when they were
halfway back to the camp on a
stretch of sand, he sort of slid down
from the kak before Dornan could
catch him and stood holding himself
erect with his grasp on the saddle
horn.

“I'm slowing you fellas down,” he
said. “It might mean a catchin’. Meb-
be you better go ahead.”

They refused, of course. Another
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look at the wound showed it still
bled steadily. On a flesh gash, the
blood should have clotted and en-
crusted by then. Red stepped off
with Doc and told him he thought it
was internal bleeding. That perhaps
the bullet had struck bone, and a
broken segment of the lead had
plunged deeper into the body. He
asked where the nearest sawbones
was.

“They’'s one at the edge of the
town up the creek from the camp.
'Course—hell, we can take the chance
for Pinch.” What he meant was that
going there meant risking capture.
The doctor would suspect strangers
bringing in a shotup man at that hour
of the night.

They cut back down to the stage
road. Now Pinch was too weak to
keep himself in the kak. He rode
double with Red, the smallest of the
other three, clutching him from be-
hind. It was just as Dornan an-
nounced they had only about four
more miles that Pinch’s contorting
hands clutched at Red’'s ribs, fell
away. When they lifted him to the
ground, he was wax colored with his
eyes sunken back in his head. Once
he grinned up feebly, closed his eyes.
Red put his leather-hued cheek close
to the open mouth. There was no
breath.

HEY BURIED little Pinch at

the base of a big gaunt pine off
the trail. Doc said Pinch always used
to say that when he had a home he'd
build it under the biggest pine he
could find around. Said they gave
him a feeling of being closer to
Heaven! When they'd finished piling
rocks atop the grave to balk the
coyotes, Bill Dornan told Doc to say
something.

“You should remember a real
prayer—Ilike from the book.’ Dornan
had tears streaming unashamedly
down his cheeks. For once he paid
no heed to a shirt tail that hung out
in front.

Doc said, “Nothing in the book’s
good enough for Pinch..” Then:
“Take him, Lord. Treat him easy.
Pinch was a good one, a real good

one.”

Red walked away, building a tube
of Durham. He hadn’'t known Pinch
long, but he'd come to be very fond
of the keyed-up gentle little man al-
ways willing to help another. He
couldn’t help but have a big chunk
of respect for any hombre who was
afraid but went ahead anyway. And
Ed Rader, conceited about his looks
but with a yellow stripe inside, had
done this. Done it because he want-
ed to pay back the man who'd re-
vealed that stripe, Red himself.

“Think he’ll be back at the camp?”
Red asked.

Doc shook his head. “He’s lit out.
Once he saw we weren’t trapped in
that gambling hall, he put his foot
in his hand and made tracks.”

They didn't say anything for a
spell. There was a gurgle when Bill
Dornan took a drink from the bottle.
Red kicked dust.

“All right. I'm a young jasper. |
got plenty of years to find him. I
will.” Red put on his hat.

Doc Sills looked at Molly in his
hand. “You ain’'t going to be riding
alone on that job, Red. Is he, Bill?”

Dornan wiped his mouth thought-
fully. “Wait a minute... | remember
Rader mentioning once he had a
married brother who was a barkeep
over in Bridger City. You know, I
got a hunch he'd head for there....

Only trouble is, Ed’'s real handle
wasn't Rader. Still....”
“That Judas Iscariot! He didn’'t

have much dinero in his jeans, | know
....Yes, he'd run for Bridger, I'm
thinking. And if he's there, we’d be
bound to spot him sooner or later.
Sooner, | hope. 'Cause when | was
in Donnelville last week, | heard that
Jud Tentrus was heading back to
Bridger as a special gun marshal.
Tentrus, they tell, resigned from the
Federal service.”

“l thought Adam Blair was the
sheriff there now,” Bill said.

"Still is,” agreed Doc. “But it
seems some kind of special Citizens
Committee is hiring Tentrus to come
in. And you know how he’s poison to
our breed.” He spat. “Bridger’'s less
'n two day’s ride from here.”

Red Paine stood silent. Adam
Blair, the man who'd killed his dad,
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who’'d be a sworn enemy of his. And
Tentrus, whom he’'d vowed to break
some day, who believed an outlaw
spawned an outlaw....To ride into
their baliwick....

He walked over and swung aboard
his cayuse. “What're we waiting for,
a special invitation?”

HEY came out of a pass between

jagged peaks and followed a road
that worked steadily southward, slop-
ing and dropping in sharp dips down
from the hills that served the peaks
as footstools. The afternoon wore on,
a lead-vaulted sky seeming tc cramp
the heat down, impish gusts of wind
slapping waves of alkali into their
sweaty faces. They had to ride with
their neckerchiefs up over their
noses and mouths, and Red Paine had
an eerie feeling, a sensation of having
been there before.

He had done a heap of thinking as
they’d worked toward Bridger to
track down the polecat who'd sent
them into that Donnelville trap that
had killed poor Pinch. Always, like
an invisible cloud of guilt over him,
was the idea he was betraying his
dad. He couldn’t shake it off. Yet he
knew the owlhoot he now forked had
been a choice thrust on him, that men
wouldn’t let him ride the other side
of the fence as hard as he had tried.
Still the decision he had made haunt-
ed him. He felt there were two Red
Paines inside him struggling for pos-
session of his life. He had a split
feeling. But he did know that what
he was now doing, seeking to cut the
sign of a double-crosser, his dad
would have approved of.

Doc Sills had talked some about
this big seething hell-hole of a range
town. He said there was a certain
cautiously whispered mystery about
it. That men rode into Bridger and
dropped from sight as if into a bot-
tomless pit. They just never were
seen again. Nobody heard anything
about them. »

“But, according to the whispers,
Doc said, “they weren’'t Kkilled. 1
heard a man once call 'em the living
dead, but he was scared to say any-
thing more than that.” John Laws
coming in after wanted men they

knew were in Bridger just vanished.
A special investigator sent down
from the State capital was never
heard from again. Three more were
sent in to find him. They suddenly
left Bridger without explaining why.
Doc had heard of two separate cases
where wire-tough gents had hit the
town to avenge friends they believed
killed there. They did no avenging.
They'd just dragged their tails out
sheepishly.

And the strangest part of it was
that Bridger had Law and plenty of
itt. There was the sheriff, Adam
Blair, who'd built himself a rep as a
hellfire-and-brimstone deputy before
coming to Bridger. As if that weren't
enough, there was a powerful Vigil-
ante organization to act as an extra
arm of the Law.

“And it's a real outfit, they tell.”
Doc assurred them as they rounded a
bend past a stand of yellow pine. He
shot Red a look.

Again Red Paine had that uncanny
sensation of somehow knowing this
road.

“A real outfit,” Doc repeated. “It's
membership is even a secret. Nobody
knows who is and who isn't a Vigil-
ante. Yet the wave of lawlessness
goes on like a terrible flood.” Hold-
ups were common. Men were murder-
ed in alleys for a few dollars. The
two banks were busted into. Stages
were stopped out on the trails. There
were train robberies. Blood flowed
in Bridger like water, almost. “Some-
body in there is bigger than the Law
itself, 1 tell you.”

ROSBY, alesser town some miles
down the big valley from Brid-
ger, was a quieter smaller edition.
For years, before Bridger had gone
bad, Crosby had been its sort of
underworld, its Whisky Row, a salty
pueblo with little law, a place where
a wanted man on the run knew he
could be taken care of and hidden.
Now, according to some of the whis-
pers on the out-trails and along the
owlhoot, they were connected, both
a part of some invisible empire.
“Me, I'm wanted in one state and
got charges against me in a couple
of counties,” Doc admitted, pulling
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at his long nose. “When | get my
light put out, 1 doubt I'll be associa-
ting with the seraphin or cherubin
up there. And | won’t exactly get
deaf from hearing the strumming of
the angels’ harps up there.” He lifted
his head toward Heaven. “Never
cared for harps much anyway. But
this—" He jerked his head in the di-
rection of Bridger. “—this is plumb
pure evill........ Mebbe | should've
settled down with a good woman in
my younger years. It was riding that
soul-saving trail that ruined me.”

Red didn’'t grin. The mention of a
woman made him think of that cop-
per-haired girl, Peg, who'd twice
saved his hide. For some reason, he
had been remembering her often of
late, thinking how her voice sounded,
how her hair had looked in pigtails
that time. The quiet poised courage of
her. Then he lifted his head, squint-
ing against the fierce sunlight. And
his heart seemed to bounce into his
throat.

Thirty odd yards ahead was a little
bridge spanning a small ravine. As
they neared, he saw the creek down
in the bottom of the ravine. It was
where he and Ed Chess had hidden
that time Tentrus and his posse had
been hounding them after the at-
tempted holdup of that dancehall,
where he had parted company with
Ches. Then he understood the queer
sensation of seeming to know this
trail. He had been on it before. Brid-
ger City was the town where, that
terrible night, Jud Tentrus had al-
most beaten off his head in the jail-
house.

For a moment a chill hit him. That
night, Tentrus had gun-whipped him
because Tentrus wouldn't believe the
son of an outlaw wasn't lying. But if
Tentrus should get his hands on him
now as a prisoner again with that
charge of being the crooked deputy
of Red Hat against him.

The chill passed. And a quiet sure
premonition possessed the outlaw’s
son, Adam Blair, sheriff here. Ten-
trus returned or on his way back. It
was like a lot of loose strings being
twisted to a head. And for a purpose
of Fickle Fate's. The purpose—a pay-
off showdown....

CHAPTER X1V

NTERING THE big bustling

town that seemed to wax fat on

its crime and violence, Red re-
membered their mission, to get that
Judas named Ed Rader. He pushed
his own emotions into the back-
ground as they rode down the side-
street where that same dancehell
Chess had tried to jump stood. They
turned into a tree-fringed lane that
ran behind the buildings of the main
line, passed through a squalid section
of shacks and hovels pushing out on-
to the sage flats to the west, then cut
down a wide alley. They had decided
to ask no questions. In Bridger, that
could be dangerous. It would be just
a matter of dogging the whisky mills
and honky tonks till they came upon
either Rader or his brother. Dornan
said Rader had let on once his broth-
er and he looked a heap alike.

Leaving their ponies under a tree
down by that end of the main street
where the alley came in, they started
along the broken wooden sidewalk.
The long-bodied half-bald Doc Sills.
The fat, yellowish-skinned Laughing
Bill Dornan with the charred chunk
of cigar sitting restlessly in his
mouth. And the lean black-haired
Red Paine, almost mild looking save
for the gray eyes that could turn to
fire-backed stones. Across the wide
main road, a little street straggled off
down a rocky grade. Part way down
it, a sign spiked out from a little
building reading, “Barroom.” Red
made a motion with his head. They
moved over and down toward it.

It was a mangy little dive, the
paint peeling from its clapboard
front with the mixed aroma of stale
beer and tobacco smoke hitting them
in the face as they pushed through a
swarm of green flies at the door. Doc
put on an act at once, guffawing
loudly as if he'd just heard a joke
and whacking Red on the back. There
was danger enough Rader might spot
them or hear of them first without
them appearing too obviously on the
prowl for somebody. After the strong
sunlight it took them a moment to
get accustomed to the dimness of he
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interior. At that hour, there was only
a single customer, an old saloon
tramp dozing at the front of the bar.

Then the bar boss came climbing
out of achair tilted back in a corner,
rubbed his face with a greasy apron
the while he yawned as he moved be-
hind the counter. The apron was
lowered. And the trio thought at
first they were looking at Ed Rader
himself.

Fortune seemed to have dealt them
an ace with the first card. This man
was not duded out like Ed, and he
had a snaky little red scar running
back into the hair by one temple. But
it was plainly Ed Rader’s brother.
Bill Dornan made a choking sound,
then threw away his cigar stub as if
to blame it on that. That was the only
sign they gave. Doc called for three
dfinks.

“All we got to do now is wait,” he
remarked casually. The other two
knew what he meant. Either Ed Ra-
der would come in to see his brother.
Or, sooner or later, this brother
would have to go home. Of couse
there was always the possibility that
Ed the Judas had not come to
Bridger.

MEBODY called, “Alf” and Ra-
der’s brother went back and in-

to a hallway that ran along one sid

of the low-ceiled long building. Doc
began to whistle something that
sounded like a funeral dirge. Red
sauntered across the room of the bare
place. The shutters of a window on
the side were loosely pulled together
and he casually poked one open a
few inches for a looksee. A bare lot
of rank grass with tin cans and
debris scattered through it behind
the line of trees in the front
stretched on that side. Glancing rear-
ward, he saw the barroom building
had an unsuspected ell in the rear
that ran behind the high grass of the
lot. About to turn away, he looked to
the rear again. There were a few
grimy windows on the front side of
the ell back there.

Through one of them he could see
two figures seated across a table, ar-
guing. The one to the left was slight
and almost boyish-looking despite the

black sombrero jammed low on the
forehead. The other, burly with a
heavy mustache, was starting to rise,
hand dropping toward a gun butt.
One of the window panes was out.
And a moment after a rider passed
up the side road, the outlaw’s son
caught their voices.

The burly one was saying, “I don’t
give a hoot what you say, button!
You're the one who robbed me that
night last week down in Crosby, ya
dirty coyote! Now, you can give me
back my dinero—

“You're locoed,” the slight one's
voice came through the window hole.
“Take me up to the sheriff. I'm not
afraid. 1~”

Up on the main line a wagon rat-
tled by and Red lost the rest. But he
blinked twice; it was impossible.
Still, that low voice--

It was then a movement inside a
window to the left of the other caught
his eye. He saw it was a room be-
tween the other and the main build-
ing, a room behind the slight figure
still in the chair. The movement was
that of a man. And then Red saw the
drawn gun in his hand, saw him cau-
tiously inching open a door behind
the sitting figure.

“1 git back my dinero, ya coyote,
or they’s going to be some gunpowder

urnt! the burly one in the first room
arked, hooking a hand to his gunbelt.

The slight figure said clearly but
in that low voice, "I'm warning you!
Adam Blair knows me, fella”

The mustached one guffawed
sharply. “Aw right, ya rat! Now gim-
me my dinero back—or draw!” He
straightened, hands lifted in front
of him, out away from his guns, as
if encouraging the other to make a

play.

ED RECOGNIZED the trick.

He’'d heard his dad speak of it
angrily. Tricked into thinking he had
achance, the other would draw. Then,
the gent hidden at his back would
send a bullet through the flesh of his
gun arm before he could fire. And
the first hairpin would unhurriedly
kill the poor devil with a shot from
in front. It would never look like a
drygulching job, yet it was. When
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the dead man would be found, he
apparently had drawn, been winged
through the arm and shot down.

Jabbing the shutter wider, in a
split second Red had a gun nose
through the opening. It spurted muz-
zle flame twice. Window glass was
shattered in the second room where
the drygulcher crouched at the door.
Red saw him tilt over against the
wall, hit. Red tried to throw the shut-
ter wider to get out but something
jammed it.

“What's
yelled.

“Friend of mine,” called Red, run-
ning for a door in the back of the
barroom. He kicked it open, both
ivory-stocked guns out and cocked.
The room was empty save for a table
and a rumpled cot. But on the right a
door led to the ell that jutted out
there. As Doc Sills pounded in at
his back he yanked that door open.
It was the room where the drygulch-
er had been crouched. There were a
few blood drops on the floor beside
an open window at the rear of the
rdom that told its own story. Red
barely gave them a glance as he
rushed on toward the next room where
the pair had been arguing.

He hit the ajar door with his shoul-
der, then dropped to a knee. But no
volley of lead flamed his way. The
burly hombre had cleared out too.
And the slight one in blue'jeans and
shirt stood half sagging over the ta-
ble, clutching a gun in one gloved
hand. There was the dent of a gun-
barrel blow in the black hat on the
bowed head.

“Get me out—quick—if you can,
the slight one said weakly. “They’ll
comeback—only more of them....
They’'ve marked me for death.” Then
the figure in blue started to crumple.

Red caught the slim body in an
arm. The stout Dornan moved around
Red and lifted the body from him. “If
this is a pard of yours, Red—~

Even as Red nodded the level-head-
ed Doc, said, “We got to git outa here
pronto, gents. Shooting makes so
danged much noise it always brings
the tin badgers nosing around.”

the matter?” Dornan

HEY KNEW that. None of them,

particularly Red, could afford
to meet up with the Law. Few words
were required amongst them. They
functioned like a team, steady calm
men who remained that way even
under fire. To go back through the
barroom might invite even more trou-
ble. Red indicated the window, on
the street side of the ell with a gun
barrel. Shoving it up, he slid out,
turned to watch for trouble that
might come through the screen of
high grass and weeds. Doc was next.
Dornan passed him the unconscious
figure, followed.

Up at the front of the lot, Doc said
matter-of-factly, “We don't know
where we're going. The ponies’d come
in handy. Cover me, Red.” They
stepped out through the thick sap-
lings, leaving Dornan supporting the
unconscious button. Moving swiftly
but without any sign of panic, the two
went up the grade. Doc ducked be-
hind a freighter’s wagon to the alley
where the ponies were. Some men
were already starting down that way.
When the first one rounded the cor-
ner store, he almost bumped into Red
lounging against it. Red had his arms
folded across his chest, the muzzle
of the Colts in his right hand poking
suggestively from under the left el-
bow. He asked in a bored voice:

“What's the matter, friend? Look-
ing for somebody?”

The man sort of pulled back from
the impact of those gray eyes. He
said there’d been some shooting down
there.

“Just some orey-eyed pelican gone
trigger-loco,” Red said coldly. “You
wouldn’t want to go down there and
get hurt—or would you?” The man
sort of stammered, retreated another
step as some others turned into the
path down the street. “Why don’t you
gents wait till the Big Law himself
comes along? Those are my orders.”

A tall red-faced man blurted, “Are
you a deputy?”

Red switched his eyes to him lazily.
“Adam Blair told me | didn't have to
answer to anybody but him, mister.”

The mention of the name was like
magic. Doc came through with the
ponies. Red hooked his finger to the
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tall gent. “Keep everybody out till
the sheriff comes along, will you?”

“Danged right!” said the man en-
thusiastically, hooking out a gun and
facing the gathering throng. He was
honored by the selection of himself
for the job. “Now you heard the Law'’s
orders! Ever'body, back there or I'll
wrap this around somebody’s ear, by
grab!”

Red trotted down the slope to
where the ponies were by the sap-
lings. Doc swung up and reached to
prop the half-stirring figure in blue
across the saddle before him. Then
Dornan and Red were mounted.
Strangely, nobody had so much as
poked their nose out of the barroom.
Another moment and they were mov-
ing off on down the straggling side
street at a stiff trot. It angled sharp-
ly after passing a boarded-up house.
Another hundred yards and it was
dust a broad dusty path between high
weeds leading outinto the heavy
scrub growth.

“Handle her as easily as you can,
Doc,” Red said.

“Her?”

“It's a woman, Doc.”

CHAPTER. XV

N ANOTHER five minutes, like
f a gift from heaven, the rain came.

The lead sky had darkened, swal-
lowed the sun; then the water came
down in sheets, obliterating all trail
sign, hanging a veritable curtain be-
tween them and the town. It gushed
down in roaring rivulets in the sand
among the scrub growth. In a matter
of minutes, the pony hoofs made
sucking soughing sounds when they
came out of the drenched ground. The
rain slashed into their eyes, blinding
them for seconds at a time. And it
helped to revive the girl. Once she
cried out and tried to struggle from
Doc’s long arms.

Then they swung off to get under
the protection of a big eucalyptus
plus a wedge of outcropping lava. Red
helped the girl down to the ground
and laid her close to the rock, plac-
ing Dornan’s ragged rusty black coat
over her. She made a vague gesture
at rubbing the lump on her head where

the gun-man had struck her with his
Colts. And after another minute, her
eyes remained open and began to fo-
cus. She jerked in surprise at sight
of Red.

“Red Paine,”
did you—how--"

“1 might ask you the same thing,
Miss Peg,” he said. “How did you
get here? But just take it easy now.”

“Sure, ma’'m. There isn't anything
to worry about now,” Doc put in.
HW hy_n

But she struggled up to the knees
of her now wetted and muddied blue
jeans. She clutched at the black som-
brero that had slipped from her head.
It revealed the fact that her copper-
colored hair had been cropped off
short like a man’s, was parted to one
side. Despite their predicament, Red
felt himself a little angry about that.
The sheen of that luxuriant hair was
something he had always remembered
about her.

“We've got to go—to keep going,”
she babbled a little wildly. “You don’t
know them.... They—they're every-
where. They’ll find me again. They—"
She even beat at Doc as he tried to
stop her from rising.

“Who're they?” Red asked gently,
putting an arm about her narrow
waist to steady her as'she swayed.

“l don't know,” she said wearily.
She sounded out of her head. Dornan
made a sign that she was.

