
































10 * % % Western Aces

known as the Bosque Kid grinned
wryly, and spoke.

“We’ll get no thanks for this, Tex.
Just bullets in our guts!”

Dugan spoke; a smiling, happy-go-
lucky fellow who was usually looking
for the brighter side. He was a man
who had deserved better things than
the world had given him. A man of
character, with just the little quirk
in his brain that sent him out into the
dark places with a fellow he would die
for—Big Tex. His words were a little
hard, despite his smile, as he answered
the Bosque Kid:

“That’s better’n serving out our
time in Yuma, ain’t it?”

The four men looked at each other,
and nodded slowly, They were think-
ing about Yuma now, and going back
there when this thing was over—if
any lived. Going back, to serve out
their terms imposed by a just and im-
partial judge. Four men, four hellions,
who had broken out of the toughest
prison in the Old West, to help some-
body three of them had never seen.
And that, mad fools some might have
called them, just seven months before
they were to be freed, as men who had
paid their debts to society and law!

“What them guards won’t do to us
when they get us back there!” Utah
said that rather owlishly, from his fat
lips and beaming face.” Smiling,
chuckling—and throwing lead like a
devil from hell when needed! “Well,
let’s go. What we waitin’ for? Here’s
a chance to get killed, ’stead o’ going
back to prison in that hell-hole!”

“No thanks for it,”” repeated the
Bosque Kid slowly. ‘“Just bullets in
our guts.”

He slipped a lean-barreled Colt from
its greased holster and inspected it al-
most wearily. He grinned sourly, as
he heard Dugan say to him:

“We’re doin’ it for Big Tex!”’

Big Tex, however, shook his head.
He was a big, fine looking fellow whom
no man in the world might have
known as a hunted jailbird and ex-
outlaw leader, from his appearance, A

fighting man, yes; a hard, dangerous

fellow who was a born leader and
could take men into the bhorders of
death and bring them back cheering
him wildly. But not the cringing,
back-shooting outlaw type. Not Big
Tex, and not his men, either!

“You ain’t doin’ this for me, you
ain’t,” said Big Tex. “You’re doin’ it
for my hoy, for Little Tex!”

“Little Tex !’ Dugan laughed softly.
“You thinkin’ of him, still, as a diaper-
straddler? You fool, he’s bigger’n you,
likely! Don’t forget, seventeen years
is a long time!”

“Like I could forget!” Big Tex
looked back over the past with grim-
set jaws that made his face hard and
stern. ‘“Seventeen years—an eighteen
year old son being whipped by a big
cattle outfit. An’ you think I can for-
get!”

The Bosque Kid said: ‘“Once we
jumped a big fellow, to right our
wrongs. We got turned into outlaws,
border jumpers, then jailbirds at
Yuma! Now, we're a-doin’ the same
damn fool thing! Let’s go—you crazy
sons!”

“Wait!”  Big Tex raised his hand
and held ‘them still. He rode out into
the open from among the jack-pines,
and shouted at the top of his big, roar-
ing voice: “You, you Big Arrow buz-
zards! Roll vour guns, you sons, we're
a-ridin’ you down!”

HERE was a startled, amazed si-

lence from seven riders who were
pushing a beef herd through the flats
below, Then four yelling and howl-
ing riders shot out of the pines and
came careening down the slopes, and
guns began to roar!

Riding point for the Big Arrow beef
cut, from the lower end of their ever
growing range, was a man known as
the Breed. The Breed was a killer,
through and through, and the type of
foreman that picked killers to ride
with him. Now he saw four men rid-
ing down, and he had six to back him.
He laughed cruelly to himself, and
spun his jumping horse to meet the
charge.
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Boucher would look like? And what
he knew? What had Big Tex’s wife,
embittered by the terrible turn their
future had taken, told his son? Had
she told of how she had pleaded with
Big Tex not to fight the big railroad
company, in the interests of the small
ranches, there in west Texas? Told
the boy her side of it, and made him
think of his dad as an outlaw, a killer,
a jailbird?

Or didn’t the boy know the truth?
Had the woman that Big Tex still
loved and still dreamed of, died with-
out speaking her hate for him? If so,
no use to tell his son, now. But if Jack
Boucher did know about his dad’s past,
was there any use in telling him who
these Four Horsemen were? Big Tex
shook his head, there in the darkness,
as he circled his son’s home to watch
for raiders from the Big Arrow.

“It would hurt him too much,” he
decided. “We’ll just do what we can
to help him, an’ then ride out to what-
ever may be a-comin’ to us. If we're
still alive!”

He thought of it grimly. Back to
Yuma, to surrender to whatever the
law might have in store for jail-
breakers. What a pity the thing had
to break before their terms were up,
when they could ride out honest men,
and fight it out shoulder to shoulder
with his son! '

Instead, they were outlaws, armed
and clothed and mounted with things
bought with money from their old,
grim days of robbing the railroad
company which had robbed them first.
But, still outlaws, jail-breakers, to
help the boy he could not tell of his
outlaw dad!

Dawn broke without raiders com-
ing from the Big Arrow. The Four
Horsemen rode down to the cabin, saw
again signs of Jack Boucher having
left quietly, and decided again he must
be in town. They rode for town, in
the brightening day, looked back from
the ridge three miles away and saw
a woman drive up to the little ranch
house in a buckboard. She stepped

down, tied the team, and went into.

the cabin, Soon smoke came from the
chimney.

“Got somebody to clean an’ cook for
him, likely,” said Big Tex, and then
led the way onward toward town.

The Four Horsemen rode into the
little cowtown of Green Valley, un-
shaven, dusty, but bright-eyed and
hard-lipped as they grinned warily
and wondered what the town marshal
might know about four men who had
broken out of Yuma? They were seven
hundred miles from Yuma, and had
crossed all of one state, part of an-
other. But the hand of the law is far
reaching, and the Four Horsemen
knew it.

IG TEX led the way as they

ground-tied their horses, split
reins dragging for a quick mount and
getaway. He led them straight into
the saloon, whose sign announced in
straggling, lop-sided letters which had
been painted with soot and linseed oil :
SHORT GRASS’S PLACE.

“Short Grass, huh? Betcha he came
from Texas,” said Bosque. “Wonder
if he knows us?”

“Texas is a big place,” grinned
Dugan. “We're in Colorado, now—an’
if’n he or anybody else knows us, it's
just their danged hard luck!”

They were in the dimly seen saloon
interior, now. It was noon, not much
going on, just a few men talking over
an empty card table, and the bartender
polishing glasses. He shoved out beer
bottles, without glasses, to their re-
quests, and turned away with the
money. Big Tex was listening, beer
held halfway to his heat-split lips.

A man was saying: ‘“Yeah, sure,
Jack. I'm the law, town marshal an’
deputy sheriff for this western end o’
hades we call Green Valley. T'll do
what I can, if’'n there’s trouble. But
how can I help you now?”

Jack Boucher nodded slowly, smil-
ing a little, He was almost nineteen
vears old, but looked a little older.
There were tired lines about his lips,
and deep wrinkles at his eyes as he
smiled. He was a big fellow, a full
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He visioned his boy, whom he had
seen for the first time in seventeen
years, lying in the street. He crashed
out, skidded to a stop, with Utah,
Bosque, and the marshal close behind
him.

There, standing flat-footed, calm
and quiet, was Jack Boucher. He
turned now, smiled quietly to the mar-
shal, and said:

“Chuck Barnder, you heard, in-
side?”

Barnder nodded, and waved his
hands. He looked at one of the fastest
gunmen he had ever known of—dead
in the street. Killed by this eighteen
year old who had just shot down his
first man, and could smile with quiet,
unflurried nerves!

Dugan was coming across the
street, grinning widely. He kept quiet,
as Barnder said there was no reason
for Jack Boucher to remain. It was
a fair fight, brought on by the dead
man. A burial was all that was needed
now, Jack Boucher nodded and moved
to his horse. He thumbed the spent
shell out of his gun, thumbed another
in, and reholstered it. Then he mount-
ed, with easy swing, and rode off down
the street.

“Tex,” Dugan was whispering.
“Damn it, Tex, you’d 'a’ loved it when
that boy o’ yours drew! Pretty! Just
that little snap, like you use! Y’know,
just kinda pointin’ your finger-like!
Man, Tex, you should ’a’ seen your
boy !I”’

ARNDER had picked up the dead

Breed easily, and now walked off
with the body of the killer over his
shoulder. Later, Big Tex was to know
that he could like that smiling law-
man, could fight with him—and for
him. But now, he was smiling as he
watched his son ride off down the
street and swing toward the open
range. Then he looked down, as Dugan
put something in his hand. A piece
of paper. Unfolded, Big Tex caught
something about a thousand dollar re-
ward, for four men who had broken
out of Yuma!

He crumpled the paper, jammed {t
in his pocket as he watched his son
ride out into the open range country
that bordered the little, sleepy cattle
town of Green Valley.

“I found that, in the marshal’s of-
fice,” said Dugan, in a low whisper.
“It’s the only one—"

“Then nobody’ll know us,” said
Bosque slowly. “We can stay, an’
ﬁght/_.),

Dugan shook his head, and they saw
a werried look on his usually smiling
face.

“Whisperin’ Pete is here,” he said.
“I seen him goin’ down the street!”

Whispering Pete. It hit them like
a bullet in the chest—that name.
Whispering Pete Johnson, the thin-
lipped, cold-eyed U.S. Marshal who
had jailed them fifteen years back!

“Maybe he knows we’re here,” said
Utah.

“Maybe if'n we find him, talk to
him, tell him what we did it for—"
Dugan spoke in almost a moan. “He’s
a square lawman— he fights fair. He’ll
give us a break to help that boy o’
yours, Tex, if’n we talk to him—"

“Shut up!” Big Tex snapped the
words. “Look!”

He pointed out into the open coun-
try, about a mile away from them. A
hard racing cowboy had jerked his
mount to a dead stop beside Jack
Boucher. For not more than two sec-
onds the two riders were still. Then
the cowboy came tearing on for town,
and Jack Boucher spurred off in a
wild race that raised clouds of dust
behind his fleet horse.

Like four automatons, the Four
Horsemen jumped for their mounts,
hit the saddles, and hammered off. By

the time they reached the end of the %

street, the cowboy was pulling his
horse to a dead stop, at a small cottage.
To Big Tex’s quick question of what
was wrong, he answered :

“I told Jack I seen Car! Minder,
a-headin’ for his cabin. My boss sent
me in to tell him, an’ to bring out
some cartridges.”

“War,” said Big Tex. “War—an’
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eacl. other, for bullets might start
their death song at any moment.

Jack Boucher stood before Minder,
and said slowly : “You’re a yellow dog,
Minder. You hired gunmen to crowd
your way into this range, where five
of us was tryin’ to make good as
ranchers in our small way. You
crowded in, with bullets an’ trouble.
You've lied, you've made waterholes
dangerous to use, you’ve raided our
herds an’ our homes. An’ now you
bellyache o’ gettin’ the law on me
when somebody comes in an’ raids
your herd an’ your hired killers!”

“I came here,” blustered Minder,
“to try an’ talk you into a peaceable
settlement o’ that raid! I lost cattle,
T lost men, an’ you gotta pay for it.
I asked you, right now, an’ I get war
talk for an answer. All right—it’s
war!”

Jack Boucher snorted derisively. He
was not quite nineteen, but there was
nothing boyish or uncertain about him
as he faced a powerful and dangerous
enemy.

“Rats to that! It’s been war for
months—dirty war, the kind you an’
your killers make. If we could only
prove some o’ the things that’ve been
done to us at your orders!”

Minder did not answer. He got on
his horse, nodded to his two men, and
all three rode away. None looked back.
The Dosque Kid was staring after
Minder with a very questioning, spec-
ulative stare, but Dugan and Utah
were chuckling at each other. Then
all three wheeled, as they heard a
choked sound from Big Tex. As the
three turned to look at Big Tex, they
saw him standing like a statue of
stunned amazcment, staring at the
woman in the doorway. And her white-
lipped face was turned to the Four
Horsemen from Hell, as Jack Boucher
said:

“Gents, T don’t know your names,
but this is my mother!”

“Howdy, ma’am.”

The Four Horsemen spoke as one.
Now no one would have guessed that
they were staring at a woman they

had belteved dead, Big Tex’s wife, and:
Jack Boucher’s mother. Word had:
come to Big Tex in Yuma, that his
wife had died; the same reliable
source that had later sent his word of-
his son’s trouble. But now the Four
Horsemen were staring at Big Tex’s
wife in the living flesh, and hearing
her say:

“My boy, take your horse to the
stable and grain him, after that hard
ride.”

Jack Boucher nodded, said: “You
gents are stayin’ to supper. I can’t
pay you wages for what you did to
Minder, but I sure as shootin’ wish 1
could!”

E walked away with his horse,

and the group at the door was si-

lent as he left. Then Big Tex broke
the silence.

“Mary, I heard you were dead—"

Her face was a frozen mask, and
she answered in a low voice: ‘“Yes,
I wanted you to hear that. I wanted
my boy to grow up without any chance
to know his father was a thief, a train
robber, a murderer!”

Big Tex shook his head sadly. “All
but the last, Mary—not a murderer,
ever!”

“What are you doing here?” she de-
manded, coldly ignoring his words.

Big Tex explained quietly, that
word had come to him of the trouble
his boy, Jack, was having; and of how
they had broken out of Yuma, and
come to Jack’s aid.

“He doesn’t need it, won’t take it!”
She flung the words at him bitterly.
“You left me, you got into trouble
with the law. Now, when your boy
has grown up to manhood, without
his knowing or the people knowing
what his father is and was, you come
back!”’

“But, Mary—"

“Go away—we never want help
from your kind! Not decent people!”

In a fury, Mrs. Boucher obviously
was saying things, bitter things, that
she might not have said at anocther
time. And Big Tex knew it He
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grinned a little, his face level with
hers as she stood in the doorway above
him.

“Mary, I've always loved you, al-
ways will!”’

She swayed a little, stiffened.

“You sure got a quick temper,
Mary!” Big Tex chuckled a little.
“You let it part us, once, when it
might've helped to have you backin’
me. You maybe mean you don’t want
my help—but by the heavens above,
Mary, neither you nor any man or
power on this earth can keep me from
helpin’ my boy!”

“You—" she gasped the single
word, in a strange voice.

“Mary—darlin’—" Big Tex stepped
forward, reached out his hand toward
her. ‘ :

She jerked away from him. A cold
hard voice, following the metallic
click of a cocking pistol, said: “Lay
off, damn you!”

It was Jack Boucher, standing flat-
footed at the corner of the house, gun

in hand. The high words had drawn
him, had him white-lipped, cold, gun-
on Big Tex as he went on: “Git!-Git

the hell outa here, you polecats. Don’t
you dare to bother my mother!”

He said some more, some very un-
pleasant things about the men who had
come to help him, and said them all
over the muzzle of his Colt. Big Tex
and the three with him took the words
without change of expression, know-
ing all the time that one word of ex-
planation from Big Tex would clear
the thing. But Big Tex did not say
that word. For to say it would have
meant telling Jack Boucher that his
dad was an escaped convict, And what
effect, what good, would come of that?
Big Tex and the three backed to their
horses.

