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The answer is: Nobody!

Halitosis (unpleasant breath) is indeed the unfor-
givable social fault. It nullifies every other charm.

By the way, how is your breath today? Agreeable
you hope—but is it?

Statistics prove that everyone has halitosis at one
time or another—without knowing it. Close to
90% of halitosis cases are caused by the fermentation
of tiny food particles that even careful tooth brush-
ing has failed to remove from teeth and gums.

Recognizing this constant threat, why not put
yourselfon the safe side? Why offend others needless-
ly when by simply rinsing the mouth with Listerine

you can make your breath sweet and wholesome—
beyond power to offend?

Listerine immediately halts fermentation, the
major cause of mouth odors, and then overcomes
the odors themselves. Keep it always handy and use
it before all engagements.

Don’'t expect questionable mouth washes to get
rid of questionable breath.

Use Listerine and be sure. Repeated tests have
shown that Listerine instantly overcomes mouth
odors that ordinary mouth washes cannot hide in
12 hours.

Lambert Pharmacal Company, St. Louis, Mo.

to get rid of halitosis use LISTERINE
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Smoky Clark—

Trail

Boss

By Ben Conlon

Author of “The Smiling Avenger,” etc.

CHAPTER I.
DOIN's AT THE PALACE BAR.

T was supper time in Panhandle
I Junction, and Chico Gomez’s

chuck joint was doing a lively
business. Chico Gomez himself,
dark, thin-faced, and smiling almost
too pleasantly to mean it, was bawl-
ing short orders back to the smoky
kitchen and helping the counterman
dish out chili, red beans, enchilladas,
coffee and pie. Also, like the clever
business man that he was, Chico was

keeping the customers in good hu-
mor.

He winked at a group of cow-
boys circling one of the tables, then
walked over to a grizzled, gaunt-
faced man who sat at the counter.
“You like the nice glass of water
with your frijoles, senor?” he asked
in a loud voice.

The punchers at the table guf-

fawed. Chico had made a bid for
a laugh and had won. For the
grizzled, gaunt-faced man was

known in Panhandle Junction and
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other parts of Texas as “Thirsty
Bart” Wilson, and his thirst was
never for water.

Even Thirsty Bart himself took
no offense. His gray mustache
curled in a grin.

“Mil grcicias, senor,” he said to
Chico, with what he thought was an
elaborate bow. “But yuh see, I'm
an hombre as sticks ter good habits.

I don't touch water—not in any
form, | don't.”
“Not even fo' a chasah?” called

over a tall A Bar X waddy named
“Dixie” Settle.

“Nope, not even fer a chaser,”
Thirsty Bart called back. “Ef
thar’'s any gen’rous gent in this hyar
assemblage as invites me ter a snort
0’ mescal, aguardiente, rare Spanish
wines, rum, gin, or even plain
whisky, | wouldn’t offend him none
by refusin’. 1'm courteouslike thet
way, | am. But water—nope! |
might git drownded.”

He turned to a young fellow who
sat on the next stool—a stranger
who did not seem to consider him-
self as a part of this gathering of
joshing and horseplay.

“Thet invite might even be ac-
cepted from a feller as was jest pass-
in’ through our fair village as well
as from home talent,” Bart said. “I
alius likes ter be courteouslike an’
mannerly ter a stranger within our
gates, as yuh might say.”

The young stranger smiled.
“Thet's right kind o’ yuh,” he ac-
knowledged. “But don’t go out o’
yore way bein’ too polite to me,
hombre, 'cause | ain't jest passin’
through this neck o’ the woods. |
aim to settle here.”

He ordered another cup of coffee
and evidently regarded the conver-
sation as over, so far* as he was con-
cerned. He looked about twenty-
two. His hair and eyes were as
black as an Indian’s, and yet no one

could mistake him for anything but
a white man. His features were in-
clined to be sharp. He might have
been a saddle tramp, except for the
expensive ten-gallon hat of light
gray.

The dust of the trail clung to him,
but his red shirt was clean and so
was his neckerchief that looked like
a striped serape. A .45 in a worn
holster nestled close to each batwing
of his brown chaps.

Thirsty Bart didn't appear to re-
gard him as entirely hopeless. Often
a humorous discussion of whisky
ended in the drinking of it—which
latter was the most expert thing
that Thirsty Bart did.

“1'd shore admire ter welcome yuh
ter town in a proper an’ fittin’ way,”
Bart persisted, “but yuh see,
younker, when I'm broke, my throat
gits sort o’ dry until some kind gent
wets it with---—-- "

But Chico Gomez cut in on the
moocher of drinks. “Eef you weel
escuse me, Senor Weelson, | cannot
have my eustomairs annoyed like
that. Pliz to stop it, Senor Weel-
son—eef you will escuse me.”

The oily Gomez reached to the
back counter and took a cigar of
poisonous appearance out of a cedar
box. “Here, Senor Weelson,” he
said, offering the cigar to take the
sting out of his reprimand of a mo-
ment before. “You weel find thees
most excellent esmoking.”

He struck a match and lighted the
weed for Thirsty Bart. “You have
pairhaps seen Senor Petty to ask
heem to geev you the job on the
A Bar X?” he asked.

Whether Thirsty Bart was em-
ployed or unemployed, or with or
without “excellent esmoking,” made
little difference to Chico Gomez—
except that Bart already owed him
several dollars for meals. Bart
would pay sooner if he got a job and
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was kept on friendly terms. In his
sober periods, Bart Wilson was a
ranch cook. He had a frying-pan
genius that made him sought after
by many Panhandle outfits, in spite
of his known slavery to red liquor.

“Naw,” Bart snorted in disgust.
“1 trailed Jake Petty inter the Pal-
ace Saloon, but he didn't have no
time ter talk ter me about a job.
He was too dag-gawn busy braggin’
bout what he’d do ter thet new
A Bar X foreman, when said fore-
man appears on the horizon.”

The young man on the stool next
to Thirsty Bart had his coffee cup
halfway to his lips. He set it back
on the counter. Suddenly he seemed
to be taking an interest in the con-
versation.

“Yuh know,” Thirsty Bart went
on, “Jake Petty’s been segundo on
the A Bar X fer two-three year. He
shore reckoned he was goin’ ter boss
the A Bar X boys when Tod Batten,
the foreman, was kilt in thet shoot-
in’ ruckus last month. But nope!
Dave Leland, what owns the spread,
telegrafted up north ter git him a
new foreman.”

The young man in the gray Stet-
son got up from the stool and paid
Chico for his meal. He lingered long
enough, though, to build a quirly
and light it as Bart continued:

“Jake Petty’'s jest nach’ly goin’
ter skin thet new foreman alive when
he hits town. He aims ter hang his
hide up on a fence an’ tan it inter
saddle leather. He’'ll tweak thet
new foreman’s nose, he says, an’ tear
out his mustache—ef any—by the
roots, an’ slice off an ear or two an’
feed the pieces ter the houn’ dawgs.”

The young man in the gray Stet-
son touched Thirsty Bart on the
shoulder. “I heard yuh mention the
Palace Saloon, hombre,” he said.
“Lookin’ fer a pertickler gin mill in
this man’s town is like tryin’ to spot

a special clump o’ cactus out on the
desert. Would yuh mind tellin’ me
jest whar the Palace Saloon is?”

Thirsty Bart was on his feet—in-
stantly. “I kin show yuh whar it is,
young feller,” he offered, stroking
his mustache expectantly.

“Thet won't be necessary. | been
in the saddle all day, but I reckon
these feet o’ mine’ll still walk. |
don’t need to be guided by the hand,
or toted over thar.”

“Well, the Palace is jest two doors
from hyah,” Thirsty Bart told him,
with deep disappointment in his
tone.

The gray-Stetsoned stranger was
grinning now. “Oh, mebbe yuh’'d
belter show me whar it is, at that,”
he reconsidered. “I might lose the
trail, me bein’ young an’ tender.”

And the now joyful Bart Wilson
led the way like a bull to a salt lick.

The Palace Saloon did not live up
to its name. It was a big, gloomy,
bare-looking place, and none too
clean. At the rear end of the long
barroom were three barrels, and on
top of each barrel were several
empty bottles.

The proprietor of the Palace was

not too particular—and neither
were his customers. The whisky
was bought by the barrel. It was

cheap and strong, and of no special
brand. It was drawn into bottles
as needed.

The long room was well-filled with
drinkers, but it was easy to pick out
Jake Petty. Jake was plenty big
enough to see—and plenty loud
enough to hear. Ligquor was bring-
ing out his real nature. It was bad
nature.

The A Bar X segundo was leaning
against the bar. He was flanked by
willing listeners. Jake would have
an attentive audience as long as he
bought drinks.
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Jake Petty was not ugly-looking;
that is, his features were not partic-
ularly displeasing. It was his ex-
pression that branded him as a bully.
He sneered as he talked, and showed
his teeth. They were tobacco-
stained, and were worn down like an
old Hopi Indian’s.

A certain cheap vanity was re-
flected by the neckerchief that was
a discord of pink, yellow and purple,
and by the jumble of nuggets and
trinkets dangling from his heavy
watch chain. But his black som-
brero was out of shape and the yel-
low shirt under the deerskin vest
was badly soiled in the sleeves.

“Mebbe you hombres'd better
linger around a while,” he was say-
ing. “Thet ranny as thinks he’s the
new A Bar X foreman is in town.”
He grinned, and hitched his hol-
stered .45 a little more toward the
front. “He don’t know it yet, but
he’s shore totin’ his excitement right
along with him.”

“How yuh know he's reached
town, Jake?” one of his listeners
asked.

“Feller down ter the liv'ry stable
told me; said this newcomer put up
his hoss thar an’ moseyed out ter
git some chuck. Said he'd prob’ly
be late fer supper at the A Bar X
where he was goin’ ter be foreman.”

“Any idea what he looks like,
Jake?” another puncher asked.

“Shore have. He looks a heap
diff'rent than he’ll look when | git
through with him.”

Jake laughed, and his listeners
joined in. The bartender slapped his
thigh in amusement. Jake bought
another round of drinks.

“Feller down ter the liv'ry said
he was about my height, only not
so well-built, the feller said.” Jake
sucked in his belly and pushed out
his chest. He was about thirty, but
his heavy build made him look a

few years older. “Don’'t weigh as
much on the hoof as | do, | reckon.
Wearin’ a light-gray skypiece, a
striped necklash an’ a blue shirt.”

The newcomer guided to the Pal-
ace by Thirsty Bart had been stand-
ing a few feet along the bar, waiting
to be served. Now he walked to-
ward Jake Petty.

“In other words, hombre,” he said,
“the gent yo're talkin’ about ap-
pears to be dressed jest like me— ex-
cept that I got a red shirt on. For
yuh see, sence | been to the liv'ry
stable, | been up to the hotel an’
had a wash. | feel mere comfort-
able when | change my shirt once in
a while.” He looked meaningly at
the sweat and liquor stains on Jake
Petty’s sleeves.

Jake Petty's light-blue eyes
frogged out. “What yuh mean?”

“Are yuh too dumb to savvy,
hombre? Or are yuh jest plumb
yaller—makin’ believe yuh don't
reco'nize me? | mean thet I'm
Smoky Clark, new foreman o' the
A Bar X spread. Yuh seem to know
a heap about me. Well, I'll just tell
yuh a little more.”

He stepped closer to Petty. “I'm
easy to git along with—'ceptin’ with
skunks, c'yotes an’ rattlers. 1 got
some human faults. 1 reckon, an’
yet I'm hopin’ | ain't the wust in
the world. | hate to see a skeered
hoss whipped, or a sp’iled baby
spanked, or a half-drunk hombre
dealt too severe with. But a skeered
hoss has to be pulled up, an’ a spiled
baby has to git spanked. An’ a half-
drunk hombre has got to git sobered
up. Mebbe this’ll do it.”

Spat! A deathly silence followed
the noise made by the newcomer’s
palm striking Jake Petty’s face.

And Jake Petty’s listeners and
fellow drinkers had suddenly leaped
to one side. No one, it appeared,
wanted to be very near Jake Petty
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now. And no one wanted to be very
near the black-haired young waddy
who had challenged the segundo to
a fight in no uncertain terms.

Jake Petty had at least been right
in one of his claims—the newcomer
was “shore totin’ his excitement
right along with him.”

CHAPTER II.
“*SHO' NUFF SHOOTIN'.”

'J'HE newcomer put up his left

hand in a warning gesture as
Jake Petty was about to go for his
gun. “Jest a minute thar, Petty!”
he called out. “Yuh kin draw thet
iron 0’ yoren or not, jest as yuh like.
Personal, I'm hopin’ yuh don’t, but
I'm hopin’ it fer yore sake more'n
fer mine. 1'd admire to show yuh
the kind of an hombre yo’'re shootin’
it out with. 1 don’'t want to be no
show-off. But | don’t want to be
no Kkiller, neither!”

With the speed of lightning, one
of “Smoky’s” ,45's had appeared in
his right hand. But it was clear
that he was not throwing down on
Jake Petty. For Smoky had turned
halfway around and was facing the
whisky barrels at the rear of the
long, gloomy room.

“Them empty bottles on the bar-
rels—are they any good?” he flung
over his shoulder at the man back of
the bar.

“They’ll be better when they're
filled,” was the laughing answer.
“Jest at present, in thet harmless
form, they might be wuth two-bits
apiece.”

Smoky Clark’s left hand went into
his pocket and came out holding a
silver dollar which he tossed on the
bar. “I1'll take a cart-wheel’s worth,”
he said. “The necks o’ them bottles
looks too long an’ gawky to me.”

Bang-bang-bang-bang! And four
quick shots rang out.

The necks of four bottles in a row
disappeared. @ The crowd stared.
Jake Petty’s jaw dropped. It was
the speed, even more than the ac-
curacy, which was astounding.

“Now, them bottles ain't much
good without necks,” Smoky Clark
announced calmly. “Some feller
might cut hisself on 'em. So them
bottles might's well disappear, too.”

Two of them did—in a pair of
quick shots. They seemed to dis-
solve into a shower of glass. And
Smoky’s now empty .45 was back
in its holster.

He had turned back toward the
bar and was smiling at Jake Petty,
who was plainly at a loss just what
move to make. But Smoky didn’t
give him more than a second to de-
cide. With a rattler-fast left-hand
draw he had plucked the extra six-
gun from his left holster. Two more
quick shots smashed the remaining
neckless bottles.

There was a tense silence as
Smoky leathered his second six-gun.
Then from behind the group came a
drawling Southern voice—the voice'
of Dixie Settle, who had just en-
tered the saloon:

“Thet's some sho’ 'nuff shootin’.
Ah ain't nevah seen it tied. Not
even with a squirrel rifle. No, suh!
Not in a bad light like this heali.”

“Thank yuh,” Smoky acknowl-
edged over his shoulder. And then
to Jake Petty: “Now, feller, | s’pose
mebbe | seemed like a danged show-
off. But thet wasn't my intention.
I don’t like murder. An’ | was a
little afeard thet's what it might 'a’
been if we tangled.”

And still Jake Petty was unable
to speak. He was swallowing hard.
That left holster of Smoky’s was a
magnet for Jake’'s prominent eyes.
Jake Petty himself was no laggard
with a six-gun; until this very eve-
ning he had regarded himself as the
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fastest on the draw in this section
of the Panhandle.

Now he was not at ail certain.
Should he take a chance? He might
win glory in Panhandle Junction;
might even find himself foreman of
the A Bar X. OIld Dave Leland,
the A Bar X owner, could not blame
a challenged man for fighting and
doing his best to win.

But Jake Petty might—in fact,
probably would—Ilose. And Jake
knew that second best in a gun fight
would win no prize but a grave in
Boot Hill. Maybe there was an-
other way out of this. He was
listening to Clark.

“Petty,” Smoky Clark was saying
evenly, “1 don’t hold no hard feelin’s
agin’ yuh. Yuh was braggin’ purty
tall, but mebbe thet was the redeye
in yuh more'n it was yoreself.”

A snicker ran through the bar-
room crowd.

“Now, | don't mean to bully yuh,
Petty,” Clark went on. “We don’t
want no gun fight. | don't—an’
mebbe you don’t. I'm willin’ to call
it even. Or I'll fight yuh with my
bare fists. Or I'll wrastle yuh. I'll
bulldawg or hawg-tie a steer agin’
yuh, or I'lll match yuh broncho-
peelin’, or I'll run yuh a foot race.
If yo're a better man than | am, |
can understand why yuh want to
keep me from bein’ yore boss on the
A Bar X.”

lie paused, as if for breath. The
snickers in the room had become
guffaws.

“Well, what yo’all say now, Jake?”
Dixie Settle demanded.