“Nobody’s going to get you now,”
Red tried to tell her. “There’'re three
of us with you. We'll—=*

She jerked away from him impa-
tiently. “You don’'t know them. They
just tried to kill me because, some-
how, they suspect I've learned too
much. | haven't—not yet. But per-
haps-” She pushed a lock of the hair
off her forehead and readjusted her
sombrero. Suddenly she was very
calm. “Please. Believe me, I'm not
just a delirious female. Look—I can
show you how to get up to my cabin
outside town. There, we’ll be safe—if
anybody can be in Bridger—for a-
while.”

she gasped. “How

HE SOUNDED very rational
then. Red gave the signal. They
remounted in the rain, this time the
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girl riding double with Red himself.
He could feel her behind him on the
cayuse, feel her hand on his shoulder.
He steeled himself at first; then it
was a nice easy feeling. At her di-
rection, they began to bear westward,
moving out of the stretch of sage
and sand. The torrential downpour
wfes already thinning.

Swinging in a loop around Bridger
as the train whistled emerging from
the cut outside the other end of the
cowtown, they crossed the main trail,
entered a small draw. She was cool
and possessed now as she guided them.
And a short while later, up on the
side of alow hill, they passed a huge
boulder to come out on the level
space at the end of the path that led
to the cabin there.

Inside, Dornan got a fire going
in the sheet-iron stove while the girl
retired to the bedroom behind to
change her clothes. It was strange,
Red thought, how destiny operated.
Now another of the loose string ends
had been brought in with the others.
Because vengeful Ed Rader, when
he'd gone down to the creek store, had
slipped on into town and tipped the
Law off to their plans, and the local
lawman had passed the word on to
Donnelville, they had hit here on
Rader’s trail, And practically stum-
bled over this girl he'd never expected
to see again. When he'd watched the
scene in the ell, he'd been almost cer-
tain it was her because of that con-
trolled yet vibrant quality of her
voice, a voice he'd never forgotten
from that first awful night in here
in Bridger. And now....

She emerged in fresh clothing. But
she still wore a pair of jeans though
she’d removed the gloves she wore
as part of her masculine disguise. She
smiled at them. “My name is Peggy
Dana,” she said.

“Peggy Dana,” Red said under his
breath. It had a nice sound to it, a
sort of rhythm. Then he remembered
himself and made the introductions
all around.

“You're all outlaws, | imagine,” she
said.

Dornan almost lost his cigar at the
calm way she said it. Doc Sills bowed.
“At your service, miss. But in the fu-

ture, Kindly refer to us as knights
of the sage.”

Then there was an awkward si-
lence after a chuckle and nobody
seemed to know what to say. She
turned from a window.

“There’'s no way | can really thank
you. Words are so little... .The only
thing | can do is to warn you—warn
you to leave here now, after what
you did for me. You're marked. Soon-
er or later, they'll catch up to you.
Then....” She shook her head with
a resigned helpless air.

easy. She whipped around on
Atm.

“There’'ve been others who didn’t
either. Nobody’s seen them in a long
time,...Once they get after you—
Again she shook her head.

“Who's this ‘they’?” Doc asked.

She shrugged. “If I only knew....
I've been trying to find out. But....”
She made a helpless gesture. Silence
settled again.

Red was watching her closely. In-
deed, it was hard for him to drag
his eyes away from this girl. He
asked bluntly, “That night in the
dancehall, when | was on the run
from Red Hat as an accused deputy,
why did you warn me? You saved
me here at the jail that time, earlier.
Then....”

She met his gaze. “I don't know,”
she said frankly. “I—I just didn’t
think you were the breed who double
crossed.”

“Even though I'm an outlaw’s son?”

“Yes___ | just thought___ " Then
the slow flush stained her ckeeks.
Red felt the blood storm into his face
as their eyes locked. Something like
a current leaped between them in the
little cabin. A woman confesses some-
thing deep when she admits to be-
lieving in an unknown man with all
the signs against him.

Red went on quietly after amoment
though he sucked on his qurly hard
again and again. He told her their
game, why they had come to Bridger.
He gave her their confidence though
Dornan looked as if he didn't like
it too much. But it broke the ice,
caused her to lower her guard. He

DORNAN SAID they didn’t scare
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ended, “And if we should make tracks
out of here, I reckon you should
too.” He told her about the Killer
crouched at the door in the room
behind her in the ell.

Seating herself, she nodded. “Yes,
I knew it was a game to Kill me. That
yarn of the one with the mustache a-
bout robbing him in Crosby was just
a windy, of course. A man on the
street told me to go down there to
meet Joe... .1 often met him there..
When | saw Joe wasn't there, | knew
there was something wrong, that
they’'d learned something-discovered,
perhaps, | knew too much. They
didn't seem to know | was a woman,
though.”

“Who is this ‘They’?” Doc asked
again.

GAIN PEG Dana shook her
short-cropped head. “That is

compelling, strange, almost unbeliev-
able story. She'd come and tried to
locate her father. It was a hopeless
game. Then, grimly, she had decided
to try to solve the whole thing, to
trace down the man behind this thing
in vicious violent Bridger, a town
that had gone bad since Jud Tentrus
had departed it.

First she had worked as a wait-
ress in an eating place, listening,
watching, making it a point to be
everybody’s friend. There had been
leads, some worthless, some hopeful.
Twice she had left town to track
down clues, to try to find men who
knew. Futilely. The wave of violence
had risen higher and higher in Bridg-
er despite Adam Blair, the new sher-
iff, despite the secret Vigilantes.

“Once, a man in his cups—orey-
eyed—babbled the name of John Hu-
go. It seems he was a smalltown law-

what I've been trying to find out feonan who'd traced a man here.... that

a long time, trying so hard.” She
looked at the glowing stove and her
eyes seemed reddish a moment in the
reflected light. Then she shifted
slightly so she faced the standing
Red Paine. “My father was one of the
men who disappeared so mysteriously
here. That was almost two years ago.
I—I've been trying to find him.”

She went on, voice low, the emo-
tion behind it held under a tight rein.
Her father, Matt Dana, she told, was
a retired lawman himself. But he had
strapped on his pistols and left home
once more when one of his best
friends was Killed in Bridger City, a
deputy chasing a denizen of the place.
He'd come to Bridger; and sunk
from sight.

“Killed too, | reckon,” said Doc,

She shook her head, making a mo-
tion to smooth a skirt over her knees,
then remembering she wore jeans.
“No, that's it. We got a note in his
handwriting, mother and 1. It told
us to do nothing, that he was alive
but couldn’t return home, And we've
been paying ransom ever since, a hun-
dred or so every so often. We had
to sell our home. We get word at
intervals unless we pay some more
Dad will die. That's why | came to
Bridger in the beginning.”

Nobody interrupted her. It was a

John Hugo knew something—and had
not sunk from sight as had so many
others. The man said he was down in
Crosby, told me the name of a girl
who knew John Hugo. | went to
Crosby, won the confidence of this
girl. But John Hugo had been swal-
lowed too....If you learn anything
in Bridger—I know now—you just
—just disappear.” She shuddered.

ORNAN ROSE to put some
fresh wood in the stove. A shad-
ow had fallen over Red’s
tures. Hugo, the name, it reminded
him of his lost brother, Hugo Paine.
Charlie, dead... .He himself, alobo..
Hugo, Lord knew where. It seemed
a pitiful payoff for all that Big Red
his father had struggled to do for
the high hopes he'd had for his boys.
“Last Spring, | came back here and
taught school, hoping... .hoping..’
There had been rumors. Leads, again.
Once, the father of a pupil, near the
close of the school term, had come
and begged her to take his young son
away with her when she went home.
Offered her plenty of dinero to take
care of the boy. “Two nights later
he was found dead.”
And then, one evening, she had
stumbled over a poor devil on a side
street, knifed and dying. With his

lean fea-
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final breaths he'd told her to look
up a man named Dick the Gambler.
This Dick was a fool over women and
might tell things to one who worked
on him right. Dick the Gambler, the
dying man said, then worked in as
a house guard in a dancehall in En-
cinto. She'd gone there and gotten a
job. That was where Red had last
encountered her.

“1 played up to Dick the Gambler,”
she related with hard eyes. Evidently
it had been a distasteful job. He'd
begun to talk a little. It seemed her
father was but one of many whose
families now paid ransom for a man
they knew was still alive but would
never see again. And Dick had
laughed about the Law, even U. S.
marshals if they should be sent in,
ever doing anything about breaking
the black terror that held Bridger
in its clutch. He said tough John
Laws had come in on the trail of
pards who'd vanished, then ridden
out as meek as sheep.

Doc looked up from the quirly
he built and cut his eyes at Red as
if to say, “What did I tell you?”

Dick the Gambler had begun to
drop names. And then, once, holding
her in his arms, believing he had
made a new conquest, he’d mentioned
a man known simply as “Joe.” Said
this Joe knew a heap, was free, and
was totally unsuspected by the power
that actually ruled Bridger. That
very evening, Dick the Gambler had
been shot dead as he left his board-
ing house in Encinto to go on duty.

“This time, | realized 1 was marked
myself,” Peg Dana said slowly. “So
I came back here disguised as a man.
I found Joe. He’s known here and in
Crosby as Loco Joe. Folks think he's
a harmless fool___ He isn't. He plays
that role to stay alive... .I've gotten
him to the point of trusting me. The
last time, he admitted he knew some
things—not everything. He was going
to say more. Then—well, did you no-
tice the blond bartender at that place
where you saved me?”

The trio nodded quickly. They had
all right.

“Well, a man just like him—it
must have been his brother—got Loco
Joe and they rode off together.”

Red, Doc and Bill Dornan ex-
changed glances.

“Joe sent me word—up here. So
he must have been all right. I was
to meet him today down there. Then
—they—" She paused.. “Now, they’ll
kill Loco Joe, silence another one,

I suppose....”
A changed glances. Doc said to
Peg:

“The brother of the blond bartend-
er—he’s the one we are after, Miss.
Ed Rader.”

She nodded. It didn't mean much
to her then. Dornan asked permission,
then lighted up his cigar stub. He
paced around, saw one of his shirt
tails was loose, and colored furiously.
He said:

“That fits right in about Ed being
in this game here... .One night when
he was lickered up and bragging a
heap, he told me he'd worked with a
really big bunch before throwing in
with us. And that he'd had to get
out for a while because he got mixed
up with a skirt—pardon me, ma'm—a
woman who belonged to another of
the outfit. But he said when things
cooled off he figured to go back with
‘'em....Looks like he has.”

She took a box of matches off a
shelf as Red, with a fresh smoke in
his mouth, couldn’'t find one in his
pockets. She seemed terribly weary.
It was discouragement.

“l had such high hopes when I
rode down into town today. Joe was
to meet me there this evening. 1 knew
I'd learn a lot more. Yet I—I had a
premonition of trouble. | stopped in
Sheriff Blair's office and spoke to
him.”

Doc shook his head. “’S foolish to
tell the Law anything, ma'm. Tin
badgers like to boast. They spread it
around, what they know. Then, every-
body knows it.”

Peg said, “I didn't tell him any-
thing, really. 1I'd noticed lately two
different men at different times—but
always the same ones—following me
when | was in town. | told the sheriff
I might be on the verge of finding

CHAPTER XVI

GAIN THE three men ex-
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out something about these killings in
Bridger.”

“Yes?” snapped Red so that she
looked up quickly.

“Well, nothing. Mr. Blair seemed
very interested. He was very nice. |
described the two men to him so that
in case anything happened to me,
they’'d know where to look. Then,
later in the day, a strange man stepped
up to me in a store and said | was
wanted 3own there at that barroom.
He left before 1 could answer any
guestions. | knew Loco Joe was due
in. So I went down there—and then.

There was no need to say any
more, and there was little they could
say to her. It seemed a hopeless game
she was bucking. She’'d been twist-
ing at a shirt button nervously. It
came off. Womanlike she went into
the back room of the cabin to get
a needle and thread. The three men
stood by the open front door, looking
out at the rain-washed world, as the
afternoon neared its close. Then Red
Paine spoke.

“Doc—Bill—I'm not walking out
on you gents. But—" He halted. This
girl, Peg Dana, had saved his hide
twice. And even if she had done no-
thing for him, he couldn’'t have
walked out to let her shift for her-
self in her gallant gamble single-
handedly against the evil thing in
Bridger. Perhaps it was the “wild
fool blood” in him as his dad had
once described the crazy streak in
the Paines. Red cleared his throat.

Dornan hitched at his pants. "I
was in love once with a copper-haired
girl....They got spitfire tempers,
though, Red.”

“Shut up,” Red grated. “Look. I—
| got to try to help, 's all. Maybe |
can't do much. This is tough. But--"

“Three of us can do more,” Doc
said.

ED STARED at them, started

to speak. Bill Dornan said,

“Shut up. Your paw was a fine

but he never taught you when to keep

your big mouth shut. Shucks, we'd

be behind bars now if you hadn't
pulled that trick at Donnelville.”
“But | can't ask you fellas—

“You ain't,” Doc said, spitting out

the door into the grass. “We're telling
you, button. 'Sides, Rader seems
mixed up in this game anyway. So
deal us cards while you're so busy
cutting yourself in too.”

“This Loco Joe, he seems like the
key. ..unless they silence him too.”

“Wait...” Red was thinking. He
turned as Peg Dana re-entered the
room. “Peg—I mean—Miss Dana, if
you aren't there to meet this Loco
Joe when hi comes in, what happens
then?”

“Why—" Her hand went to her
lips, "Why, he’'ll come here. He said
he'd be there sometime this afternoon.
He'll come here and—” She didn't
want to say it. She swallowed hard.

Red rubbed the palms of his hands
hard on his tied-down holsters.
“He’'ll come here—and lead them to
you....”

ACK IN THE town as the last
B rays of the sun slanted over the
jagged peaks in the west, Red and
Doc, hats low, strayed around the
main drag above the side road that
led down to the little bar where
they’d found Peg. Doc, taking a
long-shot chance, had already worked
up the side road from the other end,
slipped into the empty lot, and taken
a looksee at the place. There had
been no gent answering Loco Joe’s
description there, no big towering
pondrous-bodied fellow with great
sad eyes flanking a prodigious hook
of nose. Now they were hanging
around to intercept him when and if
he did come.

It was Saturday and the range
town was packed with everybody in
to do their marketing, many of the
men preparing for their Saturday
night blowout. Down the road a lit-
tle, on the steps of a honky tonk a
frock-coated man waved a fistful of
pink tickets and bawled over and over
that this was the night of the big raf-
fle at the place. Buck boards, wagons,

mbnggies, rigs of all kinds as well as

a steady procession of riders splashed
through the puddles and black mud
of the broad road. Throngs jostled
each other in a slow procession on
the wooden sidewalks. Across the
road, a travelling dentist had set up
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a tent between two stores and was
doing a rushing business.

In all that hubbub and excitement,
Red and Doc Sills felt fairly safe
from recognition. Then, suddenly,
the crowd on the walk on that side
began to split in an avenue. A stocky
man in a pinch-topped black sombre-
ro with a flat brim, tailed by two
taller men, came striding along rapid-
Iy“Here comes Sheriff Blair,” said
somebody near Red and Doc. It was
too late to get away. Doc shifted
quickly as they pressed against the
front of a barbershop, turning his big
back toward the approaching law boss
of Bridger so as to screen Red. He
told him to keep his head bent as if
about to light the fresh quirly in his
mouth when Adam Blair passed...

Red felt his hands twitch to fold
around the ivory gun butts, grimly
fought off the impulse. It seemed as
if every nerve in his trigger fingers
shrieked for action. The blood was
sucked from his face. But he ruled
himself with that iron will, edged his
head slightly to see beyond Doc Sills’
high-set shoulder. It was an incred-
ible thing, he realized. This man ap-
proaching had led the posse that had
burnt down his father for something
he'd never done. This man approach-
ing he hated with a terrible hate, a
hate held in leash only because his
dad had wanted it that way. Yet he,
Red, had never clapped eyes on the
gent before.

E SAW HIM. Blair was all in

black. And there was something
almost Napoleonic about him as he
strode on short legs with a slight
stoop that belittled his stature. Hands
clasped behind him, black coat flap-
ping over the double-holstered gun-
belt, boot heels snapping on the
boards, he came down the line. His
chin was pressed down on his white
shirt and black bow tie. Looking to
neither right nor left, he greeted no-
body. There was a broad-jawed face,
a sharp-tipped nose, eyebrows like
black bar6. He looked implacable,
coldly merciless, the breed to be
swerved by nothing, by no man. The
two taller deputies followed him like

shadows, matching steps with his
though they were long-legged.

“Easy Kkid, easy,” Doc Sills whis-
pered.

For Red Paine stood a-quiver like
a half-tamed horse feeling the bridle
bit for the first time. A bead of
perspiration threaded its way down
the side of his face, looping over
bunched jaw muscles. His nostrils
were wide-flaring as he sucked in
wind. And the gray eyes had an al-
most unholy glitter with the mea-
sured rap of those boot heels playing
a tattoo on his very heart.

Doc grabbed Red’'s hat brim to
make him look down as Adam Blair
drew abreast. Doc knew the whole
story of Red’s dad. One night in the
camp in the hills Red had related it.
Then, without warning, Adam Blair
turned sharply, grunted at a child in
his way, and crossed the street. The
crowd swirled in behind him. Red
tried to put the match to his cigaret,
but his hands trembled like a palsied
man’s. Doc had to do it for him. Red
knew then the truth of another thing
his dad used to say. That to keep
yourself in rein when you wanted to
stampede wildly was one of the hard-
est things a man could do. For some
moments, he actually felt sick.

More and more lights went on
along the road. Music came from one
of the honky tonks. Dusk closed in.
They edged down the grade of the
side street and saw the bar boss, Ed
Rader’s brother, standing on a chair
as he lighted the lamp inside the
place.

Half an hour later, with Bridger
swinging into the full swing of its
wanton night life, Red said, “Reckon
he won't be coming.” They agreed to
pull out. With darkness fallen, he
could slip in without their spotting
him. After all, actually, they didn't
know him.

HEY PICKED up the girl'sclay-

bank pony at the hitchrail on the
main line where she had left it be-
fore entering the barroom earlier that
day, were just moving toward their
own horses, walking along the gutter.
Then a tall gent stepped out from
the throng, stared at Red. It was the
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one he had deputed to keep the crowd
out of that side road when he'd posed
as a law officer earlier that day.

“That's him! That's the gent who
was in that barroom shooting down
there!” the tall man began to scream,
stepping back but levering a long
arm at Red Paine.

“You're orey-eyed again, you old
fool!” Red yelled back as he and Doc
moved along faster. But men were
turning, picking them out.

"It's him, | tell you!
one—"

Doc swore under his breath. They
were still some distance from where
they’'d left their own ponies. And
then two galloping riders came bust-
ing into that end of the main road
from the trail westward. They reined
up, splashing mud wildly as the
horses sought to block their hoofs in
the mud. One of them yelled for the
sheriff,

“The stage coming down with the
gold shipment from the Staghorn
Mine,” he pointed toward the peaks
up to the northwest, “she was robbed
again!” he bawled. “Bad, too. Three
men killed! And they had a double
guard riding along with her too,
eight of 'em. It was a special run of
the stage. It was supposed to be a
secret when she was coming down!
And—"

“But they knew all right,” cut in
the quieter rider. “Where’s Blair?”

A man in a stovepipe hat beside
Red shook his head ruefully. “That's
the third time in five weeks they've
jumped the stage coming in from the
mine...This country has turned bad
clean through!”

Overflowing from the sidewalk,
gathering like flies, thick-pressed
the crowd filled the road, hungry for
more information. The shouting of
the tall jasper who'd recognized Red
Paine was drowned out, forgotten.
Then a lanky man with long black
mustaches and a gray frock coat
leaped onto the edge of a watering
trough and began to rant at the
crowd. He said he'd be the first to
volunteer to ride into the hills and
stick there till they found those
devils. He said everybody had to back
the Law.

He's the

“Robles,” said the man in the stove-
pipe hat. “A reg’lar fire-breather, too.
He’s head of the Vigilantes, the only
member known.”

Pushing and half circling, Red and
Doc cut out of the mob and got down
to their own ponies. A man watching
from a doorway said:

“They’ll be a stop to this now that
Tentrus is back!”

Red whistled softly. He hadn't re-
alized the full risk he’'d taken in re-
turning to Bridger City again this

day....
Dana tried to tell them again

B they ought to pull stakes. Red
gave her a mischievous wink.

“We like it here,” he said.

They were simply deaf to the rest
of her arguments, even tried to hide
their worry. But they all knew what
could happen. Loco Joe might get in-
to town later and, failing to find her,
come up to the cabin. And there was
the danger, almost a probability if
he returned, that he would b trailed.
Unwittingly he would lead the mys-
terious “them” to her.

The girl already had dinner cook-
ing on the stove. Bill Dornan sniffed
the aroma of it hungrily, pushed in
his shirt, picked up the carbine from
his saddle boot. “I'll just mosey down
the line a little,” he said.