“We came to help you an’ your
mother—not to make trouble,” Big
Tex said quietly.

“Get out, get goin’,” said Jack
Boucher, utterly unafraid of the Four
Horsemen from Hell. ‘“Get goin’, 1
say!”

Big Tex went on, as though he
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hadn’t heard. But how he did admire
that boy of his!

“I was sayin’,” said Big Tex, “mis-
understandin’s do make trouble. But
we come here to help you—an’ we
will!”

CHAPTER 1V
~~ STAR-TOTER’S DEADLINE

HE Four Horsemen from Hell

kept-a close wateh on the Bouch-
er ranch that night, but nothing hap-
pened. Next day they rode into Green
Valley, and purchased supplies for at
least a week. These they rammed into
saddle pockets and a gunny-sack each,
and rode out of town. All the time
they were warily watching for Minder,
or his men, or any trouble that he
might make. They kept watch over
the Boucher ranch again that night,
but Minder’s men made no trouble.

Then, on the third night, when Big
Tex was watching the Boucher ranch
house at about midnight, he heard a
low whistling sound, very much like
the sound of a small owl. He answered
it, went two hundred yards over the
ridge-to their camp, and found Dugan
and the others staring down to a point
of flame about ten miles away.

“Looks like we watched the wrong
ranch,” said Big Tex. ‘“That’s the
home of the rancher we talked to yes-
terday. The Bar Z gent, who was
ready to sell out to Minder, but
changed his mind when trouble start-
ed!”

“Shall we ride?” said Utah, his
palms beginning to itch as he thought
of guns and shooting. “Huh?”

But Big Tex shook his head. “We
couldn’t get there in time to help, an’
they may raid some place else tonight.
T'll go back on watch.”

He turned, started to walk—and
suddenly made a dive at something in
the shadows. They all heard a grunt,
a curse, and the thud of a blow. Then
Big Tex stood up, holding a limp man
in his arms,

“Thought I'd seen somethin’ move

_ there,” said Big Tex with a grin, as
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he walked toward them carrying his
victim. “A spy for Minder, likely.
We'll wake him up an’ make him
talk—"

He stopped short, staring at his
man, for the Bosque Kid had thrown
small branches on the fire, and there
was light enough to see faces:

“Whisperin’ Pete—the lawman!”

For a long moment, after Big Tex
put the U.S. Marshal on the ground,
the Four Horsemen stared at each
other helplessly. Whispering Pete had
been watching them. What did it
mean, immediate capture and return
to that hell-hole at Yuma?

Whispering Pete stirred, sat up, and
looked at Big Tex with a twisted grin.

“You’re fast for a big man, Tex,”
he said quietly. “An’ prison ain’t
slowed you down any!”

Nobody spoke as the lawman rolled
a smoke and started it from a small
twig picked off the fire. Then the law-
man spoke through curling spirals of
smoke.

“I figured you'd come here, where
your boy was, Tex.”

“Listen, Pete,”” Tex spoke solemnly.
“I broke jail, yes. I brought the boys
here with me, yes. But we came to get
my boy out o’ trouble. You always had
the rep o’ bein’ square, Pete. Let us
alone until this is straightened out,
an’ we’ll go back to Yuma with you.”

Whispering Pete puffed smoke, said
nothing as he looked attentively at the
fire.

Big Tex’s hand clenched, and he
said: “You'll do what I ask, or else—"

The U.S. Marshal looked at four
hard-eyed outlaws who ringed him,
and said slowly, mockingly: “Or else
—what?”

“You won’t be in any position to
make trouble for us, or nobody else!”
The hard, menacing words came from
Big Tex himself. “Get it?”

“Yeah, T get it!” Whispering Pete
laughed, “Big Tex, you can’t bluff me.
Neither you, nor these three hellions
with you. I know you—you never
harmed a man in your life, except in
a fair fight, Tex. You couldn’t make

good on that bluff o’ yours, if you died
for it.”

Big Tex stepped forward, said cold-
ly: “Pete, before I was fightin’ for
myself. Now, I'm fightin’ for my boy.
It'll be tough for you or anybody else
that breaks into this fight on the
wrong side.”

HERE was a long silence when
this was said, and Whispering

Pete was the man that broke it. He
stood up, dusted his pants and grinned.
Then he shoved out a hand and said:

“I reckon you mean that, Tex—
shake!” Then he went on: “I heard
what you an’ your wife said—I was
hidin’ out in their attic to get the goods
on this mess here in Green Valley, I
think I know the truth, but I ain’t
sure yet. I'm sure, though, that you
mean what you say. I'll give you two
weeks, Tex. Then if this ain’t straight-
ered out, you all four go back to
Yuma!”

“Two weeks ain’t a lot to break up
a range war,” said Dugan slowly.
“But we got somethin’ to fight for!”

“I’'m on your side, for a while any-
how,” said Whispering Pete. “I think
I used to know this man Minder. An’
if he’s the man I think he is, he’ll be
mighty hard to beat. Mighty hard,
gents!”

He nodded to them, said again:
“Two weeks, to Yuma, boys!”

And he walked off into the darkness.
A few moments later they heard the
clatter of a horse trotting down the
ridge.

HE next ten days were hard ones
for the Four Horsemen, but hard-
est of all for Big Tex. Twice they were
ambushed, in riding about the range
country. And once they were very
nearly led into a trap which would
have left them holding the sack for a
brutal murder. Carl Minder arranged
that, with his tricky cunning, and one
of his own riders was the victim,
But Big Tex was too smart for him,
and managed to keep clear of the



tricky thing Minder had arranged.
That the Four Horsemen were to be
found at the body of his rider, by
himself and what little law there
seemed to be around, Chuck Barnder.
. Those things, however, were not the

really hard part for Big Tex. It was
seeing his son, and not being able to
tell the boy who he was; and of seeing
his own son ride past him when they
met, with only a cold stare. Those
things, coupled with the fact that
Whispering Pete, who seemed to have
disappeared completely, had given
them two weeks. And now ten days of
it had passed, without any sign of
their being able to do more than take
chances on being recognized as out-
laws, or being killed in a Minder am-
bush.

These things were in the minds of
the Four Horsemen all the time, it
seemed. And Dugan at last said, that
evening of the tenth day as they
lounged about a hidden camp, waiting
until darkness came to go and watch
over the Boucher ranch:

“Let’s go kill that son, Minder!”
Dugan’s voice was cold, as he smiled
in his soft way. “That’ll end it. Kill
the son! Gun him an’ bury him under
gix feet o’ rocks!”

“We can’t,” said Big Tex; though
his palms itched to grab guns to kill
Minder. “We can’t do it that way. It
won'’t straighten out the thing—an’ it
leaves us murderers. He’s too smart
to give us a break to fight him fair.
It’ll be murder if we get him.”

They stared at each other, grunted,
smoked. Something was on the Bosque
Kid’s mind, it seemed, for he didn’t
talk,

He rose, said quietly: “I'Tl take the
first watch, to see that Minder’s men
don’t raid the ranch.”

He left, and it wasn’t until an hour
later that Big Tex realized something
was wrong. The Bosque Kid had taken
his saddle horse!

Big Tex came to his feet, and ran
for his own horse, with Utah and
Dugan runming also and asking ques-
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tions. Big Tex, however, couldn’t an-
swer those questions until he reached
his horse. Then he could, for there in
the saddle was a ncte, which he read
by the light of a match:

I'm goin’ to see Minder. If I don’t get
back I'll see you buzzards in hell!

CHAPTER V
FIrsT BLOOD

IG TEX was in the saddle now.
His big horse plunged forward
in great leaps, into the darkness about
them. He did not have to yell orders at
Dugan and Utah. For all knew what
Big Tex was going to do, and where
he was going to do it. They hit the
saddles with a thud, and went plung-
ing after Big Tex.

Dugan felt his saddle was loose, and
riding at full speed, kept his balance
as he bent over and caught at the end
of the latigo. He pulled, pulled again,
and then shifted his weight slightly.
The saddle held, and he twisted the
latigo end through the ring twice and
jerked it down hard. Then he was rid-
ing straight again.

For two long hours the three riders
hammered forward, straight for the
headquarters of Carl Minder’s Big
Arrow spread. Big Tex rode grimly,
his lips drawn. The Bosque Kid had
been his cell-mate at Yuma, much of
the time. And he had grown to like the
slim, dark rider with a feeling that
was as intense as brotherly love,

Dugan and Utah shared those feel-
ings, but somehow the dark, quarrel-
some and grumbling Texan was tops
with Big Tex, and Big Tex hated to
think of the Bosque Kid riding into
hell alone. For that seemed just what
would happen to him, at the Big
Arrow headquarters.

Certainly, it seemed madness to
think that one man could ride into
Carl Minder’s gun-slinging crew, and
come out alive, Maybe, thought Big
Tex, the Bosque Kid didn’t want to
come out alive. Maybe he was thinking:

_of those damp, hot stone cells at Yuma
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—and preferred death to going back.

It was midnight when the silent
three came up to the headquarters
outfit of the Big Arrow. Dimly, they
could see dark bunkhouses, darker
barns and sheds, with big corrals
sweeping about in huge rings. And
close to them, as they rode out of the
clumped jack-pines, they could see the
sprawling outlines of the main ranch
house, dark except for one window.
In the slanting beam of that window,
they could see the silhouette of a horse,
saddle empty.

They pulled their horses down to a
silent jog-trot, and drew their pistols.
Grimly, they rode on, to what they did
not know. But that horse looked like
the big bay which the Bosque Kid had
been riding. On they went, closer,
closer—and then a sudden, crashing
shot sent them surging forward.

That shot was repeated twice. A
yell sounded from the house. More
yells and more shots came crashing
from the nearest bunkhouse. The three
riders were shooting now, and into the
mad crashing roars came the bellow-
ing voice of Big Tex.

“Bosky ? Bosky ?”

They caught a glimpse of a slim
figure plunging out of the lighted win-
dow. The slim figure stumbled, plung-
ing forward toward the horse. He was
down—up. Somebody was shooting
from the window, and it looked like
Carl Minder. Big Tex was swearing
now, as his horse buck-jumped for-
ward as he spurred it.

IIe shouted, with a yell of joy:
‘“At-a boy, Bosky!”

Bosky was -on his feet now, leaping
for his horse. He was in the saddle,
spurring, wheeling, racing around: to-
ward them. And all were in a wild hail
of lead thrown from the house and
bunkhouse, as they obeyed the Bosque
Kid’s yelling order:

“Come on, you buzzards from hell,
ride!”

No one questioned, no one stopped
to fire ancther shot, Even Rig Tex
himself, always the boss-man of the
crew, wheeled and raced off into the

darkness after the Bosque Kid. That
voice meant something mighty big
was up in the wind, tonight!

The Bosque Kid rode in the lead
now, crashing through in a straight
line due west. That straight line, in
ten miles of hard riding, ‘would put
them close to the Jack Boucher ranch
house.

Big Tex spurred, caught up with the
Bosque Kid, and said: “What is it,
Bosky ?”

“Hell breakin’ loose,” said the
Bosque Kid thickly: “Minder’s sent
some men—to knock Mary an’ Jack
over the head—burn the ranch house
over ’em, like it was an accident. He’s
found who we are—one o’ his men
recognized you. They heard us talkin’
one night—know Jack’s your boy.”

He was talking very jerkily, and
Big Tex put it down to the hammering
of their horses. And then—the Bosque
Kid swayed, went reeling out of the
saddle to plunge headlong to the
ground. Big Tex groaned, cursed, as
he spun his horse and made a running
dismount right at the Bosque Kid’s
limp body. He picked him up, held the
Kid and wiped dust from his lips.

The Bosque Kid grinned weakly,
said in a low whisper: “Didn’t want
—to stop—you ridin’. Minder gut-
shotted—me. Get him, after—you save
Mary an’ Jack. He—tell Pete that—"

He stopped—they thought him
dead. But his eyes opened, and he
spoke again, with tremendous effort.

“Tell—Pete—Minder—"

Again his voice died away. They
waited, those three grim and hard
men, with tears in their eyes. Some-
thing miglity big that the Bosque Kid
was trying to tell them. Something
about Minder—something that might
help the whole thing clear up. And
then came a choked sound.

“Ugh—see you—in hell.”

And the Bosque Kid died in Big
Tex’s arms.

HEY looked at each other help-
lessly., Then Big Tex said in a
very low vgice: “We’ll put him in the
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that might have come to Mary. Now,
as he burst inlo the room, Jack Bou-
cher wheeled, dropping a note he held
in his hand. And that same right hand
dropped in an amazingly speedy draw!

“Dawn you—what have you done
to my mother?”

Jack Boucher’s gun roared into the
words, as he fired at Big Tex—his own
father!

Only Big Tex’s realization, as his
boy turned, that Jack was going to
shoot, and that second spent in turn-
ing and drawing, saved his life. He
moved like a cat, sweeping forward in
a plunging dive at his son’s waistline.
He hit Jack like a hammer-blow, sent
him smashing backwards w.th all his
breath driven from his lungs.

As father and son smashed into the
nearest chair, went piling over it and
down to the floor, the heavy impact set
Jack’s gun flying from his hand. The
rest was a wild two seconds of driving
fists, lunging, swearing, and then Big
Tex, Dugan and Utah held Jack Bou-
cher 4 prisoner.

“Steady, boy,” said Big Tex. There
was something very commanding,
very strong, in that big deep voice of
his. “We’re here to help you!”

“Took all three to hold that—"
Dugan was grinning. He stopped short
before he spilled the fact that Jack
Boucher was Big Tex’s son. “Well,
he’s a fightin’ fool, Big Tex!”

JACK BOUCHER stared at the
three men. His eyes were hot with
anger, his face twisted a little with
the fear that was in his heart as he
said heavily: =

“What’ve you done to my mother.
damn you?”

Big Tex picked up the note, read it
aloud swiftly :

Now—>behave.

‘The Four
Big Tex

We got yowr mother,

“An’ they signed it,
Horsemen’—meanin’ us!”
told them grimly.

“Minder’s work!” Dugan snapped
out, grinning thinly, “Throwin’ it on
us, the sucker!”

“But it don’t make sense,” said
Utah, puffing smoke from a freshly
rolled cigarette. “Bosky said that
Minder knowed us. He knows nobody’d
believe you'd kidnap your own wife,
Big Tex!”

‘(You_”

Big Tex stopped. But it was too
late, the harm was done.

“Your wife—my mother—good
Lord!”

Jack Boucher stared at Big Tex.
Over him came the dull realization,
the sickening sense of something very
dreadful.

“She said you
thieves, murderers!”
choking, as he said:
youw're my dad!"

Big Tex nodded slowly, his rich,
dark eyes fixed on his son’s face. His
boy was going to turn from him now.
Was he going to believe all the hard
things Mary, his wife, had said about
him in her bitterness? Big Tex, then,
might have told his side of it—of how
he had tried to aid small ranchers
against a big railroad company, and
become an outlaw through that fact
alone. But he did not.

Somehow, making the boy under-
stand did not seem very important.
He was the boy’s father, the boy was
in trouble, his mother—Tex’s wife—
was in more desperate trouble. All Big
Tex wanted to do was to help them,
not to alibi his own past!