Jake Petty had controlled him-
self by this time. This newcomer
had offered a good-natured, harm-
less way out. And Jake was equal
to the occasion.

“What do | say?” he repeated.
“1 say this Smoky Clark is got hoss
sense. Thar ain't no use o’ killin’.

1 say I'm buyin’ a drink fer the
hou.se, thct's what | say. Bellies
agin’ the mahogany, gents. Nomi-
nate yore pizen. The drinks is on
me—an’ | reckon the joke is, too.
Howsomever, we'll slug down a wel-
come ter the new foreman o' the
A Bar X.”

“Now yo're talkin’ my language!”

Thirsty Bart Wilson piped up.
“Yip-ee! Yo're all right, Jake
Petty!”

To most of the others in the Pal-
ace Saloon, it also seemed that Jake
Petty could be a good sport, after
all.

Only two of the men in that group
knew otherwise. One was Jake
Petty himself. The other was
Smoky Clark, who had met men of
all sorts from the Cimarron to the
Nueces and could usually brand
them on sight for what they were.
He'd be civil to Jake Petty. He'd
be square with him, and hold no
grudge. But he'd be on his guard.

There were drinks—plenty of
them. There was a round on Jake
Petty. There were rounds on sev-
eral of the others, including Smoky
Clark. Everybody wanted to prove
his good-fellowship by spending
money—everybody except Thirsty
Bart Wilson, who proved his good-
fellowship by taking whisky each
time, while some of the punchers
shifted to “scdy pop” and Smoky
Clark drank nothing but lemonade.

Smoky ordered it without apol-
ogy, too, although it was an unpop-
ular drink—the least profitable for
the house and the most difficult to
prepare. And yet Smoky Clark was
gaining in popularity every minute.

Jake Petty was especially eager
to regain the good graces of the new
foreman.

"Ev'ry hombre makes a mistake
in his time, | reckon,” Jake said at
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the height of festivities. “Thar ain’'t
no man thet’s perfect, is they? Well,
I was wrong—plumb wrong—fer
shootin’ off my mouth.”

“It takes a man to admit he's
wrong,” Smoky Clark replied. “An’
I wasn't doin’ no explainin’ before,
but I'm willin’ to do it now. Mebbe
it does 'pear sort of odd why old
Dave Leland hired a stranger from
other parts fer foreman o' the
A Bar X. Thinkin’ it over, Jake, |
cain’'t say as | blame yuh much fer
bein’ a little skittish over it.”

“Aw, | was actin’ like a woolly-
brained fool,” Petty admitted.

“Well, anyhow, | reckon it's up to
me to tell how | fell into the job as
foreman o’ the A Bar X. 01" Dave
Leland was a pard o' my dad’s.
The salt o’ the earth, ol’ Dave is.”

“They don't come no bettah,”
Dixie Settle agreed. “No, suh!”

“Thet's what I'm claimin’. An’
it wasn't 'cause he knowed my dad
thet ol’ Dave thought | was a better
man than mebbe | am. The real
reason | got this job is—thet there.”

He pointed to his glass of lemon-
ade.

“He shore is a little narrer on the
likker question, if thet's what yuh
mean,” Jake Petty spoke up.

“He’s got reasons fer it,” Smoky
defended. “01' Dave’s father was
a drunkard. It ain’t tollin’ no tales
out o’ school—Dave hisself 'ud be
the first one to admit it. Dave suf-
fered as a kid. His dad spent a lot
o’ dinero on redeye, while Dave
shifted fer hisself. Dave never had
no shoes ’'ceptin’ ol’ cast-offs till he
was almost old enough to bulldog a

steer. Result was thet ol’ Dave
growed up hatin’ whisky.”
Smoky finished his lemonade.

“Dave’s knowed me sence | been big
enough to look over a jack-rabbit's
ears, but | hadn’'t seen him fer a
long time till he was up in my coun-

try—the Cimarron country—a year
ago. We had a reunion together, an’
some refreshments. He found out
1 never touched likker.”

“Hyar’s ter yuh—as a curiosity,”
Thirsty Bart put in, holding up his
glass and then emptying it at a gulp.
“But no un could ever say anything
scand’lous like thet about me.”

“Right then he offered me a job,”
Smoky continued, “but | was rod
on a ranch up in my country, then.
But when Dave’'s foreman was
killed, he sent me a telegram to come
down an’ take over the job. An’ 1
wasn't turnin’ down no offers like
thet. Well, thet's the entire story,
I reckon.”

But it wasn’'t exactly the entire
story. Smoky Clark did not care to
mention the name of Dave Leland’s
daughter in a barroom. And more
than once, up on the Cimarron, he
had thought about the golden-haired
girl with whom he had been raised
as a neighbor. Leah Leland would
be about twenty now. Smoky had
last seen her when she had been sev-
enteen.

“Well, Ah sho’ can see things
speedin’ up on the spread when yo’-
all take things ovah,” Dixie Settle
predicted. “Dave’s last fo'man was
easy-goin’. But dawg-gone! Ah bet
yo'all keep us punchahs hoppin".”

The celebration continued until
Smoky called a halt on the drinking.
Then he got Pete, his brown-and-
white pinto horse, from the livery
stable, and with Jake Petty and
Dixie Settle, rode out to the A Bar X
through the balm of a soft Texas
night.

CHAPTER II1.
DAVE LELAND'S SPREAD.

f)YAVE LELAND, the “Big Boss”

of the A Bar X, sat on the gate
of the south corral and watched
Smoky Clark as the foreman tried
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to persuade a fiery-eyed cayuse to
change from a rowdy into a gentle-
man.

Smoky was putting the horse—a
big black brought in from the
remuda that morning—through the
accustomed bronc-peeler's  drill,
using kindness when possible, but
force when necessary—which was
often.

The cayuse leaped and danced and
squatted and sunfished. It stopped
dead still every now and then,
welted out with its forefeet and
stamped and kicked with its hind
ones. Its killer eyes were a chal-
lenge to the hundred and sixty
pounds of man on its back.

Gradually, rider and horse drew a
larger audience. Dixie Settle, ori-
ginally from Kentucky and a lover
of sweet horseflesh, yipped and
cheered lustily. “Blacky” Gomez—a
brother of the tricky Chico of the
Panhandle Junction chuck joint—
looked on with the jealous interest
of an expert in the same line. His
dark eyes showed unwilling admira-
tion. Blacky was horse wrangler of
the outfit.

Jake Petty, the big segundo, stood

leaning against the gate, his face
devoid of expression. But once in
a while the prominent light-blue

eyes brightened as Smoky Clark
threatened to leave the rim-fire sad-
dle, possibly to get pounded beneath
the big black’s hoofs.

Dave Leland bent forward a little
nervously as the black streaked
across the corral and threatened to
scrape its rider against the barbed
wire at the north boundary. But
Smoky’s foot was out of the fence-
side stirrup and his leg was held out
of danger. Then he yanked the
black’'s head around, gave the ani-
mal steel and made it like it.

The big black shook itself in rage.
It stood on its hind legs. But Smoky

was over on one stirrup now, pre-
pared to step off if the horse toppled
backward—an old cavalryman’s
trick he had learned when his father
was supplying beef on the hoof to
a Southwest army camp.

The broncho squealed and came
back on all fours. It leaped into the
air and changed ends. It put its
head down, flagged its tail. It was
planning mischief. It started to sun-
fish again. Smoky gave it more
steel.

“I'll show yuh who’s master here,
yuh big son of a gun!” he yelled.

The broncho quit all tricks and
went into straight speed. It ran
like a jack rabbit gone loco. Six
times around the big corral and it
was about ready to quit. But
Smoky gave it six more times as
a penalty.

The black’s sweat-streaked sides
were heaving, and before its spirit
was broken, Smoky got down, threw
a hobble on the animal, stripped off
hull and hackamore; then he turned
the big black loose to think it over.

Dave Leland met Smoky at the
barred gate. “Yuh shore I'arned
thet black bronc a lesson, Smoky,”
he commended.

“Oh, he’ll come round, | reckon,”
Smoky said. “A right fine hoss!”

Dave Leland—crippled from be-
ing thrown by a horse some months
before—started to limp toward the
ranch house and then turned. “Say,
Smoky,” he called, “don’t go to the
bunk house fer chuck to-night.
Come up an’ sit in with Leah an’
me. We'll be waitin’ fer yuh. Want
to talk over somethin’.”

And Smoky was so excited that
he failed to notice the jealous gleam
in Jake Petty’s froglike eyes.

Dixie Settle’s prophecy soon
turned out to be correct. Smoky
Clark, the new foreman, was making
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things hum on the A Bar X. But
he worked harder than anybody else.

There was plenty to do at all
times on the ranch, for the Leland
outfit was one of the biggest in the
Panhandle corner of the State.
Years before, old Dave Leland had
made the most of a Land Act which
started him out with big acreage,
and he had shrewdly added to his
holdings at every opportunity.

There were drones to speed up,
for it was a tradition that Dave Le-
land seldom fired a man for any-
thing less than getting drunk. A
man who stayed sober could get
away with almost anything. In his
new job, Smoky had found it neces-
sary to speed up the hands who were
inclined to loaf while on routine
duties.

Fences were repaired; a new tool-
house was built; the big feed barn
was repaired and repainted. A slov-
enly cook who seldom changed his
shirt was given fair warning, and
then permitted to look for a ranch
where an unwashed man might be
happier.

Thirsty Bart Wilson was hired in
his place. On several trips to town,
Smoky had talked with the thirsty
old character and had found some-
thing likable about him. He had
won Dave Leland over on condition
that Bart quit strong waters for
good. So far, Bart seemed to be
keeping his end of the bargain.

Leland was just on the shady side
of fifty. He was “Old Dave,”
though, to punchers who, at ages
from eighteen to thirty, believed
that half a century of living made a
man almost aged. His thin, gray
hair and crippled gait gave the im-
pression of a much older man.

Dave’'s fortune was frequently
talked about and probably exagger-
ated by men who drew thirty a
month and held on to their wages

for sometimes as much as three or
four days. Dave had taken advan-
tage of good cattle seasons— had run
dogies up from Texas to northern
States and collected several times
what it had cost him to raise them
since they were calved.

A strange man in many ways,
Dave Leland. His heart w*as big.
His temper was as quick as a flash
and as hot as Mex chili. He flew
into rages and got over them, and
often more than made up to the man
he had picked on.

Old Dave was far from sanctimo-
nious. He smoked big, black cigars,
and wheat-straw cigarettes in be-
tween. He played a wicked game of
poker and frequently bucked the
wdieel on his visits to town. He used
strong language when a stubborn
steer or a stubborn man demanded
it. Old Dave stood for almost any-
thing— except liquor.

The only whisky on the vast acre-
age of the A Bar X was a half-gallon
jug kept for rattlesnake bites. And
old Dave’s hatred of a rattler was
tied up, somehow, with the idea that
rattlers and whisky went together.

The suppers at the Leland ranch
house were fit for cattle Kkings.
Smoky Clark’s feeling usually was
that he could have had a wonderful
time with the same food if he had a
chance to eat it elsewhere. But few
men of his years could get their
minds on food with LealgLeland at
the same table.

Dave’'s motherless daughter was
rather small. Her blue eyes were as
pretty as Texas bluebonnets. Her
red-gold hair had a tantalizing trick
of waving into little curlicues all
over her head.

To Smoky Clark it was always a
delight to be near her; and yet,
somehow, a relief to get away from
her. She was too divine a creature
for a man’s peace of mind. And
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Smoky wasn't really comfortable
that evening until he and old Dave
were sitting on the cool gallery of
the ranch house.

Dave bit the end from a black
Mexican cigar and passed its mate
to Smoky, then lighted both of them.

“How yuh reckon Jake Petty'd
shape up takin’ the trail herd to
Abilene?” he asked.

There had been talk and prepara-
tions for weeks connected with tak-
ing the big herd over the long trail
to Abilene. Smoky Clark had a se-
cret ambition to be in charge of the
herd himself. But he would take no
unfair advantage of Jake.

“Petty’s a right fine cowman,” he
said.

He knew that Petty was a good
cowman, and of late had given up
drinking. Possibly, Smoky admitted
to himself, his first impression of the
big segundo had been wrong.

“Yeah,” Dave conceded. “A
good cowman. But Jake drinks.”

“Not any more, he don't,” Smoky
said.

“A man thet drinks—well, he
drinks,” was Dave’'s retort. “I'd
take charge o’ thet trail herd my-
self, if it wasn't fer this.” He patted
his crippled leg. “Howsomever,
tliet’'s out o’ the question now.”

In the glow7from his puffed cigar,
his steel-blue eyes gleamed with ar-
dor. “This is ths fust time | ever
sent any o' the Sussex cattle up.
Always sent jest longhorns before.
Them Sussex critters is the best in
Texas. Fact, some folks might think
they're too danged aris-teecratic fer
a Panhandle spread.”

“How many head o' Sussex'll go
up?”

“Five hundred. Them critters’ll
cause tall talk in Abilene. They'll
make money fer me—an’ Leah. An’
they’re goin’ to give the A Bar X a
good name. | reckon I can’t let 'em

go in charge of a man thet drinks—
good cowman or not.”

“1'd like mighty well to take thet
herd,” Smoky said.

“Well, it seems ter me yo're the
man fer it. | was alius worried when
I sent Tod Batten out on the long
trail. Pore Tod drank. It was
drinkin’ thet got him inter the
ruckus thet caused his death.”

Dave looked keenly at Smoky.
“You never drank—not at all, did
yuh, Smoky?” he asked.

For the first time in months,
Smoky made a sharp answer to the
big boss. “I reckon yuh forgit thet
we went all over thet question once
before,” he replied tartly. *“l said
| didn't. | thought as how thet was
settled.”

Before Dave could cut in, he went
on: “Set yore mind at rest on thet,
boss. | ain’t trimmin’ my personal
ways to yore’'s or no one else’s.
Whisky’s no good. No un knows
thet bettern me. But | don't hate
the idea as much as you do.”

“Yuh would if yuh'd suffered as
much,” Dave cut in.

“I'm sayin’,” Smoky persisted,
“thet what a man does is his own
business—if it don’'t hurt no one
else.”

“Thet's the p’int. It alius does,”
said Dave triumphantly.

“Anyhow,” Smoky went on, “don’t
you worry none about me. It ain’'t
no virtue on my part. It’s jest thet
the smell o’ the danged stuff makes
me sick. It smells to me like sheep
dip or skunk stink.”

“Well, we'll start readying things
up in the mornin’,” Dave decided,
as if now his mind had been set at
rest.

Smoky began to wonder if any
one had told the big boss that he,
Smoky Clark, might not be as tem-
perate as he made out. But then
Leah came out with some cold lem-
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onade and stayed to drink a glass of
it, and Smoky forgot all doubts and
irritations.

He saw himself as the luckiest
man in Texas. About all the
younger men on the A Bar X were
secretly in love with Leah. Her face
would be outlined in camp-fire smoke
for many of the boys who would go
over the long trail to Abilene. But
Smoky had reason to believe that
he was the favored suitor.

Next day the blooded Sussex cat-
tle were cut out of the big herd on
the Creek Range miles away from
the A Bar X ranch house and
started up toward the bed ground
near the Panhandle Junction road.
Riders were stretched along the
flanks to keep boogered steers from
darting into the brushy stretches on
either side of the trail.

The critters were hazed through
a special corral. A careful count
was made by Dave Leland, checked
by Jake Petty, and rechecked by
Smoky. Next morning, the men
would “drink” the cattle at the big
watering tank. The Sussex cattle
would be bunched and taken along
on the trail with the hardier long-
horns.

It would be hard work on trail
herd. But the men were like sol-
diers about to leave the soft, less
interesting routine work of head-
qguarters for the excitement and dan-
ger of battle.

They'd have to pass through hos-
tile Comanche country. They'd
have to deal with white men who
might be even more treacherous than
the redskins. But they were honin’
to go— all of them, from Blacky Go-
mez, the youngest, to grizzled Thad
Milburn, the oldest.

There would be the best provi-
sions and the best camp cook in
west Texas— Thirsty Bart Wilson.

Smoky’s money belt was well-filled
for emergencies. There were luxuries
packed in the chuck wagon—many
tins of plums and peaches and green-
gages and good tobacco. But only
one bottle of whisky. And that for
possible rattler bites!

There would be some bad days
and nights ahead. Smoky Clark
knew that well enough. But he also
knew that Leah Leland was pulling
for him. And he'd put over this
special job right. He felt good-
natured toward the whole world,
even toward Jake Petty.

Could he have been wrong on
Petty? Couldn’'t any man be wrong?
Smoky was not a man to hold
grudges. And possibly he forgot
that there were other men who did.