CHAPTER XVII

ACK UP AT the cabin, Peg

Red and Doc understood. Dornan
would stand guard for a spell.
Despite the tension, the threat

hanging over them, it was the finest
meal Red Paine had eaten for years.
Afterward as they sat smoking, a
dreamy light came into his habitually
guarded eyes. Sitting over a table
after some well-cooked chow like
that, in a homelike atmosphere, with
a pretty girl opposite him, was some-
thing completely new to him. And it
opened unsuspected vistas. Made him
ponder on what it might be like to
be settled down with a home of his
own, a wife, knowing where he
would be laying his head each night.
Then he throttled his imagination
brutallv. That could never be for
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him. He was a pariah, a man marked
from birth. He would always be on
the run, never knowing when he
would be a hunted thing, never know-

ing where he would roll into his
blanket.
“Well, I'll go down and relieve

Bill, Red. You can help Miss Peg do
the dishes, | reckon,” Doc said with
a sacharine smile as he pushed back
his chair.

Peg Dana was already smiling shy-
ly, But Red thrust up so sharply he
almost upset the table. “I'll take
Bill's place,” he bit off brusquely.
Snatched up his hat and marched out.

He didn’'t come back from down by
the bend of the path till he saw the
lamp go out in the cabin's second
room, meaning the girl had turned in.
He and Doc and Dornan held a con-
ference there before the cabin with
the gentle swish of the trees over-
head. Doc cocked a weather eye and
predicted there’'d be a moon a little
after midnight. They decided to take
turns standing guard right through
the night. It didn't look as if Loco
Joe had turned up. But they couldn’t
afford to take any risks.

ED TOOK the first shift, sit-

ting on a rock back from the
path to the cabin at the bend a little
below the shelf where it stood. He
forced his mind away from any
thoughts concerning the copper-
haired girl. With his kind of life,
there was nothing he could offer a
woman. He recalled the picture of
the stocky implacable-faced man who
come down the sidewalk that after-
noon, Adam Blair. It was strange the
role the man had played in his life,
how it had warped all of it. And still,
if this Loco Joe should come, if he
could give Peg some real information
as he’'d hinted, they might have to
turn to Blair for aid in breaking this
lawless dynasty that ruled Bridger
City.

The hours seeped away slowly.
Once a couple of gunshots floated up
faintly from the main road down near
Bridger. Aside from that, all was
still. A coyote bayed in the distance
for a while. And there was the con-
stant lulling murmur of the tree-

tops in the wind. Then Doc came
down the path to relieve him. They
talked a few moments. Red went up
to the cabin, pulled off his boots, and
stretched on the floor beside the snor-
ing Bill Dornan. Though he could
neither see nor hear her, the outlaw’s
son was acutely aware of the girl
sleeping in the next room. She would
make such a fine partner to go
through life with for a man who
didn't bear the stigma he did. If he
hadn't been branded as the double-
crossing deputy of Red Hat he might
have considered asking her...

HERE WAS no need for Bill

Dornan, who'd taken the third
guard shift of the night, to warn
them. The rifle shot punched a clean
sharp hole in the dawn. Right atop
it came two fainter short gun cracks
like weaker echoes. Ramming their
feet into their boots, the slim Red
and big Doc came piling out of the
cabin. This was it, they knew.

Strapping on gunbelts, they hustled
down to where Bill Dornan was post-
ed. He was the epitome of calm-
ness, picking his teeth with a home-
made toothpick as he peered through
the foggy air down the path.

“Visitors a-coming, | reckon,” he
noted casually.

They day was just breaking. Up
there in the timber there was a hush
without a leaf stirring as if in honor
of its birth. When a bird called once
it was like a harsh scratch on the sur-
face of that serenity. From the dis-
tance, after another minute, they
heard the quick rattle of horse hoofs
over a rocky spot.

“Get the girl,” Doc said.

Red was already hurrying back to
the cabin. Before he got there, she
stepped out the door in the jeans, a
man’s coat over her shirt, her som-
brero. And about her hour-glass
waist was a gunbelt with a pearl-
handled .32 slung in the holster. Red
felt a gush of relief. No ordinary
simpering female of a woman this.
She’d had the sense to sleep with her
clothes on so she’'d be ready.

“We won't have time for breakfast,
I guess,” she said calmly.
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They moved back down the path
together. It was still again, an omi-
nous tensed quiet. Red wanted to
scout on down the hill to see what
was going on. Doc slapped him
roughly on the back.

"Don’t try to be no danged hero,”
he told him. “Let them ride into us.
They won’t be expecting a greeting.
And you take care of Miss Peg when
the welcoming committee opens pro-
ceedings.” They talked a little more,
discussing plans. There was an-
other ragged gunshot reverberating
amongst the hills, closer this time.

Dornan carefully tucked in his
shirt, picked up his carbine and
crossed the path to vork into the un-
dergrowth there. Came the sharp
quick cry of a hurt man. From fur-
ther down there was o0Ome yelling.
The drum of hoofs on the soft
ground got nearer. Then, it couldn’t
have been more than a few hundred
feet off, there was the gasping of a
struggling man. Gun hammers cocked.
Triggers fingers crooked.

“Loco Joe,” called the girl guard-
edly, and she was pointing down to
a thicket to one side of the big dead
pine.

ROUCHED like an animal, a

huge hulking figure of a man,
staring back over his shoulder a mo-
ment, pushed into sight from the
foliage. They could see the blood on
the side of his head. And another
stain on the left side of his hickory
shirt that was almost black soaked
with sweat as it was. He wavered in
his tracks, badly hurt. Hesitated. He
looked at the Colts he held. Then he
slung it away because it was empty,
disappeared behind a chunk of rock
a moment. When he came into sight
again he was running hard if in
drunken zigzags up the hill, bulling
through underbrush, for the cabin.
The eyes beside his huge hook of
nose bulged with the tremendous ef-
fort he was making.

From down an avenue in the tim-
ber, an unseen rifleman cut down on
him. Bullets slashed the leaves
around him, gouged bark from a tree
he had rested against a moment be-
fore. He threw himself in one tre-

mendous bound and reached the path
and came churning his way up it
Then he began to weave and wobble
and stray from right to left like an
animal suddenly gone blind.

Big Doc still in his undershirt,
jumped out and grabbed at him. “I'm
with Miss Peg,” he cried. It was all
he needed to say. Loco Joe, head
rocking on his powerful shoulders,
knees buckling, allowed himself to
be led. Doc signalled for Red to come
up. They got Joe off the path as a
rifle slug grooved the packed earth
of it ten yards down.

Red Paine knew better than to
take Joe to the cabin. That could be
a trap. That would be the target the
bunch coming up the hill would drive
for. He drew him back into the woods
and Peg came up and spoke to Joe.
The big man pawed at the blood on
the side of his face and grinned
faintly.

"l need a drink bad,” he mumbled.
“Tell the barkeep I—I” He almost
collapsed then. No longer did he eyen
know where he was.

Red gave her a sign and Peg
helped the big brute deeper in
amongst the trees. There was a yell
so close by it sounded on top of
them. The smash of pony hoofs. Then
brush was crashing all around. Doc
turned and gestured Red to retreat.

“Stay back far enough!” he cried.

The first masked horseman ap-
peared suddenly at the hump on the
path some fifty-sixty feet down. Two
more pushed into view through the
heavy foliage some distance to the
right of the path. Dornan’s guns cut
loose with a staccato bass chatter.
One saddle was empty. Roaring with
gusto, Doc hit the triggers and
chimed in with him. The woods
seemed to sprout charging riders
who'd spread out in a fan as they
drove upward to try to capture Loco
Joe.

ED BARKED at the girl to get

Joe deeper into the woods.
Bent behind a stump he sent two
stabs of gunfire toward the men driv-
ing in, saw one twist in sharp pain
in the saddle. They were all masked
with neckerchiefs. Two of them had
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dismounted and were trying to slip
up the path on foot. Then Red and
the girl were almost cut off. He
heard the smash as a slug caromed
off a boulder behind him. Whipping
about, he saw the rider charging in
from far to the right of the path.

It was the poised Peg’s shot that
brought him up sawing on the reins
with a slug in one arm. Red darted
down toward him a few steps and hit
the trigger. The man slowly went up
rigid in the saddle. Daylight showed
between it and his pants a moment
as he hung suspended. And then he
plunged off, dead even as he dived
into the undergrowth.

Red retreated still more, much as
he hated to. But there was the girl
to be shielded. Plus that, she had
Loco Joe in tow. And he could be
the most important of them all, hold-
ing, as perhaps he did, the key to the
whole thing.

The crackle of fire dropped a mo-
ment. Then it burst afresh with re-
newed life like a swarm of bees land-
ing. A slug from somewhere just
nicked the brim of Red’s sombrero.
Up there by the path, big Doc reared
into sight, hands starting up as a
man afoot with levelled smoke-
wreathed gun closed on him. Red
gave a soundless cry and rushed for-
ward. There was no need. The next
instant, with sort of a careless ges-
ture, Doc had “Molly”, his club, out
of his belt behind his left hip, swish-
ing forward. The gunman folded up
in a patch of grass. Doc calmly
picked up his Colts and began to
thumb fresh cartridges into them.

The fight began to peter out.
“They”, the masked riders, had ex-
pected no such reception. Red
looked back. He couldn’'t see Peg
who'd been half dragging Loco Joe
back. Red darted back in the direc-
tion she’d been moving, fear like a
gristly finder hooking into his heart.
There was a small ledge of outcrop-
ping rock. He hurled himself around
the edge of it and the cold dread feel
away from him. Back beyond the lit-
tle ledge was a small clearing. The
girl was crouched back in the grass
at one edge of it, her .32 drawn. And
Red knew Loco Joe must be

stretched prone somewhere near her.

Moving back toward the path, he
sighted one horseman plunging down
the hill pell mell. There was a last
shot. Then the crash of the under-
brush as more riders dragged their
tails the hell out of there. Bill Dor-
nan waved from between the trees
further over. There was some blood
on his shirt sleeve from a nick in the
arm. For once, he was actually grin-
ning.

“They never
called.

Everything was all right. They had
Joe. Red turned and headed back to
where Peg had dragged him He went
around the other end of the ledge
that time and approached the clear-
ing from the upper side. Through
he leaves, he glimpsed Peg Dana

said goodbye,” he

standing, gun pointed, facing his
way. Cocking both hammers, the
outlaw’s son slipped forward. He

moved around the bole of ahuge tree.
Ten feet ahead, on the fringe of that
side of the clearing, stood a huge
rangy-shouldered figure. The left
hand hanging by the man’s side had
the first two fingers missing.

Jud Tentrus! And he had himself
under control. No son of Big Red
Paine’s would ever shoot a man in
the back.

“Mis-ter Tentrus,
said drily.

Tentrus started to spin. Red’s shot
deliberately went through the crown
of the manhunter's sombrero harm-
lessly. And Tentrus, no fool, know-
ing when the trap was sprung, flung
up his arms, his gun dropping into
the grass.

I believe,” Red

CHAPTER XVIII

HEN HE TURNED com-

pletely, Tentrus recognized

the advancing Red Paine at
once. The lawman’s hard-bitten red
face, despite his imminent danger,
framed itself into a sneer.

“A bad penny always turns up, like
they say, eh,” he said calmly. “I
might've knowed when | sloped back
into this hellhole it'd be the kind of a
place where you'd thrive! Bad blood
always—"
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Red "trembled as he advanced on
him. All the things, all the refer-
ences Tentrus had made once before
to his parentage flooded back into
his head. It was hard not to kill this
man in his tracks. “If you want to
keep yours inside your skin a spell,
don’t talk about blood,” Red warned.

Tentrus breathed hard, loudly. He
said, “So you're one of those masked
snakes | followed up—~

Red dug his Colts muzzle into
Tentrus’ belly so that the big man
had to break off as the wind was
knocked from him. Red called him a
fool and said he'd been fighting those
masked sidewinders. “But you came
with them, Tentrus! Maybe you can
explain that to Blair the sheriff.”

“Came with them? Me?” Tentrus
frowned as he tried to understand.
His belligerence eased a moment. He
said he’'d been up all night, scouting
around Bridger. Just as daylight
broke, he’d seen these riders out on
the trail and had taken after them.
In the hills, he had lost them for a
spell. And when the firing led him
to the spot, he had circled around to
try to find out what the game was.

The two mutually hating men
locked glances. And in that instant,
they had one thing in common. Both
knew the other was not lying. Red
nodded, then ran over*Tentrus for a
hideout weapon, found a smaller gun
in a special armpit holster, threw it
into the grass.

There was a call. Dornan and Doc
moved into the clearing, half carry-
ing a wounded man between them.
The latter had been hit in the leg
and had a bullet hole between his
ribs. His neckerchief mask had
slipped back down around his neck.
Red stared at the gent. It was the
lanky man with the long black mus-
taches who'd climbed up on the horse
trough and harangued the crowd
about law and order down in Bridg-
er last evening when the news
had come in about the stage holdup.
The man the gent in the stovepipe
hat had identified as Robles, head
man of the Vigilantes. Tentrus, rec-
ognizing him too, let out a road, curs*
ing a blue streak.

“Robles, you

dirty snivelling

double-crossing rat!” the lawman
boomed. “Why—" Then he remem-
bered the girl standing a few yards
away and broke off to apoligize. As
if he were no prisoner himself, Ten-
trus walked up to Robles, seized his
face by the chin. He fired questions
at him. Robles, weak from loss of
blood and half out on his feet, only
stared at the ground sullenly, refus-
ing to answer. Tentrus started to
cuff him around. But the girl cried
out and he stopped.

“We'll find out a few things when
we git you down to the jailhouse,
anyway!” Tentrus promised.

“Who said you're going back?”
Bill Dornan asked him, recognizing
the famed manhunter.

VER IN the grass, Loco Joe
moaned and threshed around a
little. Peg said he was in a bad way.
Red and Doc and Dornan confered a
few moments. There would be no
danger for a while. The masked
riders had left three dead out there
in the woods. They'd be licking their
wounds for some little time. The
three decided to go back to the cabin.

Back there, the silent Robles’ leg
was tied up to stop the bleeding. But
Loco Joe was the one they really
worked over, Peg and Doc together.
Dornan told them something while
they did.

“Reckon we won't ever be able to
settle the way we wanted with Ed
Rader,” he said to Doc and to Red
who carefully kept Tentrus covered
every instant. The latter seemed in
a daze himself. He couldn’'t under-
stand the setup.

"Why?” asked Doc, looking up.
They'd staunched the wound in poor
Loco Joe’s side. The head wound was
nasty, but the slug had gone clear
through the flesh. And while the
skull might have been creased, it was
not punctured. The big sad-eyed man
was half conscious, even mumbling
at times, but out of his mind tem-
porarily.

“Well,” and Dornan looked very
sheepish about it. “A fella jumps
outa the brush right in the middle of
that melee. He didn’'t know | was so
close. 1 let him have it smack



THE WILD ONE 69

through the chest, dead center. He
was shaking hands with the angels
afore he hit the ground. Then—well,
then his mask slipped off... .Fellas,
it was Ed Rader. And he died too
plumb easy. I—I'm right daiiged sor-
ry.”

There was a brief struggle as Loco
Joe tried to fight his way out of the
chair they’'d propped him in. Then
Peg spoke to him softly and he re-
laxed. “Tell the barkeep if he don't
bring me that drink right p-pronto,
I'm goin’ to change his face,” he mut-
tered.

Tentrus asked permission to light
up a quirly. Red gave him a nod. The
towering lawman pulled a tailormade
quirly from his pocket and fired it
up. The harsh self-assurred air was
gone from him now. “Paine, what
kind of a hand are you dealing
here? he asked. The habitual note
of command was missing from his
voice.

“Trying to break this thing that
rules Bridger City—whatever this
thing is,” Red said a little wearily.

“What-t?” barked Tentrus.

“But that is unimportant right
now. You and | have an old score to
settle.” It was hard to hold himself
in. The eyes of the girl and his two
saddle pards were locked on him.

Tentrus drew himself up; he
packed nerve. “Give me my cutter
back—and I'll settle it with you,
Paine!

T WAS A terrible temptation-.
Outside the rays of the risen sun
dappled the grass before the cabin
with golden splotches. A soft breeze
stirred the trees. Through the door-
way, down in the direction of the
tov/n, light bluish smoke sailed in a
slow spiral from the chimney of an
unseen house. Red Paine looked out
at those things. This man, Tentrus,
he hated almost as bitterly as he did
Blair. Red spoke very very slowly.
“You gave me no weapon to defend
myself with that night in the jail-
house, Tentrus... .No....” He lifted
his Colts muzzle to bear on the man.
“Now—maybe you'd like to get down

on your knees and beg for your life.
Yes?”

Peg Dana started to move from
the room. She made no protest. She
had been there that night in the jail-
house. And she understood this was
a thing two men had to settle. That
here was no alternative.

“W ait.Red made a motion with
his head for her to stay.

Sweat stood out like a glassy little
mustache on Jud Tentrus’ upper lip.
He put his cigaret to his mouth, drew
deep, then tossed it through the door-
way. Nodded. “Trigger when you're
ready, Paine. I go on my knees for
no man, by Gawd!”

"Step outside,” Red said softly.

The four men moved out onto the
open space before the cabin, Doc
making certain Robles was securely
trussed first. The Vigilante boss
who'd apparently gone bad sat glassy-
eyed, stunned as if he no longer un-
derstood what went on around him.
Outside, Red kept nervously flipping
the gun he ached to loose in the road
agent’s spin. He was fighting for
control every instant. Thinking of
his dad. Swallowing and reswallow-
ing his hate for this law hound and
the hate kept bubbling up into his
throat again. His dad had told him
many a time that a man had to be big
no matter what happened. And Harry
Westfall used to keep telling him so
often he had to be different from
others.

This, he knew, was the greatest
test he had faced. He had to force
back personal emnity. Later there
might come a time when he could set-
tle with Tentrus. But now, Tentrus
could be valuable to them. Red said:

“Tentrus, | could give you your
gun—and still kill you almost as eas-
ily as | can right now with you un-
armed.”

Tentrus started to guffaw. Some-
thing about the terrible solemnity of
Red Paine’s face broke it off short.
Red pointed down to a tree some fif-
teen paces away.

“See that white patch?” he asked.
It was where the bark had been
ripped and a small splotch of fungus
growth had attached itself.
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ENTRUS nodded. Red holstered

his gun. He plucked a cartridge
from his gunbelt. He stretched out
his right arm stiffly, parallel to the
ground. He put the shell on top of
his flattened hand.

“Watch how death would hit you,

Tentrus?” There' was a moment.
Then the cartridge was falling
through empty air. Red’s hand

flashed down with that incredible
speed that was his heritage, the
heritage of a man born to the gun.
Before they could see his hand touch
holster, the Colts was out, spitting
jagged powderflame from its ugly
muzzle. Two little black marks ap-
peared in the fungus growth down
there, bullet holes. And the fallen
carridgte, dropped from the back of
Red’'s hand, was just rolling away
from the small half-buried stone it
had hit with a slight ping-g.

Tentrus stood with his jaw sag-
ging open so that two gold-capped
teeth in the back of his head showed.
Red Paine 1 as like a stick of wood.

“No accident— again,” he said
quietly.

He put a second shell on the back
of his hand. There was a second in
which everything seemed to stand
still. Then the blurred flash of the
hand down to the gun scabbard. The
gleaming Colt barrel like a live thing
leaping into the air, horizontal,
seeming a part of Red Paine’s hand.
The double crash of the two reports
almost like one. Drifting gunsmoke
blurred their vision a moment. And
then they saw the two fresh black
marks like dull nailheads in the fun-
gus on the tree trunk,

“You see how I could do it—Kkill
you?” Red asked.

Tentrus stood staring at the slim
man with the now dead gray eyes.
And though he was helpless, probably
due to get his light put out in one
way or another, the famed law
hound’'s face glowed with admira-
tion.

“1 never seen”shooting like that in
my life,” he saw.

Red let out his breath like a man
coming up from under water after a
long spell. He had gone through
something terrible. He felt a full

year more mature. This decision he
had arrived at had cost him some-
thing.

Walking over, he picked up Ten-
trus’ two guns where he’d dropped
them beside the cabin door when
they came in. He came back and
handed them to Jud Tentrus.

“All right. Now you know | could
kill you if I so willed to,” Red said,
the

voice suddenly hoarse with
strain. “Now take your prisoner,
Robles, into the sheriff, Tentrus.

Some other day....you and I....”
CHAPTER XIX

HE OTHER three men could
not believe it at first. Tentrus
even dropped one of the guns
handed him. Doc’s eyebrows climbed
halfway to the bald fore part of his

head. Dornan choked, then expos-
tulated :

“Red, are you locoed? Why this
danged—"

Red’'s eyes switched to him and
Dornan stopped talking.

Tentrus spat drily into the grass.
He looked at Red again. “This—this
—it's some trick,” he said.

Red scourged him with a look. “Do
I need tricks?”

Tentrus shook his head slowly. “I
don’t understand.’

It was Red who was sweating now.
“Tentrus, this time, we're both on the
same side. We want to smash this
black evil that's poisoned this piece
of country.” He nodded toward the
cabin and told Tentrus quickly about
Peg Dana's father who'd vanished
here but who they knew still lived.
He was unaware the girl was just in-
side a window, hearing it all. And
that her eyes were misty with pure
admiration for the magnificence of
this slim man who'd had the score
against him all his life.