“All right, son,” Big Tex told him
quietly. “I don’t blame you for not
wantin’ to have me for a dad. You've
got your mother s side, an’ that’s okay

were escaped
His voice was
“An’ you say—

by me.’

Dugan and Utah stood heavily.
They were wondering why Jack Bou-
cher couldn’t throw his arms about
that big, fine looking man who stood
and smiled, as he tock the hell of
silence that came from his son.

“Bueno, son,” said Big Tex. “You
go to rouse the ranchers, an’ we
three’ll ride alone te see if we can heip
your mother.”

Big Tcex said that, and there stiil
was silence, Jack Boucher was staring















short and sort of skinny. But he was
the one man John Dawson had picked
as pardner for life. Dawson had taken
immediately to the clear light in Bill’s
eyes. He figured that here was a man
he could trust.

It was hell to find out he’d been
wrong.

That’s what made the sinking sun
ball, glinting on the shifting ice, seem
a cold, grayish thing. A sphere of
glass in a sullen sky. One moment
Dawson had been looking forward
eagerly to the morrow, when he and
Bill would paddle their furs down the
Big Bear to the Post. Now the trapper
wished he’d never seen Bill Slagle.

A curse ripped from Dawson’s lips.
Much as he disliked the smooth-faced,
soft-talking Caribou, he realized that
the breed must be right. Liquor did
have a way of loosening Bill Slagle’s
tongue. That was Bill’s only weakness
—his fondness for drink. He'd slip off
nights to Caribou Joe’s shack, a mile
down river at the bend. Bill knew
Caribou always kept a supply of the
stuff on hand. John Dawson could tell
when Bill had been there, from the
thickness of his tongue and the way
he’d let go about his past.

Dawson stood up. A man’s drinking
was his own business, but when it
drove him to double-crossing his pard-
ner—

The giant trapper strode to his
cabin. Near it, on the thawing beach,
lay the cedar canoe they were to use
tomorrow. Dawson approached it
grimly, drew his knife. What he was
about to do burned him like lye, but
if Bill was on the level he had nothing
to fear. Swiftly, John Dawson cut a
hole in the canoe, well up inside the
bow where it wouldn’t show. If any-
one tried to use that canoe before to-
morrow, Dawson would know the
breed had told the truth.

ILL SLAGLE was sitting by the

log fire as Dawson entered the

cabin. The little man squinted over his

‘briar pipe. “What’s been keepin’ you ?”’
he asked in a strained voice.
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Nawson studied him keenly. He
couid cee tnat Bill was acting queerly.
As if wary ¢f his pardner. Daween
wendered hovw Bill would act if he
knew about that hole in the canoe.
“ilad a little trouble with the
traps,” the big man said.

They sat in silence for a while, Bill
pufiing methodically on his pipe. Every
now and then, Dawson would catch
Bil watching him. And watching the
back room where they kept their furs.
PRill’s blue eyes would then swerve to
stare out the window at the moon-sil-
vered ice.

“It'll be swell to get the furs to the
Post,” he «sid at length.

John Daw:nn nodded. He'd caught
the brittleness of the other’s tone.
Yes, it would be swel! Tor Bill Slagle
to get the furs to the Post, especially
since he would be cashing in on John's
share as well. It would be swell for
Bili to get all that money, then skip
the country. John Dawson muttered
an inward curse. He'd been a fool to
believe Bill when the latter had said
he loved the Ivorth as much as John
did. Bill loved only money. It wouldn’t
mmatter how much he'd hurt his pard-
ner by taking i,

At eight o'clock Bill Slagle got up
and stretched. His stubbly chin
drooped in a yawn, “Think I’ll turn
in,” he said shortly.

With narrowed eyes, John Dawson
watched him peel off his boots and
pants, slide between the coarse blank-
ets. Bill never had turned in so early,
but Daws=cn wasn’t surpriced. Bill
would be waiting for his pardner to
turn in, so he could grab the furs and
skip.

In his own bunk later, with most of
his clothes on, John Dawson squirmed
in the throcs of a nightmare. He saw
Bill, his pardner, slinking off in the
canoe, saw the boat slowly settling as
the icy water spurted from the hole
John had cut in the bow. He saw Bill
fighting the crushing ice
chunks, heard him scream as the cur-
rent sucked him under. “John! Help!”
The voice died in a throaty gurgle,
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would be indebted for the rest of his
life. The very life Polk had saved
that day a year ago when Darrat’s
mount stumbled in front of a roundup
stampede.

“Yep, that’s right,” went on Pinky.
“Polk stole the thirty thousand Horg
Farner was gittin’ from Elverson City
to cover the payrolls tomorrow at his
bank. Your pop got Polk, all right, but
Polk ain’t tellin’ what he did with the
money. Yep, jes’ like I often said, some
day Polk Bankard’s thievin’ blood will
break loose an’ he’ll take the same trail
now rid by his outlawin’ o’ man.”

Darrat’s sinewy fists knotted into
white-knuckled, bulging-veined lumps
of suppression. His narrowed eyes
swept across the sage-blued range to-
ward the shadowed slopes of the Capi-
tan Ridge where Polk Blankard’s little
cow outfit nestled among cottonwood
and black oak.

“Who says Polk done all this?” he
asked grimly, without looking at
Pinky.

“All the passengers claim they
heard him say, ‘This is the way my
father would do it.” An’ jumpin’ coy-
otes, boss, it’s plain well known that
Polk needs money bad to run that
spread an’ square Horg Farner’s note.
An’ then there’s his father, Hachita
Bankard, the Rio Raider, an’—"

“Shut up!” blared Darrat suddenly.

With sullen grimness, Darrat threw
his rig on his steel-dust grulla. The
setting sun glinted on the single belt
of cartridge cases looped around his
waspish waist, on the silver-riveted
holster draped low on his cholla-raked
chaps. Vaulting into the hull, he spur-
curried past the astonished Pinky,
chopped through the dust of his ranch-
yard toward the cattle town of Sage
Springs—and Polk Bankard.

“Polk didn’t do it!’ his rampant
thoughts kept repeating, as he swept
through the grama grass and mes-
quite.

Darrat knew more about Polk Bank-
ard than anyone on Sage Springs
range. Polk had come north to try
ranching two years ago. Folks imme-

diately shunned him when they
learned that he was the son of Hachita
Bankard, the Rio Raider, the outlaw
no lawman had ever tagged or photo-
graphed for reward posters.

What folks didn’t know about Polk
was the fight Polk was putting up in
order to wean himself away from the
earlier influence of his outlaw father.
Polk wanted to go straight, to ranch,
to win the respect and admiration of
honest folks.

After having saved his life, Darrat’s
indebtedness to Polk drew him closer.
Now he understood the outlaw’s son
so completely, knew his tremendous
yearning to do the right thing, that
the narrow-minded, prejudiced, open
resentment of Sage Springs range
galled and angered him. It appeared
as if folks hungered to see Polk make
a mistake, to expose his outlaw heri-
tage just so they might yell: “I told
you so!”

“He hasn’t got a chance, whether
he did it or not!” Darrat’s thoughts
lashed him, as the wind cut his coffee-
brown cheeks, flattened the brim of
his gray Stetson. “If Pop’s got him in
jail, they’ll tear him out an’ string him
up !’D

More than once Darrat had felt the
sting of their scorn for his loyalty to
Polk. Even though his father, Sheriff
Lane Loxley, law-patrolled Sage
Springs and was the most respected
man in the country, they couldn’t help
letting him see they held in contempt
anyone who championed the son of a
much wanted outlaw like the Rio Raid-
er. It was even causing a slight breech
between him and his father. His de-
fense of Polk Bankard was beginning
to cost a large price. .

If only it had been some one else
who scooped him out of the path of
those stampeding hoofs a:year and a
half ago! :

“I can’t let him down no matter
what they think "’ Darrat eommanded
himself aloud. He topped the rise
above the little cattle town sprawled
in the softening dusk of eventide.
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O Darrett it seemed but an instanc

later that he again could sce the
objccts of his father’s office, hear the
sounds of the jabbering groups on the
corners, the slapping of moths against
the desk lamp.

But he knew it was longer than that
the moment he got to his feet and wob-
bled to the cell block. Polk was gone
—and so was the mysterious stranger.
On the desk he found the keys. And
the drawer that held Polk’s belt and
gun was open—and empty.

“Who could it have been? I wonder
if he really was one of the lynch mob,
or__”

His thoughts were guillotined by
the clump of boot heels and the ap-
pearance of his father and Horg Far-
ner in the doorway.

“T thought I told yuh to lock this
door, Darrat!” said Sheriff Loxley an-
grily, supporting a tray of grub with
one fist. “That was a pretty bad risk
you_n

The lawman’s eyes stabbed past
Darrat to the wide open cell door. He
paled, then flushed a vivid red. From
his fingers the tray tilted, crashed to
the floor.

“Darrat, I never thought you’d do
that on your own father!”

Darrat saw Horg’s massive chest
heave, strain against his silk shirt.
The rancher-banker’s eyes narrowed,
then flamed with rage. Springing
across the room; he caught Darrat by
the shoulders, shouted in his face:

“You double-crossin’ coyote, you
oughta swing fer this! I knew we
couldn’t trust you. You liked Polk’s
breed too much fer me. We’d have
forced the whereabouts of that money
out of Polk in time. Now he’s gone!
My bank an’ every rancher in this val-
ley stands to-lose plenty because of
you.” He whirled on Darrat’s father,
“Sheriff, I'm expectin’ you to do some-
thin’ about this!”

Darrat knew what Horg meant;
knew, too, that his father would re-
member his continuous defense of
Polk. Sheriff Lane Loxley didn’t have
to be told his duty. He’d been perform-

ing it for twenty years. IFull of shame,
he turned grimly toward Darrat, held
out his hand, palm up.

“You’re my son, Darrat, but the law
makes no exceptions. You’'ve aided a
criminal to escape an’ you've got to
pay the same as anyone else. Until we
capture Polk, you're settin’ in his cell
an’ takin’ his punishment. Darrat, 1
want your gun.”

Darrat knew what this was costing
his proud father. A record of un-
stained honesty and square-dealing
had been marred by his own son. It
was cutting deeply into the old law-
man—and twice as deeply into Dar-
rat.

He would have done almost any-
thing rather than shame his father.

Darrat calmly pulled his gun, hand-
ed it butt first to his father. But every
muscle in his lean frame ached to hurl
himself at Horg, smash bony knuck-
les into the rancher’s fierce, livid fea-
tures. For Darrat had never before
permitted any man to address him as
Horg just had.

“Here’s my gun, Pop,” he replied,
his eyes holding fast to those of his
father. “But I didn’t free Polk. Yes,
1 was goin’ to, I'll admit. But I didn’t
get around to it. A funeral-garbed
hombre beat me to the play.”

Horg snorted his derision. ‘“Jes’ a
lie!” he brayed, stomping up and
down the office. “You can’t worm out:
of it that way, Darrat! Nobody helped
you—" -

At this moment the door swung
open and old Jeff Wetherill, owner of
the livery, stepped inside. Old Jeff had
traveled plenty in his time, seen much.
His sun-leathered face was twitching
with excitement, his eyes lighted
strangely.

“Sheriff, I’ve seen him!” he said ex-
citedly. “He’s here in Sage Springs, or

“was! Saw him once down along the

border five year ago an’ never forgot
him. He pulled'in at my livery half an
hour or so ago an’ at first he jes’
seemed like some one I used to know.
I jes’ remembered a few minutes ago!
Yep, it was him, all right.”
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was in the office, out of reach. And
there was no one who would—

As Darrat turned disconsolately
back to his cell bunk, he heard the
street door creak open. Pressing his
face against the bars of his cell door,
he strained to pierce the gloom of the
office, his father having put out the
lamp when he and Horg departed.

But all Darrat could make out was
a shadowy figure against the lighter
background of the street as the door
opened. The figure leaped stealthily in-
side, softly closed the door. Impenetra-
ble gloom again swallowed the outer
office.

The short hairs on Darrat’s neck
bristled as he heard the drawer of his
father’s desk open. There came the
sound of something like a sack being
dumped into it. The drawer was then
carefully slid shut.

At this moment Darrat’s belt buckle
scraped loudly against the steel bar of
his cell door. There was the jangle of
spurs as the intruder spun around, a
soft curse.

“Who's that?”’ came a voice Darrat
remembered having heard only a few
hours ago. ..

It was Hachita Bankard, the Rio
Raider—Polk’s outlaw. father!”

N that split, tense moment, Darrat

leaped to half a dozen conclusions,
wondered which five if -not all six were

wrong. What could be bringing Polk’s

father back to Sage Springs? Was the
man a fool?

“This is Darrat Loxley, the gentv yu‘h
conked on the skull a few hours ago,”
replied Darrat. “I’'m sorta takin’ the
place o’ Polk on account of you, Ha-
chita!”

There was the gritty scrape of boot
soles on the office floor. A moment lat-
er the faint light striping through

Darrat’s cell window splashed weak-" - m

ly on the grim, rigid features of the
Rio Raider as the outlaw pressed close
to the cell door.

“Polk told me about you, Darrat,”
came the outlaw’s icy, purring voice.
“Sorry I had to bust yore skull like

that, but I had to git my kid out of
here. He’s comin’ back with me to
trail the border.”

That stung Darrat. Polk didn’t be-
long to that kind of life, father or no
father. Unless influenced, Polk would
make as fine and decent a cattleman
as anybody. He must prevent Polk
from going back.

“Then what are you doin’ here? An’
where’s Polk now? If one of them
posses combin’ the hills tag him they’l]
string him before he ¢’n go any place!”

Darrat’s concern over Polk seemed
to affect the outlaw. When he spoke
again, some of the grimness had left
his voice.

“Polk’s waitin’ fer me at Butte
Forks,” replied Hachita. “I'm back
here ’cause Polk sent me back—with
the money. Said he wouldn’t go along
with me unless I returned it.”

“Yuh—yuh mean it was you who
pulled that robbery an’ killed Jeb Oll-
ey!” exclaimed Darrat with amaze-
ment, for he had doped it entirely dif-
ferent. “Yuh mean yuh did that an’
pinned it on your own kid so’s yuh
could save him an’ make him figure it
was best to go back to the old life?

- Hachita, you’re a contemptible—"

The outlaw’s fists shot through the
bars, caught. Darrat’s shirt front,
yanked him close. =~

“Listen to me, Darrat!” growled the
Rio. Raider fiercely; “I’'m not much, I
know, but T don’t pull ‘snake tricks

-like that—on anybody ! I.came up here

to see if my kid would go back with
me. I'm not young' any more, an’ the
dim trails are gittin’ plumb lonely.

“Polk refused me, see, an’ I was all
set to pull out when I heard of that
stage bein’ loaded down with plenty
of payroll stuff I usually take. I figured
it would be worth my time fer eomin’
up here an’ laid fer .it.. But another
asked hombre beat my time an’ 1
got there jes’ as he was finishin’ up.
I trailed him, rammed a gun in his
ribs an’ took the payroll sacks an’
left him cussin’ plenty.

“I don’t know who the gent was,
but late this afternoon when I heard
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“He had nothin’ to do with it,” came
Polk’s weak, protesting voice, as they
hustled him toward the jail oflice. “An’
neither did I. I've told yuh a dozen
times mv father gun-ribbed the skunk
who pulled the job—whoever he weg!”