CHAPTER IV.
MYSTERY BULLETS.

pROM a little draw far ahead of

the riders, Smoky could see the
trail herd swimming through a shim-
mering heat haze. The herd looked
like a great dun snake crawling
wearily northward—a ponderous,
dusty serpent convoyed by a score
of dots that were tired horsemen.

A month ago, at the start of the
long drive toward Abilene, that trail
herd had numbered two thousand
head of cattle, sleek and fat from a
kindly summer among the lush
grasses of the smiling Panhandle
country. But now old Dave Le-
land’s A Bar X burn lay sprawling
wide across the gaunted ribs of little
more than sixteen hundred critters.

The weather had been miserable.
The less hardy Sussex cattle had
stood the drive badly. Nearly a
hundred of them had died on the
long trail up to the banks of the
Red River. And once across that
stream, the Comanches had made
life miserable for the outfit.
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Night after night the redskins had
hung like vultures on the flanks of
the herd. At every opportunity they
had swooped down and made away
with cows. Scores of old Dave’s
beefs had gone to make winter jerky
for Comanche stomachs.

There had been battle and there
had been death. The redskins had
been equipped with good Henry
rifles, and they had been well led.
Smoky Clark suspected there had
been white men among them, dressed
in Indian costume. It would not
have been the first time that outlaw
whites masqueraded as redskins to
prey upon legitimate business in the
West.

For the most part the raids had
been made at the right time—or,
rather, at the -wrong time for the
A Bar X interests. Smoky won-
dered if the raiders were being
tipped off by some one in his outfit.
He was taking extra precautions
these days, riding far ahead to scout
the country screened by trees or
high brush.

He carried a carbine balanced
across the pommel of his saddle. At
the first sign of danger, that carbine
would rear its muzzle as a snake
rears its head, and almost as quickly.
Smoky was taking extra risks, but he
had to get the rest of the herd
through safely. He just had to!
Old Dave was depending upon him.

He finished his scouting, started
back toward the herd. A storm was
coming up. Thunder crackled and
boomed. Lightning struck across
the sky like a great fiery snake.
wind filled with the smell of rain
ruffled Smoky’s overlong, sweat-
soaked hair. A few minutes later,
the skies opened up.

The rain came in ropes and sheets.
Smoky drew on his slicker, but the
water dripped from his Stetson and
ran down his neck. He felt chilly,

shuddery. Worry, loss of sleep, and
doing the work of four men had
overtaxed his strong body.

The water along the route had
been bad—a feeder for fever. Nine
men out of ten in Smoky’s condi-
tion would have been under the cov-
ers. A few had already dropped
out. But Smoky Clark felt that he
just had to keep going.

The storm ceased abruptly, just
before he joined Jake Petty, who
was riding slowly along the flank of
the herd. Jake’s slicker glistened
like a coat of mail. The dripping
rain had channeled the mask of al-
kali dust on his big face.

“It's tough weather, now ain't it,
Smoky?” Jake greeted.

Smoky nodded wearily—his only
answer. His body felt hot with
fever now.

“We’'d oughter reach the Canadian
River along ’'bout the heel o' ter-
day,” Jake observed. “I ain’'t none
too hopeful. Rain! Rain ev'ry
danged day! An’ look at them thun-
derlieads 'way up north thar. I'm
afeard the ol'’ Canadian’ll be ab’il-
in’.”

Smoky nodded again. He was too
utterly weary for talk. He gritted
his teeth to keep them from chat-
tering.

For a while, Petty rode along be-
side him in silence. Finally the big
segundo dropped back with the drag.

Hour after hour, plodding wearily,
the herd went on. The sun again
blazed overhead, made a furnace of
the prairie, sucked up the water from
every shallow depression. Smoky’s
skin felt as if it might be burning
off of his body—fever touches. The
cattle bawled thirstily now and then.

A few hours before sundown, the
lead cows smelled running water.
They threw up their drooping noses
and broke into a lumbering trot.
With clashing of horns, the rest fol-
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lowed, eager to slake their thirst in
the cool waters of the Canadian.
Soon the entire herd was scattered
along a quarter of mile of river
front, drinking their fill.

The river itself was a disappoint-
ment to Smoky— another obstacle in
his path. Petty’s prediction held.
A cloud-burst had set the river in
flood. In place of the usual placid
ford it was now a swirling torrent of
angry water, flecked with foam and
drift, raw with the odor of sluiced
earth. It was too deep for any cow
to wade, too wide and swift for the
herd to swim.

Petty joined Smoky where he sat
his pinto horse at the river’s brink.

“Shore looks bad, Smoky,” he of-

fered. “Yuh goin’ ter try ter put
‘'em acrost?”
“Nope. After they've watered,

we'll bed 'em on the flat back thar.
I may lope along a few miles, try to
hunt a better fordin’ place—or we'H
wait until the water goes down. Tell
the boys to bunch 'em close an’ set
a good guard.”

Petty looked searchingly into
Smoky’s lined, gaunt face. If Smoky
had been less tired, he might have
read the treachery there. Smoky’s
head was drooping as he put Pete
into a lope and searched a fording
place that might be safe for the
morning.

He found a few places that might
do within a day, provided that there
was no more heavy rainfall. Sweat
dripped from his face now, and he
was hot and cold by turns.

But he clamped his square jaws.
Shucks! This was no time to get
sick. He'd hold out until he got the
critters across the Canadian, any-
how.

He had been riding along the
shore line with Pete at a gentle can-
ter. Suddenly the pinto snorted and

turned its head toward a clump of
trees a few hundred yards away. It
must have been animal instinct. A
second later--—----

Whee-ee-ee!  Spat!
kicked up earth just
Pete’s forefeet.

A second bullet glanced from a
cluster of rocks along the trail and
went whining over the river.

Smoky’s six-gun was out now.
For the instant, he forgot his fever
and any other worries but this pres-

A rifle slug
in front of

ent one. Some one was sniping at
him.

Boo-oom! Whee-ee! Another
rifle shot.

The bullet came uncomfortably
close. Smoky heard it as it buzzed
by.

He had sunk steel into the flanks
of the surprised Pete. Pete was
streaking it now, seeming to under-
stand just what its master intended
—to get a fringe of trees about two
hundred yards ahead.

Boom! Spat! Closer than ever,
that last shot.

It sounded as if it had ticked the
metal disk on Pete’s bridle.

Smoky pulled the animal’'s head
around. His intention was to race
across those few hundred yards
where the lone rifleman was hidden
and blaze away at him. Another
report. There was a tug at Smoky'’s
big gray hat.

No, it wouldn’'t do to take any
more chances. The young foreman
swung his horse back toward the
river. He had never run from a
fight before this.

He was running from one now,
though. He was out of good six-
gun range and the sniper was well
concealed. To try to get to that
would-be murderer in the clump of
trees would be suicide. Smoky
could be picked off easily before he
ever made it.
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Dave Leland had depended upon
Smoky Clark to get the herd
through. Smoky could never do it
—dead. And that sniper might aim
at the horse the next time. Smoky
had raised Pete from a colt. He had
no intention of breaking up that
wonderful partnership now. He'd
have to take to the only cover that
would shelter him in a hurry.

He thought it out in the split of
a second. A dive down the steep
cut bank of the river was the only
way out.

Like a flash he was off Pete’s
back; had slapped the pinto across
the flank and stampeded it. The
sniper wouldn’t be likely to aim at
the animal now. Smoky Clark was
the desired target. And the next
instant, Smoky Clark had dived over
into the boiling river.

The cold water bit into him. The
sensation was almost one of pain.
Smoky couldn’t keep his teeth from
clicking together like castanets. But
he struck out, scrambled up the
bank. He removed his hat, peered
cautiously toward the screen of
trees while he lay in the mud and
shivered.

There were no more shots. Who-
ever the sniper was, he was refusing
to take anything like the even
chance of coming out of cover to see
if Smoky had been drowned or not.

Smoky was shaking badly when
he got back to the herd. He had
found Pete a few hundred yards
away from where he had dived into
the Canadian.

The cattle were browsing in
bunches on the flats. The riders,
except the point men who had spread
out to hold the herd from straying
up or downriver, were gathered in
a group some distance from the camp
fire where Bart Wilson was starting
to prepare supper. Bart was talk-

ing to Jake Petty, and Smoky took
advantage of the opportunity to
circle back of the wagon until he
came upon Jake's horse.

It was a big blue roan with bones
and sinews capable of sustaining the
big segundo’s weight. Smoky ran
his hand over the animal’'s coat. It
was clear that the big roan had not
been used lately, and Smoky felt a
little guilty that he had suspected
Petty.

The sniper might have been an
absolute stranger— might have been
an Indian or a longrider after a good
mount like Pete. Smoky decided to
say nothing of his experience, at
least for the time being.

His clothes were wrinkled and
damp, but a short time before it had
started to rain again, and the boys
could think that this was what made
him look bedraggled.

The now-shivering trail boss cared
for his horse and then strode over to
where Bart and Jake were squatted
down near the fire.

Jake Petty looked up. “Find any
fordin’ place, Smoky?” he asked in
a natural tone.

“No. Not any right good uns.
Might have better luck in the
mornin’.”

“You take it easy,” Pete advised.
“Say, man! Yo're shiverin’'l Why
don’t yuh git over thar ter the
wagon an’ drag yore loop fer a little
snooze?”

“Oh, I reckon I'll be all right,
Jake. I aim to git this herd
through to Abilene without losin’

another hoof. I'll stay awake.”
“But yuh've done gone yore limit,
Smoky,” Petty insisted. “Yo're

plumb tuckered out. Ev’ry man in
the outfit has had more sleep’'n you
have. Me, I've had double. You
git to the wagon an’ let me worry
a little.”
Smoky shook his head stubbornly.
WW-1A
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“1f them Comanches come down on
us to-night-—- "

“They won't—not 'til it gits good
an’ dark, anyhow—an’ prob’ly not
then. Even ef they do, thar’'s men
feelin’ a lot more chipper than you

are as kin keep watch. Git in a
couple o’ hours, anyhow. I'll have
Bart wake yuh up. Yuh need it

bad. Yuh might go all ter pieces
ef yuh don’'t.”

Smoky finally yielded. Petty’s
suggestion was reasonable enough.

“All right,” he conceded. “I'll
sleep a spell. 1'm leavin’ the rest
to you.”

The wagon was drawn up well on
the fiat where the critters would be
held for the night. It was only a
few paces away from the cheerful
camp fire.

“You be shore ter wake Smoky up
in two-three hours,” Petty ordered
Thirsty Bart Wilson.

“All right.” Thirsty Bart turned
his sooty face away to fuss with the
coffeepot.

Smoky Clark was half asleep be-
fore he flopped down in the bed-
and-chuck wagon and pulled the
blankets over him. But he sat up
wearily again when he heard Jake
Petty’s voice.

“Here, Smoky,”-Petty was saying.
“Jest gulp this down. Yuh need it
—plenty.”

“What is it?” Smoky asked sleep-
ily. Then he caught a whiff of an
odor most unpleasant to him.
Petty stood there at the tail of the
wagon with a large bottle of whisky,
full and uncorked.

“Now, yo're talcin’ a good hooker
o' this afore yuh hit the blanket
pile,” Jake said.

Smoky shook his head. “Where'd
yuh git thet stuff?” he demanded.

“It's the bottle we got along fer
snake bites—an’ jest sech emergen-
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cies as this un. Yuh got to use a
little common sense. Chills an’
fever's a right bad thing. This'll
chase it outer yuh.”

“I'll git along without it, Jake.”

“Now, no yuh won’'t, nuther,”
Jake differed. His tone was almost
that of a parent with a pettish child.
“Yuh want ter git through with this
herd, don't yuh? I'm an older man
than you are, Smoky—even ef yuh
be my boss. Any doctor'd order
this right now. OIld Dave hisself
ud order it. Now, you cain't be
narrer-minded, Smoky. This is good
fer what ails yuh. | know yuh don’t
drink. But this is medicine, this
is.”

Smoky took one gulp from the
bottle. The glass neck rattled
against his chattering teeth. Then
he made a grimace, shoved the bottle

away.

“Better have another. Any doc
knows thet------ "

“Nope. Take it away.”

Petty shrugged his heavy shoul-
ders and recorked the bottle.

Then Smoky Clark’s trail-heavy,
fevered body slumped down into the
blankets again.

CHAPTER V.
DEAD BEEF.

THIRSTY BART WILSON got up

from the ground where he had
been watching a coffeepot bubble
on the camp fire. His mottled face
was working queerlv. “Aw, | jest
cain’t do it!” he mumbled to him-
self. “He was right white ter me,
pore Smoky was.”

Then he heard a low whistle, and
turned to see Jake Petty motioning
him to join him back of the big
wagon. They'd be sheltered from
the view of the trail crew back there.

Bart also saw that Jake had a
big, dark bottle under his arm. The
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trail cook licked his lips, then began
stroking his gray mustache. The
yearning of a drunkard was in his
red-rimmed eyes as he joined Jake.

The segundo peered cautiously
into the wagon. Smoky's out-
stretched form was motionless.

“Bart,” Jake said in a low tone,
“yo’re goin’ ter wet yore whistle with
the best redeye you ever drank.”

Old Bart looked almost tearful.
“Aw, but Jake!” he pleaded. “I
been thinkin’ it over------ "

“Don’t wear yoreself out doin’ no
thinkin'!”  Jake cut in roughly.
“Yo're in this with me now. Jest
try ter pull out, an’ yuh'll have lead
in yore innards— 'stead o’ good lik-
ker. Here, hold this a minute while
I roll a smoke.”

He wuncorked the bottle and
handed it to Bart, then slowly curled
a cigarette. The bottle was a few
inches beneath Bart's drink-red-
dened nose, which was crinkling up
like a rabbit’s.

Jake lighted his cigarette with a
sulphur match. “Now, ef yuh start
goin’ soft on me, Bart,” he warned,
“yore bones’ll be bleachin’ on this
prairie afore long. Thar's jest the
three of us in on it—me an’ Blacky
Gomez an’ yoreself. Yuh made a
bargain. Keep it, or we'll git yuh!
Y o're being’ give two bottles o’ good
whisky—an’ a hunderd dollars when
this drive’s over.”

The segundo grabbed the bottle
from Bart's hands and took a long
drag at it. There was a gurgle that
made Bart’'s mouth water. The odor
that had almost sickened Smoky
Clark smelled like rare incense to
the broken-down cook. He grabbed
at the bottle.

“Hey, what yuh doin’!” he de-

manded. “Yuh said thet bottle was
fer me.”

“All right. Better let it trickle,
then.”

Bart let it trickle. He licked his
lips again and took a long, satisfy-
ing drink.

He finished to catch his breath
and emitted a heavy sigh.

“Good redeye, huh?” Jake asked
with a grin.

Bart didn’'t answer until he fin-
ished another long drink. “Thet
tastes like honey!” he admitted.

Petty laughed. “Danged right.
Thet's pure stuff. It's a shame |
had ter waste thet other bottle |
give Clark ter drink from.”

“Wouldn't thet be any good
now?” the drunkard asked eagerly.

“Naw. Yuh can’'t drink drugged
likker, yuh fool! Better be satisfied
with what yuh got. An’ keep it out
0’ sight when the boys come round
—or yuh'll be sorry!”

Ten or fifteen minutes later, when
Jake Petty saw some of the boys
riding in for supper, he snapped the
butt of his cigarette into the fire and
nodded to old Bart to walk over to
the wagon with him. “Let’s take a
look, Bart,” he said.

The two men walked over to the
rail of the wagon and peered in.
Smoky Clark lay asprawl upon a
heap of bed rolls. His breathing was
slow and regular and heavy. The
whisky Petty had given him had
been doctored with horse-colic medi-
cine—which contains a generous
measure of dope.

Blacky Gomez, the horse wran-
gler, had come over to the wagon.
So far as the men riding toward the
fire could see, Blacky might be look-
ing for something and have business
there. But Blacky had come on a
signal from Jake Petty. Blacky
Gomez would spend an extra double-
eagle in Abilene for his part in this
conspiracy.

“Smoky!” Jake Petty called in a
low tone.
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Smoky Clark made no answer,
and Jake called his name again. He
might as well have been calling to a
dead man. The exhausted trail boss
never stirred. Tired, outraged na-
ture and a powerful drug had drawn
a heavy veil of sleep over him.

Jake grinned. “Dead ter the
world,” he observed with satisfac-
tion. “Nothin’ less'n an earthquake
ud bring him outn thet sleep!”

He reached in and plucked the
long, dark bottle from his bed roll.
He spilled the remainder of the
drugged liquor on the ground, tossed
the empty bottle in beside Smoky.
From a flask of undrugged whisky,
he saturated the blanket. Then,
out of the tail of his eye, he watched
until a pair of the incoming riders
got within earshot. Now he ap-
peared to be talking to Smoky Clark.
He wanted those riders to hear him.