“We want the same thing, Ten-
trus,” Red finished. “We can work
together—till the job is done. You're
in there in town, on the inside. We
have this Joe here. Perhaps he can
give us something that will help us
cut the sign of these snakes... .To-
gether, maybe we can get them. Take
in Robles. The less you tell Blair
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about us, probably, the better. That's
all.”

Tentrus wiped his mouth slowly.
“How do I know you're dealing them
straight?” he demanded, the old law-
man strain coming to the fore.

Red sneered faintly, nodded down
to the bullet-scarred tree. “You have
to ask that, now?”

Tentrus seemed to collapse inside
himself. Shame painted his big face
with scarlet. In that moment, though
he was half the lawman’'s size, Red
Paine actually looked physically
larger. He was the bigger man, in-
side if not in stature. Tentrus mut-
tered something like an apology.

“All right,” he said firmly. “We
play out the string together I’ He put
out his hand.

Red Paine shook his head at it, re-
fusing to shake. “No. ..We just play
it out together!"

HEY MOVED, Doman still

grumbling that Red had been a
danged fool. He said there was al-
ways the chance that Tentrus, who
had outlaw-hate in his very veins,
would bring out a bunch from town
and grab them.

But they left the cabin, the girl,
the outlaw trio, and Loeo Joe. They
had lifted him into the saddle of
Red’s cayuse. And again he and Peg
Dana rode double, both of them on
her pony. It was on Tentrus’ advice
that they did clear.out. He warned
them there was no telling when the
masked gents would return with
fresh men. He’'d mentioned the old
Proctor place down on the main trail
several miles to the west of town.
Proctor had been killed a few weeks
ago and the place was empty. The
very fact that it was out in the
open, smack on the road, would make
it the last place anybody would look
for them so long as they kept out of
sight. And Peg Dana had echoed his
advice.

So they crossed over through the
broken country, worked down out of
the hills warily. Doc had to ride
with one big arm thrust about Joe to
keep the latter in the saddle. Loco
Joe was still out of his mind. They
dropped into a little swale. Then

they moved up through a clump of
cottonwoods to the ramshackle two-
story place after a couple of riders
had gone from sight out on the road.
And the long vigil began.

They put Joe on a bunk built into
one of the rooms and waited. Peg
nursed him carefully, applying wet
cloths to his feverish head, working
a little of the whisky Doc produced
between his lips at intervals. Big Joe
tossed. Sometimes he talked. He kept
calling for the bar boss to bring that
drink. Once he got mumbling about
his mother.

Red mentioned bringing out a pill
roller. But it was the girl who shook
her head. No move was made in
Bridger that “they” didn't know
about. To bring a doctor here would
be as good as signing Loco Joe's
death warrant. And they didn't ar-
gue because they realized she knew
conditions far better than they did.
They ate some of the cold grub
they’d brought down from the cabin,
gulped water from the well after it
They didn’t dare even make hot cof-
fee. Smoke from the stove chimney
of the deserted place might have at-
tracted attention. The day dragged
away, the evening stage from the
west rattling by with two extra
guards riding behind it as the last ray
of sunlight spiked around one of the
jagged peaks.

OC TRIED to entertain them
») with yarns about his old Bible-
up. They were all on pins and nee-
dles. Talk was meaningless and sim-
ply irritating. Their one big hope,
their lone hole card, lay in there on
the bunk, babbling now about fish-
ing in some creek when he was aboy
in Montana.

They slept little during the night,
catnapping off and on, one of them
always watching the road. Once Red
went in to relieve the girl sitting be-
side Loco Joe. He really seemed
locoed then as he muttered over and
over again, “It's awful... .plumb aw-
ful what they—they do in the Castle
... .It’s awful... .what they do in the
castle.” He sounded like somebody
quoting from a fairy tale.

pounding days, but he soon gave it
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Peg went out and rested in an old
chair in the front room for a spell.
Dark circles already ringed her eyes.
But inside an hour, she was back, re-
fusing to rest more. They whispered
beside the bunk. Red was beginning
to lose hope, he admitted.

But Peg shook her head. “lI don't
know but—something tells me he
wouldn’t have fought through to my
cabin unless he had something ter-
ribly important to tell me.... He
must have known they had discov-
ered he was betraying them. They’'d
evidently shot his horse from under
him....But up there in the timber,
he would have had a chance of es-
caping if he hadn't tried to keep
coming up the path.”

Red hoped she was right. He found
himself getting a surge of anger at
every mention of the mysterious un-
known “they.”

“Hello, mother,” Joe said suddenly,
clearer-voiced, and tried to sit up.
“OI' Mother Johns! He-he... .Have a
drink, Mother, Straight from the bot-
tle like always, huh? Haw-haw.” And
he began to sing, brokenly, snatches
from a bawdy refrain.

Red looked up at Doc who'd ap-
peared in the doorway in his stock-
ing feet. They both had the same
thought. This Joe actually was lo-
coed. Outside of any deliriousness,
he was reliving scenes he'd expe-
rienced. And none of it made sense.
Mother Johns — with his last name
Alsop, as Peg had told them—could
hardly be his mother. And you didn’t
talk about any mother taking drinks
from a bottle.

Day came. And a little after sun-
rise, Jud Tentrus rode by on the
road outside, whistling loudly to at-
tract their attention. A little while
later, he came up to the back of the
house through the cottonwoods. He
looked haggard and his eyes stared
hard at some inanimate object when
he talked to them inside. Red had
the feeling that, under the circum-
stances, any other man would havfe
been shifty-eyed.

“It's bad news, plumb bad news,”
he told the three men. “Robles never
talked. Wouldn’t say nothing. And—
he won't, ever.” He rubbed his chin

and Red noticed "how he seemed to
have aged in a matter of hours. “Ro-
bles was shot in his cell at the jail
late last night.”

T WAS A blow. If the head of the
Vigilantes, who'd turned crooked,

could have been made to talk, every-

thing might have been cleared up.
Tentrus gave them what bare details
there were. Robles had been shot
through the head, apparently as he
stood at his cell window on the sec-
ond floor, from the low mound back
beyond the yard of the jailhouse. He
had been stone dead by the time
Adam Blair ran upstairs.

Red saw Peg Dana suck her lower
lip in, saw her turn gray. Their
chances seemed to be running slim-
mer every hour. It was another blow
to this girl seeking to find her father
trapped in some living death,

Tentrus went back to town, seem-
ingly heavily discouraged himself,
“l think he was holding back some-
thing,” Dornan opined a couple of
times after the lawman left. But
there didn’'t seem much sense to that.

During that Monday that seemed
to stretch into eternity itself for
those men forced into inactivity,
Loco Joe was very quiet in on his
bunk. Then, late in the day, Red
heard Peg call. He hurried in. Joe
was sitting up, eyes wide open, the
vague insane light missing from them
momentarily.

“l1 know what—what it was now |
wanted to tell—to tell,” he said slow-
ly, with the obvious effort of a man
straining to hold his mind in line.
“Sometime... .sometime early Tues-
day, they're bringing a man to the
castle. They usually bring them about
dawn—or after nightfall—to the cas-
tle.”

Red’s hopes sagged again. The cas-
tle. It made no sense. It sounded like
childish prattle.

Loco Joe went on, big hands knot-
ted and twisting slowly as he
dredged in his feverish mind. "Now,
if you had friends... .friends, you
could bring a man to the castle too
.... Down there, they never know
who might be bringing the man to—
to the castle. The password is a lit-
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tie song. The song—the song is—"
He pawed feebly at his head. “The
sing...” A humming sound came
from his lips. He sang flatly, “ Til
eat when I'm hungry.... Drink when
—when I'm’thirsty, ..And if whisky
doesn't kill me... .1—I—1I'll live till
| die."”

He stopped. The blank stare re-
turned to his eyeballs. Then the lids
shuttered down. He lay back in the
bunk. .

“It doesn't make sense,” said Dor-
nan heavily in the door.

Red switched his eyes to Peg. He
could see the unshed tears of bitter
disappointment welling behind hers.

On the bed, Joe groaned. “Crosby,
it's a terrible hole,” he muttered.
“Like—like a living graveyard. And
the castle.” Then a scream ripped
from him. “1 know now,” he yelled,
flailing the blanket. “They’'re going
to put me in the castle too. They
they've found out I—I've been talk-
ing. I—I1 got to run.” He started to
kick. Then he sank into a stupor.

HERE WAS no warning of the
final Killing blow to their hopes.

Peg didn’t need to call that time. Red
heard Joe say very clearly:

“Miss Peg, | came to tell you—"

All three men rushed in. From the
sound of the voice, they knew Loco
Joe had regained full consciousness,
that he was in his right mind again.
He was sitting up, feet on the floor,
gripping the slight girl by the shoul-
ders when they hurried in. They
could see by his face that he was
sane, out of the state of delirium.

“Miss Peg, I—" His great sitting
frame jerked in a terrific convulsion.
“l—they almost caught me. But |I—
He clawed at his trouser. Then saliva
ran in a slow stream from a corner of
his mouth. His eyes sank inward.
There was a weak rattling cough
deep down in his throat.

Red pushed the girl
wasn't right for a woman to look
Death in the face. He took Joe’s
shoulders and eased him down. But
even as the big sad-eyed man went
flat, he passed on. His face started
to crinkle in a smile of pure peace.
And then it froze. He was dead.

aside. It

Peg Dana’s dry sobs sounded from
the front room as Red stood there
in the light of the candle stub, star-
ing down at the dead man. He felt
whipped himself, the insides sucked
from him. The evening wind soughed
dolefully around the old house.
Something rattled faintly. Red looked
down. Just by his boot toe, under
the edge of the bunk, was a scrap of
paper. He paid it no heed at first.

The candle flickered. The paper
stirred, flipped over. There was
writing on it. And then Red realized
it was no faded old piece of paper
that might have been left by the last
tenant. The writing stood out clear
and black. It could have fallen from
the bunk......... from the pocket of the
dead man. Red recalled how Joe had
clawed at his trouser leg, near the
pocket. Slowly he bent and picked
it up, too embittered by smashed
hopes to hope much now.

The first words leaped out at him,
“Miss Peg....”

He didn't know it but he called
to the others. Then he was over close
to the fickle candlelight, reading it
aloud. It was a note Joe had evi-
dently written somewhere, in a great
hurry, when he realized he might be
caught. Red spoke the words quickly.
It read:

Miss Peg... .They're after me.
Go to Croshy if you can get
some friends to side you. Go to
Redeye Jim's place. It is a bar.
Do this very early on Tuesday
morning. Have one of the men
go in. He is to ask for Mother
Johns. He is to tell her he is
bringing a man from the boss to
the Castle. That is the only way
you could get into the Castle
alive. The Castle is the place
where— Mother Johns can get
you inside the Castle safe. The
password to Mother is................
There was a long silence in the
room of death. Dornan finally said,
“That castle stuff again. It don't
make sense.”

ED never took his eyes from
the paper, reading and re-read-
ing it, seeking to decode it, to get
the sense. He had a tight feeling in
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his chest like a man clutching at a
final straw just before he sinks be-
neath the tide. “The boss is sending
—Did Joe ever say who the boss was,
Peg?”

She shook her head.
know that himself.”

Red reread the note once more, cut
his eyes to the dead man. Then the
outlaw’s son began to laugh low and
a little crazily. Doc began to shake
him.

“Wait—I savvy it,” Red said. “Re-
member how once when he was
talking he said they were bringing
a man to the Castle early Tuesday—
tomorrow morning?” The other nod-
ded. “Well, that's it. In this note, he's
trying to tell Peg her only chance.
That is to get help and go out there
to Crosby, posing as men bringing in
the—the prisoner, | guess. To go see
this Mother Johns and tell her the
boss sent them. Mother Johns can
get you into the Castle safely. That's
it. Joe figured out the only scheme.
He—"

“But the password,” Doc
gloomily. “His note ends there.”

Red threw up his hand. “He gave
the password in his delirium, that
song—I remember it. 'I'll eat when
I'm hungry....Drink when I'm
thirsty.........

“He didn't

said

CHAPTER XX

£E V
fl ..Drink when I'm thirsty,
JB Red Paine hummed under his

breath. He’'d been struck by a sudden
dread of forgetting the words now
almost on the threshold of the place
where he would use them. For they
were sitting in the trees on a little
slope just over Crosby. The dawn
was coming up. And they were about
to make the grim gamble.

The three in their saddles—Red
and Doc And Dornan—exchanged
slow glances. They were none too
sanguine. It wasn’'t for their own
lives they feared so much. Though,
being human, they preferred the
state described as “quick” in the
Bible. But the whole thing might
prove an empty farce, something
dreamed up by a disordered mind.

'LL EAT when I'm hungry..

[ 1]

There was that “Castle” referred to
in Joe’s note and in his ravings. It
was the fantastic touch that made the
whole thing unbelievable.

Red pinched out his quirly stub,
tossed it away. Pulled out his ivory-
stocked hoglegs and checked them.
When he had found the key to the
thing, putting together the note and
Joe’s talk, last evening, they had
made their decision. It was to come
on to Crosby, just the three of them,
and play it out. They'd almost had to
hogtie Peg Dana to make her stay
behind. And then they had come out,
avoiding Bridger and cutting across
country. Doc Sills knew this Valley
fairly well, having preached the gos-
pel up and down it many years ago,
before the railroad had come through.
He’d brought them down to the edge
of Crosby without touching the main
trail from Bridger City.

The dawn turned rosier, the town
below rising as if from some grayish
sea. It lay in the bow of a shallow
creek with bridges at both ends of
its main road. It was a small town.
But little straggling streets and
alleys wriggled off down from one
side of the business street toward the
bow of the creek. That was Croshy’s
Whisky Row. And it was a big one
for such a sized straggling pueblo
out there on the edge of the badlands
country. It was mute testimony to
the fact that Crosby drew the scum
over-flow from Bridger.

OMEBODY SAID, “All right.”

They picked up their reins and
rode out from the trees. The dawn
tide rose higher. Doc rose up in his
stirrups and pointed to +he south, to
the sere sandy flats out beyond the
town. From their elevation they
could see the big grayish blocklike
shape out there.

“l1 remember that place,” Doc said.
“It was there when | came through
here years back. Some crazy Irish-
man built it. Fella by the name of
Riley. He had some fool idea about
irrigating, bringing water in from
the mountains over to the west. Said
he was going to turn the flats into
a Paradise and make it a lush range
for cows. And he was so locoed, he
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built that huge rancho first—before
he died—called it—sure, Riley’s Cas-
tle! He—"

They all reined up an instant. Ril-
ey’s Castle. That could be the castle
Loco Joe had ljept referring to. It
was the first hopeful note. Red's
jaw jutted. He nodded and they
walked their ponies into the slumber-
ing town. With the light heightening,
they had no trouble finding Redeye
Jim’s place. For there was a sign
attached to the blacksmith’s barn on
the business street, an arrow that
pointed down one of the dim byways
with “Redeye Jim’s” lettered on it
They went down the elbowing lane
between little close-huddled build-
ings.

There was one that had formerly
been a house. Over the door, in the
faint light, a lopsided sign proclaimed
it “Redeye Jim’s.” They dismount-
ed. Red began to hammer on the door.
No window went up, above. But fin-
ally a dim voice called to ask what it
was.

“We're from the boss,”
wered.

There was no sound for a while.
Next, something like a creak inside
the door. Another minute passed.
From inside but from the back of the
place, a voice said, “Come in.” Red
tried the knob. The door that had
been barred before swung open.

Bright lamplight struck them in
the face. They saw that the front part
of the house had been converted into
a barroom. It was still fetid with
the odor of spilled whiskey and old
tobacco smoke. Red blinked against
the light.

“Keep your dewclaws away from
your guns,” a man said.

Halfway up the stairs on one side,
two hombres crouched with double-
barrelled shotguns poking before
them. Over on the other side, behind
the bar counter, the head and shoul-
ders of another gent appeared. He
had them covered with a pair of
sixes.

“What does the boss want?”

That voice was a woman's. And it
came from straight ahead. She spoke
again before Red could answer.
“Close the door behind you, fool.”

Red ans-

OC DID. Only then could they
place her. She was at a parti-

cally opened door halfway back in

the house, a big horse of a woman
with snaky black hair straggling to
her shoulders and paint-daubed face
still filmy with sleep. But her buz-
zard eyes were wide awake.

“We're bringing a man out to the
Castle as he sent you word,” Red
said so calmly as he could. This was
the test, the crucial moment. And if
it failed, they were right smack in
the middle of a nice gun trap.

“Did he?” said the hoarse-voiced
woman. “Never saw you before, young
un. And speaking of words, do you
know any?”

Red caught the cue. “Some,” he
came back. “And | sing real fine.
Listen.” He sang, “ 'I'll eat when I'm
hungry, Drink when I'm thirsty, And
if whisky doesn't kill me, I'll live
till 1 die.’... .How'’s that?”

There was a pause. It seemed half
a lifetime to the trio.

Then the woman nodded, clutching
the wrapper tighter about her. “It
stinks... .But the words are good.
I'll send the word to the Castle. Wait
outside of town about ten minutes
so’'s | can... .Then they'll let you in.”
The door through which she'd been
speaking closed.

One of the men behind a shotgun
on the stairs relaxed. “Hear they got
a new bunch of girls at the dancehalls
over in Bridger,” he said.

Doc nodded. “Some pretties. Look
me up if you come over.”

They backed out the front door.
Dornan sleeved the sweat from his
face with a “Whew.” It had been so
simple. Of course, what might hap-

at the Castle, what they would

Md there—

"“Red!” Red Paine would have rec-
ognized that voice if he had heard a
faint echo of it in Hell. It was Peg.
And then the crash of gunfire wiped
it out for an instant. Bullets ripped
into the front of the house around
them. Their guns were still in their
holsters. Doc jerked as he was nicked
in the flesh of his upper right arm.
They never had a chance.

Men darted out from the shadows,
from up and down the alley, from be-



76 REAL WESTERN

tween a couple of places across it.
Two gun slicks edged around the
corner of the house on whose steps
they stood, covering them dead to
rights.

“Surrender!” barked a voice that
might have come from an iron-lined
throat. “Hoist 'em!”

HE CORNERED desperate Red

Paine was about to make a play.
Down the alley strode the stocky
figure with the Napoleonic air, the
sheriff of Bridger, Adam Blair him-
self. Red hesitated. And then it was
too late. Striding to one side of him
was a gunman. And that gunman had
his drawn Colts in the back of Peg
Dana as he prodded her along.

It was too incredible to absorb at
first. “Smoking Jupiter,” muttered
Doc. When Red had hesitated, he
thought it was the Law coming in as
he saw Blair. But the sight of Peg,
a captive, told him in a flash it was
the law boss of Bridger, but not
bringing the Law with him. Red
guessed, correctly as he learned
later, Peg, fretting for them, had rid-
den into town and told Blair how they
were going to Crosby. Blair had
come. But instinct told the outlaw’s
son now who was the power behind
the evil thing that throttled Bridger.

Dornan didn't savvy it at first.
“Why, sheriff, we're just trying to
bust—”

“Shut up!” barked implacable-
faced Blair at the word “Sheriff.”
“Come down off those steps! Hands
up! Got get their guns,” he barked
to his men.

They had to obey. Doc stepped
down first. They Vfere just lifting out
Doc’s hoglegs. A man stepped around
him to get at Dornan. And Red Paine
caught Peg’s eyes. He read aright
what he saw there, he knew they were
doomed anyway. They could not be
allowed to live—not out loose, any-
way—after what they had learned.
And that included the girl.

Red looked into her eyes. And he
accepted the command. She would
rather be killed than fail now. Step-
ping off the last step, Red pretended
to stumble slightly.

“Get Molly ready,” he whispered
to Doc.

And then there was that draw akin
to something like the stab of forked
lightning. The guns whipping up
with a speed inhuman, a speed that
could scarcely be followed by human
eyes. And, with all the steel in him,
he took the gamble. Even as Molly,
Doc’s beloved little club, came out
of Doc’s belt and whipped for the
skull of that gunman disarming them,
Red shot. He shot at the head of the
snake behind Peg, the one who had
her spitted on his weapon. Red Paine
shot that man dead through the brain
before he could even cook a hammer.

Red had a fleeting glimpse of the
girl flinging herself sideways and to
cover by the corner of a barroom
down there. Then the showdown bat-
tle was on. Dornan was on one knee
in the grass beside the house, ham-
mering away with both weapons.
Roaring like a delighted bull, big
Doc had snatched back his Colts from
the man he'd slugged and had them
talking. Red, leaping from the step,
out down one of the gents at the
house corner. When he got to it, the
other was diving away into the dark-
ness at the rear. Red whirled and
threw down with his weapons.

HE TIDE turn was so sudden

it was effective. Blair gunmen
sank on all sides. Red zigzagged out
into the middle of the alley. But then
a handful of riders, who'd been wait-
ing up on the main road, come pound-
ing down. It looked like too much
for the cornered trio.

Suddenly one of the horseman
screeched with the agony of a wound,
tried to twist in the kak. Another
glanced behind. And in the misty
yellow of the newborn day, Jud Ten-
trus came slamming down behind the
horsemen, his big Colts spurting a
vicious stream.