Darrat knew he had waited long
enough. With every musele tense, his
gun-arm quivering with restraint, he
riveted his narrowed eyes on Horg
Farner. ‘

“Gents, the skunk yuh want is right
here with us,” he purred icily, con-
scious that Hachita was but a pace
from him, rigid as rock but breathing
with deep, panting gasps. “I've sus-
pected it from the first, but wasn’t
sure until Hachita here told me the
gent he jumped wore—"

A sibilant oath came from the lips
of Horg Farner. His big hulk leaped
into convulsive action. At the same
instant his two gun-swift punchers,
Pud and Tate, sprang sidewise from
him, their gun-arms hovering tensely
above smooth butts.

“That’s a lie! You can’t pin it on me
that way, Darrat!” denied Horg. His
bloated features twisted with rage the
moment he heard the posse behind
him gasp with incredulity.

ARRAT saw his father whirl on
the banker-rancher. And in that
moment Darrat knew hig little play
has worked. Hachita had never told
him exactly what the thief had worn.
“He didn’t pin it on anybody—yet!”
snapped Sheriff Loxley. “But you jes’
tacked it on yourself, Horg. By hell,
if yuh ain’t the dirtiest—"

Cra-ash! DBra-am! Jetting flame
stabbed from the hips of Pud and Tate.
Darrat heard Hachita grunt, knew
that the outlaw was sagging back. At
the same instant, Horg went into a
quick crouch, clawed for his gun.

“Damn you, Darrat!”

Darrat’s palm slapped the ebony
butt of his Colt. The heavy gun came
up glinting in the faint light striping
from the saloon.

It bucked in his fist at the same mo-
ment Horg’s roared. Twin stripes of

powder-fire meshed, faded. Something
like a scaring poker jabbed through
Darrat’” shoulder, spun him half
around. But from the corner of his eye
he saw Horg Farner stumbling for-
ward, arms locked around his stom-
ach, falling.

Bra-am! Cra-ash! The roaring guns
came from where Hachita had sagged
back following the double blast from
Pud and Tate. Darrat saw ‘the old out-

“law, blood streaming down his face,

standing wide-legged near the saloon
hitchrack. His Colts were belching vin-
dictive flame.

#Git him!” yelled someone.

But the lead of the Rio Raider was
meant only for two.

Pud Draves screamed, whirled and
caught the man beside him. Then he
slid face down into the dusty street.
Tate, his bucking gun tilted down and
exploding harmlessly into the ground,
was taking slow, staggering steps
backward. His pain-twisted face was
turned skyward.

“Adios, Polk!” came the voice of
Hachita, the Rio Raider. “If yuh ever
change your mind, remember your ol’
Pop will be waitin’ fer yuh!”

And before anyone could stop him,
the outlaw sprang into the leather on
his own horse there at the saloon rack.
He rammed the hooks deep, and like a
fleet, black shadow, pounded out of
Sage Springs. T

Half a dozen Colts were liied on him
—but not one spoke: It secmed that
those in front of the jail office had
abruptly realized the debt they owed
the Rio Raider. The hoofbeats died
away in the distance.

“But how did yuh dope it that Horg
was the gent who robbed the stage
an’ killed Jeb Olley ?” asked Sheriff
Loxley of his son. They were stand-
ing inside the tiny office a few mo-
ments later while the wounds of Dar-
rat and Polk were being dressed.
“Everybody wds positive it must be
Polk.”

Darrat watched the ranchers grate-
fully checking the payrolls he had
pulled from the desk drawer where















boy had turned back, though he was
looking toward the west. Squinting
under his hat-brim, Slaughter saw
the same thing Johnny did—a sky-
line empty except for spires of rock.
The gang had got away.

Stooping, the cowman jerked a Colt
and laid the barrel across bent arm.
He took a long moment to aim, for
it was almost the limit of accurate
Colt range, and cramped the trigger.
But Johnny’s beorrowed horse, not
Johnny, went floundering to earth.

Surprised by the shot, the express
guard’s feet were free of the stirrups
as the animal dropped. He hunkered
behind the horseflesh barrier, and his
reloaded Colts spat flaming lead at
the smoke mushrooming on the ridge
slope. Powdersmoke was all that Ber-
dan could see of his enemy. But had
he known it, his close shooting was
driving rock chips into Slaughter’s
tense face.

Sim very shortly decided that he
couldn’t gamble with such a Colt ex-
pert, not with Johnny lying behind
that dead horse. He backed out and
down the far side of the ridge to his
waiting mount, noting with satisfac-
tion that there was scab-rock under-
foot and his peg-heeled boots left no
impress. Once again in the saddle,
he spurred full pelt around the bend,
into Berdan’s range of vision.

Johnny was now out from behind
the horse carcass, maneuvering to-
ward the ridge. But Slaughter dared
not take a chance, man to man in the
open. The cowboy stopped his crawl,
rose to his feet, guns dangling.

“Where’s your road agents?” hol-
lered Slaughter. “I’d ’a’ got here soon-
er, only this bronc, not knowin’ me,
was a mite hard to catch.”

“Oh, they're gone—lamed my
mount,” replied Johnny, standing
there and staring. “But some cussed
sniper tried to chop me down from
the slope. Didn’t see him as you came
by the foot of the ridge, did you,
Slaughter?”

“No, but I heard the shootin’.” The
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cowman drew up beside Johnny. “If
you’re finished, we might’s well mosey
back. Get up behind.”

ERDAN vaulted on, puzzled and
suspicious. It would have been
possible for Slaughter to scale the
slope and try to drill him, he knew.
On the other hand, it could have been
one of the bandits who had dropped
out, rounding the bend, to flank him
from above. On the way back to the
stagecoach, Johnny deserted his
cantleward seat long enough to scout
the slope. Not for tracks he knew he
wouldn’t find, but the body of his as-
sailant.

He thought the break in the shoot-
ing might indicate a lucky shot of his
had nailed the man behind the drop-
fire. Finding no man, nor any horse
loose on the slope, he once more faced
the broad back of Slaughter and they
jogged on eastward.

Back at the stagecoach, the cow-
boy found that Dan Tyler had pulled
the eyeholed bandannas from the
faces of the slain bandits. He wasn’t
surprised when the driver an-
nounced :

“It looks like you got the leader,
Johnny. Here’s the hombre most of
us suspected—Bill Durg!”

Berdan slid into the road. ‘“Uh-huh.
Bill was a slick cow thief, that
couldn’t be caught with the goods, un-
til the treasure coaches made the
stick-up business look more profit-
able.”

Slaughter quit the saddle and
walked over to look into the still faces.
Certainly he betrayed no emotion that
Johnny could discern—and the cow-
boy was watching covertly.

Afterward, Slaughter helped Ber-
dan and the driver load the two ban-
dits into the coach. But the shotgun
messenger’s head was as busy as his
hands. He was determined to learn
where Slaughter fit into this episode
of the trail. Johnny stepped toward
the dead outlaw’s horse, picked up the
reins and flicked out a gun. He












thud of peg heels, the low clink of
spurs, ended suddenly, the newcomers
splitting ranks as if at a silent signal.
On spraddled legs, Nels Prescott
halted at pointblank range. His arms
were stiffly bent, fingers spread above
Colt handles.

Yet the tense-faced cowboy didn’t
move. Only his frosty eyes seemed
alive and the menace in their depths
penetrated to the marrow of the war-
like Prescott. He shot tongue over
1'ns, fighting a spine-tingling sensa-
tion which was the icy hand of fear
stroking his backbone. Seldom had it
touched the tough-cut gunslinger in
the past. While the deadly silence
held, it was evident he was tugging
at courage with desperate fingers. The
scarred features worked convulsively,
suddenly blazed with upsurging blood
and the flame of hatred.

“What’re you here for?” screeched
Nels in the high key of murderous
rage. “You won’t find no friends in
this town after blowin’ Bill Durg
apart!”

Johnny Berdan didn’t like the way
the gang had separated—four in
front of him, six off to one side.
They’d get him both ways. But his
backbone stiffened like a steel rod.
He’d come looking for trouble; here
it was in arm’s reach. Yet he couldn’t
help likening the small, bandy-legged
and noisy Prescott to a wing-flapping
gamecock, and a grim smile curved
his lips.

“I ain’t huntin’ friends, old roost-
er!” he barked at Prescott. “Make
your play!”

Steel flashed in both Prescott’s
hands. But Johnny was the quicker,
and Nels was falling on his face be-
fore smoke hazed the muzzles of his
rearing guns. Back to bar, the cow-
boy lashed lead into a wry-necked
outlaw who had stood on Prescott’s
left. The fellow’s guns tilted ceiling-
ward after boring holes in the bar
front, inches from Johnny’s spread
legs. A shower of ’dobe chips show-
ered the two men heaped on the floor.

With two down and unstirring, the
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fast-thumbing Berdan wondered that
bullets from the group of six hadn’t
already swept him off his feet. They
opened up as the second man
stumbled across Nels Prescott, a roar-
ing blast that seemed to rock the can-
tina. And it was a surprise to Johnny
that he didn’t feel the shock of lead
whipping through to his vitals.

Nels Prescott’s third supporter
keeled over with a scream of agony.
Johnny had hit him. And so, appar-
ently, had the man’s own saddle-
mates. Berdan was no longer in doubt
of his senses when the fourth outlaw
who had held opinion with Prescott,
breaking for the door as he realized
his slim chance of survival, folded at
the knees. He struck on his face, guns
sliding from nerveless fingers, and
never moved after that.

Berdan swiveled his guns bearing
on the group of six. If smoke-drum-
ming with them was next in order,
he had the lead to tally them in his
death-spreaders. But the tallest of the
lot, Dex Cuneo, shoved smoking Colts
in holsters and thrust a hand up, with
the palm outward.

“You wouldn’t shoot your friends,
would you, Johnny?” Dex Cuneo
rumbled. “Nels Prescott was a little
mite mistaken when he said you
wouldn’t find men to side you at
Gore’s Crossin’. Proved it, ain’t we?”

CHAPTER III
BANDIT BAIT

OHNNY BERDAN let the muzzles

of his Colts sag, acting as though
he half doubted the sincerity of the
big outlaw. Dex Cuneo, taking a step
forward, declared:

“They’d ’a’ got you, hadn’t we
chipped in! How’d you like to throw
in with us? And since we sided you,
it would only be fair to cut us in on
the treasure you lifted off the Gold
Butte stage.”

Johnny knew that was coming, and
was quite aware of the possibilities
opened up to him by this show of
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friendship. He leathered his six-shoot-
ers and shook hands with Cuneo.

“You’re on, pard! I do owe you
somethin’ for takin’ cards!” Johnny
said. “But what do I call you—and
the rest here?”

Dex introduced them one by one,
with a flourish of his big paw, and
then they paraded to the bar at John-
ny’s invitation. He knew that it was
greed and greed only which had
prompted them to take up his end of
the fight-stick. A dead man couldn’t
tell them where that gold was hidden.
But the moment it fell into their
hands, Johnny felt that he could ex-
pect them to turn on him with equal
savagery. Indeed, he considered the
four who had tried to avenge Bill
Durg as men of better fiber than these
six gun-hung wolves who had killed
their own saddlemates in a frenzy
of avarice.

“I knowed you'd do the right thing
by us, Johnny,” Dex Cuneo said,
wiping his mouth backhanded and
dropping the hand heavily on the cow-
boy’s shoulder. “Now, where at did
you stack the strongbox? Far from
here?”

Berdan shrugged off the heavy
hand and drew the makings from vest
pocket. “It’s a little bit public here
to discuss that, ain’t it, Dex?”

“Oh, Tony wouldn’t open his head.”
Cuneo glanced sideclong and menac-
ingly at the Mexican bartender. “He
knows better! But come over here in
the corner.”

The seven of them surrounded a
table, yanking up chairs. And as to-
bacco-smoke hazed the room, Nels
Prescott and his mates lying on the
floor unnoticed like slaughtered hogs,
Johnny craftily baited his trap. With-
out actually revcaling the supposed
hiding-place of the mythical gold
dust, the cowboy said it was buried
close by Hondo Forks, the last place
the stage or express people would
look for it.

His purpose was, of course, to lure
the gang as near the town as possible,

so that he could get help to capture
or drill them down. To the gold-crazy
outlaws it sounded plausible, and pri-
vately Dex Cuneo was thinking:
“We're six to one, anyhow. He can’t
come no tricks on us.”

“When do you boys want to start?”
Johnny’s glance shuttled from one
hard face to another around the
board. ‘“Too late to go tonight, I
reckon.”

“Yeh,” agreed Cuneo. “But we'll
want to get there after dark, so no-
body spots us. We’'ll ride north some-
time tomorrow afternoon.”

HUS it was settled, and that

night Johnny bunked in at Gore’s
Crossing, loafed until past noon of the
next day with his unsavory comrades.
It eased the strain of thinking about
the wind-up when Cuneo issued the
call for “quirts and saddles.” Not long
afterward the seven riders splashed
over the Crossing and took the rail
north.

As they aimed to strike the neigh-
borhood of Hondo Forks after night-
fall, their way led them ultimately by
a south fenced pasture of the Bar
Z Bar, Zack’s ranch. It was then late
afternoon. As the gang advanced,
bunched cattle were seen on the
grazing ground, an unusual number
to be grouped in one spot. But the
stock was apparently too excited to
graze. The Cuneo men commented on
the size of the herd, for in the past
they had nicked Zack on many a
moonless night.

Cuneo, standing in his stirrups,
said: “Looks like somebody’s been
roundin’ up, but I don’t see no cow-
hands.”

They were not a dozen yards from
the barbed wire now, riding parallel
to it. Suddenly out of the herd-stirred
dust a lone horseman came loping
toward the fence corner. Johnny Ber-
dan stiffened as he recognized Sim
Slaughter. Then, noting the hands of
his companions sliding toward guns,
he said in a low voice:

“Hold it, boys! He can’t make us



any trouble. It’s the sage-popper that
was in the stage with me yesterday.
See what he has to say.”

Slaughter was making the peace
sign and grinning as though glad to
meet Johnny again, yet doubtful of
his reception. The cowboy had pulled
over to the fence and stopped, and at
Cuneo’s nod, the rest wheeled after
him.

“You're just the man I want to
see, Johnny,” Slaughter declared,
reining up with the wire between
them, and displaying steely nerve in
the focus of those hostile stares.
“Matter of fact, I owe you an apology
for the way I acted yesterday. But I
had to put up front. Zack Eagles

would’ve knowed about you sooner

or later, and learned that I knowed
what you was. If I’'d kept quiet, he’d
have figured I was friendly with out-
laws, don’t you see, and wouldn’t have
been so ready to make a deal with
me.”

“ ‘Friendly with outlaws,’ "’ repeat-
ed Johnny. “Meanin'—"

“Well—" Slaughter took up his
pause, looking them over with keenly
critical eye—‘if you and these hom-
bres are on the make together, I
might have an interestin’ proposition,
Easy pickin’s and safe. But some-
thin’ I can’t handle alone, and only
with the right men.”