“All right, then, Smoky,” he said
in a loud tone. “I ain’t doin’ no
more argufyin’. If thet's yore order,
it's agoin’ ter be carried out. After
all, you're the boss.”

Then he strode over to Big Blue,
his powerful mount, and climbed
into the saddle. He swung the
horse’s head toward the pair of
riders approaching the fire.

“We're puttin’ them cows acrost
afore dark,” he said crisply.

One of the riders, Thad Milburn,
lifted his grizzled eyebrows in sur-
prise. Thad, a veteran of the ranges,
realized the danger of trying to put
the herd across the swollen river.

“Who says so?” Thad wanted to
know.

“1 say so!” Jake snapped. “But
ef it'll ease yore gizzard any ter

know, it's Smoky Clark’s order.
Smoky’s plumb wore out. He's over
thar in the wagon restin’. Yuh kin

ask Bart Wilson, Bart heard him tell
me. Or wait! Blacky Gomez was
at the wagon, too. Hey, Blacky!”

The dark-eyed horse wrangler
strode over. “What did Smoky jest
tell me ter do?” Jake cross-ex-
amined.

Blacky Gomez shrugged his

skinny shoulders. “Eet was one
leetle surprise to me. But he say
push the cattle over the reever be-
fore the dark. He say pairhaps a
beeg rain make it more hard to-
morrow.”

“C’'mon. Thad!” Jake urged im-
patiently. “Slip thet word aroun’
so we Kin git ter supper in fair sea-
son.”

Thad spat on the ground, then
prodded his horse and rode back to-
ward the trail crew.

There was no dissenting voice
among the riders. They earned their
salt by obeying orders—and by
keeping their opinions to themselves.
There were several roustabouts in
the crew. They had no particular
love for Smoky Clark, or Jake
Petty, or any one else. The drive
meant a good drunk when they got
to Abilene. They moved to carry
out the directions.

To push that herd of tired cattle
into the swollen river meant to in-
vite disaster. Every man in the
outfit knew that this was so. But
they knew that when Smoky Clark
or Jake Petty gave orders, there
was no argument. If some of the
herd should be lost—well, that was
up to Smoky Clark. He was the
one who'd have to face the music—
war music from fiery Dave Leland’s
trumpet.

They had been on trail drives be-
fore. They knew their work. They
did not need Petty’'s warning to
go about it quietly. Two riders
hastened to inform the point men of
the foreman’s decision to take a
chance and get the crossing over
with. The rest spread out in a wide
half circle to haze the straggling
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critters in and bunch them at the
river’s edge.

As the herd grew more and more
close-packed, the nervousness of the
animals increased. They seemed to
sense impending danger. They be-
gan to mill, wild-eyed, with flaring
nostrils and horns a-rattle in the
blue dusk. Relentlessly, the grim
riders hemmed them in, squeezed
them toward water.

Here- the river bank was gradual,
the water shallow near the shore.
Gradually the lead cows were shoved
into the stream and forced to wade
by the press of those behind. The
water crept up their legs, touched
their bellies, set them snorting with
terror.

Eyes rolling white in the twilight,
they tried desperately to hold back.
It was of no avail. The sheer weight
of bawling numbers pushed them on,
out into the current, off their feet.
They had to swim.

They felt the pull of the current,
yielded, and tried to go its way.
But half a dozen shouting riders,
horses splashing chest deep, headed
them off, kept them going.

With a great snort of seeming
resignation to man’s will, a big steer
with a six-foot spread of horns
pointed its nose straight at the op-
posite shore and struck out. The
rest followed—dumb brutes going
to destruction—until several hun-
dred cows were churning.

Old Thad Milburn saw the full ex-
tent of the danger when it was just
a little too late. Thad was an old
Texan. He had been raised with
longhorns. A good many of the
hardier Texas breed would make it.
But those high-bred Sussex critters,
he could see, would be doomed.

The Sussex were tired out from
weary miles of trailing. As the wa-
ter deepened and quickened, the cur-
rent began to take its toll. The Sus-

sex cattle didn’'t have the fight in
them. Thad turned in the face of
orders and yelled to the men near
him to head the costly critters back.

Some of them got back; others got
crushed and trampled upon. The
big dun steer with the mighty horns
was leading its hardy breed magnifi-
cently. Hundreds of the cattle were
making the far shallows and stag-
gering ashore. But most of Dave
Leland’s prize Sussex breed would
never make it.

Night dropped swiftly over that
scene of slaughter on the Canadian.
Grim-jawed and still, the trail riders
sat their dripping horses. For a
while no man spoke. They were
tough hombres, most of them, but
they were cattlemen. They had
seen valuable beef sacrificed, as they
thought, to the bad judgment of a
too young trail boss.

Oid Thad Milburn shoved back
his tattered hat and wiped the sweat
from his face. “Waal, thet's thet!”
he said, briefly but eloquently.

No man added to Thad’'s com-
ment. But deep in the prominent
eyes of Jake Petty there lurked a
smile of triumph.

“l got a right pleasant duty!” he
said with a sour grimace. “It’'s up
ter me ter tell Smoky the bad news.
He may blame me an’ the rest o’
you fellers. But it was his orders.
If he was with us, he couldn’t done
no better. Dang nice kid in some
ways, Smoky, but he ain't got the
years fer real jedgment.”

He picked out six veterans with
big, powerful horses. “You fellers
sling some chuck inter yuh. Then
git over thar ter thet other side o’
the river pronto. Hold what's left
o’ them critters. Yuh’ll be able ter
do it all right 'til the rest of us jines
yuh. Them cows is right tuckered
out.”

He managed to have old Thad



Smoky Clark— Trail Boss 21

along with him when he rode over
to the wagon to rouse Smoky. And
Smoky proved hard to rouse.

Jake lighted the lantern. Its rays
gleamed on the empty whisky bottle
beside the sleeping man.

Old Thad’s eyes narrowed. “No
wonder he’'s hard ter wake up,” he
observed. “Whar did he git it,
Petty?”

“It was the bottle we had along
fer rattler bites,” Petty answered.
“He took one snort of it. Fact, |
reckoned it might be good fer him.
But laws! | never knowed he’'d go
fer the hull bottle!”

Jake shook his head seriously.
“Golly! 1 never figured fer one sec-
ond thet he was drunk when he said
ter put them cows acrost! Any-
way, it wasn't my place ter ask too
many questions.”

“l heerd yuh argifyin’ when |
was ridin’ in,” Thad said. “Huh! 1
never knowed Clark so much as took
a drink.”

Jake Petty winked meaningly at
the old cowman and a few of the
other riders who had sauntered
around to the tail of the wagon and
had seen the empty bottle.

“1 ain’t sayin’ nothin’,” Jake re-
marked wisely. “But thar’'s some
folks as drinks open an’ above-
board, kin take it or leave it alone,
as yuh might say. An’ thar’s others
as likes it so well they got ter keep
thar habits a secret.”

He shook Smoky again. “Gosh!
A feller full of redeye is shore hard

ter wake up, ain't he?” And then,
as he managed to disturb the
whisky-soaked blanket: “Hm-m-m!

He smells like a danged distillery.”

When the punchers finally man-
aged to rouse the foreman, he came
out of the wagon with heavy eyes—
with every appearance, in fact, of a
man who had overdone it with
liquor.

“How yuh feelin’, Smoky?” Jake
asked.

“Tumble,” Smoky answered
thickly. He looked around him
blearily, took in the deserted flat.
Then he started as if gone loco.
“Hey! Whar's the herd?” he yelled.

Jake Petty’s heavy face wore an
expression of confidence. At the
moment, he had no fear of Smoky
Clark, a fit man for a doctor’s care.
He could beat Clark to the draw this
time, if it came to a show-down.

“Hey! What yuh done with them
critters?” Smoky barked.

“Now, Smoky,” Jake answered
calmly. “I done jest what yuh told

me ter do. | put 'em acrost. | was
afeard it was a fool notion. But |
done it.”

“What yuh mean?” Smoky de-

manded. He put his hand up to his
aching head. “I told yuh to hold
‘'em here on the flat.”

“Thet's right, Smoky, yuh shore
did—at fust,” Jake admitted, with
the air of a man humoring a drunk-
ard. “But yuh changed yore mind,
you may recollect, after yuh dumb
inter the wagon an’ took a drink.
Yuh was mumblin’ somethin’ about
mebbe a heavy rain cornin’ ter-mor-
rer.”

“You gi’ me thet whisky,” Smoky
said. He was not sure of Jake’s
guilt, but he felt suspicious.

“Shore | did,” Jake admitted
evenly. “Il seen yuh was offn yore
feed, reckoned yuh'd ought ter sleep
a spell. So | went back ter the fire
an’ had a couple o’ cups o’ java.
When | come back ter the wagon,
yuh told me ter shove them critters
acrost, and | did—or tried ter do it.
Most o’ the Sussex critters is gone.
It’s tough gruel, Smoky, but it’s got
ter be took.”

Smoky Clark reeled as if hit be-
tween the eyes v/ith a sledge. His
face went grayish.
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“‘O’ course,” Jake went on
quietly, “1I didn't have no way o’
knowin’ thet yuh’'d helped yoreself
ter the snake-bite whisky while 1
was a-havin’ coffee an’ a smoke over

the fire. Y'’ain't got no apolergies
ter make. Them things happens ter
all of us. But | reckoned yuh was

plumber sober when yuh ordered me
ter shove 'em acrost.”

Smoky Clark’s eyes showed his be-
wilderment. A slow flush of color
dyed his tanned cheeks.

“You tellin” me | was drunk an’
give out an order like thet, Petty?”
he asked coldly.

“1 didn’t know yuh’'d had more’'n
one drink—not until me an’ Thad
found the empty bottle here side o’
yuh. But yuh shore did give thet
order Smoky. Facts is facts. Yuh
kin ask Bart Wilson. He heerd yuh.
Or ask Blacky Gomez. Blacky heerd
yuh, too.”

Blacky Gomez stepped forward
sheepishly from the rim of the crowd.
“That ees right, Smucky,” he said.
“l am sorree to dispute the good
frien’. But what Pettee say, he ees
right thees time. | hear you geev
that so-strange order.”

Old Bart Wilson had heard it,
too, it seemed. OIld Bart admitted
it. In his drugged condition, Smoky
did not notice that Thirsty Bart
wanted to get away at once.

Smoky turned appealingly to old
Thad Milburn. “You believin’ thet,
Thad?” he asked earnestly.

“Waal, Smoky, | ain't got no rea-
son not ter,” Thad replied. “I heerd
Petty argifyin’ with yuh 'bout some-
thin’ when | rode in. An’ then
thar’'s thet.” He pointed to the
empty whisky bottle. “An hombre
cuts up some strange didoes, son,
when he’s full o' thet tarantula
juice.

Smoky Clark’s lean,
face was a map of conflict.

hawklike
Anger,

suspicion, bewilderment, self-doubt
—all were there. He asked himself
if, half asleep, he really had reached
for that bottle and drained it.

He had seen men do unbelievably
crazy things when they were drunk.
If he had got that way, why expect
that he would be any exception? He
thought of Dave Leland, of Leah.
The world seemed to go black be-
fore him. But he gritted his teeth,
held himself.

“Well, boys,” he said finally, and
his voice was curiously flat, “if I did
do a thing like thet—a crime a loco
sheep-herder wouldn’'t stoop to—I
ain’ tryin’ to blame nobody else.
,Let’s git all this outfit the other
side o’ the river. We'll take our loss
an’ go through with it. I'm the
feller thet's payin’ fer it. I'll square
the rest o’ yuh with the ol’ man.

Smoky didn't finish that. He
didn’'t need to. Not a man in the
outfit but knew the thought that lay
behind the three words. There
would be no squaring the matter for
Smoky Clark with old Dave Leland.
The day he reported to old Dave
would be weeks ahead. But it would
come. It would be a black day.

CHAPTER VI.
LONE WADDY.

rpilE rest of the drive to Abilene

was a nightmare to Smoky Clark.
He was a man who had lost—and
knew he had lost—but had to go
ahead with things.

On the long back trail, too, he
rode detached, alone. And at night,
he sat for hours under the big stars,
searching his troubled mind for an
answer that promised to puzzle him
to the end of his days.

What could he tell old Dave Le-
land? What could he tell Leah?
Thirsty Bart Wilson had heard him
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give that order to Jake Petty?
Blacky Gomez had heard him give
the order. Thad Milburn had heard
Smoky arguing with Jake. Jake
himself claimed that he would never
have put the critters across except
for Smoky’s orders.

And most of the Sussex cattle had
been lost. The credit in the Kansas
cattlemen’s bank was only a fraction
of what old Dave had expected it
would be.

Why report back to old Dave at
all? But then Smoky Clark hung
his head in shame for even thinking
of such a way out. No, he'd face
the music. He’'d rather have fought
a dozen mountain lions with his bare
hands, but he'd see this thing
through.

It was only a little after dawn one
bright morning when Smoky Clark
and the trail outfit reached the
A Bar X Ranch, and the entire gang
watched Smoky drag his heels up
the steps and across the spacious
gallery of the house. Smoky
couldn’t wait to get his disagreeable
task over with. He’'d wake up old
Dave, swallow his bitter medicine.

The boys, seeming to be busy
about the feed barn and the tool-
house and the near corrals, watched
old Dave himself appear on the gal-
lery and call loudly for Jake Petty
and Bart Wilson. A few minutes
later, Thad Milburn and Blacky Go-
mez were summoned into the house.

In a quarter of an hour, Smoky
Clark came out. He seemed to have
aged a dozen years as he crossed to
the bunk house. “It's all right,
boys,” he said to those he met. “You
fellers ain’'t got nothin’ to worry
about.”

He gave no explanation, but
started to throw his belongings to-
gether. It was Bart Wilson who
later revealed to the A Bar X wad-

dies something of what had hap-
pened inside the big house.

“OP Dave done made it plain ter
Smoky thet Texas ain't big enough,
now, ter hold a skunk like him,”
Bart told them. “Boys, fire an’
brimstone ain’t got no terrors fer me
now— not after seein’ ol’ Dave with
his mad good an’ up! It seems ol’
Dave had heerd afore this thet
Smoky wasn't sech a pure-water
hombre as he made out ter be.”

The old cook broke off as Smoky
came out of the bunk house. Old
Bart started over to shake hands
with him—then apparently changed
his mind and, with head down, dis-
appeared back of the feed barn.

Smoky was strapping his war bag
behind the cantle of his saddle, when
he noticed Leah Leland come out on
the big gallery of the ranch house.

For just a moment he hesitated,
then with quick decision, topped
Pete and reined the pinto toward
the house. He couldn’t go without
saying a word of good-by to Leah.

He drew up at the steps—and
held silence. Leah was looking at
him—or rather through him, beyond
him. The lash of her silent con-
tempt stung him to the quick.

Leah turned her back squarely
and reentered the house. Pride
wouldn’t let her reveal the wreck of
tumbled dreams.

And Smoky Clark rode straight
on, out the wide gate toward the
blue hills eastward.

Smoky Clark did not linger in the
Panhandle country—or in any part
of the great Lone Star State. No
matter where he might take a job,
sooner or later news of his bungle
on the Canadian would find him out.
Smoky couldn’t bear that.

He made straight for his old
Cimarron country, sold the little
spread that his father had left him
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and that he had leased out. The
day after the deal was closed, the
money was on its way to Dave Le-
land of the A Bar X. But no word
of Smoky’s whereabouts went with
it.

Two months later, he sent fifty
dollars more. It represented nearly
all the pay he drew for wages as a
plain waddy on a Kansas cow out-
fit.

Smoky Clark was changing. He
did not shave so often. His neck-
erchief was not so neatly knotted.
His hat was not the best that he
could buy. His eyes looked haunted
—had been so ever since that night
on the river.

He was a puzzle to his fellow
riders, wherever he worked. He
never laughed. And no one ever
saw a drop of liquor pass his lips.

From early boyhood, Smoky had
loved to be around cattle. Now, at
times, it hurt him to look at a prize
critter—especially of the Sussex
breed. It brought to mind that ter-
rible sacrifice on the Canadian,
months before.

He did something that he thought
he could never do—left the range
and went on a gold rush into Colo-
rado. He spent six months in placer
mining along a creek before the
strike petered out. Then, once more,
a sizable sum went south to the
A Bar X Ranch—sender unknown,
and without address.

And then Smoky felt a hunger for
the range again. He headed south.
He didn't know just why. He only
realized an urge within him that he
couldn’t resist.