A slug whined by Red’s chin. He
saw Blair, his white shirt front mak-
ing him stand out plainly, up there
beside a little store. Then Blair dis-
appeared down beside it. Right to-
ward the horsemen still headed down
the lane, Red ran heedlessly. At last,
the Lord had given him his chance.
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Now he could settle the score with
this lawman, the onetime Twin Forks
deputy, who had slain his father for
a crime he hadn’'t committed, this
lawman who himself had now gone
bad.

Red dived into the narrow passage-
way beside the store. The red fang of
a gun toothed at him from the back.
Bent low, he kept going. When he got
into the rear, he saw something edge
out in the grayness from behind a
big crate. Red went flat. The bullet
passed over him. Coming part way up,
he fired as he saw Adam Blair dart
from the other side of the crate on
his short legs. Red, with his gun
wizardry, could have killed that man
then. Something held him back. He
hit him in the leg.

It was just a flesh rip, sending
Blair careening for a moment but
not dropping him. Red was up and
running. Blair veered eastward to-
ward the bow of the creek, swung
around a shed. Red began to zigzag.
A bullet hit him high up in the flesh
of the left shoulder, half spinning
him. He got himself straight and
went on, implacable, a man-stalker.
He swung out in an arc to get at the
rear of the shed. It almost cost him
his life.

Adam Blair, unseen, had backed
away from it, was behind a slump of
brush some yards from it. He came
up into sight to fire. And Red Paine,
with those inhuman reflexes, spotted
him in time. Half twisting, he shot
again. Again he could have Killed,
perhaps. Blair's hat was gone and
his head was plain. Blair did stumble
backward, howling once. But the bul-
let had smashed his right arm as Red
had intended.

BLAIR backed into a floating
shred of the ground mist that
had begun to boil up as the sun
peeked over the eastern horizon. Then
he seemed to drop from sight. Cut-
ting to his left as he advanced. Red
saw what it was, the bed of a dried-up
feeder stream running down to the
creek, almost hidden in the brush
that fringed its little banks. Red
dropped into it and stalked ahead,
knowing he might be stalking to his

death. Blair had the advantage now,
even though limping, as he backed
around the turns and bends.

One slug fanned Red’s cheek. He
offered no return fire. He kept going
along the bed. Blair's left hand
pushed from a clump of brush. Red
shot and Blair beat a retreat without
firing. Then they were almost at the
creek. Red saw Blair trying to scram-
ble up one of the low banks. Fired.
Blair rolled over and out of sight
above with a bullet wound in his
side. Red jumped up there. Ten feet
away, sitting by a small rock, Adam
Blair was hooking a derringer from
his pocket. The Bridger sheriff
started to twist it against his own
body.

Though he knew he could be Killed
by the same gun at close range, Red
Paine leaped in, for he knew the fate
he had determined upon for the mur-
derer of his father. He leaped in and
kicked; the derringer flew from
Adam Blair's grasp asplit second be-
fore it exploded harmlessly.

Red grabbed the man by the collar,
hauled him onto his hind legs, and
gave him a boot in the pants. “Go on,
Blair! March! Drag yourself back—
back to Bridger and the hangrope!
That's how you're going to die, Adam
Blair! To pay for my dad, Big Red
Paine! You're going to stand trial—
and be sentenced to hang like a com-
mon outlaw—and it'll be too good
for you!”

He began to boot the limping man
up the hill, laughing a little.

“Red! Red!” they were calling for
him up there. Only then did he real-
ize the fight was over. Tentrus, slash-
ing in from the rear, had turned the
tide.

He shoved Adam Blair into the
alley and they moved up it. Doc and
Dornan came running down to meet
him. Up beyond them he could see
Blair's gun snakes who weren't dead
or hadn't fled, standing before Red-
eye Jim’s, hands hoisted, fronted by
a scowling Tentrus.

“Red... .Oh, Red....” It was a lit-
tle gasping sound, Then Peg Dana
swirled from the shadows and into
his arms. It was the first time he'd
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kissed her. He did it in plain sight
of everybody—did it again and again.

CHAPTER XXI

ENTRUS explained how he'd

I happened in. He did it with an

apology to Red. “I guess—well,
I reckon | didn’'t quite trust you....
Er mebbe it was | hate to admit to
gents of—well, of your breed—that
a lawman could go wrong.......... Sun-
day night, when Robles was Kkilled
in jail, | was scouting around as
usual. I was near that mound behind
the jailhouse... .Nobody shot Robles
from there. He—he was shot inside
the jailhouse. And Adam Blair,” he
spat toward the wounded man hud-
dled on the steps, looking like a bag,
“was the only one in the jail at the
time... .After that, | kept watch on
him, waiting for him to show his
hand. Last night, when he took off
and met these gun scum outside
town, | trailed 'em down here. Then
—” He said the rest with an express-
ive shrug.

Tentrus took over command for a
few minutes. He picked out two men
he knew had been in the Vigilantes
before he'd left Bridger to become
a U. S. marshal. It didn't take more
than a few minutes of Tentrus’ force-
ful methods before they were confess-
ing to save their own necks.

Actually, it was very simple. Some
of the Vigilantes had turned bad,
then hooked up with the Law itself
in the form of ambitious Adam Blair.
Others had been dropped from the
organization. Gunmen had been
brought into it; that was why the
roster had been kept secret, with
nobody knowing who was a Vigilante.
And a great gang had been welded
to rule Bridger, to rob and kill and
stage holdups with impunity.

One of the confessing men turned
to hurl a curse at Adam Blair. Red,
with the sunshine streaming into the
alley, got a good look at the prisoner
behind him. And Red Paine’s heart
leaped. It was the duded-up Powell,
still in a fancy silk shirt, the man
with the cast in his eye whom he was
supposed to have helped escape from
the Red Hat jail. Now, Red knew,
squeezing the waist of the girl who

stood beside him a little bit tighter,
when they got back to Bridger he
would be cleared at last. He would
have no charge against him..........

T WAS a little while later that
in broad daylight they rode out

across the flats to Riley’'s Castle.

Blair had been bandaged up and was
in the van with a gun in his back.
They came to the gates of the walled-
in great dobie Mexican-style hacien-
da that everybody thought stood
crumbling and empty out there. Blair
called out and identified himself. At
his order, half a dozen gunmen came
out. They were easily taken, only
one of them putting up a fight. Dor-
nan dropped him with a slug in the
leg.

gl'entrus, with a surprising show of
sensitivity, said something to Red.
He kept the girl outside. Some of the
others went in. Some minutes passed.
Strange bleating sounds came from
the bowels of the place. And then the
strange procession began.

Tottering with weakness, half
starved, helped up from the great
bowel-like cellars of the place, men
began to come slowly. Prematurely
white-haired. Shielding their eyes
against the sudden sunlight with
clawlike hands. Some of them show-
ing the signs of beatings. They
pushed feebly out onto the porch,
staggered down the stairs to drop
onto the ground. Some of them wept
tears of joy.

Dornan pointed out a man a few
degrees removed from a skeleton.
“Hop Malady,” he identified him
somehow. “U. S. marhsal. Used to be
a big two-hundred pound bull, too.”

It was a pitiful sight, these men
coming back from a living death,
these men who had stumbled on
Adam
something in
they .
to rot slowly while their tam-ics
were drained of blood money for ran-
som to keep them from dying, while
the very fact they lived was used as
a club over those who came to try
to avenge them. Then Peg Dana gave
a choked little cry. She ran forward
to help a tall distinguished-looking
man down the steps. Red knew it was

Bridger City. And
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her father, Matt Dana. He watched
the old man stare, not recognizing
her at first. Then they were clutched
in each others arms.

RED TURNED away. He could
see the dust of a rider, a man
of Crosby, as he galloped across the
flats, headed for Bridger. Tentrus
had sent him to have the Citizens
Committee, the group that had hired
him to come back, send out some de-
pendable men to help them bring in
the prisoners as well as these crip-
pled wretches released from the liv-
ing death.

There was a firmer step near Red.
A voice said, “You wouldn’t be Little
Red Paine, would you?”

Red turned to face one of the re-
leased man, a much younger one,
standing there in tattered rags of
clothes, half hidden beneath a head
of beard. There was something fam-
iliar about the blond beard and hair
above it.

“Isn't it—it incredible, John
Hugo?” said another of the stumbling
men fresh from the cellar of Riley’s
Castle. There were tears in his eyes
even as he laughed weakly.

“Yes, I'm Red Paine,” Red said
to the man named John Hugo.”

“The man who got us out—from
what | hear,” said the other. Then
he was cursing, seizing Red by the
shoulders and shaking him. “You
damfool kid! I always knew you were
the smartest one of us, the best one!
I'm Hugo—Hugo Paine, Red—your
brother!” He choked up a moment.
“l was captured when | came down
to Bridger after a man in line of
duty.”

“Hugo?” Red gasped, hardly able
to believe it.

“Sure. Red, I'm the town marshal
in a public called Sweetgrass Forks.

Had to change my name—you can see
why. Red, you sure look fine!” He
laughed crazily.

“Hugo!” Red hugged the half-hys-
terical brother he had believed lost
forever. “Hugo—a John Law! I'll be
danged!” He looked skyward, sort of
nodded, thinking of his dad. He
would have liked this.

Then, over Hugo's shoulder, he saw
big Jud Tentrus coming down from
the veranda of the place, coming di-
rectly toward him. Red stepped back,
the stony shine coming into his eyes.
Now that the big job was done, he
had that score to settle with Tentrus.
The latter halted a couple of feet
from Red, face a hard mask.

“Paine, after what I saw you do
here—and before in this deal—I've
learned something,” Tentrus said
slowly. “I've come to realize that no
matter what he might have been by
accident of Fate, your father must've
been a damn fine man. Fast ponies
don’'t come from slow mares. Your
father, Big Red, must've been strong
to breed one as strong as you.” he
cleared his throat. “You gave me back
my hoglegs so we could do this job.
Now—it’s done.” Slowly he drew out
his hardware and extended it to Red
Paine, butts foremost.

Red hesitated. The old hating anti-
pathy for this ruthless man lashed up
in him. Then something else began
to replace it. Though a full head
shorter than the big Johr Law, he
felt bigger in that moment' as he
smiled slightly. Shook his head to
refuse the extended weapons.

“You too ought to know each
other,” Red said, taking his brother’s
arm, “being in the same business.
Hugo here is a lawman too, Tentrus.
Hugo is a son of my father, too....”

THE END



Gopher Hole Pay'Off

By Ruel McDaniel & John H. Latham

The note was in Jibe Bronson’s handwriting, all right, but
his partner still smelled a rat . . .

ila jim Johnson thought
G it strange that his old partner,

Jibe Bronson, should sell the
Palimino Mine and leave the country.
Jibe had said more than once that he
was going <o spend the rest of his
days here in this wild cornet of the
Mojave.

“He didn’t leave no word atall for
me?” Gila asked the beefy, small-eyed
giant of a man occupying Jibe's
shack. “l uster be his partner and
neighbor. It's queer-"

“He said nothin’ 'bout yuh, and he
left nothin!” the big man snapped.
He swatted a fly with a ham-like.
hand.

Gila Jim scratched his thin, desert-
colored hair, and his long lean face
was a study in puzzlement.

“Don’'t see’s it's any of yuh're
danged business; but here. I'll show
you the bill o’ sale. I own the Palimi-
no now, lock, stock and barrel!” the
big hombre bellowed suddenly. He
shoved a piece of wrapping paper un-
der Gila’s nose. "Here!”

The old prospector fished his mail-
order glasses out of his shirt pocket
and hooked the nickel arms over his
ears. He recognized old Jibe's scrawl
at a glance. He read slowly, measur-
ing every word: .

This day I am selin my palimmo
mine to Tork Sarlace for five hun-
dred dollars. I'm goin’ east to see my
dauter. Sined — Jibe Bronson.

Gila Jim slowly folded the crumpl-
ed paper and handed it back to the

man. ‘ “That's Jibe's writin’, all
right,” he agreed. ) N
“Well, 1 hope yuhre satisfied.

Tork snapped, with an ugly leer in
his eyes.

80

“Guess so0.” Gila put away his spec-
tacles and began building a smoke.
“If you don't mind, though, feller,
I'd like to get my tools; | left 'em
in the mine. | helped Jibe dig that
fust tunnel. Followed the ledge back
a couple hundred yeards, then lost
it. | wonder—

“This is private property—my pro-
perty!” big Tork roared. “Aint nobo-
dy doin’ any prowlin’ here, includin’
you. | don’'t like company, and you
can get goin’'!”

Old Gila Jim scratched his head
and turned slowly toward his sleepy
burro. Then he stopped and looked
back. “It’s nearly night and it's five
miles to the next waterhole and
camp-groun 1 If you don’t mind, I'm
campin’ here at the spring—”

“Spring’s private property, too.
| like to be alone. You crawl on that
flea-bitten critter and pull your
freight — pronto!” Big Tork doubled
up his fists and made a step toward
the old prospector.

“Umph!” the thin old man grunted.
He led his burro slowly down the
side of the hill away from the shack,
glancing back. After awhile he
reached a point on the trail where
he could see the mine entrance back
of the shack. He stopped for a a
moment, shaded his eyes and looked
at the spot, shook his head and mo-
sied on down the hill. In half an hour
the trail took him and his burro
around the tongue of a hill and out
of sight of the shack. Here, he led
the animal to a flat boulder, removed
the bit from his mouth and allowed
him to nibble the dried grass, while
he himself lay back on the flat rock
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and tried to piece things together.
Crickets chirped at the spring near
the shack and overhead a bat now and
then swooped down to capture a beet-
le or a hapless bug out too late after
dusk enveloped the desert. A canopy
of stars reached its skirts around
to the rim of the barren mountains
that encircled the desert hole and the
silent night filled old Gila Jim with
the same awe that he felt his first
night upon the breast of the Mojave.
“Nope, Jibe just couldn’t of left of
his free will,” Gila muttered to his

burro.
A CANDLE flickered in the cabin,
and Gila saw big Tork Sarlace
moving ponderously around, appar-
ently preparing for bed. He rounded
the cabin by a good fifty yards and
pulled up at the mine entrance,
picked laboriously out of the bare
crumbling canyon wall. The rails
leading out to the dump glittered
faintly in the starlight. Gila hitched
the burro to a discarded mine prop
and crept on up to the entrance.

Now he saw what that was that he
had been unable to make out a™a
distance as he walked down the hill
late that afternoon. The opening was
blocked by heavy timbers and the
qguartz-filled push-car was shoved
against the timbers.

With energy that belied his years,
Gila shoved the car out of the way
and set to work on the timbers. It
took him a good part of thirty min-
utes to clear the entrance suffi-
ciently for him to slip through to
the ink-dark interior.

Inside, he felt his way to the brace
where Jibe always had kept the can-
dles and none was there. He inched
a short distance into the tunel, his
sensitive old feet becoming more and
more accustomed to the surface
which he had helped Jibe to cut, and
then he struck a match-.

Holding the glow above his head,
Gila Jim stooped and squinted ahead.
Yes, there was the new tunnel, nar-
rower and lower than the main shaft,
cutting off to the left. The main tun-
nel stretched ahead, a semi-circle of
darkness. On down there about thir-
ty yards was the old “gopher hole” he

and Jibe had sunk in the floor of the
main tunnel—down thirty feet, in the
hope of finding a new lode. How he
and old Jibe had sweated to sink that
hole, with just their picks and shov-
els!

The match flickered and burned
his fingers and he dropped it. The

"thought came to Gila now that he

knew how dark a barrel of black cats
in a dungeon was and he chuckled to
himself. But he knew the mine like
a book—that part which had been
dug before he left on his last round
of rainbow chasing, five weeks ago,
and he felt his way into the new tun-
nel. He had to stoop to get in, and
by stretching out his arms, he could
feel both sides of it at once.

Down there a little way would be
the “room” where he and Jibe had
hit good pay-dirt, and he methodical-
ly counted his steps. He smiled ap-
provingly to himself when the thirty-
eighth step brought him to the wid-
ening of the tunnel, for he had re-
membered the distance exactly.

In the edge of the room, Gila
stopped. Water dripped from the
ceilling and the drops hit the hard
floor in loud reverbrations, there in
the silence of the mine.

Suddenly a chill ran up Gila Jim’s
spine and he felt the hair in the back
of his neck crawl. That rasping
sound! He cupped a hand to his right
ear and listened intently, every nerve
strained. The steady drip, drip, drip
of the seeping water resounded. Then
the rasping sound again!

LA'S HAND trembled as he

fished another match from his

shirt pocket. He
against the wall of the mine, ready
for whatever action his feeble body
could muster, in case action was need-
ed. Then he streaked the match
across the seat of his pants.

He blinked to accustom his old
eyes to the sudden light and held the
match above his head. He stooped his
head forward and peered around the
rock-walled out.

“Jibe!” he exclaimed. “Jibe! What
you doin’ here?”

He leaped across the pitted floor
with surprising agility toward his

braced himself
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old partner, lying in a corner. Be-
fore the match flickered out, Gila
had seen enough to know that Jibe
had a gag of some sort in his mouth
and his hands and feet were tied.

In the darkness, his trembling
hands found the gag and finally un-
tied it, his hands filling with muck
stirred up from old Jibe’s efforts to
release himself and the dripping wa-
ter from the roof.

“What you doin’ here, partner?”
Gila asked again. “Lordy, | can tell
you're 'bout done in!” He felt around
and found the rope that held the old
man’s hands and finally untied it.

At first, Jibe didn’t say anything.
He coughed and spat the grime from
his mouth. Finally he muttered, lit-
tle above a whisper, “Tork Sarlace..
throwed me in here five days....
ago. Nothin’ to eat since. .. Water
from the drippin’s....”

Gila untied his old partner’'s feet
and began working feet and hands to
restore circulation. He caught Jibe
under the armpits and lifted him to a
sitting position.

“Knew there was sometin’ loco
'bout that deed,” Gila snorted.
Old Jibe coughed again, and

breathed deeply. “1 was prayin’ ye'd
come back—in time,” he whispered.

“That daughter part,’ Gila put in.
“That's what made me plumb sus-
picious, 'cause | knowed you'd been
a locoed bachelor all yore life.”

Jibe was able now to move his arms
and legs slightly, and he was doing
his best to pound feeling back into
them. “That's what for | put that part
in,” he added. “1 knowed ye'd know
I didn't have a daughter.”

“We got to get out of here!” Gila
said suddenly. “If you can stand—"

“Lemme get my breath a mite,”
Jibe said, “and see if | can get some
feelin’ in my bones. Five days with-
out grub—that's purty tough, part-
ner. Tork caught me in the mine and
blocked the entrance with timbers.
Then he yelled in that he'd let me
out when | was ready to sign over
the Palimino to him. He knowed
about that new vein and he come up
here prepared to murder me if he had
to. | knowed that. I held out near

three days. Then day afore yestidy, |
said 1'd sign. He poked the paper and
pencil through a crack to me and I
wrote out the deed, prayin’ ye'd get
here in time.

“But the danged polecat wouldn’t
let me out then. Said he’'d keep me
around to show him the best diggin’s.
He drug me back here and tied me
up. | ain’t seen him since,”

ITH ONE arm around old

Jibe, Gila felt his way along
the wall with the other. Jibe helped
slightly, but mainly Gila had to car-
ry him, and the struggle back to-
ward the entrance was slow and
tedious.

Finally, they reached the main tun-
nel and Gila helped Jibe to the floor
for a brief rest. “Got to save yore
strength for the dash around the ca-
bin,” Gila explained. “Tork will be
sorter skittish tonight, anyhow, ac-
count of my visit, I'm—"

A match flash at the mouth of the
mine cut him short. In the silhouette
around the match, Gila saw the big
outline of Tork Sarlace. The big man
pulled a candle from his pocket and
touched the match to it. The candle
flickered for a second, then blazed,
to light up the whole entrance and
several feet down the tunnel.

“He been in the main shaft yet?”
he asked Jibe.
“Don’'t think so,” Jibe said. “He’s
been workin’ the pay back near where
ye found me—"

Gila lifted his old partner on his
back and felt his way hurriedly along
the main tunnel. There was no exit
that way, he knew, but there were
half a dozen ledges cut out of the
wall, and frantically he hoped they
might find one to hide in and escape
the prying eyes of the big Tork.

“That ledge we cut last year,” Jibe
suggested. “The one up next to the
roof of the shaft. If we could climb
up there, he might not see us.”

Gila Jim suddenly remembered. In
his mind he estimated the distance
they had gone from the junction of
the new shaft and began to count
the steps in his mind. The going was
slow, with Jibe on his back, and a
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shiver ran up his spine as he glanced
over his shoulder and saw the light
moving upon them at surprising
speed.

He counted off the steps. Now the
glow of the candle nicked close upon
their heels. Gila Jiiri suddenly re-
leased Jibe, who leaned against the
wall to support his famished body.
Gila fumbled on the damp floor of
the shaft and found a rock the size of
his fist. He flung it at Tork, aiming
at the candle.

Miraculously, the rock found its
mark—almost. It thudded against the
big man’s upraised arm. The impact
knocked the candle from his hand,
and it landed in a trickle of water
on the main floor.