“We sure ain’t honin’ to brace any
sheriffs,” admitted Johnny, hiding his
eagerness. ‘“What're these cattle
here? Stuff you bought from Zack
Eagles?”

“Yeh. Three hundred head—all he
cared to sell off. I'm leasin’ pasture
from him to hold the herd on while 1
visit other cowmen, and—" Sim di-
gressed abruptly. “Come on inside!
We can talk better at my wagon over
yonder. Bought it cheap off Eagles.
There's a gate quarter mile up this
side.”

UT Dex Cuneo, one gloved hand
clasping the top strand of wire,
frowned. “Nada! No time to stop now
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—we're on important business. And
say, it’s lucky for you none of your
shots nicked us the other day. We'd
have a little score to settle!”

“l never shoot straight at boys
ridin’ outside the law, pardner,”
Slaughter said calmly. “If you no-
ticed, I aimed high. Wanted Johnny
to think I was sidin’ him. I didn’t
know him so well then as I do now.”
Possibly . he wondered how Berdan
had made himself so solid with the
renegade crew, after the killings he
tallied that other afternoon. The
frown left Cuneco’s broad face and
Slaughter added slyly:

“What’s the important business?
Robbin’ the stage again or a bank
maybe?”’

“No,” . Johnny Berdan broke in
quickly. “But just what is this game
of yours? We can come back this way
if it’s worth the trouble.”

Sim looked behind, as if to make
sure no listeners were.on his side of
the barbed wire..

“T’ll give you the details, then,” he
said, facing front again, “I need fel-
lows like you. Recollect Johnny said
you’d been liftin’ cattle before you
tried stage-robbin’. Eagles wanted
to lend me some cowhands, but I
told him I'd hire my own men—
meanin’ to look you up, Johnny.
Puttin’ it plain, boys, I'm expectin’
to drive a lot more cows out of this
country than I'm payin’ cash for,
savvy?”’

Johnny Berdan nodded, concealing
his surprise as Slaughter went fur-
ther into his plan. And from the at-
tention the owl-hoot riders were giv-
ing the speaker, it was apparent they
were equally astonished at his inge-
nuity. The best cattle-rustling scheme
that had come to their notice, bar
none!

“It’s a matter,” said Sim, “of build-
in’ up two herds. Them that I buy will
be held on the Bar Z Bar lease, the
others that are lifted with the help
of you boys will be driven to a hold-
out, not too far away, yet safe. Maybe
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you know such a place?”’ he appealed
to Dex Cuneo.

The big long-rider said he did, em-
phatically. A place used by Bill
Durg’s gang, abandoned since the
strike at Gold Butte, but never dis-
covered by the sheriff,

“Just what you want, Slaughter!”
Dex asserted. “When we've collected
a big herd in the holdout, what next?”

“We throw the two bunches to-
gether and move out north—not to
Wyoming. It ain’t my home, really,”
Sim grinned. “And we'll sell every
head at big profit long before we
drive that far. If any cowman misses
stock before I’m ready to leave, sus-
picion’ll never point a finger at me.
It’ll be thought that the Bill Durg
boys are back at the old game.”

“I don’t like that none,” grumbled
Cuneo.

“Hell, you’ll be safe—workin’ for
me,” Slaughter pointed out. “Because
no outsiders know exactly who was
in the Durg game, I understand from
Zack Eagles. That right, Johnny?”

“Sure is. I didn’t know myself till
last night at Gore’s Crossin’.” And
Johnny grinned twistedly at Cuneo,
whose brow had cleared.

“It’s better you fellows lay off the
stage line for a while, anyhow,”
Slaughter argued shrewdly. “After
our friend Johnny got away with that
rich haul, the express company will
likely send a little army of shotgun-
ners with every shipment for some
time, and you’d get bucked down. I'm
ready to hire all seven of you from
now on until I drive out of the coun-
try, and after that. Permanent jobs
if we hit it off together—and we will.”

Johnny looked at Cuneo, and Cuneo
nodded, then faced the others. The
answer was easily reard in their hard,
steel-chip cyes.

“It’s a deal, then, Slaughter,” con-
firmed Cuneo, lifting slack reins. “See
you later on tonight.”

And the cavalcade broke into a trot
toward Hondo Forks.

CHAPTER IV
ot LEAD IN IHHONDO

OHNNY'’S hopes were riding high

as he jogged on at Cuneo’s stir-
rup. Their pace was a road-jog, for
it wasn’t far to Hondo Forks now.
There was still 4 half hour of day-
light, though the sun swung low in
the west. Clattering over a little used
trail to town, Johnny and his owl-
hoot companions had no expectation
of meeting anyone. But as they rode
within a hundred yards of a draw-
head, a band of riders emerged,
bound in the same direction.

There were nine of them, ccwhands
from the Lazy Eight spread, whom
Johnny knew well. No doubt they
were bent on a night in Hondo Forks.
But when they caught sight of the
cavalcade coming up the road, all that
was changed. It happened suddenly,
chiefly because the leading cowboys
recognized Johnny Berdan at once.
Not as a range-riding pal, but as an
owl-hooter with a price on his head.
So well had Dade Kelly, the express
agent, carried out Johnny's instruc-
tions that express company money
was upon Johnny, wedge-cold or alive
and kicking. And every cowhand
ranging these parts looked upon the
masquerading stage guard as fair
game for Colt practice.

“I'll be damned,” exclaimed one
cowboy, loud enough for Johnny and
the outlaws to hear, “if there ain’t
a thousand bucks a-ridin’ up the trail,
a-waitin’ to be took! See him,
don’tcha—Johnny Berdan?”

The speech startled Johnny even
more than the appearance of the cow-
punchers had startled his companions.
But he realized what it meznt, that
he himeself had encouraged the build-
up of an outlaw name that none
could doubt was genuine. Ilc thought
fast and acted. There was but one
chance for him that he could see.
The cowboys were wheeling in the
road above, unslinging six-shooters.

“They’'re lookin’ for troubie. Let’s
go for ’em!” Johnny glanced at Dex



Cuneo and flipped out his guns. But
he meant to shoot high when he trig-
gered.

Cuneo, however, was not disposed
to a pitched battle if it could be
avoided. Nothing was to be gained
by fighting these cowhands, who out-
numbered them by two men, He was
slowing his horse, when Johnny
kicked his own mount into a run.
Johnny didn’t look back to see if the
rest were following. He rocked on his
way with silent guns, praying that
the punchers wouldn’t open fire—yet.

Suspicion smote Dex Cuneo, a
shrewd man in his way. It wasn’t rea-
sonable that Johnny would willingly
face such odds alone, and he knew
the outlaws were not charging with
him. The nine cowpunchers would
drill him to red rags—unless they
were his friends and he was playing
a game to dupe Cuneo’s crew! Dex’s
right hand dipped, swept outward,
and flame lanced toward the hard-
riding Johnny. He wilted in the
saddle, leaned sideways, and another
jump of his horse pitched him into
the road.

“He was swappin’ sides. I know
it!” gritted Cuneo, briefly facing his
mates, who were filling their hands.
“Here they come! Stand your
ground !”

Volleying, the punchers were riding
their spurs in a wild charge at the
moment Berdan fell. They had no
doubt his companions were outlaws,
too. It was not thought of gold or
glory which urged them on—the
honest cowhand was the prop and
mainstay of law and order wherever
found.

But the outlaws stood fast, on
horses that weren’t gun-shy. Cowboys
were stopping straight-aimed lead
before their racing mounts had
reached Johnny, lying in the road.
They thought him dead, and though
it had surprised them when Cuneo
tossed a gun on Berdan’s back, they
made no effort to seize the man who
was supposedly worth a certain sum
on the hoof or slaughtered. Two
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saddles had been swept clean, and the
Lazy Eight band wheeled under the
hot fire. Cuneo and his gang pressed
the advantage, sweeping ferward
with guns aflame.

OHNNY, at that juncture, half re-

vived, and began pawing over the
ground in search of his Colts, dropped
when he way slung from the caddle.
He wasn’t in such a fog but that he
knew south from north, and that the
hoofbeats roaring nearer every sec-
ond were those of his late outlaw-
mates.

But his hands were still empty, as
he crawled painfully about, when a
horseman came so close it seemed he
must be going to override the cow-
boy. Johnny rose up unsteadily, rais-
ing bare fists, as the animal reared.
He had a hazy glimpse of Dex Cuneo’s
face, bestial with fury. Then the out-
law’s right arm descended, his gun
swatting Johnny flat and utteriy out.
His horse at a fretting halt, Dex
leaned far down, seized Johnny by his
two-gun belt and hoisted him across
the saddle,

“Far enough!” Cuneo yelled at his
mates. And with Colt smoking across
Johnny’s lax body, he swung his
mount with the other hand. “They’re
takin’ to cover. Back away!”

The Lazy Eight cowhands had
slipped from saddles and crouched
behind any rock or bush that offered
the slightest shelter. They were good
fighting men, and two comrades had
dropped in the leadstcrm. But it
wasn’t going to be said of Lazy Eight
cowboys that they had beer sent high-
tailing for home by any bunch of owl-
hooters. Wisely did Cuneo order re-
treat. He had got his hands on Johnny
Berdan alive and the man who had
duped them should suffer a death
that wasn’t easy, to pay for his
treachery.

In the lengthening evening shad-
ows, the outlaws drew off southward,
facing the cowpunchers with flaming
guns until the range became too long
for six-shooter accuracy. Both sides
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CHAPTER V
BATTLE-SCARRED BUCKAROO

OHNNY BERDAN’S cup of woe

was brimming over. Nobody
would find him in this cattle hold-
out of the rustlers, even if anyone
were looking. Dex Cuneo had assert-
ed, when they rode into the off-trail
canyon, far south of the grazing dis-
trict, that no lawman yet had put his
nose in at their door. And Johnny be-
lieved him after a day of lying trussed
up in an old shack, with a cigarette-
sucking guard across the room.

The cowboy became absolutely
heartsick when, late on the second
night of his captivity, he heard the
bawling of cattle being shoved
through the canyon’s single opening.
Its upper end was high-walled and
a barrier of logs at the front kept the
stuff penned in. There was grass and
water, so the cattle would not suf-
fer. But it riled Johnny to hear them
out there. Some friend of his had
been raided that night.

“If T was only loose and had a
smoker, wouldn’t I make that gang
sick?” he lamented to the empty
room, lighted by a smoky coal-oil
lamp, for his guard had left at the
first sound of the raiders’ arrival.

A new guard, one of those who had
been night riding, came in with
Slaughter and Cuneo. It was thus ar-
ranged, so that no one man should get
an overdose of monotonous guard
duty. Drinking on the job was strict-
ly prohibited, because the leaders re-
garded Johnny as a decidedly slippery
customer. They couldn’t chance his
getting loose and wandering back
north. After seeing with their own
eyes that Johnny was. still on tap,
Sim and Dex ‘departed, their ears
stuffed with the finest cussing Ber-
dan could unload.

His new guard proved to be a lit-
tle more chummy than the cigarette-
sucker. Producing a greasy card deck,
the owl-hooter tied the prisoner’s
wrists together in front, instead of
behind, so that, when the table was

pushed close to his bunk, Johnny

-could manage playing in a hobbled

sort of way. All the while he was try-
ing to figure out a breakaway, but
nothing came of it.

The third night of his imprison-
ment was like the second; that is, to-
ward morning, the trampling and low-
ing of a stolen beef bunch was heard
echoing in the canyon. Johnny cursed
his helplessness. His back wound was
healing nicely. He scarcely felt it.
But what good did that do him?

He was ready with his invective
when Sim and Dex dropped in as
usual. The latest guard preceded them
with his rigging, which, unobserved
by the others, he deposited with extra
care in a corner.

Johnny didn’t know it, nor did his
captors suspect, but the law was on
the verge of having its inning in this
crooked game of cattle. And one gun-
powder gambler was to have his
chance at powder-burning,

It came about because of a girl.
Madge Eagles was no sit-at-home who
fed her worries in a porch rocker and
did nothing about them, particularly
not when it was Johnny Berdan who
caused her anxiety. She loved him in-
tensely.

On that third morning, when the
sheriff hadn’t been heard from, indi-
cating that Johnny’s fate was yet un-
known, Madge saddled, and rode south
on the Bar Z Bar range. There had
been something about Slaughter’s cat-
tle deal that aroused the girl’s dis-
trust. A little item which evidently
hadn't impressed her father, since he
had made no comment.

Noting it at the time Sim bought
the three hundred Bar Z7Z Bars, it
had not recurred to Madge herself un-
til this morning. Then, no news seem-
ing bad news to her, she had racked
her mind for some clue that would
put the manhunters. on the right
track. : '

Why was it, she asked herself, that
Sim Slaughter had refused Zack’s of-
fer of the aid of Bar Z Bar cowboys?
He needed men, not to watch the
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a hired buggy, looking at cattle and
ranges galore.

That night Jim Rivers saw him in
the Lakefront bar blaring loudly to
everyone,

“Yes, sir, gentlemen, when Thomas
Waters says a thing he means it! I've
got money, loads of it, and I aim to put
this country on the map. I'm going to
start the finest ranch you ever seen
around here.”

Jim grimaced his distaste for the
man, then plucked him by the sleeve.
There was something about Jim Riv-
ers that silenced, for the moment, even
this wordy gent.

“I wouldn’t talk like that, if 1 was
you, mister,” Jim warned quietly.
“We’ve got a holdup man around here
by the name of Bob Dawson and when
he hears of money he gets it. Keep
that money talk quiet.”

“Wha-a-at!” Thomas Waters blared

indignantly. “Do you think I'd let a
tinhorn robber scare me? I'll do as I
damn please, and if he sticks his nose
out at me I'll pop it!”

He drew a little nickel-plated re-
volver from his hip pocket. “See that?
I mean business.”

Jim grimaced again. “That thing
wouldn’t break an egg at six feet. But
don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Thomas Waters glared sourly at
Jim for a moment, then shrugged his
well-tailored shoulders. “No loud-
mouthed holdup man is going to scare
me!” he boasted. “I’ve got a date to
look at some land right now, and I’'m
going to keep it!”

He stormed out. As he left a wizened
cowpoke remarked: ‘Imagine him
callin’ anybody loud-mouthed !”

UT two hours later a very crest-
fallen Thomas Waters drove for-
lornly back into town. He found Jim
Rivers still in the Lakefront Saloon.
The man looked scared stiff and his
voice was scarcely a whisper.
“He—he got me!” he said to Jim.
“This Bob Dawson got me. He—he
took twenty-five thousand dollars
from me and he took my gun!”

Jim tried to smother a grin. “He
did! And what did he have to say
about it 7’

Thomas Waters fumbled in his coat
pocket. “He—he gave me this note and
said it was for Jim Rivers.”

Jim spread the crumpled paper and
read:

Ranger :

Ain’t it about time you was getting busy
and catching me? A week is gone already
and I'm getting anxious to collect that five
hundred off you. Ship this lond-mouthed buz-
zard out of the country and tell him for me
he’s a liar. He didn’t have enough money on
him to buy a good saddle horse.

Bos DawsoN

“When does the next stage leave?”
Thomas Waters managed weakly, as
Jim carefully folded the taunting note.