After long days of lonely trailing,
Smoky found himself well down in
the Red Canyon country. And at
the heel of an afternoon, he rode
into Los Astros town—Los Astros,
port of call for the great herds trail-
ing toward Abilene, and an oasis for

the thirsty outfits bound north and
south.

Los Astros lay upon the flat of a
wide tableland, a quarter mile or so
from a winding creek. Its main
street was crowded. Half a dozen
outfits were camped just outside of
town. Scores of waddies were break-
ing the tediousness of their drive
with drinking and gambling.

To Smoky Clark it was like being
back in the cattle business once
more. He turned into the Big Trail
Saloon—not to drink but to look
upon the faces of his fellow men.

The slab-floored barroom was
crowded. There was loud laughter.
There was singing. Glasses clinked.
Dice rattled and poker chips clicked.
And then through the buzz and clat-
ter came an angry voice:

“You hit the grit out o’ here, yuh
danged no-'count rum-sot! Y’ain't
bought a drink all afternoon. Yo're
a danged leach, thet's what yuh
be!”

Smoky instantly recognized the
voice that rose in thick-tonged thick-
tongued protest: “How kin | buy a
drink, when | ain't got no dinero?
I'm willin’ enough ter-—-—- "

But Thirsty Bart Wilson—for
that’s who it was—clipped his speech
suddenly. A giant of a young man
in trail-herd costume had grasped
the old drunkard by the nape of the
neck and was shoving him toward
the door.

Smoky saw old Bart stumble and
fall. A second later, the man he
had offended had drawn back his
booted foot.

“Hold it!
hombre!”

Smoky Clark had leaped forward.
“Thet ain’t no way to treat an ol’
man—or a young un, either, fer thet
matter,” Smoky told the liquor-in-
flamed puncher.

The puncher transferred his rage

Wait a second thar,



Smoky Clark— Trail Boss 25

to Smoky. “Kin yuh back thet up?”
he demanded.

“l1 reckon so0,” Smoky replied.
“Any way yuh like, stranger.”

“This way, then,” the bigger man
retorted. He threw a terrific swing
at Smoky’s jaw.

It never landed. But Smoky’s
swing did. The young giant hit the
dirty floor.

He got up, threw another swing,
hit the floor again. He was wearing
a holster, but no six-gun.

The proprietor of the place came
out from behind the bar.

“Hey, we don’'t want no ruckus in
here,” he warned Smoky and the
man on the floor. “If youz fellers
want ter fight, take yore argyment
outside.”

“I'm willin’,” Smoky agreed.

The young giant got up from the
floor, rubbed his swollen jaw. “I
ain't,” he said. And then to Smoky:
“Stranger, will yuh take a drink with
an hombre as talked out o’ turn?”

Smoky laughed. “Thank yuh jest
the same. But I'm havin’ one with
an ol’ pard o’ mine.”

He motioned toward old Thirsty
Bart Wilson, who had got up and
was looking on in a sort of daze.
Then he took Bart by the arm and
and led him to one of the sloppy
tables at the side of the room.

But probably for the first time in
his life, Bart Wilson refused a drink.
There were tears in his bleary blue
eyes.

“1 cain’t drink with you, Smoky!”
he blubbered. “I jest cain’'t do it,
ol’-timer.”

Bart flopped down into one of the
spindly chairs and his bald head
was bowed. “Yuh was alius my
friend, Smoky,” he said. “Yuh was
my friend on the A Bar X, an’ now
yuh come along ter save me from a
lickin’. An’ me—me, | ain’t fit ter
touch a mangy yaller dog!”

CHAPTER VII.
GUN FIGHT.

AT first, Smoky Clark looked al-

most in amusement at the
grizzled old trail cook. He had seen
liquor do queer things to men— had
seen it suddenly make them vain,
challenging, noisy, had also known
it to make them humble, sentimen-
tal, mournful.

“Aw, what's eatin’ yuh, Bart, ol’
hoss?” he asked. “Come on, have
one on me. Me, I'll drink sody pop,
but mebbe you'd better take a
bracer an’ git back to yore outfit.
Yo're trailin’, I reckon?”

Bart shook his head sadly. “No,
I ain’t trailin’. | ain't—well, | ain’t
nothin’. No un wants a rum-soaked
ol’ feller like me aroun’. I'm gittin’
my jest desarts. 1'm saddle-tramp-
in’it.”

“Better trail along with me,”
Smoky suggested. “We both need
jobs. An’ we’ll both git 'em, ol'-
timer. Jest wait an’ see!”

But once more Thirsty Bart Wil-
son shook his head.

“Smoky,” he said, “I jest got ter
tell yuh somethin’. It's bothered me
a lot. 1 was hopin’ I'd meet up with
yuh some day, so | could git it offn
my chest. But now I'm findin' |
ain't got no easy job. Yuh wasn't
ter blame fer losin’ them cows,
Smoky. Not by a jugful!”

“No—only by a bottle
Smoky said grimly.

“But yuh wasn’'t ter blame a-tall,”
Bart snapped. “Jake Petty put up
a job on yuh. Thet whisky he give
yuh was doped ter make yuh sleep.
After yuh went under, he dumped
the bottle an’ planted it in with yuh.
Then he-——-—-- ”

Old Bart all but broke down.
Then he finished, between sniffles,**
the story of Jake Petty’s treachery,
of Gomez's part, and his own.

fulll”
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“1 ain’t fit ter live,” Bart mum-
bled. “If yuh drill me, Smoky, it
ain’'t near what | desarve. A man
ain't human, Smoky, when he’s hon-
in’ fer likker. Jake Petty sneaked
me lots of it on the A Bar X. | even
knowed then thet Jake was slippin’
the gossip aroun’ thet yuh wasn't
as fond o’ water as yuh made out. |
knowed thet oP Dave Leland heerd

it. An’ you was my friend. But I
never warned yuh.”
Bart sniffled again, wiped his

eyes. The grim-faced Smoky Clark
could at least see that the old trail
cook’s remorse was real.

“Jake Petty was out ter git yuh
from the fust day,” Bart went on.
“1 got a more’'n a good idea thet he
was back o’ them Comanche raids,
thet he knowed the white men lead-
in” 'em. Gomez, too, was a yaller-
bellied c'yote. But he wa'n’'t near as
bad as me, at thet. You was my
friend. But | was achin’ fer liquor,
an’ | struck at yuh like a side-
winder.”

“Do you know who shot at me—
when | had to jump inter the Cana-
dian to get out o' range?” Smoky
asked.

“1 didn’'t have nothin’ ter do with
thet! Honest Injun!” Bart said for-
cibly. “I1 didn't even I'arn about it
'til a lot later. But it was Jake
Petty. | know thet much.”

“1 reckoned mebbe it was,” Smoky
said. “But | examined his hoss when
I got back to camp that night. The
hoss didn’t seem used up.”

“Nope, because Jake’s tricky thet
way. He used another hoss. I'm
plumb ashamed o’ myself fer havin’
anything ter do with thet rattler.”

Smoky looked over at the wasted
wreck of a man. Somehow he could
hold no grudge against him.

“Anyhow, thet's all past, Bart,”
he said in an effort to be comfort-
ing. “But I'm beginnin’ to believe

thet ol’ Dave Leland might 'a’ been
part way right on thet iikker ques-
tion, after all. An’ Bart, ol’ hoss,
right this minute I'm feelin’ more
pert than I've felt in months.”

He meant it. Before the clean
wind of Bart’s confession, the clouds
of self-doubt had disappeared.
Smoky Clark felt like a man again.
And there in the smoke of that bar-
room an image formed before his
eyes—an image of a girl with golden
ringlets all over her head.

He listened silently while Bart
Wilson told him of what had been
happening on the A Bar X the past
few months. Jake Petty was fore-
man now. Blacky Gomez had been
made segundo. The pair of them
had threatened old Bart with death
if he ever squealed on them.

“1 ain't no good with a hawg laig,
so | had ter keep my mouth shet,”
Bart explained. “But | reckon
Petty was afeard | might talk when
I got drunk. So a couple o’ months
ago he fired me an’ told me ter hit
the trail.”

“1 don’t reckon Jake Petty is—is
married?” Smoky asked. His nails
were digging into the palms of his
hands.

“Nope,” Bart answered, and
Smoky’s heart leaped like a bucking
broncho. “Nope, he ain’t married.
Qnct or twict we was afeard he'd
dropped his loop on ol’ Dave’s gal.
But Leah always shied off afore the
rope settled.”

He looked up at Smoky. “I don't
know nothin’ much ’bout women.
But thar ain’t no two ways about it
—Leah was all fer one man, an’ thet
was you, Smoky. | Kketched her
cryin’ more’'n onct after yuh rode
away.”

Smoky Clark stood up. “Yo're
ridin’ south with me, Bart,” he told
the old trail cook. “I got enough
dinero to buy our chuck along the
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way. C'mon! We kin make a good
ten miles before sundown.”

It was in the cool of twilight when
two tired-looking horses turned in at
the gate of the A Bar X. One of
them was a hammer-headed grulla
and carried Thirsty Bart Wilson.
The other was a well-formed pinto.
And there was something about it
which made the golden-haired girl
on the Leland gallery leap up sud-
denly from her rocking-chair.

Smoky Clark saw the girl’s action,
and his heart beat faster. He urged
Pete up the drive. Back of Leah
he could make out old Dave Leland
sitting in an easy-chair, and beside
him the bulky form of Jake Petty.

Smoky spurred Pete into the lead
and rode straight to the foot of the
steps, swung lightly from his saddle.
With firm tread he mounted to the
gallery.

“Smoky!” Leah gasped.

“l1 thought 1 reckernized thet
hoss,” old Dave started, “an---—- "

“Evenin’, Miss Leland,” Smoky
cut in. “Evenin’, Mr. Leland. |
was ordered not to come back here
ever. But I'm wantin’ a word with
Jake Petty.”

Petty had been looking down at
the nervous Bart Wilson, and then
at the slender form of Smoky Clark.
And during the process, the fingers
of his gun hand had slipped a little
lower on his thigh.

“Reckon | kin accommerdate vuh,
Clark,” he said with his usual blus-
ter. “Personal an’ private, mebbe?”

“Right down thar.” Smoky mo-
tioned to the little garden patch in
front of the verandah. He backed
down the steps. Petty clumped
after him. Old Dave looked on with
a puzzled expression.

“Petty,” Smoky said. “No use of
any big jaw-waggin’, | reckon. |
got yuh down here so thet no un but

you or me’'ll be hurt—if it comes to
thet. Are you tellin’ yore boss what
happened on the Canadian? Or is
it up to me to explain that you
bribed Bart Wilson with whisky an’
Blacky Gomez with money to--—-—-—- "
Smoky got no further. Petty’s
snakelike move of the gun hand cut
him short. It was a last desperate
effort to still forever the words that
he didn't want old Dave Leland to

hear. Explanations could come
later.

They did. But not from Jake
Petty. He was fast on the draw.

But one man in the Panhandle was
faster. Smoky’s defensive bullet got
away just as Petty’s trigger finger
was tightening. Petty spun sidewise
under its impact. His shot went
into the air. He crumpled, slid life-
less to the ground.

Smoky Clark holstered his gun.
He turned to Leah Leland.

“I'm right sorry you had to see
this,” he said, “but---—- "

“Nonsense!” cut in old Dave.
“Leah’s seen snakes put away before.
It ain’t quite clear ter me yet jest
what Petty done. But he was guilty
o’ plenty, if I kin read the look on a
man'’s face. What was it, Smoky?”

Several waddies, attracted by the
noise of the shots, were running
across from the bunk house. Among
them was a lean, snaky-eyed young
fellow—Blacky Gomez.

Smoky singled him out for conver-
sation. The hands of both men were
close to their gun butts. But the
eyes of Gomez showed terror.
Smoky Clark’s were grim, fearless.

“Gomez,” Smoky said calmly.
“Dave Leland jest asked me what
Jake Petty was guilty o’ doin’ up
on the Canadian. I'm givin’ yuh
jest one chance to answer thet ques-
tion.”

Blacky Gomez took that chance.
As he talked, old Dave Leland’s
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eyes flamed with Leah’s
brightened with joy.

She ran over and threw her arms
around her father’'s neck.

“1 knew it! And I think you did,
too, dad— after you got cooled off, |
mean. You always hoped he'd come
back. And now that he’s here-——- "

“Now thet he's hyah,” Dave cut
in, “I'm apologizin’. Yeah, | alius
felt thar might be a rat in the wood-
pile somewhar. An’ | flew off the
handle too quick thet day yuh come
back from trail herd. 1 got to con-
trol thet temper o’ mine.”

rage.

HE-LDOWN

A MURDEROUS M

T ne alcalde or mayor of a village
on the Mexican side of the Rio
Grande, about twenty-five miles be-
low San Felipe, kept men in his em-
ploy to steal cattle from the Texas
side of the river and drive them
over to him. He had them slaugh-
tered and made good money from
their hides and meat.

The Texans knew who was the
chief of the rustling band, although
he never showed up on their side of
the river. On one raid, several small
herds were cleaned out, and the
Texas men were as mad as hornets.

They determined to get even, and
about eighteen of them went over
and made an attack on the rustlers’
stronghold just as dawn was break-
ing. The place was known to the
Texans as New Town.

As soon as the Texans let their
bullets fly, the Mexicans ran away
and hid, but the old mayor went
into his adobe house and opened fire
on the invaders.

One young cowboy, John Pull-
ian, was mounted on an unruly
mule that, in spite of all pulling and
tugging, bore him right up to the
window from which the mayor was
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But the next second, old Dave had
forgotten his plan to control his
temper. He spotted Blacky Gomez,
slinking toward the bunk house.

“Pack yore duds an’ git off o’ this
ranch, Gomez!” Dave yelled. “Ef
yo're here in twenty minutes, I'll
fill yore yaller hide with lead!”

And to Smoky: “Willin’ ter take
yore ol’ job back, young feller? We
kin use a good foreman here.”

Smoky looked into the smiling
eyes of Leah Leland. “I reckon so,”
he said. “It's a man’sjob. An’'I'm

feelin’ like a man again.”

1BELOW

EXICAN RUSTLER

firing, and the old man shot him in
the head, killing him instantly.

This act roused the Texans to
deadly rage. They fired volley after
volley into the house, until it seemed
certain that the old thief must have
been killed. Then another cowboy,
Tom Evans, rode up to the window
and looked in, expecting to see the
mayor’s bullet-ridden body on the
floor. But the latter was still very
much alive and sent a shot into
Tom'’s stomach, knocking him from
his horse.

The Texans were now in a frenzy
and set fire to the house. The old
alcalde ran out and was received
with a hail of bullets. The boys
then threw his dead body back into
the building, which was a mass of
flames, and prepared to leave.

The body of young Pullian was
tied on a horse, and Tom Evans
was mounted on another, his
brother riding behind him to hold
him on.

In this way they swam the Rio
Grande, but Tom died that evening
and, with his fallen comrade, was
laid to rest on the banks of the Rio
Grande.



The Whistlin® Kid
Climbs A Chff

By Emery Jackson

Author of “The Whistlin’ Kid Crosses A Bridge,” etc.

HE “Kid” eased a knee over

the ledge and hauled himself

up to it. He crawled grate-
fully into the shadow of the deep,
overhung cleft and lay there motion-
less for a few minutes.

It had taken him almost two
hours to climb the four hundred feet
of cliff, and the whole trip had been
taken with the sun blazing upon
him. He was winded, his hands
were torn, and he was not at all
sure he had not made the effort for
nothing—not at all sure if he could
get down again.

He had left his buckskin, Speed,
in a tiny glen nature had made in
the sheer wall of rock. There was
shadow there and a little grass, with
a tiny spring of water. Speed could
stay there, would stay there, for
three or four days, waiting for his
master. He might stay longer, as
a dog stays on its master's grave,
still waiting.

It was said by the old Indians,
descendants of the cliff dwellers,
that there was a way to the top of-
the cliffs which formed the northern
border of fertile Graciosa Valley.
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-To the south, the valley opened out
onto the broad mesa that formed
the public range. The valley itself
was shared by half a dozen for-
tunate cattle outfits whose stock fed
on the rich grasses, drank the sweet
water of Graciosa Creek.

The cliffs were a maze of weather-
worn canyons, ravines, and gorges.
Once, history and the scientists set
down, the valley had been the home
of the Zuyis—ocliff dwellers. They
had not actually lived in the valley,
but it had been the landlocked pas-
ture land for their flocks.

In those days, it was not open to
the south, and it had held a great
lake. Probably it was the crater of
a volcano that awakened, split the
southern wall, released the waters of
the lake.