With a bellowed curse, big Tork
fumbled on the wet floor in vain
search for the candle.

Gila lifted his partner to his back
again. He inched ahead, feeling the
contour of the floor with his feet.
“Hold on, feller, here it is!” he whis-
pered to Jibe.

He mustered, all his waning
strength. He paused briefly, then
leaped. His feet thudded to solid
ground and he pulled ahead. Almost
at their heels now, he could hear the
cursing Tork, wildly pursuing them
in the darkness.

Suddenly there was a wild bellow.
“Yuh'd—" Then the cursing voice
of Tork Sarlace changed to a deathly
scream. The sound of the scream di-
minished rapidly.

Then Gila heard a dull thud, far
below.

“Well, Jibe, our gopher hole paid
off, after all”, he muttered, and in
the darkness a grin spread over his
wizened face. “If'n Tork aint dead
time we get you out and feed you
and find the sheriff, then mebbe we
might come back and see what we can
do for the critter.”

THE END
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THE QUITTEF

By BEN FRANK

Eddie McGee didn’'t get sore
when folks called him a quit-
ter—he called himself worse
than that. And now he won-
dered if he could go through
with any plan at all when the
going was tough,

DDIE McGee’'s clothes didn’t

make a very large bundle;

rolled tightly, they’'d fit nicely
behind the saddle. Eddie picked up
the bundle, headed for the door,
stopped and looked back at his old
room. It was like seeing an old friend
for the last time.

The late sun splashed across the
bare floor, touched the edge of the
wash stand with the stone water
pitcher and basin on it, lighted up
the picture of his mother, smiling
down at him. He turned quickly and
quit the room.'" Quit! He'd always
been a quitter!

Blue eyes bitter in his young, lean
face, he long-legged it across the
short hall into the sparsely furnished
front room. His old man sat in the

&4



THE QUITTER 85

rocker by the curtainless windows,
his gray head lowered until it seemed
to rest on his big chest, his gnarled
fingers gripped tightly about the
rocker arms. Slowly he lifted his
massive head until his tired eyes
came up to Eddie’s tight face.

Eddie was taken by surprise. He
hadn’'t expected to run into his old
man. He'd figured on riding away
from the little MG spread without
ever seeing Tom McGee again.

"Well, Eddie,” the old man said
dully, “I guess we're right back
where we started five years ago. No
hay and a bad winter have just about
cleaned us.” His eyes settled on the
small bundle in Eddie’s hand. “What
you got there, son?”

“Clothes,” Eddie answered.
leavin'. Quittin'!”

Old Tom got to his feet, mingled
disbelief and pain on his tired face.
“You're jokin’, Eddie,” he said.
“Why, give us a good year and well

“I'm

make this place pay like a gold
mine.”
“That's the trouble,” Eddie said

bitterly. “Always one more year. I'm
fed up. I'm through! You can stay
here and work your head off for
nothing, but not me.”

A slow flush came over old Tom’s
face. “When | saw you saddlin’ your
horse, I had kind of a sickish feel-
in’,” he muttered. "A feelin’ that you
had this in mind. You're a quitter,
Eddie. A quitter!”

The words stung through Eddie,
and he felt a deep anger stir in him.
“It's just that I'm smartern some
people,” he said hotly. “I know when
I've had enough. When it's time to
quit.”

“No, Eddie,” old Tom said wearily,
"you ain't smart. You're just a quit-
ter. I've seen you quit before when
the goin’ got tough.” His voice rose.
“It’'s just as well you're leavin'. |
ain’'t got no use for a quitter!”

HE OLD MAN clamped his bat-

tered Stetson on over his white
hair and stamped through the door.
Eddie waited a moment before he
followed. When he got outside, his
old man wasn’t in sight. That's why
he’'d waited—he didn’'t want to see

his old man again. His dad was a
fool, working away the years for
nothing. There were easier ways of
getting ahead than working. Jig
Johnson had convinced Eddie of that.

All winter, Jig Johnson had been
after Eddie to join up with him and
the Blue brothers. They’'d been pull-
ing some minor stick-ups, Jig and the
Blues had, and getting away with it.
They had made some real dough that
way. And now that the spring thaw
had opened the stage road over Hog-
back Pass, they had still bigger fish
to fry. Tonight was the night. To-
night the stage would carry the gold
from the Lost Widow Mine over the
trail that led from Dry Fork to Junc-
tion. Buck Blue knew for sure be-
cause he'd gotten it straight from
Cam Turner, the express man.

“Four of us ain't any too many to
take that gold,” Jig Johnson had said
to Eddie. “We need you, Eddie. It'll
be a five way split—even. You'll get
more for fifteen minutes gun work
than.you’d make in fifteen years on
the MG.”

Jig Johnson had said this three
days ago, but the words were still
ringing in Eddie’'s ears. He tied his
bundle behind the saddle and mount-
ed. His sixgun slapped against his
thigh. It felt good there, and he knew
how to use the big Colt. That was
why Jig and the Blue brothers were
so anxious for him to team up with
them.

He rode toward the south until he
was out of sight of the MG build-
ings; then turned west. West toward
Jig Johnson’s place. The gang was to
meet there.

As he rode, his old man’s words
came back to him. Quitter? Maybe so,
but a man was a fool to struggle
against odds as dry years and bliz-
zards. And then he remembered some
other struggles he'd passed up. Even,
when he was a kid in school. There'd
been arithmetic. And the time he'd
backed down from afist fight.

Eventually his thinking got around
to Jane Atkins and how he'd quit
taking her to the Saturday night
dances because he’'d seen Christmas
coming and had felt ashamed because
he couldn’t give her the kind of a
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present a girl like her deserved. Not
that she expected him to give her an
expensive present; Jane wasn't that
kind. But he hadn’'t taken her any
place for a long time.

He topped a hill, and Jig Johnson’s
shack lay below him in a small wood-
ed valley. He pulled his mount to a
stop and stared down at the scene. A
curl of smoke came from the shack’s
tin chimney and lost itself against
the sun-painted sky. Four saddle
horses stood sleepily in a pole cor-
ral beside a sway-backed barn. Three
of those horses belonged to the Blue
brothers, the fourth to Jig. They
were black. Black horses didn’'t show
up much after dark.

Sitting there, staring down at
those horses, Eddie suddenly, felt a
little scared. Maybe there'd be a
slip-up someplace tonight. Maybe
they’'d have to hit the owlhoot for
good, or maybe he’'d end up with a
bullet in him. A trickle of sweat be-
gan to move down along his cheek,
and he suddenly knew he coulant
join Jig Johnson’'s gang. He simply
didn’'t have the guts for that kind of
thing. In fact, he didn't seem to have
the guts for anything.

Again he was a quitter—a quitter
before he began. And then he had an-
other thought as he turned back the
way he had come. Maybe “quitter
was the wrong word? Maybe the
word “coward” would come closer to
fitti_ng him? .

Bitterness filled him completely,
bitterness that resulted from a deep
sense of his own lack of strength. He
wasn't worth a plugged nickel for
anything. He'd ride away, go to an-
other state, start over again. His old
man and June Atkins and Jig John-
son—they’d never see him again. Not
until he’d made something out ot

Yet he knew he didnt have the
guts to ride away, to start over again.
Cursing himself bitterly, he turned
his horse toward the little cowtown
of Dry Fork. He'd go get stinking
drunk, so drunk he couldn’t think.

T WAS DARK when he rode into
town. Lights from the few store
windows Jell

in yellow patchesstage

against the plank walks and fine dust
of the narrow street.

“Hi, Eddie,” a man called, and Ed-
die grunted a reply. He didn't even
think until later who the man was. It
was a serious mistake, not thinking;
he realized that later.

He groundhitched his horse in
front of the Lucky Lady. Things
were pretty quiet inside the saloon;
no tinkling piano, no shrill laughter.
Then he remembered that it was
Thursday night. Wednesdays and
Saturdays were when things really
got going in the Lucky Lady. The
quietness suited his purpose fine. He
could drink unmolested.

Just before shoving through the
batwing, his eyes moved up the
street. Lanterns threw their wierd
glow against the darkness around the
express office. The stage stood in
front of the squat building, the
spokes of the high wheels making
crazy patterns on the ground. Horses
stamped impatiently. Men moved
about, swearing, loading, laughing.
The driver and the guard wouldn't
laugh when they got into Hogback
Pass. Eddie’s bitter mouth turned up
at the corners as he shoved inside
and up to the bar.

“Beer, Eddie?” Mat Yirak, the bar-

keep, asked.
Eddie shook his head and stacked
three silver dollars on the bar.

“Whiskey,” he said tightly.

Mat Yirak blinked but said noth-
ing. He set a bottle on the bar and
put a glass beside it. He let the
money Ia%/.

Eddie filled the glass. He emptied
it down his throat. The stuff burned,
hit his stomach like an explosion of
dynamite. This was the way to for-
get. Drink yourself into a stupor. He
filled the glass again—and knew he
wouldn’t get stinking drunk. He was
a quitter, even at getting drunk. He
drained the glass for the second time
and poured it full again. He didn't
drink it; he shoved back from the bar
and walked steadily through the bat-
wing out into the night.

Outside, rolling a quirley, the
liquor hit him. He cursed and leaned
dizzily against a porch post. The
rattled and swam past his
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blurring eyes. He laughed harshly.
The damn’ fools, they’'d never make
it to the Junction. Jig Johnson would
see to that.

And then he shoved away from the
supporting post and started up the
street, stumbling a little over the un-
even boards of the walk. He tried to
tell himself that he was just walking
off the liquor, but he knew better. He
was headed for Sheriff Ad Larkin’'s
office. If he hurried, Larkin might
have time to round up a few men,
take the shortcut to Hogback Pass
and block Jig Johnson’'s scheme.

Of course, Eddie’d have to do some
explaining to Larkin about how he
knew that the stage was to be held
up, and so on. He'd have to confess
that he’d planned on helping, that he
hadn't had the guts to go through
with it; but Larkin would under-
stand.

The sheriff was an old friend of
Tom McGee. He and Eddie’s old man
had ridden range together in their
younger days, and now they spent
many an evening playing cribbage
and talking over old times. Sure, the
sheriff would understand.

ARKIN SLEPT in a little room
L off the jail office. The place
was dark. Eddie felt a tiny knot of
cold grow in him as he rapped on
the pine door and got no answer.
Footsteps came along the board walk
from behind him. He turned slowly
from the door, fighting down a little
feeling of panic.

For a time he stood there, trying to
think clearly. The only thing he
could seem to think was that the
stage would be held up, maybe the
driver and guard killed. OIld Josh
Handley drove the stage. Eddie kind
of liked him. Shame if he got a bullet
between his eyes. Then the whiskey
hit him again, and he didn’t care what
happened.

Quitter? Sure he was a quitter. The
approaching footsteps broke into his
thinking. A man emerged out of the
darkness and came into a square of
yellow light from the hardware win-
dow.

“Hi, Eddie,” the man said.

The man had one arm in a sling.

He was the same hombre who'd
spoken to Eddie earlier that evening.
He wore a sloppy black hat and
clothes that would shame a scare-
crow. He was Josh Handley, the
stage driver!

“If yo're lookin' fer Sheriff Lar-
kin,” Josh said, “he ain’t in town.
Wonder yuh didn’'t meet him, Eddie.
He went out to yore place to play
cribbage with yore ol’ man.” Josh
chuckled. “If there ever was two ol’
fools over cribbage, Larkin an’ yore
ol’ man—"

“Josh,” Eddie cut in, “how come
you ain't drivin’ the stage?”

Josh patted the arm in the sling.
“This is why. Burned hoss kicked me
day 'for yesterday. Busted—"

“Who's drivin’ for you?”

"Ben Atkins,” Josh answered.
“Good ol’ Ben. Alius help a feller
in a pinch. Say, ain't seen yuh herd-
in’ his gal around lately—what's her
name ?”

"Jane,” Eddie said hoarsely. “Jane
Atkins.”

"That's it. Say, what happened to
yuh two—"

"None of your business,”
flared.

“No offense,” Josh muttered. “Just
makin’ talk.” He turned abruptly and
walked stiffly into the darkness.

Eddie was cold sober right then.
For a moment, he wanted to sit down.
His legs felt so weak that standing
made the sweat pop out all over him.
But he didn’t sit down.

Jane Atkins' face swam before his
eyes. There was a smile on her lips,
color in her cheeks against the milky
whiteness of her skin. Her hair shone
like gold, and her eyes—her eyes
were looking squarely at Eddie. Then
they weren't looking. They were
looking at her father, old Ben At-
kins. There was a deep love between
Ben and his daughter, a deep under-
standing. Without him, Jane would
be alone, lost. This must not happen
to her.

Eddie

UDDENLY Eddie knew that
Jane wasn't the real reason he
was going to ride to Hogback Pass.
It just wasn't in him to stand by and
let a gang like Jig Johnson and the
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Blue brothers take something that
wasn’'t theirs, including lives.

For half a precious minute, he con-
sidered asking some of the townspeo-
ple for help. But that would take
time—and there wasn’t time.

He stumbled toward his horse. The
darkness confused him; that and the
whiskey that kept hitting back at
him. For a terrifying moment, he was
sure he’d never find the horse. Then
he was in the saddle and headed for
the shortcut trail that led to Hogback
Pass.

The narrow trail was seldom used.
Tall weeds whipped up under the
horse’s belly. Scrubby tree branches
reached out and cut at Eddie’'s lean
face. Someplace along the way, he
lost his hat, and the cold north wind
tugged at his sandy hair and kept
pushing it down into his eyes,

“Why don't you turn back?” he
kept asking himself. “Why don’t you
quit? You're a damn’' good quitter!”

He didn’t turn back.

“If you get there in time,” he
thought bitterly, “you’ll probably
quit right in the middle of the fight
and get yourself killed. You'll—"

His horse stumbled and caught
himself. The trail left the timber and
smoothed out into a steady climb. Be-
low him and to his left lay the stage
road. Above the wheezing of his
horse, he heard the rattle of wheels,
the shock of twenty-four shod feet
against the hard ground. He felt a
vice clamp around his heart as his
right hand found the cold butt of the
Colt and jerked it free of the leather.
He and the stage were going to reach
Hogback Pass at about the same time.
Eddie McGee had never been in a
gun fight before; he was scared..

A tumbled mass of boulders lifted
black, jagged heads between Eddie
and the stage road. It wouldn't be
long now. A quarter of a mile and
he'd be beyond the boulders with the
road in front of him. The stage would
be slowing now for the abrupt climb
into the pass. At the top, old Ben At-
kins would pull the six horses to a
stop to let them get their wind. This
would be the signal for the gang to
ride from the sheltering boulders be-
side the road. If Ben and the guard

offered any resistance, they’'d be cut
down like tin ducks in a shooting
gallery. They wouldn’t have a chance.
The stage mustn’t stop at the top of
the pass!

The boulders gave way, and Eddie
came out into the open. He slid from
his blowing horse, lit running and
headed for the road. Protruding roots
caught at his feet, and he came up
hard against the rocky wall of the
pass. The stage groaned below him,
and the lead team twisted around the
curve, the dust under their feet look-
ing like fog in the bright star light.
Eddie shook the dizziness out of his
head and thumbed back the hammer
on the Colt.

HIS WAS it; this was the time

to quit. This was the time for
the coward in him to do its stuff.
Something made him step away from
the.wall toward the road, and he
knew there was no quit left in him.
He lifted the sixgun and fired
straight into the air.

That set things going. He heard
the big whip in Ben Atkins’ hand
pop like a cannon. The six horses
threw themselves forward. The stage
guard’s gun came up, fire ballooned
from its muzzle, and a bullet
skimmed past Eddie’s head.

Orange blossomed from among the
boulders at the far side of the road,
and four horsemen rode into the
open, vyelling and cursing. The
guard’s gun whammed again, and a
rider yelled and slid back over the
rump of his horse. Eddie leveled his
six and triggered. A second rider left
his saddle with a wild wave of arms.

The stage careened forward, the
thick dust rising behind it like a cur-
tain. Eddie laughed wildly. There
wouldn’t be any holdup this time.
The gold would go through—

A gun exploded in front of him,
and hot lead slapped him back against

the rocks. He glanced in shocked
surprise at his left arm. It was still
there where it should be, hanging

from his shoulder, but it didn't feel
like his arm. It didn't feel at all.
His eyes came up at the flash of
another gun. A bullet crunched
against the rocks beside his head. He
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dropped behind a boulder just ahead
of the third blast.

Buck Blue’'s voice came out of the
darkness, “You might as well come
out, McGee, an’ get it over with!”

Eddie didn’t answer.

“It's McGee, all right,” he heard
Jig Johnson say. “Nobody but him
knew about us cornin’ here.”

Buck Blue cursed heavily. “We
can’'t let him get away,” he said, “not
with what he knows!”

A bullet whined over Eddie’s head.
He triggered at the gun flash. Some-
thing burned along his right leg. A
bullet from Buck Blue’'s gun. Eddie
fell forward. Sharp rocks gouged in-
to his middle, driving the wind from
him, making him sick. He triggered
another shot at a gunflash. Buck
Blue cried out hoarsely and slid from
his saddle.

Jig Johnson leaped to the ground
and snaked into a shallow depres-
sion. His gun burned two holes into
the black night, and two bullets
sparked against the rocks in front
of Eddie’s face. Another gun coughed
from the right, and Eddie realized
sickly that there were still two of
the gang in the fight against him.

An object darker than the rocks
slid along the ground. Eddie lifted
his gun, dropped the hammer. The
shadow jerked, fell back and lay
still. A flame licked out from the
left, and a hammer seemed to reach
out and drive Eddie to the ground.
He fought against the blackness that
kept trying to come between him and
those gun flashes.

His heart beat like a fire bell. He
could hear it clanging through his
ears. “Time to quit, time to quit,” it
seemed to say.

A man rose up out of the shadows
and came stumbling across the road
toward him. A big man with an up-
raised sixgun catching the light of
the stars on its barrel. The man was
cursing with each step. He was Jig
Johnson.

“Time to quit, time to quit!” that
inner voice kept shouting to Eddie.
“Quit and play dead, and maybe he
won't shoot you!”

DDIE SAT up. Quit? To hell

with it! He lifted his gun. It
weighed a thousand pounds. He
couldn’t hold it steady, catch the big
man in its sights. Then Jig Johnson
stumbled to his knees. His gun
seemed heavy, too. He cursed and
fired. The bullet sliced the skin
along Eddie's right cheek. He could
feel a warm stickiness move down
along his chin.

He tried to pull up his right leg. It
wouldn’t move. He tried the left leg;
it worked. He drew it up and laid the
long Colt barrel over his knee. The
big man lined up in the sights. The
hammer fell. The gun jarred against
Eddie’s knee cap, sending bright lit-
tle tingles toward his ankle. Jig
Johnson went over backward. Si-
lently. He never moved after that.

“Now’s the time to quit,” Eddie
thought. “Just quit and die. That'll
stop the pain.’*

But he didn’t quit. He crawled back
toward his horse. He reached the
animal, but couldn’'t climb into the
saddle. Someway he got to a little
stream that came down out of a snow
bank in the mountain above.

The icy water helped. It drove
some of the fever and pain out of
his body and put a little strength
back into his muscles. Once in the
saddle, all he had to do was to hang
on with his good right hand. His
horse would do the rest. He closed
his eyes and fought the sickness that
kept sweeping over him with the
swinging gait of his horse.

The ride was a dream, some of it
bad with pain turning it into a night-
mare. Some of it good with June At-
kins’ oval smiling face swimming
before his eyes. Her face was very
close to his, so it seemed, with her
soft red lips almost touching his
when his horse stopped. He opened
his eyes.

The MG ranch house stood before
him. Light flooded out from the two
front windows and fell across the un-
painted porch. Eddie slid from the
saddle and went down on his knees.
He crawled up on the porch. It was
a thousand miles across that expanse
of pine boards to the front door. It
never occured to him to quit right
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there on the edge of the porch and
call for help. He had to cross to the
door, open it and walk in under his
own power. He had to stand up and
face his old man. He had something
very important to say to his old man.

Half-way across the porch, he
stopped. What was it he wanted to
say? Something mighty important.
He shook his head impatiently.
Mustn’'t forget. Not after coming this
far. Then he remembered.

E GOT TO his feet, reached the
door, shoved it open

stepped inside. His old man sat un

the light at a table. He had a fistful
of cards in his hand. He looked up,
the light shining on his massive head,
and dropped the cards. They fell
like frost-painted leaves, making
splashes of color on the pine floor.

“Eddie!” old Tom McGee choked.

Eddie grinned. He knew what he
had to say. He got his lips parted and
said it. “1 didn't quit!” he croaked. “I
stayed with 'em; | shot the hell out
of 'em!”

A second man had leaped to his
feet beside old Tom. He was Sheriff
Ad Larkin. He'd got up so fast that
he knocked the cribbage board off
the table.

“What's that?” he roared.

Eddie’'s legs gave way, and black-
ness hid the sheriff's red face and
muffled his voice.