Jim looked at the grinning cowboys
ringed about and grinned too. “In
about an hour.”

“I—I think I’'d better pack then,”
the man said meekly and hurried out

For the next five days Jim Rivers
quietly rode the countryside, stopping
at little crossroad bars and lonely
grocery stores scattered about.

News of the bet between him and
Bob Dawson was common property
now, and many other bets on the out-
come were being made and offered.
But despite Jim’s quiet competent ap-
pearance and the leggy look of his line-
backed sorrel most of the bets favored
Bob Dawson.

Sheriff John Boggart chewed his
cigars and looked wise, but in confi-
dence he admitted he didn’t know a
thing and his money was on Bob Daw-
son.

After his round of the countryside,
Jim came back to Clear Water and
settled down at the hotel. Two weeks
were gone when one morning Jim
found a note tucked under his door.

Ranger:

You're the damndest law officer 1 ever saw.
You want to lose that bet or was you just
bluffing ? I been told Jim Rivers is a sticker
and means what he says. You really Jim
Rivers or do you just look like him?

Bos DawsoN
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town is full of men right now and
more of ’em is ridin’ in every min-
ute.”

Jimn buried his drawn face in his
hands. “I know it,” he admitted. “I
saw a case of it in the saloon when I
was giving out the fake news about
Slim. But if I tell the people any more,
Dawson will hear of it and I won’t
catch him. And I've got to get him.
But, damn it, I don’t want to catch
him.”

John Boggart wagged his gray head
dolefully. “I don’t blame you, feller,”
he said, dropping a friendly hand on
Jim’s shoulder. “And I’'m thinkin’ you
won’t.”

Jim stood up. There was grimness
in him now that he had shaken off that
depressed feeling. Grimness and hard-
ness and a great flood of new con-
fidence. “But I will get him,” he said
firmly and went out.

The next morning the pompous
judge did as he had been told. He
promptly sentenced Slim to hang by
the neck until he was dead, so help him
God. And Boggart locked him up and
began preparations to carry out the
sentence at six o’clock in the evening
of the next day.

Jim had no intention of hanging
Slim, but the time set for it left him
just twenty-four hours to catch Bob
Dawson. The thought of it made Jim
feel cold all over. For a month now,
degpite his appearance of doing noth-
ing, he had been all keyed up. The
nerve strain was telling on him. Bob
Dawson had been active, too. A bank
had lost its money to him; a train had
been held up, and a fair-sized herd run
off.

At eight o’clock that night Clear
Water’'s streets were teeming with
men. Some were angry. But the ones
who had bet on Bob Dawson were al-
ready mentally spending their money.

Jim stood in the sheriff’s office,
glumly staring out the window. Bog-
gart was placidly chewing and trying
to count the spots on the fly-splotched
ceiling.

“Sheriff,” Jim suggested, “can’t you

get these men out of town? Close up
the saloons or something. That’s it!
Make the saloons lock up.”

Boggart spat, wiped off his bony
chin and grunted. “You think of the
damnedest things,” he complained.
“What’s the idea?”

“You know just as well as I do what
the idea is,” Jim snapped testily. And
if you don’t lock those saloons up I
will}”

“Oh, all right,” Boggart complained.
“I'll see what I can do.”

E went out and Jim crossed the

street to a restaurant after his
seventh cup of coffee since six o’clock.
This time he brought a gallon back to
the sheriff’s office with him.

By eight-thirty the saloons were all
locked up and grumbling men were
saddling up and riding home. Here and
there little groups remained on the
street, but by ten they were gone.

Jim heaved a deep sigh of relief and
tried a stiff-lipped grin. This waiting
was worse than working. He had the
jitters bad. If he could only be doing
something he’d get over this nervous-
ness.

He fell to pacing the floor of the now
dark office. Boggart spat and growled:
“Hell, Jim, they ain’t hangin’ you. It’s
Slim we’re settin” up with.”

Jim subsided, took another swig of
cold coffee from the tin bucket and sat
down, but in ten minutes he was at it
again.

Once he asked: “Sheriff, are you
sure Bob Dawson has heard about
Slim’s sentence yet ?”’

“Sure,” Boggart said positively. “He
knew all about that within three hours
after you announced it in the saloon.
That feller has got the dangdest way
of learning things.”

“Well,” Jim managed, “if he didn’t
hear of it we’re sunk.”

It was five minutes to three and Jim
was standing at the window, when the
lone rider came down the street and
rode on by the office out of sight back
of the livery barn. A minute later a
horse whinnied somewhere off in the
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rain that morning had left the sweet
smell of damp moss and needles
strong in the air.

But all that was passed unnoticed
by young Jess. The feeling of uneasi-
ness had deepened. He felt his bone-
handled gun heavy on his hip, swung
low and tied down as his father had
taught him. The knowledge that he
was fast and sure with it didn’t bring
him courage as it had done in the past.
Maybe he was yellow. Maybe he
wasn’t made of the same stuff his
hard-bitten gun-slinging dad was.

Jess swore under his breath, and
tried to think of Ben Kerby. He re-
membered seeing Ben when he’d been
just a button. He’d ridden up here
once with his dad when he’d been
barely big enough to stick on a
bronc’s back.

The trail was dropping now into
Kerby Canyon. He could see Ben's cab-
in nestled in a grove of aspens, a thin
curl of smoke twisting into the still
air. The sheep were grazing beyond,
scattered through the pines.

Dusk had settled down like a blan-
ket. The air had turned cold. Better get
a move on, he decided, and touched
the flanks of his roan with the sharp
rowels of his Mexican spurs. His
mount broke into a canter.

The trail flattened out into the can-
yon floor. He rode up to the cabin and
dismounted. Trailing the reins, he
knocked on the door. Funny Ben
wasn’t anywhere in sight. Maybe he
hadn’t heard him ride up. Then a stir-
ring inside, the sound of a man’s boot-
ed heels.

“That you, Jess?”’ a voice called.

“Yeah,” young Cattlee answered.

A light sprang up inside. The door
opened, and a man stood silhouetted
against the red glow of a kerosene
lamp. He was tall and square, his
face covered by a black beard. Two
guns hung low on his thighs. They
were almost lost against the black-
ness of his pants.

“Put your brone, up Jess, and come
on in. 'm cooking up a mess of cackle-
berriegs.”

Jess turned and led his roan into the
log barn that squatted back of the cab-
in, He fed his brone, and jerked off
the saddle. Seemed like Ben was
smaller with a lot of gray in his beard.
Jess picked up the saddle bags, heavy
with the gold. The coins clinked mu-
sically as he lifted them. Suppose the
hombre inside wasn’t Ben?

He looked around. Another horse
stood in the stall next to his roan, a
big, long-legged black. Flecks of lath-
er showed gray against the glossy skin.
He must have been ridden long and
hard.

EAR gnawed deeper. Ben wouldn't

ride a bronc that way. He'd have
no need to. Jess drew his gun, saw
that the trigger action was right, that
the cylinder was stuffed wih fresh
loads. He looked around for a place to
hide the gold. He wished he’d dropped
it along the trail. Then he saw a box
of oats in the corner. He lifted the lid,
scooped a hole in the grain and buried
the saddle bags.

He went into the house. The bearded
gent looked up from the stove.

‘“‘Have a good ride in, Jess?” he
asked.

“Pretty long,” young Cattlee said,
and watched the man turn the eggs.

Funny Ben would have eggs. If he
remembered right, Ben didn’t eat any-
thing but mutton and the vegetables
he raised in his garden. He stared at
the man’s broad back, and shoved his
gun a little farther front.

“Yeah, it is a long ride.” The man
took the eggs out of the pan, put them
in a plate and set them on the table.
“Too damned far. Wished I lived clos-
er to town.” He poured coffee into two
battered tin cups.

Now Jess knew this wasn’t Ben
Kerby. Ben was always glad he did
live a long way from town.

“Sit down, younker,” the bearded
gent shoved up a rawhide bottom
chair, and pulled one up for himself.
“Reckon you’re plumb hungry.”

Jess sat down, He was hungry, but















jumped up from Ted’s couch, where
he had been lazily stretched. Hard-
rock had earned his name well in
other days. Ted Brody knew he was
the more ruthless of these two bad
ones, although Shinn had never
sprouted wings.

“I told you, Buck, we shouldn’t ’a’
let the young skunk outa our sight!”
Hardrock blurted, looking suspicious-
ly at the hatred flaming in Brody’s
face.

“Don’t git scared so easy, Hard-
rock,” Shinn advised, cooling down.
He was the brainier of the two, even
if Hardrock’s guns were the more
deadly. “What’ve we got to scare at?
We done our time and he’s still got
to do his if he kicks over the traces.
What stirred the hornets’ nest under
you, kid?”

There was a hard glitter in his
dark brown eyes as he studied the
grim-faced younger man. Hardrock
Kellin’s right hand dawdled sugges-
tively near the gun butt dragging on

his hip. The prison pallor of his fore-

head, that a few weeks in the sun
bhad not wholly erased, was accentu-
ated by his bushy black eyebrows.
They were long enough to plait. Just
now, as he frowned, they ran together
over his nose like fuzzy bear cubs
in a tussle.

“She’s gone to Grand Crossing with
her father to buy her wedding dress,”
Ted Brody gritted out at last. “I’ll not
go to Grand Crossing while she’s
there—not for what you fellers
want!”’

“Why not?’ Kellin demanded,
bristling. “What you’ll do in the dark
o’ night won’t never hurt her none.
’Sides that, who’s runnin’ this, you
or us? We got the job set for tonight
and tonight it’ll be. Git a hustle on
you!”

ED BRODY bit his lips. He
didn’t want a showdown with
the two here. He wore his gun, and
he was as good with it as either of
the men before him. But while he
was sure of one in any contest, the
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other would get him. When he started
it, he must rid the world of both.

“It’s the craziest thing I ever heard
of,” he told them, “you two picking
on Grand Crossing for your first
dirty job after shucking the pen. Peo-
ple there will know you—maybe rec-
ognize me. Even if you have fixed it
so that the sheriff and his deputies
will all be away tonight, somebody’ll
spot us. I haven’t been back over
there since—"

He hesitated and swallowed, biting
at his drawn lip.

“Yeah,” Hardrock Kellin snorted
with more venom than he had dis-
played before. ‘“Not since you run
out on us after you tapped that ol’
rancher’s tin safe for the kale while
we got caught and sent up for it. You
coulda helped us slip the locks o’ that
Grand Crossin’ two-bit jail, but you
jest hung round and done nothin’ till
we got the stretch.”

“For the last time I'm telling you
two,” Brody grated, “that I didn’t
take the money with me when I
jumped out that window and got
away. You know I didn’t want to do
that job any more than I want to do
this one. You forced me to it. I'd
sworn I wouldn’t do another safe job
for you after that one in Cheyenne.
You promised not to ask it of me,
then broke your promise.

“I figured you never aimed to let
up on me after getting me spotted to
the law for that Cheyenne burst, so
why shouldn’t I take the only chance
of making you keep your promise?
I’ve quit card slicking and safe open-
ing for these last five years. Tough-
ened my hands with hard work a-pur-
pose so I couldn’t do what I used to
do. I'll never be able to open that
bank safe in Grand Crossing.”

“A long and pretty speech, kid,”
Buck Shinn rasped sarcastically. “But
it’s your bad luck if you cain’t shell
open that safe tonight. Maybe it'd be
right good for you to dry out in the
pen for a few years like we done. We
need this stake for a starter.alhere









86 * % * Western Aces

littered open space into which wagons
could be driven with hotel supplies.
A wagon was standing there now.
There were lights in the hardware
store, but the bank was dark and
somber.

Hardrock was nervous when they
stopped and leaned against the wagon.
Ted started to build a querly and the
ex-convict watched him with eyes
that strained themselves in the faint
light. Ted was keenly conscious of
the man’s hawk-eyed watchfulness,
saw the hand resting on gun butt.
They waited ten minutes before Shinn
came tiptoeing through the darkness
and found them.

“The Johnny Laws are all out, like
we planned,” Shinn said, a jittery
haste in his speech which his words
failed to justify. “It’s all set like a
millionaire banquet for you, kid. The
town’s supper time, when nobody’ll
be lookin’ for nothin’,

“Now listen, We'll jimmy a window
on the side of the bank president’s of-
fice here at the back of the alley ’side
o’ the hardware. You go on through
the boss’s office into a hall that’ll take
you front. That’s where the caging
shuts off the money handlers and the
safe from the customers. The safe is
old ’nough to have gray whiskers.
Sets in a corner to vour left, on the
hotel side. I hung round t’other day
long 'nough to see 'em open it and
put some dough in a tall drawer at
the bottom.

“And git this straight, Kid Brody.
We done our part linin’ this up. You
do yours and bring us a-plenty fat,
or we'll tip the folks in Cheyenne
’hout where they’ll: find you. We'll
mosey into the hotel and git us a
rcom. You come soon's you're loaded
with fat and ¢it vou a rcom there.
Find out what room we got and slip
a note under our deor with your room
number on it. Come on. Them bank-
ers might come back for after-supper
work.”

Brody was going through the hot
and cold shakes. What if the bank
had a night guard Shinn hadn’t

learned about? He would be tabbed in
the act even though he didn’t touch
the safe. He saw that Hardrock Kel-
lin never ceased watching his every
movement and kept that hand con-
stantly on gun butt.

HEY crept across the faint sift-

ing of light from the hardware
store and slunk into the alley beside
the bank wall. Shinn worked on the
window with tools he had brought,
while Hardrock kept himself at
Brody’s back. There came to Brody’s
ears a few small sounds of metal
clicking and grating on metal, then
the wooden window frame squeaked
and slid upward. They boosted Brody
head-on through the opened window
into a pitch dark room. He scrambled
down on hands and knees upon a rag
carpet and stood up as quickly as
possible.

When he whirled to look out the
window, Shinn was pulling it down,
tightly closed again. Ted glanced fear-
fully around at the wall of darkness
in the room. He was surprised to see
a pale gray frame of light twenty
feet away across the room. Panicky
with a fear of being caught here, he
stepped quickly toward that other
window, intending to get out of the
bank as quickly as he could. Shinn
and Kellin would likely watch the
west window for a short while to see
that he didn’t flunk his work.

He stumbled lightly on a chair in
his haste to reach that other window,
angled around a desk and more
chairs, came to the frame of the win-
dow and began fumbling at the clamp
lock. He slipped the lower sash up
gently a few inches, then stopped sud-
denly and dropped below the sill.
Someone was in that hotel alley, com-
ing toward the windaw from the rear,
talking in low tomnes.” e lifted his
head to peer out as h2 recognized Kel-
lin’s mumbling voice. The fellow
stopped and struck a light for his
cigarette, raking the match on the
bank wall.

“You damn fool!” Buck Shinn



warned, low and vibrant with anger.
“You want that deputy to ketch us
hangin’ round here and tag us with
the kid? Snuff that light and come
on!”

“You'’re gittin’ skittish as hell,
Buck,” Kellin replied softly. He fin-
ished lighting his smoke, threw the
match away and laughed, exhaling
smoke. “I sure near ’bout busted out
laughin’ round there when you
threated the kid with that Cheyenne
gag. 'S funny he ain’t got hep that
the ol’ bank guard coot what run ’im
off the job that night is done kicked
the bucket. Gosh damn! I cain’t hard-
ly wait to bust out all over with laugh-
in” when they hand ’im what he let
’em hand us!”