The Zuyis had lived as cliff
dwellers to protect them against the
forays of fierce neighbors. They had
built their houses in the deep ledges,
enlarging them by hand. They had
reached them by a system of lad-
ders, of which now only sockets re-
mained, deep-hewn in the cliff or in
its seams.

The Kid had gained his ledge by
using these sockets. There had
been places where he missed them,
believed he should have edged along
the cliff to pick them up, and so
had been set to a harder, stiffer
climb.

It was rumored, these days, that
the ancient way was used by a band
of outlaws. They were said to be
fugitives from justice of many kinds,
who had gathered in the valley cliffs,
hiding from the sheriffs and depu-
ties who sought to collect the re-
wards offered for them, to stop their
raiding of cattle, and other crimes.

These had a back exit down the
-cliff in case of trouble, when a good
escape was better than a poor stand.
The Kid was pretty sure he had

been on these back stairs for most
of this trip, especially the last end
of it. He had seen certain unmis-
takable sign—burned match ends,
two cigarette stubs, the splintered
glass of a flask.

From the bottom, he had located
a cleft, or chimney, above the cave
where he now sprawled. It could
not be reached from the overhang,
but he still hoped he might find a
way to it and a way up it. That
would land him in hostile country
for any stranger. Deadly territory
for the Kid if the outlaws once sus-
pected him for what he was—Pren-
tiss, of the Cattlemen’s Association,
bent upon cleaning up the rustling
in Graciosa Valley.

He sat up, started to roll a quirly,
and stopped. The scent of tobacco
would rise, might betray him. In-
stead, he softly whistled, almost
silently, his favorite air—the melan-
choly tune of “The Cowboy’s La-
ment.”

It was this habit that had gained
him the nickname of the “Whistlin’
Kid.” When he whistled this tune,
it was a sure sign that he was either
puzzling out a problem, or had satis-
factorily solved one.

In the cleft were time-forgotten
buildings, the separate dwellings,
the community house and council
chamber of the long-vanished Zuyis.
Their bones were dust. Their uten-
sils and ornaments had survived
them. In those buildings, still far
from ruins, could be found broken
pottery, beads, arrowheads, and
spearheads of flaked volcanic glass,
and agate.

The Kid saw pictures on the walls,
the outlines carved, then filled in
with black and red pigments. It
might have been the writing of the
tribe, the story of their existence.
Some of the designs looked as if they
represented gods or idols.
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The medicine men might have
lived here on the highest ledge. It
was very possible. In these old
ruins, there was always a sacred
path known only to the medicine
men and wizards.

The Kid cudgeled his brain for
legends he had heard and read
about these ancient peoples. That
was part of his success, part of the
reason why he was the ace range
detective of the association, chosen
for this job. The Kid did not con-
sider himself educated. The range
had been his college; he had gradu-
ated on the leather deck of a broom-
tail bronc. But he read plenty of
all things connected with his profes-
sion, the regions and the peoples,
ancient and modern, among whom
he worked.

Out of his memory, a recollection
started. He looked around, and the
full answer came as he saw a gray
patch of stone in the back wall of
the cavern.

It was the Aco, the legendary
white stone of the great god Quet-
zal, who had guided the migration
of his people by bidding them search
for the white rock. Since then,
every Zuyi temple had such a stone
in it.

The secret of the hidden way
might lie behind it.

The Kid forgot his weariness and
struck the stone with the butt of
his six-gun. It sounded hollow. He
pressed upon it, first at the bottom
and then the top. Next the right
side, and the left.

He felt it give. He thrust hard
with his shoulder, and it trembled
and then swung and showed the
mouth of a tunnel.

Inside, the walls were rounded,
as smooth, almost, as glass. It was
a volcanic rift, used by man. It led
upward, a bore averaging five feet
in diameter.

The Kid knew well enough that
no cattle could pass this way or
down the cliffs now back of him.
The outlaws ran off their stolen
steers and hid them in some secret
place on the rocky summit, rebrand-
ing them cleverly, then boldly re-
placing them in the valley.

Perhaps the stock would be
claimed as strays by some outfit
whose tally book would show the
doctored brand. It was not unlikely
that one of the outfits in the valley
might be a traitor to the rest.

The fact was clear that the ban-
dits had discovered this get-away
trail and sometimes used it.

The white stone swung into place
behind the Kid. It might, he
thought, be easily blocked or put
out of commission, but it was, for
the time, at least, his own rat hole.

It led into the cleft he had
glimpsed from far below, and here
again he saw the sockets from which
the old timbers had long ago mol-
dered. The outlaws had not built
new ladders. They wanted the place
to look undisturbed if any one not
friendly to them should chance
across it.

The sun had shifted, and now this
higher, narrow rift was in shadow
and very silent. The Kid wondered
if there was a sentry on top who
would very simply dispose of any
stranger by shooting him or top-
pling a loose rock down on him. He
thought not.  Security makes for
carelessness, and he had to take the
risk.

It was toward the end of the
afternoon, growing dusk. He did
not care to tackle the climb back
in darkness. Speed would fare well.
But the Kid did not like separation
from his mount. They were close
comrades; they had shared dangers
and scars of combat. Speed’s keen
senses had saved both of them as
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often as the buckskin’'s unmatched
swiftness.

It could not be helped. This was
an adventure in which, for the time,
at least, the Kid had to depend upon
two legs instead of six.

He started up cautiously. The
sun glowed on the rim rock and then
faded. But he had made it. There
was brush on the top, and he snaked
into it, lying there, hearing voices
close by.

They were voices in crude song,
coarse laughter. Slowly he crept to-
ward the source. Somewhere, not
far away, the outlaws of Graciosa
were in their lair. He caught the
glow of a fire.

“Black Bart held up the Cow Creek stage
In his manner so polite;

‘Ladies an’ gentlemen,” he said,
Be pleased to now alight.

“‘Your money an’' your jewelry
I'm aimin’ to collect,

To aid a worthy purpose
That | trust you will respect.’

“They lined up with their hands up,
And Bart he passed the hat,

They filled it and he grinned at them,
For he was standing pat.

“The driver was a brave man
Too gallant for his health,

And he had sworn that with his life
He'd guard the express wealth.

“He tried to draw his hogleg
But Black Bart twigged the move;
He shot the driver through the head,
His marksmanship to prove.

“He spoke to all the passengers,
‘Now take it in good part,

It's really quite an honor
To be held up by Black Bart."”

Roars of laughter followed the
song as the Kid wriggled to the edge
of a rocky basin and looked down
on the camp fire and the men seated
about it, draining tin cups of liquor

and waving them to be filled again
from a wicker-covered demijohn
that passed from hand to hand.

There were nine of them, a tough-
looking outfit. A stone house had
been built against one wall, and
there was a corral that held close to
twenty horses. The Kid saw sad-
dles racked on the poles. He saw
bales of hay under a rough shed.
There was a spring, or a well, that
had been curbed, but none of them
drank the water. That was for the
horses, perhaps for cooking, but not
for thirst.

Beside the fire lay pots and skil-
lets, but, as yet, there were no prep-
arations for cooking. Still the Kid
did not doubt he had found the
main hide-out of the outlaws.

A man came out of the stone
house, hauling by the wrist a boy
about twelve years old. The young-
ster came along bravely, his head
up, the firelight showing his face
smeared with dirt and tears.

The man was tall and lean. He
had the face of a vulture. The face
of the Kid was hawkish, with a
high-bridged nose, searching, eager
eyes, but it did not in the least re-
semble the cruel countenance of this
outlaw chief.

One leg of the man dragged
slightly. He yanked the lad along,
and the men about the fire grew
silent.

“He's a tricky pup,” he said, “but
I made him write the note. She's

all set.” He waved a scrap of
paper.

“What's it say?” demanded one
of the men. “Read it.”

With a smile from a mouth that
opened on a slant, the outlaw chief
read the letter he had forced the
boy to write:

“Dear Pop: They got me in Owl Canyon
where | was looking for Felix. Try and find
him, for he broke his hobbles and may

WW-2A
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have got hurt. They have treated me
pretty good so far, but I don’'t know what
they might do if you don't do what they

ask. Don't do it on my account if it
amounts to too much. Don’'t let ma worry.
1'll be all right. Sammy.”

The ICid, hearing every word, felt
them stir in his heart with admira-
tion for the plucky youngster. He
believed that the man, already
rumored as the head of the outlaw
band, was “Peg” Peters, lamed once
by a slide of rock, wanted in three
States, a reward on his head for
stage and train robbery, for murder
and cattle stealing.

He had no doubt of it as the man
came close to the fire, throwing
down the boy. The light showed a
scar across his chin.

“We’'ll send in this note by a
peon,” said Peters, “and we’ll add
to it. I'll tell Saunders to send five
thousand dollars in cash by a rep to
Steamboat Rock at the head of Red
Gorge to-morrow at sunrise. If he
ain’'t met, he's to come at the same
time the next day, an’ the next.

“1f 1 know that Scotchman, he'll
have a posse planted out. All his
own boys and others. He won't
think about his steers. We'll round
up a good bunch of the Double S an’
tuck 'em away. We’ll doctor the
brands to Triple 8 an’ plant 'em
when the scars are healed. The kid’s
ransom is so much velvet.”

“If Saunders loses a big bunch of
steers, it'll be known,” a man spoke
up. “Maybe he can’t raise the five
thousand for the boy.”

“You're a lawyer, Matthews—or,
at least, you was one once,” said

Peters, “You're always raisin’ fine
p'ints. I'm figurin’ Saunders’s
friends’ll put up for the boy. If
they don't-—-- "

“My pop ain't got five thousand
dollars,” said the boy shrilly. “There
ain’'t five thousand dollars cash in
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You know that. Not
They're

the valley.
with beef the price it is.
all tied up with the bank.”

Peters grinned evilly, and the
Kid’s grip tightened on his six-gun.
He wished it had been a cannon or
a quick-firer, to wipe out this nest

of skunks. The odds were too
heavy. The boy was in their
power. But he would have risked

a shot if he had been within range
when Peters slapped the boy and
sent him sprawling.

“It's goin’ to be too bad for you,
kid, if your pop an’ the neighbors
don’t gather your ransom,” said
Peters. “We’'ll git the steers, any-
way. Rusty, you an’ Bly'll stay in

camp. You're responsible for the
kid. The rest of us’ll round up the
steers. Some of us'll fix an alibi at

Padilla’'s cantina. We’'ll eat there
first, all of us, an’ scatter. You'll
grub here. Come on, hombres!”

The Kid watched the outlaws de-
part—nine men, riding cut of the
basin, bent on plunder. The boy
was still slumped by the fire. One
of the two men left walked over to
him and kicked him to his feet.

“Behave yourself, an’ you eat,”
said the man. “I'm goin’ to hobble
you so you can't make a break.
You wouldn’t git fur,” he added.
“See that cactus. Watch the top
leaf.”

A gun jerked from his holster.
There was a spurt of fire, and the
flat leaf twisted as the bullet went
through it.

It was good shooting, and the Kid
appreciated it. But now the odds
were well reduced. The Kid’s lips
puckered to the tune of the “La-
ment.” The boy, with his ankles
tied, slumped by the fire as the two
left with him began preparations
for supper.

It grew darker. Savory smells
wafted up to the Kid’s nostrils. He
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was hungry, but the odors did not
bother him. He had brought his
rope along, thinking he might need
it on his climb.

Now he thought of other uses for
it. There were horses left in the
corral, two saddles on the top pole
of the corral.

The Kid began to creep around
the rim of the basin, like a lizard,
swift and noiseless, to where he saw
a dark gap. Somewhere there must
be a trail out of the lair to the head
of the medicine men’s path, and this
seemed the likely way.

They were broiling stolen steaks
and brewing coffee when the Kid
arrived at the point he had chosen,
a lift of rock that hid him from the
blaze of the fire. The man who had
shown himself a crack shot at the
cactus was mixing camp bread in a
skillet set against the heat. The
boy lay hunched up. The second
man stirred him with a foot.

“Git up an’ eat,” he said.

The boy raised his head. “I'd
rather starve than eat with you
snakes,” he said, and the Kid
silently applauded him.

“Then starve. It won't worry us
none, 'said the man brutally.

The Kid’'s trigger finger itched.
But it was not yet time.

The Kid turtled his bared head
cautiously around an edge of the
rock. The savory odors of meat and
hot bread and coffee made his mouth
water. He had eaten nothing since
early morning.

The marksman speared a great
slab of meat to his tin plate,
scooped fried potatoes and onions
from a second skillet into it, poured
a tin cup of coffee, added sugar and
a slug of liquor from the demijohn.
He gulped down the almost scald-

ing liquid without blinking, leering
at his companion.

In the shadow, the Kid eased out
his gun noiselessly.

A bullet slugged through one tin
plate. The man dropped it with its
contents, startled and staring as a
second chunk of lead ripped the bot-
tom of his fellow’s plate. The Kid
reared up, gun in hand.

“Rise and reach for the sky, hom-
bres!”

The marksman rolled, reaching
for his hogleg, and collapsed, swear-
ing and groaning, with the Kid’s
third bullet in his hip. His hand
flopped into hot ashes, and he
howled from the burn.

The second man stayed still un-
der the threat of the Kid’s six-gun,
and the youngster sat up, eyes wide,
as the Kid yanked the two outlaws’
guns from their holsters, broke
them and scattered the cartridges
before he tossed the weapons over
the rim of the basin, far down, to
fall near where Speed waited pa-
tiently and wisely.

“You're in poor shape,” the Kid
told the man with the bored hip.
“You'll get picked up before long.
I'm Prentiss, of the Cattlemen’s
Association. | heard all about the
snatching of young Saunders, and
Peg Peters’'s slick plan to get the
riders up Owl Canyon while they
run off the Double S stock. That
ain't all I'm interested in. Do you
want to talk now or later, or maybe
not get a chance to talk at all?”

The man snarled like a trapped
mink, and the Kid turned from him
to hog tie the other.

“1t ain't comfortable,” he said,
“but you got it coming, and the
punchers from the Double S’ll be
along for you, too. Maybe you'd
like to spill a li'le information and
ease things for yourself a bit, though
I can't promise you anything.”
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The other spat at him, and the
Kid spoke to the boy.

“Come on, Sammy. You and
me’ll borrow a couple of these
hawsses, that have most likely been

stolen. We'll high-tail it for your
dad’s outfit. Better snatch some
chow first. It ain’t like eating with

and | could
We got plenty

those two coyotes,
stand some myself.
time.”

The boy grinned, and the Kid’s
heart warmed to the freckle-faced
youngster with two front teeth miss-
ing, who had declined to eat with
snakes, but now ate in front of them
with a magnificent appetite.

“Me, | didn't get any breakfast,”
he confided to the Kid. *“l was out
along the head of the creek last
night where there’s beaver. Our
strawboss said they played by
moonlight, so | figured 1'd be there
all night, and | took my blankets.
The folks knew what | was doin’.

“My hawss, Felix, he’s a pinto,
and mighty brash,” he went on.
“He likes to go home, so | hobbled
him, but he backtracked .just the
same. | was trailin’ him at sunup,
and | cut his sign into Owl Canyon
when they rode in on me, and when
I told 'em who | was, they grabbed
me.”

The Kid nodded. It looked as
if they meant this raid to be their
last one, in which case they would
not deliver the boy over to his par-
ents, ransom or no ransom, until the
brands were changed from Double S
to Triple 8. Or else they were
in cahoots with an outfit in the val-
ley that would do the doctoring and
pay them off so they could get out
of the territory.

The boy would be able to identify
one and all of them. They had not
been masked.

There was another possibility.
The Kid's face grew hard as he

thought of it. They might have
meant to raid the steers, collect the
ransom and do away with young
Sammy Saunders. Men like Peg
Peters thought little of a life.

“Whatever they're fixing to do,
they’ll get fooled this time,” he told
himself.

The boy shortened his own stir-
rups on one of the saddles while
the Kid caught up the best two of
the mounts, roping them with a
lariat attached to the saddle he
chose for himself. He thought sadly
of Speed, so near in actual distance,
and yet so far when it came to time.
It might take hours to reach the
buckskin by riding out of the valley
and finding a pass through the ridge.

The Kid's eyes found a coil of
rope, probably used to make a night
corral for a horse herd. It gave him
an idea. It was stout stuff, and
there was plenty of it. He moved it,
hauling it close to the edge of the
cliffs near the cleft where the secret
path ended, hiding it in the brush.

Then they mounted and rode off
before the eyes of the two outlaws,
both bound, one wounded. If looks
could have killed, the Kid and
Sammy Saunders would have been
riddled.