When Eddie opened his eyes, he
was alone in his room with his moth-
er smiling down at him out of her
picture. But his old man and the
sheriff were near. He could hear their
voices just outside the open window.
He heard a third voice, too.

The third voice was saying, “Jig
Johnson and the Blue brothers tried
to hold up the stage, sheriff. Seems
that some jasper come along and
stopped 'em. We found the Blues and
Jig scattered around the pass. Dead.
Looked like there’d been one whale
of a fight. The stage had gone on, so
nobody knows just what did happen.”

“Umm,” the sheriff grunted. “Kin-
da been wonderin’ where Jig John-
son has been gettin’ so much spend-

in’ money lately. Reckon, maybe, now
we can guess.”

“Looks like we can,”
man said tightly.

Saddle leather creaked. The third
man said, “Guess I'll be headin’ on
fer town. Thought you oughta know
what had happened, sheriff.”

“I'll ride out to the pass right
away,” Ad Larkin said.

The man galloped away.

Ad Larkin said, “Tom, | reckon if 1
was you I'd forget that little squab-

Eddie’s old

and Ple you and Eddie had. And I reckon

1

f quit askin’ myself how come Ed-
ie was at Hogback Pass tonight. If
I was you, I'd be mighty proud of
him.”

“But,” old Tom muttered, “people
are goin’ to get to wonderin’ how Ed-
die knew about—"

“l reckon | wouldn’'t worry about
that,” the sheriff said. “lI don’t see
any use in anybody knowin" about
about Eddie takin’ part in the fight.
| ain't tellin’ it, that's sure.”

“Thanks, Ad,” Tom McGee said
huskily. “1 was waitin’ for you to say
that. An’ don’'t forget to come back
so’'s we can finish that cribbage

game.”
“Don’'t worry about that,” Larkin
said. “An* next time, I'll beat the tar

outa you, you pi’ hoss thief.”

A little later, Eddie’s old man came
into the room. He sat down on a
chair beside the bed, his face gray in
the lamp light, tired and oh' looking.

“Well, son,” he said, “looks like
you ain't shot up so bad but what

you can be on your way in a couple
of weeks or so.”

“Guess I'll stick around,” Eddie
said.
Some of the tiredness left his old

man’'s face. “You ain't forgot, son,
that we're right back where we start-
ed five years ago? The winter about
cleaned us, you know.”

“Just give us one good year,” Ed-
die grinned. “Just one, and we'll
have the old MG payin’ off like a
gold mine.”

THE END



Funeral O'Nelll--Bandit-Buster
By LEE FLOREN

Matt Jensen and Jack Ma-
lone’s owlhooting days were
over, and now they wanted to
go straight. But their oldtime
pards fixed that and O’Neill
and Smith had a job fo do,

91

AWN found them in the rough
country on Cow Creek. The
night had been chilly and with
the gray daylight came the swirl of
Montana’'s first fall snow. Squat
Ringbone Smith hunkered by the
small fire there under the overthrust,
his thick hands spread over the mea-
ger flame.
“A fool's errand and two fools
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ridin’ on it,” he grumbled to his part-
ner, gaunt Funeral O’Neill. “Now
why did that loco Sheriff Dunlap
have to be sick at a time like this,
throwin’ this job on our shoulders?”

“Pneumonia picks any man,” said
Funeral O’Neill; “Dunlap is only
mortal.” The lanky undertaker was
cold despite the heaviness of his long
sheepskin coat. The weariness of the
long ride out from Boxelder, coupled
with the cold and raw night just past,
seeped into his bones and planted
a tiredness in him. Back in town Matt
Jenson was dead, lying on a slab in
Funeral O’Neill’'s undertaking-parlor
—and somewhere in these Bearpaw
badlands was Matt Jenson’s partner,
old Jack Malone. But where was
Malone?

“Jack Malone's dead, | repeat,”
growled Ringbone Smith. The veter-
inary shifted, peered into the gray
blanket of swirling snow. “We been
to his shack—door wide open, water
froze in a pail inside, heater cold as
an ol’ maid’'s hopes. That means he’s
been gone for some time, Funeral.”

Funeral nodded, eyes pondering.
Suddenly he harkened to a whine in
the wind, finding in it an alien note
that soon died, leaving him thinking
this had been caused by imagination
instead of fact.

“Two old outlaws,” he murmured.

“Once an outlaw, always an out-
law,” added Ringbone sagely.

“But still our friends,”

Ringbone nodded slowly. Two
years ago the territorial governor had
commissioned himself and Funeral
to ride herd over Jack Malone and
Matt Jenson and had pardoned the
owlhooters from the territorial peni-
tentiary at Deer Lodge. The two old-
sters, once members of the notorious
Sam Boundary gang, had served ten
years in the pen. For five years, acc-
ording to the governor, no trace had
been found of the Boundary long-
riders; therefore would Funeral
O’Neill and Ringbone Smith settle
Malone and Jenson on Boxelder
range?

Malone and Jenson had learned
their lessons. Each pressing sixty,
both was glad for the chance to ride
again under the sky—between the

four of them had grown a great
friendship. A friendship bolstered by
long hours at pinochile and over a
checker board. Yesterday a rancher
had taken Matt Jenson’s body into
Boxelder.

“Found him ten feet from his
cabin, hid in the brush. Accidental1®
stumbled over his carcass, Funeral.
Come ridin’ off the ridge. No, u*»y
ain’'t no sign of Jack Malone around.
Now who shot ol' Matt, an’ where is
Malone?”

Suddenly Ringbone Smith stiff-
ened. “Listen, Funeral!”

Funeral O'Neill had already heard.
Again, through the wind came anoth-
er sound—this time he indentified it
as a man calling, seemingly in pain.
And now he was hurrying through
the blizzard, calling as he went.

“Hey, fella, call again. Call, 1 tell
you.”

No sound save the wind on the
rocks.

The partners halted, looked at each
other. “Are we hearin’ right?” asked
Ringbone Smith. “Or is it the ban-
shees talkin’ here in the badlands?”

“Banshees, hell! A man called, in
pain.”

“Call
Smith.

They waited. Only the wind, the
snow-blanketed world. Back by their
fire a bronc stomped, protected by the
overthrust. Funeral saw the small red
that was their fire.

“Spread out along the brush,” said
the undertaker.

He was the one who found the man
who lay crumpled on his belly under
the rocks. He turned him over slowly
and knelt and looked down at the
man’s thick, bearded face, silent now
in death.

again,” hollered Ringbone

He said, “1 found him, Ringbone.”

Ringbone Smith’s answer came
across the snow. “An’ who is he, Fun-
eral?”

“Jack Malone.”

HEY knelt there for some time,
looking at the dead man. He had
been shot three times with a soft-
slugged trio of bullets. Shot in the
back, Funeral saw. For where the
bullet entered the hole was small but
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the mushrooming action caused a
bigger hole where the slug came out.
A rifle.

Ringbone Smith crammed a pep-
permint into his open mouth. “He's
seen our fire, | take it. Tried to get
to us, failed. Now who do you figure
killed him, Funeral?”

“Sam Boundary an’ his gang.”

Ringbone looked at him question-
ingly. “But Sam Boundary—nobody
knows where him or his gang are,
Funeral. Lotsa lawmen claim they're
all dead or drifted into Mexico. An’
Boundary’s in the territorial pen in
Yuma, Arizona. We know that.”

“Boundry’s broken out,” said
Funeral O’Neill. “Sheriff Dunlap got
a notice the other day, sayin’ Boun-
dary had broken the pen. That was
two months or so ago, | guess. And
you know how Boundary hated Matt
an’ Jack Malone—"

“He claimed they double-dealt
him,” murmured Ringbone Smith.

Funeral sucked his dead pipe, his
leaden face serious. Only two men—
he and Ringbone—had known Matt
Jenson and Jack Malone were for-
mer outlaws and convicted gunmen.
Even Sheriff Dunlap, sick abed back
in town, had not known that. The
governor had thought it best that
only a few people should know. In
that manner he wanted to give the
two old men every opportunity to go
straight in their autumn years.

“Back-shootin’ murderers,” snapped
Ringbone Smith. The veterinary’s
eyes were hard coals. “Now where
do you figure this gang of cut-throats
are located, Funeral?”

Funeral thought. Finally, “I don't
know, Ringbone.”

“Mebbe Sam Boundary was jus’
passin’ through,” declared the vet
strongly. “Maybe he just stopped off
an’ shot these two old men who were
tryin’ to make useful citizens outa
themselves to atone in some measure
for their earlier lawlessness. If such
is the case, he might have crossed
the Missouri and is out of range,
now.”

“Or gone across the Milk river
into Canada,” added Funeral. He was
going through the dead man’'s pock-
ets. The pants yielded only a jack-
knife and a dirty bandanna but in the

dead oldster’'s shirt pocket was a
blood-stained note and a short pencil.
The undertaker spread the sticky
paper out and tried to read it but the
blood covered the bigger part of the
scrawled paper.

“Only one word,” murmured Ring-
bone Smith. “Lumber.... Now what
would that mean? Oh, yeah, Jack
bought some sidin’ the other day in
town, aimin’ to put it on his hack.
Surely that note was not left for
us.”

“Another word,” said Funeral.
“Saw..,. The rest is blotted out by
blood.” He got to his feet. “Reckon
you're right about this note, partner.
We better get the body back to our
fire and wrap a saddle-blanket aroun’
him an’ leave him there. We’'ll pick
him up later an’ take him into town.”

Ringbone Smith shook his head
sadly.

EN MINUTES LATER, the body
T rolled back under the overthrust,
the partners were in saddle, Funeral
O’Neill riding without a saddle-blan-
et, for they had wrapped dead Jack
Malone in the undertaker’'s Navaho.

“That high-fork saddle of your'n
won't gall your bronc,” declared Ring-
bone Smith. “Fact is, | don’t see how
a man can sit a Sears Roebuck saddle
like that'n with that big swell fork
gougin’ his hams each time his hoss
moves.”

Funeral looked at the flat Miles
City rig his partner rode. “Better'n
ridin’ on a leather postage stamp like
that kak of yours.”

“Where we goin’, Funeral?”

“Over to Malone’s cabin,” said the
undertaker. His gaunt eyes were thick
with thoughts. He was adding this all
mentally, and getting no answer. He
was sure that the bloody note found
in Jack Malone’s shirt-pocket had
been written for him and Ringbone.
That the man, finding his strength
slipping, had written the note to in-
form the partners of the nature of the
trouble that had befallen him and
killed Matt Jenson. But fate had
smeared it and made it unreadable
by the dying man’s blood... .

“But we been there once,”
Ringbone.

“I've got a plan.”

said
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Ringbone Smith studied his part-
ner carefuly. He dug into the pocket
of his sheepskin overcoat and came
out with a soiled scarlet peppermint.
“Whenever you get a plan, we get in
trouble.”

Funeral O’Neill growled, “Two
dead men on this range and Kkillers
ridin’ across it, Ringbone. Two dead
men who were our friends and us the
only friends they had in this world.
Can a man ride back against a friend-
ship like that?”

“You misunderstand me,”
Ringbone.

“Then state your thoughts clearly.”

Ringbone shifted his peppermint,
angry at his partner’s sharpness. And
Funeral O’Neill, glancing at the
heavy man, let a smile tug at his lips.
One of the chief joys of his life was
to bait his partner. Now he wanted
Ringbone to rise to the lure. But
evidently the vet thought different.

“Too cold to argue,” he said.

And it was cold, too. The wind had
died and the snow had fallen back.
The Bearpaws were dark with pine
and spruce against the snow and to
the northwest Mount Baldy reared
his lazy snow-covered head.

said

HEY halted on the ridge above

the cabin that nestled there in the
pine on a hillside. For some time,
Funeral O’Neill studied the cabin be-
low and the terrain surrounding it.
Ringbone Smith, cursing the cold,
watched with a lazy abstraction and
finally asked, “Well?”

“Nothing suspicious around,” mur-
mured Funeral O’Neill. “Might not
be much we can do, Ringbone, but we
might pick up Jack Malone’s tracks
or the tracks of the gent or gents who
murdered him an’ oI’ Matt Jenson."

“Might pick up pneumonia, too,
like Sheriff Dunlap got.”

Unknown to Ringbone, Funeral
O’Neill had seen a tied horse, down
there in the diamond willows along
the creek. Only a part of the bay’s
rump—a very small part—had been
viable. He had had to look closely or
he would never have noticed the
bronc hidden there.

They rode down the slant, the
undertaker wresl1llin.g with his

thoughts. He stacked the deal up this
way: whoever had killed Matt Jen-
son, had also shot Jack Malone. But
Malone had escaped into the brush.
Whoever had shot him would not ride
out of this section without making
sure he was dead, Funeral figured.
That meant then that the killer—or
some of his ilk—would be watching
the cabin. For the closest ranchhouse
—the closest habitation—was some
twelve miles distant. And a wounded
man, on foot, could not cover that
great distance.

He had not been able to see a man
with the horse. Nerves tight along
his spine, the undertaker rode up to
the house, dismounted and entered.
Grumbling, Ringbone accompanied
his partner, totally unaware of the
saddled horse and the apparent men-
ace and danger his presence created.

“Still can’t see no sense in this,” the
vet grumbled.

“Lots of things you can't see any
brains in,” said the undertaker.
“You're like the gent that couldn’t
see the forest because of all the trees.
I reckon you didn’t see that bay hoss
tied back yonder in the brush either,
did you?”

Ringbone studied him. “You're
loco. There weren't no hoss there.”
Suddenly they heard hoofs approach-
ing. The vet ran to the door. Funeral,

looking over his partner's thick
shoulder, saw a man ride into the
clearing.

He was a short, squat man who
filled his low-cantle saddle. He wore
a sheepskin coat and overshoes and
heavy woolen pants. He had a ban-
danna tied around his ears and under
his Stetson.

“Stranger, huh?” murmured Ring-
bone.

Funeral did not answer. He was
busy watching the man’s horse. Un-
less he was badly mistaken, the horse
was the bay he had glimpsed tied in
the brush. The man drew halt and
said “Howdy, men. Headin’ toward
the Missouri, aimin’ to cross at Cow
Island, an’ | figured maybe 1'd stop
an’ borrow a little chuck from you
two. Cold weather, huh?”

“Stranger here, huh?” asked Fun-
eral.
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“Nope. Punch cows for Heavy
Jones, plumb acrost the Missouri on
the Musselshell. Been over to Havre
for a day or two. I'll pay for what
chuck | eat, mister.”

“This house,” said Funeral slowly,
“belongs to two dead men. One of
them, Matt Jenson, is on a slab down
in Boxelder. The other, Jack Malone,
we found just an hour or two ago,
back in the badlands.”

The stranger's brows rose. “Oh, |
see... .Froze to death, | suppose.” He
shook his dark head sadly, “Blizzard
catch a man unawares—especially an
older man—"

“They were shot and killed,” said
Funeral.

“l see. An’ who did the saltin’
down, Mister?”

Funeral said, “Nobody knows, I
reckon. Me, | sorta think they got
in a fight atwixt themselves, shot
each other. Jack Malone's body’s
back yonder, mister. We sort've fig-
ured we'd look the place over a little.”

“I'll be ridin’ on then,” said the
man, lifting his reins. “Bad luck to
eat of a dead hombre’s chuck. Reckon
I'll hit the river, cold as it is. So
long.”

He turned and rode off.

“Nice talkin’ fella,” said Ringbone.
“But for the me, I've never heard of
a cowman named Heavy Jones, over
on the Musselshell. Have you, Fun-
eral?”

“Never have.”

"Another thing, how would he
know both Matt Jenson an’ Jack Ma-
lone are oldsters, as he said. An’ you
noticed prob’ly that he used the word
hombit? A Mex word you only hear
a man from the Mexican border use,
Funeral.”

UNERAL smiled quietly. “You're

thinkin’, Ringbone. An’ that
won't do—you might pull a ligament
in your brain an’ end up with a string
-halt.” Seriousness held him. “That
gent is astraddle that bay | saw hid
in the willows. That means he's a
member of Sam Boundary’s gang.”

A sudden light touched the vet's
thoughtful eyes. “He's stayed behin’,
aimin’ to kotch Jack Malone if'n Jack
sneaked back to his cabin, huh. But

hades, Funeral, you spilled the buck-
et—you tol’ him Jack was dead back
yonder in the badlands! Now hell
pull out—"

“Not right away,” chuckled the
undertaker. He lit his pipe and
sucked deeply on the stem. “He'll
see that we don’'t follow him, you
know.”

They rode toward Boxelder, to the
north. And Funeral O’Neill, deep in
his leather, found himself thinking
two words: lumber... .saw.... The
words discernable on the note in Ma-
lone’s pocket. Did they fit into this
scheme? And, if so, how and where
did they fit?

“He’s a-follerin’ us,” said Ring-
bone, voice savage. “Funeral, I'm
doublin’ back with my rifle an' I'm
killin’ that gent—"

“Keep your head, Ringbone.”

Ringbone studied his partner,
scowling. He chewed on a pepper-
mint. “Just what is your plan, Sixer-
lock?”

“Put yourself in that gent’s boots,”
murmured the undertaker. “1 tol’ him
Jack Malone is dead. He don’t know
whether I'm tellin’ the truth and he
aims to foller us a spell. Finally, the
way | figure, he’ll guess we're ridin’
to town, aimin’ to send somebody out
for Malone’s body.”

“1 can foller you that far.”

“He’ll want to make danged sure
Jack Malone is dead, Ringbone.”

Ringbone swallowed his pepper-
mint. “Soon he’'ll leave us, double
back to where we left Malone, make
sure that you tol’ him the truth—
then’ll hit for the gang’s headquar-
ters, wherever that is, huh?”

“He should have some help around
close.”

They rode for three miles or so.
Then, from a high ridgfc, they saw
the rider once, there in the brush. He
had swung around and was going
south, pointing his horse toward the
badlands and Malone’s body. Funeral
jerked in his horse,

“We ride now—fast.”

With the undertaker pointing the
way, they swung across country. They
knew this region well and they rode
the high piney ridges, always keep-
ing themselves screened from the
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rider they had met at the cabin. When
the gray of dawn had slipped into
murky forenoon, they were on the
ridge overlooking the gully wherein
lay Malone’s frozen body.

Settled in the buckbrush, they
squatted there with Funeral O’Neill
sucking his pipe, with Ringbone
chewing peppermint after pepper-
mint, rolling the hard bright objects
between his strong teeth. The cold
had settled down into a stillness and
the brush was dark against the white
background. By night the thermo-
meter would stand around ten below,
Funeral figured, thinking longingly
of the hot cookstove and heater that
awaited him in his house down in
Boxelder. He shifted positions, his
feet cold.

“I'm an icicle,” said Ringbone.

“Here he comes.”

The riders rode openly into view.
One was the man at the cabin; the
other was a stranger. They rode up
to Jack Malone’s body and dismount-
ed. They squatted beside him and
talked, but they were too far away
to be heard clearly. Then they mount-
ed and rode south, passing about fifty
yards from where the partners were
hidden.

“Well,” said the man they had met
in the cabin, “that finishes Malone,
huh, Sam?”

The other was ablocky, red-headed,
freckled giant. He grinned and said,
“They don’'t cross Sam Boundary
more’n once, Egg Ear. Malone
mifst've seen the fire of those two
oldsters but he sure couldn’'t have
tol’ 'em who plugged him, huh?”

Egg Ear looked back at the gully.
“Me, | don't trust them two ol’ hell-
ions, Sam. I've heard tell of Funeral
O’'Neill an’ Ringbone Smith before
....”7 Their voices trailed off and
became lost in the distance. The pair
rounded a bend and were hidden.
Funeral and Ringbone walked back
to their hidden horses.

“Sam Boundry, huh?” grunted
Ringbone thoughtfully. “Say, this
answers a heap of questions. Funeral.
Now we know who held up the Spion
Kop stage a week ago, who robbed
the Great Northern special at Wag-
ner, who stuck up Dutch Jake's sal-

oon in Landusky.”

“An* who killed Matt Jenson an’
Jack Malone,” finished Funeral.

“Where they holed up at?”

Funeral shrugged, “You got me,
Ringbone.”

They followed the two outlaws as
they drifted south. For ten miles,
traveling toward the Missouri river,
they followed the hard-riding pair
and then, when they saw them again,
only Sam Boundary was riding on.
Somewhere Egg Ear had fallen from
sight.

“Now what the hell—?” demanded
Ringbone.

They reined in and sat saddles, hid-
den by a spruce thicket, Funeral
tapped out his pipe and put it in
his pocket. “We’'re cornin’ close to
their hideout, maybe,” he ventured.
“An’ Egg Ear, always suspicious, has
fallen back to watch their trail while
Sam Boundary rides ahead into camp.
Now where are they hidin’ out, any-
way?”

“Maybe Egg Ear can be made to
talk, huh?”

Funeral’s smile was slow in coming.
“Might be, huh? What say we leave
our broncs here, split up an’ look up
this Egg Ear son.” He added, “He’ll
be back yonder an’ not too far back,
I reckon.”