“You forty kinds of damn fool!”
Shinn’s fading voice rasped as the two
slithered on toward the hotel front.
Brody heard no more.

For a shivering long moment he
squatted by the partly open window,
icy cold with a hateful rage.

‘“Vengeance stuff !” he boiled out at
last between gritted teeth. Now it was
clear why they had left him his gun.
Caught in the commission of a erime
wearing a gun would draw double
penalty.

Then he came alive with a jerk.
He thought there was a rattle on the
front door of the bank. That would be
the deputy Shinn had in some way
tipped off. Voices bulged up suddenly
outside the west window, through
which he had been boosted a few min-
utes before.

“This window is still closed,” a
man’s tones came muffled through the
window and ‘across the dark room.
“You hop to the back, Sully, and see
he don’t slip out there.”

Ted Brody didn’t wait for more.
He slipped the window up and
dropped lightly out into the dark
alley, pulled the window down. On
feathery feet he ran back into the
darkness behind the hotel. He
stumbled out between smelly barrels
of kitchen refuse and found himself
on the side street. A pale street lamp
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up on the hotel corner lighted his way
as he walked around to the front of
the hostelry. He went slowly, his
breath coming easier, lips tightened.

TEPPING up onto the expansive

wooden veranda of the hotel, he
leaned against a supporting pillar of
the overhanging marquee. Two men
sat smoking and talking on the other-
wise deserted veranda. There was a
drone of voices in the dining room on
the side next to the bank. Several
people were in the lobby.

While he stood with his back to
that lobby he heard Hardrock Kel-
lin’s laughter again. He twisted his
face around, with Stetson pulled low
over his face, and glanced inside. Kel-
lin and Shinn were going up the
broad stairway, going to the room
they had secured, laughing already
over their clever scheme to punish
him. Instead of killing him as he
might have expected, they had
planned to send him to the prison
where they had spent five years of
just punishment.

His hand dropped to the gun at his
hip and he started to go in and fol-
low them. The ancient fear they had
long ago instilled in the boy he had
been was broken at last. He was a
man with a gun that he had learned
to handle as fast and deadly as the
two of them combined could shoot.
When he finished with them—

He halted after two steps toward
the hotel. A man who wore a silver
star on his vest front came upon the
veranda from the direction of the
bank. Ted did not remember him as
one of the lawmen in office here five
years back. A weazened little man
with the dissipated look of a saloon
hanger-on trotted along beside the
officer.

“He tol’ me to wait twenty min-
utes,” the little man was insistently
declaring to the law-starred, gun-
wearing man, “then run an’ tell you
that you’d find a safeeracker at work
in the bank. I swear it, Mister Gowan,
I swear it.”
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remembered that Hardrock was the
more deadly with the six-gun. He
lifted his gun and threw one shot at
the bushy-browed fellow, saw him
flinch and start falling to his knees.

Shinn’s gun thundered in his face
then, burning his skin with the flame.
Something like a long, red-hot knife
seared his neck and the top of his
shoulder. Ted thumbed two quick
shots into the solid mass of Buck
Shinn’s chest. He saw the tall ex-con-
vict slumping down by the dresser,
weakly trying to thumb out another
shot.

A mingled roar of men’s voices and
women’s screams came from beyond
the door as Ted whirled on a roar-
ing gun that spouted flame from be-
hind the bed. A deadening paralysis
seized him. He guessed it was lead,
but he had not felt its impact. Hard-
rock Kellin was still able to shoot
and he was shooting fast.

Ted dropped his gun, his right
hand suddenly too numb to hold it.
He fell to the floor and seized the gun
with his left hand. A red wetness
sagged his shirt front, sticking the
cloth to his skin. Hardrock Kellin
thought he was done for and leaped
up from hig hiding place behind the
bed. Blood scarleted his swarthy face.
The wild light of the killer was in
his glaring black eyes. Then he gave
a sudden start as he drew back to
thumb his gun again.

Ted Brody’s left hand was still
good. That hand had lifted the heavy
.45 to finish what his first shot had
not done, A woman was sereaming
hystericallyv out in the hallway.

“That’s him, sheriff ! The black eye-
brows— Look out!”

Kellin’s gun was. whipping down

for the shot at his stooping antagon-
ist. Brody’s lefl arm was weak. His
thumb struggled vainly to sweep the
hammer back. He dropped flat on the
floor when he saw that other gun
yawning its black-holed mouth at
him. In that instant there were twin
roars, one coming from beyond the
door. Kellin wilted, eyes widely star-
ing, mouth open with a stifled cry.

Brody struggled to sit up. The law-
starred man called Gowan bulged into
the room, holding a gun threateningly
upon him, ordering him to put his
hands up. Ann Harrington flew in
past the sheriff, shoving the lawman’s
gun aside. She fell down to her knees
beside Ted, gathering him in her arms
as he lay back, too weak to sit up.

“Why did you do it, Ted?” Ann was
pleading wildly. “Why? Why? Dar-
ling! What brought you here?”

He smiled up at her. The sheriff
stooped over Hardrock Kellin's body,
then came over to examine Buck
Shinn.

“Sweetheart,” Ted told Ann, “my
hands—they wasn’t so clean. If them
two smoke devils from hell are dead,
my hands are whiter'n snow now—
washed plumb clean with hot lead.”

“I’ll say they are, pardner,” Sheriff
Gowan acclaimed, leaning over him
and the girl. “I don't see through it
whole yet, but whatever drove you to
this ruckus, you sure done a good
job. These be a pair of bad ones that
had it coming to ’em. I'll get a doctor
up here right quick.”

He ran out the door, past the gath-
ering knot of curious pecple. Ann was
holding Ted’s head on her lap while
she kissed him and murmured words
that made him think agdin of home
and peace.
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at the kill. Using his prospector’s ham-
mer, he pulverized the quartz which
Charley had knocked loose, sorting out
the lump gold, letting the finer stuff
go. The nuggets he shoved into his
pockets.

They kept at the work until dark.
Then Charley went back to the camp-
site where he cooked their meal. Pete
took the gold they had gleaned, and
played with it, never letting Charley
touch it.

Charley thought: “He’s plannin’
to kill me an’ take all of it.” Then he
said aloud, “Chuck’s ready.”

Pete ate ravenously of the sidepork

and flapjacks, stuffing the food into
his mouth with his fingers, washing it
down with gulps of scalding tea. Char-
ley kept his gun out in full view. Pete
was a hog. If they were on the desert,
with only enough water for one of
them, Pete would take it, Charley
thought.

The next day they went ahead with
their work on the ledge. And there-
after, for days, Charley swung the
pick and Pete gathered and hoarded
the gold.

Omne day Pete looked at Charley and
asked: “Why you packin’ that gun?”

“In case of anything,” Charley an-
swered, going on picking.

“They ain’t no loads fer it,” Pete
challenged.

“Mebbe I saved out a bullet,” said
Charley.

Pete kept on sorting out the nuggets
and dropping them into a tin pail. That
pail had come to have significance.
Charley knew that when it was filled,
Pete would be ready to kill him. The
"hard work would be finished. The pail
was now overflowing. Pete stared at
his partner.

“I’'m pullin’ stakes at dark, an’ trav-
elin’ nights,” he mouthed.

“It’s half mine,” Charley said stub-
bornly.

Pete got slowly to his feet, a leering
grin on his bearded face. He was
clutching his hammer in his hamlike
fist. He moved toward his partner.
Charley wrapped his fingers about the

butt of his gun, half drawing it from
its holster. Pete stopped and threw
back his head, laughing raucously.

“Sure,” he said finally. “Sure it’s
half your’n, Charley!”

After that they got ready for the
long and perilous trip across the
Moclips desert to Stardust. When the
burro was loaded, there remained only
the gold to care for, and the filling of
the two big canvas water bags. Pete
looked after the gold. He wouldn’t
trust it out of his sight, even here in
Skeleton Guleh, alone with his partner.
So Charley gathered up the water
bags. They were more important to
them than the gold, in crossing the
Moclips. But Pete didn’t think so. He
didn’t even look up when Charley
headed for the spring.

With the bags bulging, Charley
packed them back to camp, where Pete
had the gold stowed away on the
burro. He hefted the containers, seeing
they were filled to capacity. Then he
hung them on the pack and started
the burro.

Darkness overtook them before
they had fairly gotten started. Pete
led the way, as he always did, moving
with long, machinrelike strides that
were tireless. The burro, its head down,
followed doggedly in his footsteps.
And bringing up the rear came Char-
ley Coffeepot.

They traveled steadily all that first
night, guided by the stars. Every two
hours Pete would pause, waiting until
Charley and the burro caught up with
him. Then he’d demand the water bag,
and wet his lips from it, letting a few
drops trickle down his throat. And
Charley would take a swallow, too.

AWN came out of the east., Ak
mest without warning, there was

the fiery red sun, rolling over the rim
of the earth, sucking the moisture
from their bodies. Pete stretched out
at the base of a low mesa and was in-
stantly asleep. Charley cat-napped
through the long day, until the
shadows began to creep across the
desert. Then they ate, and once more
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pulled from his pocket. “You got two
minutes in which to make up your
mind. If you got any sense at all, you'll
confess to killin’ Joe Mcehan. Other-
wise, you won’t have to jump, slide
or nothin’. I'll just quirt that hoss
an'—" He shrugged his shoulders.

The skinny puncher stared down for
another instant, his smile frozen and
ghastly. Then he shrugged his shoul-
ders and his blue eyes wavered away
as he looked hopelessly around. This
was no conventional hanging, held in
a jail yard or town square. The rope
around his neck was strung to the
only sizable tree in an otherwise
brush-covered, rolling rangeland.

As the lank cowboy stared into blue
distance, he could feel the slow, heavy
pounding of his heart ticking off the
precious seconds. He saw a small,
twisting column of dust in the brush.
There was a swirling dust devil out
there. Well, he would never feel the
warmth of the sun again, never smell
again the sweetness of the wind in the
sage. His blue gaze wandered back
sightlessly to the burly, snarling big
man below him.

“Well, Granger,” he said huskily,
“you do just what Luther Breed hired
you to do. I'd have killed Meehan
awright if Breed hadn’t got to him
first. You’d been saved this trouble.
Only thing is, I ain’t writin’ no con-
fession just to save Breed’s dirty
hide.”” His lips twisted in a wry grin.
“You see—you’'d hang me even if I
did confess!”

The big gunhand swore. “You mean
you won't ? By hell, Hondo, am I gonna
have to heat up a brandin’ iron?”’

Hondo laughed bitterly. “You’d do
anythin’ to earn your pay, wouldn't
you, Granger? Well, hell—do your
worst.”

The pale, colorless eyes of the burly
man were furious. Lurid, malevolent
curses streamed from his lips. He
whirled on one of the dead-panned,
impassive men behind him,

“Awright! He asked for it! Get
wood an’ start a fire!”

Hondo, turning his eyes away from
the man’s ugly, writhing features, stif-
fened suddenly.

Moving soundlessly out of the tall
brush, a powerful chestnut gelding
had shuffled into the soft dust of the
trail. That dust devil he had seen?
Perhaps. And seated on the big horse
was a motionless, lithe figure of a man,
alert and powerful. Hondo could not
see his face. The rider’s wide-brimmed
hat was pulled low and a handker-
chief was tight over the bridge of his
nose. Hondo caught only a flash of
stabbing, gray eyes. His heart leaped,
raced madly for an instant.

HE stranger was a scant ten

yards away. A brace of big-bore
six-guns poised as motionless and
deadly in his strong, brown hands as
the heads of a pair of rattlers. His
voice struck the group of gunhands
under the tree with the paralyzing
shock of complete surprise.

“Hands high, gents! Easy—e-easy!
Don’t make a move that you might
regret.”

The men whirled with grunted,
sharp curses. Some, even, flicked their
hands toward their six-guns. But they
froze in oddly awkward attitudes. In-
stantly, they realized that the stranger
was utterly deadly, that he was ready
on the flicker of an eyelash to drop
the hammers of his unwavering guns.

The handkerchief over the rider’s
high-arched nose wavered softly to his
breath. His eyes were glittering splint-
ers of ice, his voice a disguised, high-
pitched drawl. He twitched a long-
barreled gun toward the hate-frozen
Granger.

“You got the look of leadin’ this
play,” the high voice murmured.
“Take the hemp off that puncher’s
neck. Release his hands an’ feet.”

Hondo grunted gratefully as his
arms, neck and legs were released. He
grinned as he fingered his throat and
looked down into Granger’s helpless,
murderous glare. He leaned down
from the saddle and scooped up his
hat from the ground. The stranger



WA

was again issuing instructions in his
high monotone.

“Unbuckle your gunbelts, gents, an’
drop ’em on the ground. All right.
Head yourselves down the trail ahead
of us while we ride away.”

Hondo grinned appreciatively as
they followed the shambling, cursing
knot of men down the trail. He caught
a gray eye glancing at him from under
the stranger’s hat-brim and he was
sure that it winked.

“All right,” the lithe stranger said
finally. “You fellers can step aside
now, an’ let us go. Reckon we’ll be
clear over the next ridge an’ gone
before you can get back to your guns
an’ hosses. Adios, Granger!”

Slashing back with their spurs,
Hondo and the stranger shot away
through the sage while the men afoot
raced back toward their horses in a
sweating, cursing stampede. All ex-
cept Granger, that is. He, for a long
minute, stood alone in the dust of
their going and watched the fugitives
disappear. And, looking back as they
swung over a ridge, Hondo saw him
there and waved his hand derisively.

When Hondo looked back, the
strange rider had unmasked, revealing
a lean, strong face with a thin-nos-
triled beak of a nose and a wide, harsh
mouth. A strangled, wild curse leaped
to Hondo’s lips as he slid his horse to
his haunches, Joe Meehan, Sheriff Joe
Meehan of Costa County, the man who
had sent him to the penitentiary for
six long months and whom he had
sworn to kill the day he got back!
Joe Meehan, who was supposed to be
dead!

The lithe, powerful sheriff had been
watching Hondo keenly, had been ex-
pecting some wild move when the
puncher recognized him. He whirled
his gelding, one of those deadly, big
six-guns leaping up from his holster
to menace the mouthing, wildly curs-
ing cowboy.

“Steady, Hondo,” the sheriff com-
manded in crisp, hard tones. “Don’t let
your temper run away with you. You
ain’t armed.”
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Hondo exhausted his hate of this
man whom he had regarded his worst
enemy, wore out his voice in a slow,
acid stream of cursing. His prison-
paled face was white, his teeth bared,
his blue eyes ugly with his utter con-
tempt.

“By hell, Meehan,” he ended, “I'd
sooner have died an’ gone to hell than
been rescued by you!”

HE sheriff’s hawklike, browned

features looked strained and tight
under the terrible stream of Hondo’s
hate. When the cowboy had finished,
his lips parted slightly in a fleeting,
thin smile.

“Well, I sure hope you’re plumb fin-
ished. I couldn’t have stood a lot more
of that. And now, let’s get a move on.
We’ll have to ride plenty to keep outa
sight of that gang of hangmen behind
us.”