“We’'ll leave you at your outfit,
Sammy,” said the Kid. “Tell 'em
what's on foot. They may have got
Peters’'s message by now. Then all
they’ve got to do is to act natural,
but when they ride out, they’ll sur-
round your beef herd, ’'stead of
foolin’ round Steamboat Rock.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I'll be there to see what happens
at Steamboat Rock,” said the Kid.
“First, 1'm going to ride into town
after 1've borrowed another hawss
from your dad. I've got an idea it
wouldn’'t be healthy for me to be
seen near that Padilla cantina Peters
talked about, with this cayuse. It
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might be recognized. | want to get
a good look at the men with Peters.
I might not be able to do that in
the dark, you see, and some of 'em
might get away, though | hope not.”

“Are you after them, for the law?”

The Kid smiled.

“I'll let you into a secret,” he said.
“You'd hear it soon, when | tell
your dad what has happened. I'm
a range detective.”

“Gee!” said the boy. “1 knew
one was coming. What's your
name?”

The Kid frowned a little. He did
not like the news of his arrival to
be spread. But he told his name.

“They call me the ‘Whistlin’
Kid,”” he added. “I’'ve got a habit
of whistlin’ sometimes. This is my

favorite tune.”

“l] know the words to that,” said
the boy, after the Kid had ended a
verse. “l can sing it, too.”

He started in his boyish voice:

“Oh, bury me on the hillside where the
grasses gently wave,

With a score of my companions to follow
to my grave.

With four of my good comrades to carry
me on my bier,

To speak a parting word for me and shed a
bitter tear.

I was a roving cowboy and |
mother’'s heart,

With gambling and with drunkenness |
drifted far apart.

broke my

Now let me be a warning to all who see
me lie,

And listen to the tale of one who isn't fit
to die.

“1 reckon that's the kind those
hombres are, don’t you? Will they
be hanged?” the boy asked.

“It depends upon what they’ve
done and if we can prove it,
Sammy,” replied the Kid. “l've a
notion Peg Peters might get his
neck stretched some.’

“Gee!” exclaimed the boy again.
“He told me he’d slit my throat if

| ever let on to know any of 'em
again. It ain’t far now to our place.
You can see the home buildings from
the next ridge.”

Half an hour later, the Kid deliv-
ered the boy over to his stern, anx-
ious father and weeping mother,
while the riders of the outfit milled
about excitedly.

“We got the note a few minutes
ago,” said Saunders. “A  peon
muchacho brought it. Says a man
he don’'t know gave it to him in
Humedad. Gave him a peso to
bring it, and said he’s get another
this end. It wasn’'t signed, but it
wasn't hard to guess who's back of
it—that gang that raises Cain in
Humedad, and hang out in the cliffs
by the old Zuyi dwellings.”

“It might be a good idea to col-
lect the two hombres | left tied up
there,” said the Kid, and he went
on to say what had happened.

“We'll sure gather ’'em,” said
Saunders. “I couldn’t get five thou-
sand dollars together if I tried. 1'd
made up my mind to get some
neighbors together and raid the cliffs
if we couldn’t trap 'em, some ways,
round Steamboat Rock. But you've
fixed that. They'll think they've
still got Sammy.

“They’'ll drink at Padilla’s until
it's time to raid the steers, round
sunup, time they figure we’ll be fool-
ing round Red Gorge and Steamboat
Rock,” he went on. “We'll get
those two jaspers you rounded up,
and then we’'ll set a circle round the
herd to act as reception committee.
Get there soon after midnight.”

“It's a good idea,” said the Kid.
“Tell me how I can find the herd.
I figure on followin’ them from
Humedad, but | might have to
change my plans.”

“You're sure taking risks going
into Padilla’s place,” warned Saun-
ders.
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The Kid grinned at Saunders
with a flash of white teeth in his
deeply tanned face, almost as dark
as an Indian’s, high-boned of
cheeks, high-bridged of nose, with a
firm chin and resolute dark eyes.

Saunders looked at him and
nodded. “I guess you know your
business,” he said. “Folks say you
do. We sure are under big obliga-
tions to you, and I'd hate to see
those skunks get the best of you.
Padilla’'s as bad as any of 'em. So’s
the riffraff that hangs round the
cantina. Mostly half-breeds that
would as soon cut a man’s throat as
speak to him.”

The Kid nodded. “l've been in
such places,” he said. “Now I'll
swap my hawss and saddle if you
can let me have 'em. My own out-
fit's at the bottom of the far side of
the cliff. | climbed it so I'd come
in the back way.”

“You can have the pick of my
cavvy, or all of it,” said Saunders.
“1'd sure hate to have to climb up
there.”

“1 reckon it ain't so bad if you're
used to it,” answered the Kid. “I
got off the regular route two or three
times, | guess.”

Soon, while Sammy was still talk-
ing of his adventure and his rescue,
the Kid' whistling the “Lament,”
was hitting the breeze toward Hu-
medad and the cantina of Padilla. It
was a place of bad reputation, still
almost as Mexican as its name,
little patronized by the cattle out-
fits.

V.

The Whistlin’ Kid never drank
anything stronger than coffee. He
did not like the taste of alcohol, but
his strongest reason for leaving it
alone was that it slowed the body
as well as the mind.

He had been born and brought

up on a cattle ranch and had quit
punching cows to join the Cattle-
men’s Association as a range detec-
tive from the desire for greater ad-
ventures.

He had found plenty of them and
still hoped for more. They took him
into peril, set him against odds that
were desperate enough, but would
have been worse had it not been
that his foes were usually dulled by
whisky or tequila.

It was not always easy to get
away with his refusals to drink.
They were likely to be regarded as
an insult. His best excuse was
sometimes to pretend that he was
under the influence. So when he en-
tered the cantina of Padilla, his wits
were keen, his nerves responsive,
and his body alert, but he looked as
he wanted to appear—a half-breed,
or even a full-breed Mexican, stag-
gering, vacant of eyes, and purpose.

His clothing hardly fitted the role
of a full-breed Mexican. In Hume-
dad, these dressed in Mexican style.
The Kid had certain articles he al-
ways carried in his sougan roll at
the cantle of his saddle, but he could
not well climb the cliff with any
extra load, so he had left them in
the little glen with Speed.

But he had peaked his sombrero,
rumpled his dark hair, and made
a sash out of his bandanna necker-
chief. He spoke Spanish fluently,
and he did not attempt to make a
quiet entrance, but rolled against
the bar, where Peg Peters and his
friends were leaning, announcing his
desire to pay for drinks for every
one.

It was a suggestion that was al-
ways welcome. They might ques-
tion him later, but they would ac-
cept his offer, and it was bound to
have some effect in their attitude
toward him.

He spun a double eagle on the
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bar, told the bartender to hold the
change until it was all gone. k

“There’s plenty more where that
came from,” he declared, with a
flourish that spilled most of the
liquor from his glass.

“Where?” demanded Peg Peters,
also speaking Spanish. Not to talk
it in Padilla’s was to become a com-
plete outsider.

The Kid blinked at him, wagged
a finger drunkenly and placed it
first in front of his lips and then
against the side of his nose.

“En boca cerrada no entran mos-
cas,” he said.

That meant that flies may not
enter a closed mouth, or, in Ameri-
can proverb, that a wise man keeps
a closed mouth.

“l1 come to this beautiful place
for the sake of my health,” the Kid
went on, and the crowd laughed. It
was the same as if he had acknowl-
edged he was fleeing from the law.

“Come far?” asked Peters.

“My horse is very tired—and so
am 1,” replied the Kid. “l need
food and drink and sleep. To-mor-
row my tongue may be oiled.”

He spoke always with a grin, giv-
ing the effect of a man who was
drunk but not too foolish. Peters
approved of him.

“Padilla will give you all that,”
he said. “Of the best. Jamon,
huevas, tortillas, frijoles, carnero,

polluelo, vino. You can get any-
thing here, if you can pay for it.”

“Give me all of them,” said the
Kid. “Bring 'em over to the table
in the corner. My legs are funny.
I've got to sit down.”

They did not quite know what
to make of him, to regard him as
a clown, some one they might pluck,
or somebody who could still take
care of himself. A squat, pock-
marked man with one eye—one of
Peters’s band—started to find out.

“Let me look at your gun?” he
asked the Kid.

“Never let any one handle that
but myself,” the Kid returned. “No,
sir. Drunk or sober, asleep or
awake. Married or single. Always
keep it handy.”

“It don't look as if it would be
much use to you, the shape you're
in,” said the man, also speaking
Spanish.

The Kid, who had crossed the
room toward the table in the cor-
ner, straightened up and stood
against the wall.

“That's an insult,” he said. “This
gun is my younger brother.”

The cantina was anything but a
show place, a ramshackle adobe
building, with walls that were
cracked inside and out, with floors
and ceilings that were warped.
Cleanliness was not practiced.
There was a cockroach crossing the
floor, one of a horde that lived there.

“You see that?” asked the Kid as
he swayed and set one hand against
the wall, as if to support himself.
“Now then!”

His draw was dazzling, merely
a blur that ended in a spurt of fire
and gas, the roar of the heavy six-
gun. The cockroach disappeared.

“Quien da primero, da dos veces,”
said the Kid. (He who hits
promptly, hits twice.) “I see I killed
both of them.”

A roar of laughter went up. If
the stranger had seen double, his
shot was the more remarkable. It
showed that he might be dangerous.
His draw had been dazzling, and
none of them could match it. Only
Peters frowned. He flattered him-
self on his own speed. Perhaps he
could use this man, who had ridden
far and fast.

The Kid sat down, and his food
was brought. Presently he was for-
gotten, and when the waiter came
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to remove his dishes, he was asleep,
or seemed to be, with his head on
his arms. He had left a ten-dollar
gold piece in sight, which the waiter
took, and Padilla, ever watchful,
pounced upon. The pickings in the
place were his.

The night wore on toward mid-
night, and still the Kid stayed in the
same position. Card games were
started, liquor was freely bought.
He caught snatches of conversation
that did not tell him much.

The kidnaping of Sammy was not
mentioned. Evidently, Peters also
believed in a closed mouth. Per-
haps he did not trust Padilla too far,
or feared he might demand a cut.
Peters kept more sober than the
rest, or held his liquor better.

The Kid was forgotten. He
meant to stay as he was until the
others left, and then to follow.

Then Peters spoke in English:
“Better cash in, boys, settle up.
We’'ll be moving in ten minutes.”

Not more than five had passed
when the Kid heard the thud of gal-
loping hoofs outside. The door was
thrust open, and a man came in, ex-
cited. The Kid peered over an el-
bow and tensed.

Something had gone wrong. This
was one of the men he had left in
the outlaws’ lair by the cliffs. Not
the wounded one; the other.

Saunders must have delayed too
long. The Kid guessed what had
happened before the man spilled it.
The Kid was in a tight corner.

“We got to clear out!” cried the
newcomer. “Soon’s you left us, this
range detective comes out of no-
where an’ gits the drop on Jim an’
me. Says his name’s Prentiss, an’
he's heard you talkin’. The jig's up.
He shoots Jim in the hip, an’ he ties
us both up an’ takes the Saunders
kid after they eat our grub. Took
two hawsses an’ both our saddles.

I come here bareback, after one
whale of a time catchin’ a mount.”

“What happened to Jim?” asked
Peters.

“He couldn’t ride. 1 had to leave
him, didn't 1? It was him or us.”

“You would do that,” said Peters.
“You leave Jim, and he gits sore
and spills enough to swing all of us.
Go on, you half-baked nitwit! You
don’t have to go on.

“The fat's in the fire,” he raged.
“This range dick takes the boy
home, tells all he knows. They’'ll
be waitin’ for us to raid the herd.
I've half a mind to go there and
fight it out with 'em,” he added
grimly. “How’d you git loose?”

“l rolled over to Jim, and he un-
tied me.”

“Do the same to him?”

“It wouldn’t do no good. He’'s
shot through the hip, I tell you. |
came to warn you all.”

“Well, you warned wus,” said
Peters. “What did this Prentiss
hombre look like?”

The Kid could feel Peters’s gaze
boring in through the top of his
skull. He was a stranger, unac-
counted for. One hand was already
close to his holstered gun. The
other slid down toward the left leg
of his chaps where he carried an
extra in a special pocket.

“Dark, looked some like a hawk,”
replied the escaped man.

“Look anything like this lizard in
the corner?”

Peters fired a shot that shattered
the plaster just above the Kid’s
head. The bullet riffled his hair.

The Kid came to his feet, a gun
in either hand. He heard the gasp
of the man who had just come in.

“That's him!” the fellow cried.

The Kid lifted the table with his
knee and sent it among them.

“You might as well quit,” he
said. “Consider that we've got the
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place surrounded, an’ that they let
him come through to be sure of
him.”

It was a beautiful bluff, and it
almost went over. The Kid had put
into it a certain amount of convic-
tion that was bred of hope. When
Saunders’s men found only Jim, the
other gone, they might be smart
enough to figure things out and
make for the cantina.

If not, he might go out in fire
and smoke and lead, but he would
not go alone. There were two doors,
one at the front, one at the side.
The upset table had confused them
a little. He saw Padilla bolt out of
the side door, and now he saw him
returning through the front one.

“They come!” shouted Padilla.
“The vaqueros Americanos! A hun-
dred of them. Vamose!”

V.

The thunder of hoofs was plain.
Then there came the shouts of the
cowboys, not to be restrained,
roused by Sammy’s kidnaping, the
raid, other raids, and old scores to
settle.

“Yi-yippi-yi!”

There came a volley from guns
fired in the air, plenty of bullets
left.

“Git goin’!” yelled Peters.

It was an admission of defeat.
The outlaws broke for the side door,
crowding one another. Peters fired
straight at the Kid, a split second
too late. His gun jumped from his
hand, and the slug hit the ceiling.

It was Padilla who saved Peters
from the second shot. The Kid did
not want to kill this man who had
murdered, but he meant to cripple
him.

And Padilla, in cahoots with
Peters, equally afraid of conviction,
hating this range detective who had

fooled them as a gopher hates a
snake, flung a full bottle of beer at
the Kid!

The Kid ducked, but the bottle
smashed on the wall, and foaming
beer half blinded him. When he
got it out of his stinging eyes,
Peters was gone. The cantina was
filled with punchers battling with
the bandits who had not got away.

Outside, mounted men were rid-
ing hard, escaping and pursued.
Gun flares stabbed the night.

Peters’s horse was a pale, flea-bit-
ten roan, powerful and fast. The
Kid had noted it when Peters had
ridden off, leaving the boy. Now,
running for his own mount, the Kid
saw in the moonlight the big roan
leaping over the sage, heading
north.

The Kid swung into his own sad-
dle, spurred the Double S mount,
wishing it was Speed. If it had been
the buckskin, Peters would have had
a slim chance of getting away.

But the roan whs a picked animal,
magnificent, hardly to be matched.
Doubtless, Peters had a hidden
cache of treasure in the lair or
thought he might get away down
the secret path.

It looked as if he would. The
Double S horse was a good one, but
its utmost efforts left it farther be-
hind at every stride. Peters was
out of six-gun range. The fight was
raging about the cantina. Nobody
followed them.

The Kid tried out his broncho,
sized it up, eased it from a frenzied
gallop. He had to get the best out
of it, and it was badly outclassed.
Peters had provided for emergency.
Soon his roan was only a ghost in
the moonlight, then it was gone,
leaving only vanishing dust.

Again the Kid wished for Speed
between his knees. But he still held
to one hope. Peters knew he was
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followed unrelentingly. He might
not tarry in the hide-out, try to
escape by the secret path. And the
Kid had an ace in the hole.

He was sure he had,.when he
found the sweating roan in the cor-
ral, abandoned. He went to the rim
of the cliffs and saw the figure of
Peters, clambering down, sure-
footed, sure of the way, close to the
bottom, plain in the moonlight.

A rifle could have reached him,
though it would have been a diffi-
cult shot, straight down.

The Kid saw Peters slither down
the last twenty feet on the slope of
loose rock, crumbled from the cliffs.
He saw him pick himself up and
run to the leftt He might have
horses there, kept for a get-away.

The Kid snaked out the coil of
rope he had hidden. He carried it
to the cleft, slid down to the inside
of the white stone, and pressed
fearfully against it. It swung, and
he got down to the cliff cavern. He
looped the rope about one of the
smaller dwellings and slid down to
a ledge, hauling the rope after him,
seeking another hold.

The moon made him a perfect
target as he slipped from ledge to
ledge, scalding hands and knees in
his haste. Once a jutting rock gave
way, and he rolled, clutching until
the rope caught in some stout
growth and checked his fall.

He reached the foot of the cliff
and whistled shrilly. Out on the
plain, he could see dust rising, silver
beneath the moon. It was Peters,
galloping. Then there came a low
whicker, and Speed arrived.

The Kid vaulted to the saddle.