They split up, each going into the
brush. Ten minutes later, lying flat
on his belly, Funeral saw Egg Ear
below him, sitting his horse behind
some igneous boulders. He could not
see Ringbone in the wilderness be-
low. Advancing slowly, he came to
the rocks and, when he got there, Egg
Ear’s horse was there—but Egg Ear
was gone....

“Up with them, O’Neill,” a voice
said from behind him.

TARTLED, FUNERAL O’Neill
halted, stood stiff. He raised his
hands, letting his rifle drop. He
turned. Egg Ear stood behind him,
six-shooter cocked. His thick lips
sported a twisted smile.
“Smart boy, huh?” he snarled.
Funeral studied the outlaw. He was
cold inside. He said innocently,
(Continued On Page 98)
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the gent | saw back yonder at Ma-
lone’s cabin?”

“Don’'t act dumb,” snorted the long-
rider. “Crawl on your hoss, mister,
an' head south ahead of me. Figured
you’'d make us think you two ol’ roo-
sters had rid for Boxelder an’ home,
huh? Then you doubled back—" His

brows pulled down in laborious
thought. “Say, where’s your ol' part
_ ™
“Right here,” clipped Ringbone
Smith.

The blocky veterinarian stood be-
hind the outlaw. Swiftly Egg Ear

turned, gun level. Funeral O’'Neill,
expecting a shot, dropped to the
ground reaching for his gun. But

there were no shots fired. Ringbone’s
.45 clipped down, smashed through
Egg Ear’s stetson, and dropped the
killer in the snow. Ringbone wiped
his gun slowly on his angora chaps.
“Saved that danged neck of you'n
that time, smart guy,” he grunted.
Funeral got to his feet. The nar-
rowness of his escape made sweat
come on his forehead despite the cold
day. He rubbed his mitten across his

brow. “You sure did, Ringbone, much
as | hate to admit it.”

Ringbone grinned. “Well, what’s
next, Funeral?”

Funeral scowled. “We could make
Egg Ear talk after he come to. Make
him tell us where the gang is hid out
at. But we can trail Sam Boundary
an’ fin’ out easier, huh?”

“l1 might string-halt my brain if
I think,” grunted Ringbone. Already
he was tying Egg Ear hand and foot,
using his belt from the man’s sheep-
skin coat and the outlaw’s gunbelt.
This completed, he rolled the limp
form wunder an overthrusting sand-
stone. “He’ll come to... .eventually.”

“1f he don't, he'll be dead,” agreed
Funeral.

They got their horses and headed
south again. Three miles ahead, Sam
Boundary was a dot against the snow,
moving toward the Missouri river.
This was a country seldom ridden by
man, even in the summer. And in the
winter, when cattle were fed in hay-
lots, no chance riders ventured across
this snow-covered wilderness here
along the Big Muddy. Suddenly Fun-
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eral O’Neill pulled in, eyes shining.

“By hades, | got it, Ringbone!”

Ringbone was surprised by his part-
ner's behavior. “You got what?
Couldn’'t a been a hoss fly that bit
you. A hoss fly never’ll bite a jack-
ass.”

“The ol’ sawmill— The mill
Monahan built—"

Ringbone scowled.
you.”

“That note— The one in Malone’s
pocket! It said lumber....... SAW ........
Jack had written that for us, Ring-
bone. But his dyin’ blood coated it
an’ hid its real meanin*. They're holed
up in the sawmill—"

Ringbone Smith whistled. “That'd
be the place, Funeral. Look yonder,
friend. Sam Boundary is headin’ for
that ol' dilapidated structure, I'd

”

say. -

Mike

“Don’t foller

OME ten years before, Mike Mon-

ahan, a hard-drinking son of
Erin, had built a sawmill on the river,
using the moving water as power. He
had even staked out a town for con-
struction—a town that never was
built due to the simple fact that, if
it were built, there would be nobody
to live in it. Hard liquor and a weak
heart had sent Monahan to his grave
and for the last four years his saw-
mill had been deserted.

“We can swing around an’ get
ahead of Sam Boundary, huh?” asked
Funeral. His quirt working, he led
back on Ringbone and his horse, also
traveling fast. But it was an unsuc-
cessful race. For, when they stopped
in the pines on the ridge back of the
sawmill, already Sam Boundary was
riding into the building, set there
along the gurgling, mud-filled river.

They dismounted and tied their
broncs. From their saddle-scabbards
they took their Winchester rifles,
checked them as to loads. Below the
sprawled out building lay in seem-
ingly unoccupied state. And Funeral
O’Neill found himself wondering
how many men beside Sam Boundary
were housed in the building below.

“Maybe we oughta head back for
town an’ get some help,” said' Ring-
bone.

Funeral considered that. “But by
the time we rode there an’ got back,

(Continued On Page 100)
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REAL WESTERN
(Continned From Pago 99)
this gang would probably be gone
for good. No, we can’'t do that. Nor
is there any farm-house or rancher
close to call on for aid. There might
be only a few of them, Ringbone.”

“Yeah.... Only takes one to Kkill
a man, though.”

A few minutes later they were in
the rosebushes and wild ferns along
the river. The freezing weather had
formed a rim ice along the sloping
bank and the ferns lay lopped-over
and frozen. Twenty feet away was a
corner of the sawmill and the flume
that diverted water into the vane
that turned the saw. And in that cor-
ner was a window. Funeral listened
carefully.

“1 can hear them talking,” he fin
ally said. “Reckon they're on the end
of the buildin’ that's located on dry
land, huh?”

“Oh, hell yes,” agreed Ringbone
cynically. “Sam Boundary can’t stand
damp weather. The mist in the air
gives him asthma. Sure, he'd be on
the land end of the buildin’.” He
looked at the water. “Goin’ get my
feet wet, sure as hell.”

They waded hurriedly across the
strip and crawled in the window. The
glass had been broken out and there
was, in fact, only the window frame.
True to Funeral's prediction, Boun-
dary and his men were in the other
end of the building. They could hear
them talk and they heard the stomp
of a horse.

“Got their broncs right in with
them,” whispered Ringbone. “Now,
how we goin’ get them hellions out,
friend?”

Funeral was flat on his belly. He
inched to the wall and put his eye
to a crack. Suddenly a dog started
barking and growling. One of the
outlaws snapped, “Shut up, Watch,
shut up!”

“He's goin’ to the door leadin’ to
the saw,” said Sam Boundary. Fun-
eral saw the red-headed outlaw start
for the door and he stiffened. Ring-
bone, hunkered low, had his rifle
covering the panel, a scowl on his
hard lips.

“Don’'t open that door, Sam,”
growled a man. “We got it a little
warm in here an’ if you let in the

cold air— That mutt's just smellin’
(Continned On Page 102)
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REAL WESTERN
(Continued From Page 100)
a rat or somethin’. He’'s been in there
all mornin’ tryin’ to catch one.”

Funeral saw Sam Boundary stop.
He said, “Reckon your right, Baldy,”
and he patted the dog, a shaggy mon-
grel. “Take it easy, Watch. Come a
few minutes an’ Egg Ear’ll be a-rid-
in” an’ we’ll head south, pooch.”

Funeral inched back to Ringbone.

“Three of them, friend.” He was
gravely considerate. “Don’t know just
how to get them out, though. We
could rip open the door an'—"

“Get Kkilled,” finished Ringbone.
His scowl darkened. “W e could light
this end on fire an’ drive them out.”

“l ain’'t got a match. Used my last
one on my pipe back yonder. You got
one?”

Ringbone searched his pockets
twice. “l ain’'t got a stick. Now what
the hell— an’ how the—"

F UNERAL was studying the saw

carefuly. The tool, still attached
to the shaft, was about four feet in
diameter—a wicked looking imple-
ment with jagged teeth. Funeral
crawled over and looked at its hub.
The blade fitted securely against the
plate with two prongs extending out
of the shaft-plate. These fitted into
two holes in the saw. Over this went
a cap-bolt.

Funeral saw that the cap-bolt was
missing. Tthe only thing holding the
saw to the plate were the two prongs.
And if the saw got traveling fast
enough it would fly from the rapidly
turning shaft and tear ahead through
the building— the section housing the
three longriders____

Hurriedly he outlined his plan to
Ringbone. A wild plan, he admitted,
but it might work—it was, in fact,
their best chance. They would turn
the water into the flume, get the saw
revolving and then, due to centri-
fugal force, the saw would fly off,
ripping through anything or anybody
who got in its way.

“Where do you turn the water into
the flume?” asked Ringbone.

Funeral looked out the window.
The flume had an end-gate on it
some twenty feet away where it en-
tered the swift-flowing river. All a
man had to do was pull that gate up

and water would roar down the flume,
(Continued On Page
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hit the propellor shaft and start the
saw working.

“Some more wadin',”
veterinarian.

growled the

The dog was barking again when
they climbed out the window. They
hurried across the strip of water and

hit the brush. A few minutes later
they saw Sam Boundary looking
out the window they had recently

climbed through. The outlaw spoke
to the dog. “Come on back to the
fire, you fool. There's only rats in
here.”

“We left that spot just in time,”
grunted Funeral. Water sloshed in
his boots as they went through rose-
bushes and buckbrush to where the
flume stuck out into the Missouri.
He waded out and jerked open the
head-gate.

Muddy water gurgled and leaped
into the wooden trough. Now the part-
ners were hurrying to 'the front of
the sawmil. And above all this came
a gentle whirr sound that gradually
grew louder. Soon it was a mad whine
as saw-teeth cut the air.

There was a commotion in the saw-
mill now. Somebody hollered, “Hey,
the saw is runnin’!” and they heard
boots pounding into the room housing
the saw. Then, above this, came Sam
Boundary’s holler.

“Head-gate must've bust in on the
ol’ flume, men. Did that saw shaft
have a bolt-head on it or was it just
stuck on the shaft? Looks to me like
it’'s wobblin’ a little but it's goin’ so
fast—"

“That's a wild saw,” screamed an
outlaw. “1 see’'d one once in Texas—
busted off the shaft an’ tore through
the mill an’ cut a man right in two—"

Funeral looked at Ringbone, who
had his rifle ready. “They’ll be cornin’
out, soon, partner.”

“1 don’t like the whine of that saw.”

Sam Boundary was coming out of
the door. Behind him, horses neighed;
boots pounded as the other two
fought to get out. And over it all
was the high- whine of the spinning
saw—a sound that suddenly became
a sharp crash as the wicked instru-
ment jumped the shaft, ripped across
the floor, and tore through the build-

ing.



Funeral O'Neill—Bandit-Buster

There was quite a commotion after
that. Sam Boundary, running by wide
open, fell over Funeral's rifle, stuck
from the brush between the outlaw’s

legs. And as the man hit the ground,
the undertaker swung the rifle, the
barrel landing on Boundary’'s skull,
knocking him limp.

A horse was squealing, cut in two
by the saw. One bandit, seeing the
pair, raised his hands, his face white.
Funeral jabbed his rifle against the
man’s belly. “Where's the other
son?”

“The saw—it cut him—"

The wild saw had finally stopped,
lodged against a big pine. With Ring-
bone holding his Winchester on the
outlaw, Funeral went into the build-
ing, cut almost in two. The man was
not nice to look at. A runaway saw
has no respect for anybody, even an
outlaw.

Funeral went to Sam Boundary. He
rolled the man over and knelt beside
him. Boundary was dead. Either Fun-
eral had hit him too hard or else
the man had broken his neck in his
fall, his head pinned under him that
way. Funeral got to his feet.

“Well, reckon that makes oP Matt
Jenson an’ Jack Malone ride light
saddles, way Up Yonder.”

Ringbone nodded.

Dusk found them riding into Box-
elder. Behind them were three bodies
— Malone's, Boundary’s, and the dead
outlaw’s—tied across saddles; the
other two longriders—Egg Ear and
the other, riding ahead. The night
would be cold and the mercury would
fall low. Funeral O’'Neil’s gaunt eyes
looked across the frozen Montana
cow-country. “A cold night,” he said,
“an’ a lot of work for me, what with
th§>se corpses to put away for burial

“A ghoulish thought,” murmured
Ringbone Smith, looking at the dead
outlaws. “But a pleasure as far as
them two are concerned.”

Funeral lit his pipe with matches
secured from the outlaws.... and
nodded sagely. “You said it, partner.”

THE END
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The Fleal
W est

By EL AMIGO

P EOPLE went west for gold;
they went for fur, or lumber,
for silver, for railroads, for buf-

falo. Some people went for all those
things and a dozen others; most
people went for just one thing: land.

It was land-hunger that drove cov-
ered wagons through the misery of
the dusty plains and the dangers of
the snowbound mountains, land-hun-
ger that was responsible, indirectly
for almost every other discovery in
the West, and land-hunger that made
the most famous rush of all , . the
Oklahoma rush.

Oklahoma Territory was opened in
1889, the last of the homestead areas
to be made available. It bordered a
fairly well populated territory, where
temporary accomodations could be
had; it was easy to reach, compara-
tively ; and the Lords of the Land O f-
fice in Washington had had plenty of
experience by the end of the eighties,
so it was not, like the “Oregon Fever”
or the Gold Rush, a migration
spurred by word-of-mouth or by pio-
neer propagandists. The opening of
the territory was announced by hand-

(Contlwned On Page 108)
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bill and newspaper. Metropolitan
magazines printed articles about it,

and speculated on it. Government
surveyors spent months carefully
marking off on maps the 160-acre

quarter-sections that were available
to homesteaders. Meantime, the
crowds gathered at the borders, boom
towns shot up, saloon doors swung,
and men bartered for the fastest
horses.

The opening was set for April 22,
and when the gun was fired to an-
nounce the moment, everyone wanted
to have the nearest spot and the
quickest animals. The first man to
stake a claim on asection would have
the right to “prove” it, so everyone
had made up his mind that he, per-
sonally, would be first into the Ter-
ritory.

But the only thing haphazard about
the whole business was theactual race
for sections. Everything else had
been planned so carefully it was more
like laying a cornerstone than open-
ing up a new country. Not only had
all the sections been marked off be-
forehand; town sites had been laid
out on paper, and subdivided into city
lots, government sections had been
reserved for public buildings and for
leasing purposes. The exact moment
of opening was to be marked by the
firing of the marshal’'s gun. Nothing
was rough but the pouplation; every-
thing was ready.

Nor were the people who came to
settle the interior of the new land
the usual run of hardy pioneer stock.
Most of them were those who had
failed in all the previous territories
to make their fortunes by farming or
luck. The rest were youngsters, for
whom this represented the first op-
portunity to make good. The feeling
of comradeship and goodwill that had
been both necessary and easy to main-
tain in the spacious wilderness of the
Far West was now a luxury no one
could afford. Every man was poten-
tially every other man’s enemy, for he

might reach the same section first.
Nobody could trust his neighbor in
the temporary towns that mush-

roomed along the border during April
of '89. Within the Territory, the land
was cleared of all private persons.
Soldiers were stationed throughout

(Continued On Page 110)
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the countryside to prevent the prema-
ture settling of “sooners,” who would
otherwise have flooded the land be-
fore the legal date.

I N SPITE of the best marksmen

the government could send, of
course, there were plenty of anxious
souls inside beforehand. Experienced
woodsmen, furtraders, Indian scouts,
had no trouble evading the militia.
Every draw and dugout had its po-
tential homesteader. . or homestead-
ers. “A feller had to keep mighty
quiet until the marshal’'s gun fired,”
one man reported afterwards. “Every
draw kept fillin’ with men all night
long; an’ it was hard to keep from
seem’ and bein’ seen.”

But the soldiers served to keep the
less experienced hopefuls outside the
boundry line. Three weeks before the
opening. 10,000 men were reported
waiting in tent towns and shack vil-
lages. One hundred thousand were
expected. When the signal was finally
given, the rush of ponies, wagons,
carts, and horses was one of the cra-
ziest things the West had ever seen.

160 acres is not a kingdom, but it’'s
big enough to make even honest mis-
takes on, and the chances are all the
mistakes were not honest. Whatever
way it worked, from the first day on,
there were hundreds of cases of
double claims, families who had set-
tled, knowingly or otherwise, on op-
posite corners of the same section.
Land-offices and post-offices sprang
up overnight, and right after them
came lawyer’'s offices. For years after-
wards settlers and their children were
quarreling about their land; a good
many people who could not afford
costly legal battles left in disappoint-
ment. Others who couldn’'t afford
lawyers’ fees, took easier ways to
solve their problems. There was more
than one time that quiet shooting at
twilight settled a claim.

Lawyers were not the only modern
convience that Oklahoma enjoyed
from the start. It seems strange to
think of it in a western frontier, but
as the towns converted from tent to
frame housing, they built with in-
stalled electric power, including the
new electric lighting. The towns
grew quickly, too. The land was not
the best for farming, and many of the
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immigrants were not the best farmers.
Second-hand shops sprouted as dis-
gusted settlers left for home. Small
businessmen, eager as the farmers for
expansion, rushed from new town to
newer one, opening branch offices of
their firms, competing for city lots
as vigorously as the homesteaders had
for quarter-sections on the first few
days. And a good many settlers were
driven into the towns, afraid to live
on their land until the legal contests
were settled, for fear of one nocturnal
bullet too many.

Those who stayed on their claims
for the five years necessary to “prove”
their land and acquire title, however,
found that there were crops to be
grown despite the difficult soil. Of
course they had advantages none of
the earlier pioneers in richer lands
had had. New farm machinery came
out every year. Wells now could be
dug by effective power-drills, and dry
land could be irrigated. Corn, cotton,
and melons began to market, and or-
chards gradually took root.

B UT OKLAHOMA had neither

the industry of the middle west
nor the hardihood of the men who
had gone over the mountains. Men
didn't settle down. It was always rest-
less country. Cattle-ranchers had re-
sented the coming of the farmers, and
took no pains to make things easier
for them. Men did not help each other
build homes and till fields as they did
in other sections; there was rivalry
everywhere, between neighbors, be-
tween towns, between landsmen and
cowmen, between immigants and em-
igrants.

The strangest result of the many
disappointments was the “schooner”
population something new among a
people whose greatest drive had al-
ways been to settle on a piece of land.
These wanderers never abandoned the
covered wagons that had brought
them west, but gradually fitted them
up to be.more and more comfortable,
with beds, gasoline stoves, and a trail-
ing retinue of livestock. Thoroughly
equipped for the primitive level of
pioneer life, they meandered from
one village to another always with the
bright gleam of greater promise in
their eyes. It was the last frontier;

(Continued On Page 112)
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there was no other pace to go, so they
stayed, still searching, disintegrating
finally into a class of homeless mi-
grant workers.

Everything in Oklahoma seemed to
work in revese. Where other commu-
nities had started hit-or-miss and pro-
gressed by industry and good luck to
well-ordered towns and villages, Ok-
lahoma countyside had been precisely
mapped out ahead of time, and then
allowed to remain undeveloped by a
bitterly disappointed population.

Among the more amusing results
was the squared-off plan of the place.
Everything had been mapped out at
strict right angles from offices far
away, without regard to the topogra-
phy of the land. Sections lines ran
through lakes and rivers and over
hills. Roads, of course, followed the
predetermined lines, and the travel-
er through Oklahoma found himself,
as a result, going always in straight
lines and at right angles, no matter
what streams had to be forded, nor
what hills climbed.

The same insistence on square lay-
outs made the towns look like over-
sized collections of building-blocks.
Each city lot was the same shape and
size; each building, for some time,
was a one-story frame structure of
almost identical shape and size. Even
the eye-relief of an occasional tent,
usual in a new town, was lost to Okla-
homans, because tents could not stand
up under the furious winds.

The people got together, once they
had overcome their initial hostility,
in a sort of community of poverty.
Anyone who managed to squeeze
some prosperity out of the dry land
was likely to be unpopular. Life was
hard, and men were hard too, soft
only to those whose misfortunes ex-
ceeded their own. “No matter what
people tell you, there is not a man in
this town who would stay if he could
get out,” one comparatively well-off
Oklahoman said, only a few years aft-
er the great rush into the territory,
and he was right. When new sections
of the territory were opened up, it
was not from the east that the set-
tlers came, but fom the dissatisfied
settlers of the first migration.

THE END
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I SEND YOU 8 BIG KITS OF

r COMPLETE 6 TUBE —

| TRAIN YOU

RIGHT by PUTTING

YOU TO WORK with

REAL PROFESSIONAL

EQUIPMENT1

law'roBUILD CIRCUITS! TEST! REPAIR!

YOU DO OVER 175

INSTRUCTIVE EXPERIMENTS

HERE'S THE EASIEST, MOST PRACTICAL WAY OF ALL TO PREPARE
FOR GOOD PAY in RADIO ELECTRONICS and TELEVISION!

< train your mind by putting you To work with your
funds on a big 6-Tube Superheterodyne Receiver.
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DISPENSES CIGARETTES

You'll laugh!

You'll

howl! You'll be the most amazed person in
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if hospitalization is GET OUR FREE OFFER'

needed. Learn how hospital and surgical care is provided
Our 3c a day Plan of-
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. IEVERYONE IS ELIGIBLE!
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FREE Rush COUpOﬂ for Detalils INTERSTATE MUTUAL BENEFIT ASSN.
. ) o DEPT 2707 DOVER. DELAWARE
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