Hondo’s face was twisted into a
hard, white mask. “Where we goin’?”

“To town—to Costa jail,” Meehan
grunted shortly.

Hondo laughed harshly. “By heaven,
you sure believe in keepin’ me cor-
raled, don’t you, Meehan? But the
devil! Don’t you know that I'll get
out again some day? Don’t you know
that, just as sure as I do, I'll kill you?
What’s the faked-up charge this
time?”

“The murder of Luther Breed,”
Meehan said with an odd look.

Hondo grunted as though struck.
The punches were coming too fast to-
day! He jerked a thumb toward the
rear. “If Breed’s dead, why were those
fellers tryin’ to get me to confess to
your death? Why are you supposed to
be outa circulation? The way they
acted, I was sure Breed had killed you.
So Breed’s dead! Don’t they know it ?”

“No,” Meehan interrupted sharply,
“they don’t know it—yet. And now,
stow the gab an’ just ride!”

“But,” Hondo yelped, “I didn’t kill
Breed! I ain’t even seen ’im!”

“I know that, too,” Mechan grunted
grimly. “High-tail, I say!”

Hondo, his brain reeling, had no
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choice. His holsters were empty and
Meehan’s face, behind his deadly six-
gun, was grimly determined. Besides,
in the distance behind them, a rolling
dust cloud was coming fast. Swooping
over the rolling hills like hawks,
Hondo and the grim, lithe sheriff high-
tailed for Costa.

In the jail office at Costa, Sheriff
Meehan and Hondo Jones faced each
other silently for a few seconds.
Then, under Hondo’s hard, suspicious
stare, Meehan shrugged and turned
away and sat down. There was a
queer, bitter twist to his lips as he
stared out the window.

“Sit down, Hondo,” Meehan said
quietly, “an’, for the next few minutes,
let me do most of the talkin’. We gotta
work fast. It won’t take Granger long
to trail us here,an’ I got a lot of things
to rope an’ tie down before he arrives.”

Hondo, tense and staring, was sus-
picious. This man Meehan was hard.
Costa County had trembled for years
under his harsh, unswerving justice.
There was no mercy in him, only a
fanatic devotion to duty. Meehan had
refused to listen to him, Hondo, before
he had sent him to prison. And Hondo,
hate-ridden by the bitterness inflamed
during six months of rotting, unde-
served punishment, had sworn to kill
the man. Why should he listen to him
now? And yet there was something in
Meehan’s harsh, fierce face, something
that Hondo had never seen there be-
fore.

“Well,” Hondo rasped reluctantly,
‘“go ahead an’ talk. I'll listen.”

Meehan talked fast. “A little over
six months ago,” he said, “you killed
a man. At least, I thought you did.
Every scrap of evidence was against
you and it was plumb convineing. I
tried hard to get you hung. I thought
it was my duty—" Mechan was star-
ing hard out the window—“in spite
of the fact that I loved your gister!”

Hondo caught his breath. He had
not known that!

“But your lawyer was clever and
keen,” Meehan went on swiftly. “He

succeeded in clouding the facts and
you got off with six months because he
convinced the jury that it was possible
that you had shot in self-defense.”

“I didn’t even shoot at all!” Hondo
said hoarsely.

“I know that now,” Meehan said in
a low voice. “All the evidence against
you was brought by Breed and
Granger. It was all a part of a rotten
frameup to get you outa the way so
they could grab your ranch.”

ONDO’S face was white. ‘“Kate
wrote me,” he grunted harshly.
“Breed has made life a hell for her
while I been in jail. I took an oath I'd
kill Breed, too—after I got you. Breed
hasn’t got our place?”

“No,” Meehan said, his eyes moody.
“Breed ran into a fighter when he
tried to break your sister. She fought
’im every step of the way. She—"" his
lips were white—“even came to me
for help. To me, the man who had
sent you to jail! An’ it was then when
I began to understand what a polecat
Breed was, that I became suspicious
of the killin’ that had sent you away.
Hondo — Luther Breed an’ Stew
Granger killed that man!”

Stunned, stiff, Hondo stared at the
gheriff. “You got proof of that?’ he
croaked.

Meehan’s face looked gray. ‘“No.
An’ perhaps I never will have. But
I’'m sure of it!” For a moment there
was a look that was as near to plead-
ing as was possible on the sheriff’'s
keen, hawklike face. “Hondo, can you
forgive me for bein’ so tough on you?
Believe me, there’s a reason that you
an’ me got to work together now—got
to work hard!

“I tried to catch you before you
could get into town today, but you
fooled me by avoidin’ the stage an’
comin’ in alone on a hired horse. You
fell right into Granger’s hands. Hon-
do, Breed an’ Granger was aimin’ to
put vou away again, an’ for good this
time!”

“I know!” Hondo velped. “I was
supposed to have killed you, like I



threatened while I was in jail. They
were gonna force a confession outa
me, then hang me! How come you're
alive?”’

Again Meehan was staring out the
window and his face was as hard as
stone. “Breed had a trap laid for me
all right,” he said gratingly. “He sent
a message that I was needed out at
his place early this mornin’ an’ he
was layin’ to back-shoot me when 1
showed up.” The sheriff’s face twisted.
“You see, I'd told Breed an’ Granger
what I thought of ’em. They were
scared that I'd learned too much about
that killin’ they had accused you of.
They needed to kill me! An’, like you
say, they figgered to have you finished
off for doin’ it. That would’ve cleared
up everythin’ for them!”

“Well,” Hondo broke in tensely, “an’
what happened out at Breed's? You've
told me he was killed.”

“Yeh,” Meshan breathed through
white, tight lips. “An’ I saw the killin’
done. An, what’s more, you're gonna
say that you did it!”

Hondo was speechless. For a few
seconds, then, Meehan’s voice was low
and urgent, his stabbing, gray gaze
intent on Hondo’s, And, while he lis-
tened, Hondo felt all the life drain out
of his body, felt the ice of a deadly
chill replace the blood in his veins.
His blue eyes went dull and sightless.
He nodded.

“I got it,” he said in a hoarse whis-
per. “An’ I'll back you in anythin’
you say. Anythin’!”

A smile flashed in Meehan’s eyes.
For an instant his face was trans-
formed as he eagerly grasped the cow-
boy’s outstretched hand. Then, swift-
ly, he stiffened. There was a sudden,
roaring clatter of horses outside, a
shouting of hoarse voices.

The sheriff whipped a six-gun from
one of his holsters and thrust it into
Hondo’s hands. “Here—push that into
your shirt, Use it if anythin’ goes
wrong!”

Swiftly, Hondo thrust the gun
away. He stepped quickly aside, stood
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as still and grim as a splinter of stone
a3 Granger and three hard-faced fol-
lowers stormed into the room.

OR a long moment after their

smashing entrance, Stew Granger
and the trio behind him stared un-
speakingly at Sheriff Meehan. Grang-
er’s bull neck pulsed. His pale, color-
less eyes bore a look of hewildered,
stunned disbelief. His gaze flickered
to Hondo and back to the sheriff again.
Suddenly his thick lips ripped open
on an ugly snarl.

“By hell, Meehan,” the burly gun-
man rumbled, “I thought it was you
that grabbed that killer away from
us! I figgered that I sure knew that
hoss you was ridin’. But you—" He
fumbled for words.

“But I,” Meehan supplied with an
iecy drawl, “was supposed to be dead!
That it, Granger?”

Granger’s face went purple. His
heavy features writhed with fury. For
an instant, it looked as though he
would lose control and Hondo’s right
hand crept upward toward the open-

“ing in his shirt.

With an effort, Granger found his
voice, his pale, venomous eyes flicker-
ing toward Hondo as he talked to
Meehan.

“I dunno what that coyote has been
tellin” you, Meehan,” he snarled.
“Whatever it was, you can figger it
was a lie. He's rotten all the way
through. He rode in here today loaded
up with weapons like a Mexican gen-
eral, an’ turnin’ the air blue with the
threats that he was gonna kill both
you an’ Breed. We caught ’'im. That
lyrchin’ scene you saw us at was just
a fake. We figgered to throw a scare
into Hondo that would last, then run
’im clear outa the county.”

“Thanks,” Meehan said drily, his
gray eyes stabbing and scornful. “It
was plumb nice of you to protect me
that way, Granger. But you was a little
late to do your boss any good.”

Granger looked uncertain. ‘“What
you talkin’ about 7"

“Breed’s dead,” Meehan said softly.












There had been a bank back in
Poco City with crisp stacks of cur-
rency in its vaults, and Smilin’ Sam
had that bank money in a bulging
gunny sack on his saddle horn. The
loot was almost in reach of the dying
man’s hands because his faithful
bronc was standing over him with
trailing reins. Had been standing
there with patient brown eyes ever
since its master had toppled from its
back from sheer weakness.

Duval would have gladly traded
the whole sack for one big drink of
water. The outlaw was too weak to
look to the north toward Tarantula
ten miles away. But by twisting his
eyes, he could see that no one was
coming from the south. And if no
one came in a few hours, there would
be a buzzard feast there in the dust
and an ownerless mustang on the
prairie,

He coughed weakly, and blood
flecked the dirt under his graying
head. Silently, he cursed the posse-
man who had sent the bullet his way.
He thought about the half-filled can-
teen on his saddle for the hundredth
time and tried to twist his leather-
brown face toward it. How he needed
some water!

Then he stopped his feeble move-
ments and stared. A dust spot out
there in the sage, a rider! That
meant water! What if he were recog-
nized and carried in to hang? It
would be a quick death. Not a slow,
hellish suffering while watching the
vultures wait for him to close his
eyes and stop his rasping breathing.

A few minutes later, the outlaw’s
head was cradled in a muscular arm,
and water was trickling down his
swollen throat. Dimly, he realized
that he was :being carried—fingers
and hot metal probed at the hole in
his chest—stabbing pain. He slipped
off in a black, bottomless world.

HEN Smilin’ Sam came to, it

was late in the afternoon. He

was flat on his back under the shade
of a scrubby pifion some hundred
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yards from the spot on the road
where he had been picked up. A
blanket roll was under his head, and
a ripped shirt served as a bandage
on his deep chest. The fiery ache of
the wound had subsided somewhat,
but he felt as weak as a newborn
calf.

As he studied the broad, tan-shirted
back of the hombre who squatted be-
fore a small supper fire and the
strange cayuse that was picketed
near his in a grassy hollow farther
on, he instinctively reached for his
Colts. But the lack of their dead
weight at his thighs told him that
his thonged-down holsters were
empty.

He tried to sit up, and a stabbing
agony pulsed through his stocky
body. The lines in his face grew
deeper, and an involuntary groan
slipped from between clenched teeth.

The hombre at the fire whirled on
his heels at the sound, with a brown
hand hovering over a gun butt.

“Awake, huh?” he clipped and ap-
proached. “Thought for a while you
were ready for boot hill.”

The old owl-hooter studied the man
before him with wary eyes. The
fellow was young, about twenty-two
or three, with brown hair and a
clean-cut jaw. He seemed strangely
familiar, but Duval knew that he had
never seen him before.

“Naw,” Smilin’ Sam grinned,
showing his notorious smile for the
first time in many hours. “I'll live to
git that sneakin’ son that drygulched
me,” he lied.

“No drygulcher got you,” answered
the young man. He fumbled in his
shirt pocket and drew forth a glitter-
ing object. “After scein’ yore face
on a dozen or so reward notices, [
couldn’t help but savvy yore handle.
Smilin’ Sam Duval, wanted in four
states for up to a hundred robberies
an’ one killin’!”

Duval looked at the Texas Ranger
badge in the hombre’s hand. ‘“Yeah,
I reckon yuh got me for fair, ranger,”
he drawled, surprised at his inner
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calmness. “Then yuh know about that
Poco City job an’ yuh was on my
trail.”

The ranger shook his head. “About
the bank robbery, yes. But 1 wasn’t
cn yore trail. I had another little job
in mind, but I guess it can wait till
yo're able tuh stand tyin’ up.”

“But,” growled the outlaw, ‘“why
did you bother to nurse me? Yuh
could’ve hid my body an’ went on
with yore present job an’ picked me
up later., The price on my head is
good, dead or alive.”

Hard-bitten Smilin’ Sam looked on
all lawmen with the same cynical
cye. To him they were a pack of re-
ward grabbers who forced a man to
go on stealing for a living, even if
he hankered to hit the straight and
narrow trail. The young ranger’s
reply jolted him gently.

“You shore sound bitter, feller,”
he said with puzzled eyes. “I ain’t
lettin’ a dog die unnecessary-like!”

Again the owl-hooter had the feel-
ing that he knew this young badge-
toter. “Pretty speech, ranger,” he
snarled. “And what is the handle o’
the jasper who is so kind to me?”

The oldster’s last words were snap-
ping with feigned hate to cover the
rising interest he felt.

“Johnny Sprague, Company B of
the Texas Rangers,” said the younker,
emiling, evidently not aroused by
Duval’s sarcasm. “I made up a little
soup for you. Hungry?”

Smilin’ Sam ignored him and silent-
ly fought the turmoil in his heart.
After a bit, he spoke again,

“What was yore mother's maiden.

name, J—Johnny?”’

The ranger had started toward the
fire, but he spun back. “Sarah Brady,”
he said softly, then peered intently
into Sam’s poker face. “Why?"

“Pretty name,” allowed Smilin’
Sam, and that was all the Sprague
younker could get out of him.

MILIN’ SAM DUVAL regained
his strength much faster than
he indicated. He pretended to be too

weak even to lift his head for the
following three days, and the young
star-toter was patient and gentle with
him.

The outlaw could have arisen any
of the passing nights and finished off
the sleeping boy, but he didn’t. In-
stead, he spent his time adding fig-
ures and thinking. More than once,
his hard eyes swung toward the form
of Johnny Sprague, and they soft-
ened in the darkness.

About twenty-three years ago,
Smilin’ Sam was known to his friends
as Walter Sprague, a rancher who
had a pretty wife named Sarah. But
Fate laid her heavy hand on young
Walter’s happy life. One night, he
was whooping it up in town and
shot his best friend to death when
they were both blind drunk. Or at
least, eyewitnesses said that was the
way it happened; Walter didn’t re-
member.

That was the only human that
Smilin’ Sam Duval had ever killed
and he never took another drink of
redeye, but the damage was done. He
skipped out to start over, but the
long arm of the Law was almost on
his cringing shoulder at all times,
and he was forced to rob for a living.
To save his wife from further dis-
grace, he had changed his name to
Duval, and he was known along the
owl-hoot trail as “Smilin’ Sam.”

Never again had he communicated
with his wife, but he had heard that
she had given birth to a son, a child
that had been expected before the
owl-hcoter left her. And now that
same boy. his boy, who looked so much
like Sam when he was about the same
age, was a Texas Ranger who had
unknowingly captured his own sire.

On the morning of the fifth day,
Johnny Sprague e¢poke after he had
finished bhandag¢iig the healing hole
in the cutlaw’s breast.

“I think »o're playin’ possum on
me, Duvial,”” he voiced with intent
blue eves on the robber’s creased face.
“I'll be tyin® you up tomorrow mornin’
an’ goin’ on in to Tarantula to git
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