“We got to catch him, old-timer,”
he whispered in the buckskin’s ear.
“Get goin'!”

This was another sort of race.
Peters had a good mount, almost
equal to the roan, but Speed was far

buckskin was well
Always
Now,

better. The
rested. It was impatient.
one with its master's aims.
with every leap, Speed gained.

Peters rode well, up on the neck
of his horse. And so did the Kid.

When he overhauled Peters,
Speed was playing with the race.
Then Peters did a clever and unex-
pected thing. He made his mount
swerve and rear, and slid from the
saddle into a dense clump of sage.

From it, his gun belched, and the
Kid felt a sting in his shoulder.
Speed flinched and then swung and
reared, out of hand, raging tram-
pling through the bushes. The Kid
had his gun in his right hand, the
reins in his left.

He could not control Speed for
the moment, and that was enough.
Iron hoofs had ended the career of
Peg Peters, saved him from the
black cap and the noose.

The Kid examined the shoulder
cut of the buckskin.

“Can fix that, old-timer,” he said.
“You'll be stiff for a spell, and so
will 1. Reckon we’ll go the long
way round and let the others clean
up.”

So the Kid and Speed came limp-
ing into the Double S headquarters,
weary but triumphant. Saunders
hurried to meet them, his face radi-
ant.

“We sure rounded 'em up, thanks
to you,” he said. “Did Peters get
awayr

The Kid stopped the tune on his
lips. It was the “Lament.”

“Not so you’'d notice it,” he said.

The Whistlin’ Kid never acts too
hasty. He makes shore he's right, then
goes ahead. A cool brain gits him more’'n
hot six-guns do, he's found. But when
he does slide his hoglaig from leather,
she comes out blazin’. He’s cornin’ back
right soon in another grippin’ range-de-
tective story. Watch fer it in Street &
Smith’'s Wild West Weekly.



Some Sand, Ranger!
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HARD man was Cantrell.

And such a man as was

needed for the job of running
“Fox” Quimby to earth. As he rode
now, among the scattered mesquite
and clumpy pin oak, with his quarry
in sight half a mile ahead, he looked
what he was—a relentless pursuer
of wanted men.

Thirty days on Quimby'’s trail had
changed the granite in Cantrell to
flint. Thirty days of grim watch-
fulness had tempered the steel in
him, for both he and Quimby knew
that this game must soon end in
death for one or the other—or both.

Cantrell lifted his carbine thought-
fully, then thrust it back into the
saddle boot. There was too much
brush between them for effective

shooting. And then, too, it was the
Ranger code to bring them back
alive, if possible.

Cantrell held the rank of corpo-
ral in the Rangers. Quimby had no
long-range gun. He had burned out
his rifle during a half-day running
fight with Cantrell early in the game.

Still, Quimby was dangerous.
They said that no lone pursuer ever
had returned alive from his trail.
Posses Quimby merely outwitted,
for he never played odds. And
down on the border, which was Can-
trell’'s stamping grounds, it was tra-
dition in the service that the cor-
poral had never failed to bring in
his man.

So here they were, Cantrell, the
man hunter, and Fox Quimby, the
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most cunning and merciless crimi-
nal in Texas, within sight of each
other.

Cantrell had cut Quimby’s trail
down in Tom Green County, less
than twenty-four hours after the
killer had robbed and murdered a
cattle buyer for the sake of a few
hundred dollars. It was just an-
other crime of a series that had
made Quimby’s name one of terror.

A long chase it had proved, a
chase that looped southward to the
Pecos, northwest to Horsehead
Crossing, then across the hundred-
mile waterless stretch to the Concho.
A corner of the Staked Plains, a
week of zigzagging back and forth
on the Double Mountain Fork of
the Brazos—and now, in sparsely
settled Deaf Smith County in the
Panhandle, where fingering creeks
and brooks—the headwaters of the
mighty Red River—were never more
than a half day’s ride apart, Can-
trell could follow his quarry by the
eye.

“This reminds me o' that yarn
they spring in the San Joaquin Val-
ley in California about the houn’
dawg chasin’ a jack rabbit in July,
with the sun hittin’ about a hun'red
an’ forty,” Cantrell told his sorrel
horse. “They was both walkin’.”

For this pursuit was no saddle-
creaking, wind-cutting dash. Too
many long miles had been put be-
hind their weary horses for that.
Even so, these animals had been at
it for less than a week. Both men
had managed to obtain occasional
remounts—and wear them out.

Quimby, on a shambling roan, dis-
appeared in a dark-green clump of
pin oak ahead.

“Yo're gainin'—but slow,” Can-
trell told his sorrel, whose flanks
were gaunt. “That cayuse
Quimby’s was good, but you've cut
him down.”

Cantrell himself had thinned out.
He was of that type who might be
twenty or thirty. But now his face,
which was the hue of old leather,
carried new peaks and hollows that
made him seem older. However, he
still rode erect as a ramrod.
Quimby, ahead, was slumping a
trifle in the saddle.

Cantrell’s hazel eyes suddenly nar-
rowed. He halted the sorrel and
studied the oak clump into which
Quimby had gone.

“He ought tuh have showed up
beyond that clump,” he muttered.
“What is it—another ambush or a
deadfall?”

He remembered the poisoned
spring that Quimby had left for him
back on the Tahoka Divide, and the
ambush at Horsehead Crossing. A
dead coyote beside the spring had
warned the Ranger of the cyanide
in the water. Quimby’s first bullet
at the Horsehead had only pinked
him, and he had taken to cover be-
fore the Kkiller could draw a finer
bead. That was where Quimby had
ruined his rifle.

Was this another ambush? Then
Cantrell’'s long body eased, and he
started the sorrel plodding ahead
again, for Quimby had emerged be-
yond the stand of oaks—still flee-
ing northward toward the Canadian
River.

But Cantrell knew that the out-
law had been unduly long in nego-
tiating the clump of oak. So he was
alert as he approached the gnarled,
low-spreading trees. Quimby'’s trail
lay plain. He had pushed deliber-
ately between the interlocked
branches of twin trees. Why?
There were easier routes only a few
yards to either side, for this rocky
soil and the dry, hot summers

of =thinned out the growth.

Cantrell turned aside, skirted the
twin oaks, dismounted, and ap-
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proached them afoot from the north.
He carefully inched on hands and
knees beneath  their drooping
branches, and looked up. Finally he
smiled grimly.

Perched in the crotch of a limb at
saddle height was a common olive
bottle filled with heavy brownish
liquid. It was olive oil right enough,
and tightly corked; but there were
no olives in it.

Cantrell cautiously removed it.
“Crystals of nitroglycerin, suspended
in heavy oil for safe-keepin’,” he
muttered, staring at the dim sub-
stance in the fluid. “If 1 had come
smashin’ along on Quimby’s route,
1'd have stirred that branch, an’ the
bottle would have dropped an’
smashed. Why, he even placed
some rocks under the limb, to be
sure it would break.”

He shrugged, pushed his way out,
found a rocky gully near by, and
hurled the bottle into it, crouching
down. The explosion shot small
rocks and dirt into the air. It was
not a powerful blast, yet if it had
occurred at the feet of a horse, the
animal and its rider would have
been killed.

“1 heard of a prospector usin’ that
stuff tuh block his trail in the Mo-
jave,” Cantrell mused as he re-
mounted. “Quimby must have
heard of it, too. | wonder what else
he's got up his sleeve? First poi-
son, now explosive—what next?”

The delay had widened the gap
somewhat. Quimby had disap-
peared over a low ridge ahead. It
was mid-afternoon then, and Can-
trell did not sight his quarry until
dusk. Quimby was working down
the long slant toward the flats of a
creek, whose brush line could be
seen meandering away to the north-
west.

The day had been sultry, though
the season was early. Low thunder

was growling among the Estacado
Bluffs far to the west. Cantrell
finally camped, because he knew
what was coming.

The storm rolled briefly over his
locality at midnight, the rain com-
ing with cloud-burst force for ten
minutes. Then it was over. But it
cost Cantrell considerable trouble,
for it was nearly noon the next day
before he picked up Quimby’s trail
again, some ten miles out on the
flats. Quimby had made a fireless
camp for a few hours during the
night, also, to rest his horse.

“We lost some distance,” Cantrell
muttered. “That sign is four-five
hours old.”

But the trail freshened rapidly.
“His roan is plumb tuckered,” Can-
trell said. “If yuh can keep goin’
until dark, hoss, we’ll be lookin’ him
in the eye.”

The trail ran along the bank of
the creek for a few miles, then cut
toward the brush that screened the
stream. Quimby had taken no pains
to conceal his route. It was not
hard to follow, even in the bunchy
grama on the flats. And in the stir-
rup-high, blue-joint meadows of the
creek bottom it was a swath a blind
man could have moved along.

Cantrell studied the heavier brush
ahead as he neared the creek. Wil-
lows, juniper, box elder, cotton-
wood, and wild gooseberry grew
rank and thick here.

Also, he noted that pecans were
numerous, and he made a note of
that to include in his report when
he got back—if he ever did get
back. The pecans that were spring-
ing up along the waterways in Texas
were the pride of the Rangers. They
had planted them.

A far-seeing governor, some ten
years earlier, had pressed the Rang-
ers into the duty of scattering
pecan nuts when they rode the far
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trails. And the plan had paid divi-
dends, for the nuts were already
affording a livelihood to settlers in
more accessible regions.

This was new country to Can-
trell. But the pecans proved that
it had been patrolled by the serv-
ice in the past. He wondered if his
predecessor had been engaged in a
man hunt, too.

The thickets were broodingly si-
lent. A natural place for an am-
bush. Cantrell dismounted, teth-
ered his horse, and worked ahead
afoot, with only his six-gun. The
carbine would be a nuisance in the
brush.

He scouted with every muscle
taut, because every screen of buck-
brush, every drooping willow, might
hold death. He circled the denser
points and picked up the plain trail
beyond. He could hear the purl of
the stream not far ahead now. And
still nothing but brooding quiet.

Then he reached the creek. It
was a mere brook, slightly roiled by
the rain of the preceding night, but
only a dozen feet wide at this point
where it boiled over rocks. Ferns
and blue stem grew waist-high on
either bank.

He could see where Quimby’s
horse had labored up the opposite
margin.

Then he saw a fern quiver over
there, and he dropped flat just as
a six-gun roared from the grass. An
ambush!

Cantrell’'s hat was lifted by the
bullet. His own gun blazed twice,
but he fired only to keep Quimby
busy while he wriggled to another
position.

Hissing slugs from the outlaw’s
gun scythed the grass about him.
One slit the sleeve of his shirt. But
none found his flesh.

“Left his horse an’ doubled back
tuh bush me,” Cantrell was think-
ing.

Quimby’s gun had ceased its thun-
der. The Killer was waiting, hoping
for some sign of a hit.

Weighted minutes dragged. Can-
trell began inching to his knees, en-
deavoring not to disturb the ferns
and grass. Once on his knees, he
stretched to peer above the growth.

And there, rearing from the high
grass across the brook, was Quimby,
his eyes glittering in sunken sock-
ets, his yellow teeth a-snarl in his
unshaven, lean jaws. Quimby’s .45
was lining on Cantrell, its bore loom-
ing big at that fifty-foot range. The
Ranger could see the glitter of the
big diamond ring on a finger of the
Fox’s gun hand.

That diamond, almost as big as a
pea, was an identification mark that
had linked Quimby to many crimes.
The outlaw always wore it. It
seemed to be a vain quirk in an oth-
erwise crafty character.

Crash! Both weapons blared.

Cantrell had fired from the waist,
the powder flame searing the grass,
the bullet clipping a fern in its pas-
sage. Then he felt the sledgelike
impact of a bullet in his left shoul-
der, and went down, sick and numb
from the shock.

But, as he fell, he carried a vague
impression that his own bullet had
also found Quimby. The Kkiller's
gun hand had twitched, and Can-
trell believed he heard a low moan.
He lay there, stunned, for a moment,
expecting Quimby to rake the grass
with slugs.

But nothing happened. Again he
thought he heard a moan of pain,
then a vague rustling. Cantrell's
nerves and muscles began to func-
tion sluggishly, and he dragged him-
self laboriously to a near-by pecan
tree that gave him some shelter.
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The bullet had broken a bone in
his shoulder, and his left arm was
useless. He plugged the wound as
best he could with his neckerchief,
and -waited.

Minutes of that, then he heard
the thud of hoofs beyond the stream.
Quimby was fleeing. He had
wormed away, and was in the sad-
dle. Cantrell dragged himself erect,
waded the brook, and pushed
through the brush. But he was too
late. The sound of pounding hoofs
grew fainter, then died.

Cantrell found the circle of
crushed grass where Quimby had
lain in ambush. A dot of quivering
light reflected the sun. It was the
diamond.

But Cantrell recoiled as he knelt.
For the ring was still upon a finger.
The finger lay there in the grass, a
grisly relic of Quimby’s attempt to
kill his relentless pursuer. Beside it
was Quimby’s six-gun.

Cantrell inspected the gun, first,
and nodded grimly.

“My bullet glanced off his gun,
an’ clipped the third finger off his

hand,” he muttered. “Ruined the
gun. The chamber is jammed
plenty.”

Fox Quimby was unarmed. That
realization stirred Cantrell into ac-
tion. The dizziness from his wound
vanished. Impulsively he turned,
intending to get his horse and take
up the pursuit hotfoot.

With  Quimby unarmed, the
chances of an ambush were small.
The Ranger could push ahead at
full speed. The outlaw’s horse was
near the end of its endurance. The
odds had swung in favor of the law.
This long chase was about over.

Cantrell hesitated and returned.
Reluctantly he removed the ring,
and kicked dirt and leaves over the
object that remained in the grass.
He dropped the ring in his pocket.

“I've heard that rock was worth
five thousand,” he thought. “No
matter what happens now, Quimby
loses. He got only a couple hun-
dred from that pore feller he mur-
dered.”

Soon he was on the trail again,
setting his teeth as the sorrel’s
shambling gait sent twinges of
agony through his shoulder.

The trail angled out onto the
flats for a few miles, then cut ab-
ruptly back toward the creek again.
Cantrell knew why Quimby was
seeking cover once more. He had
given up hope of reaching the Cana-
dian River. The long gouges left
in the rain-moist soil by the drag-
ging feet of the outlaw’s mount told
why. _

“His horse is foldin’ up, pore crit-
ter,” Cantrell told the sorrel.
“Quimby’s goin’ tuh be afoot soon.”

He had barely reached the brush
of the creek bottom when he found
the roan. It was down, its legs
working convulsively. Cantrell dis-
mounted, closed his eyes, as he shot
it, and turned away, his face pale.
He loved horses.

“The hoss didn't know what kind
of a buzzard he gave his life for,”
he said hoarsely.

Then he looked at his own sorrel.
It's head was drooping. “Another
mile an’ you’'ll be down, too,” he
said. “Here's where yuh rest, hoss.
Quimby’s afoot. | can get him
without killin’ you, too.”

He slipped the rigging and turned
the sorrel loose. The animal, ex-
hausted as it was, would not wan-
der. Cantrell left it and pushed
ahead. Quimby’s trail was harder
to follow now, but the Ranger never
hesitated.

Eventually it led to the creek at
a point where the stream broadened
and ran only a few inches deep over
a queer gray bottom.
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“That's got the earmarks of quick-

sand,” Cantrell muttered, “but it
can't amount tuh much. Quimby
crossed it.”

For in the wet loam at his feet
were the deep indentations of the
killer's boots, and on the opposite
margin, at that sixty-foot distance,
Cantrell could see the outgoing
trail from the stream.

“Looks like he made a run for it
an’ went through fast. If he did it,
so can 1.”

The creek looked sandy as far up
and down as Cantrell could see, and
he was too weary to circle for a bet-
ter crossing.

He backed away a dozen paces,
ran, and took a giant stride out into
the shallow water. His boots sank
sickeningly as they struck. He
managed to make two more floun-
dering steps, expecting the bottom
to harden. Surely it must get bet-
ter. Quimby had crossed it.

But Cantrell felt a chill. He had
barely been able to withdraw his
right foot on that last stride. And
he had left his boot in the clutch-
ing undersurface.

He was sinking into a clammy
feather bed. He strained fiercely.
His left foot would not lift. His
right went down and seemed seized.

He realized with horror that wa-
ter and sand reached his waist, and
that a leaden force was tugging at
his feet and pressing against his
thighs.

Cold perspiration beaded his fore-
head. He tried to bend flat in the
hope of withdrawing his legs, but
he was too deep in the sand already.
He could feel the clammy line
creeping up.

The six-gun that he held above his
head, seemed an intolerable weight
that pressed him deeper, and he
dropped it. It vanished into the
engulfing sand forever.

He ceased to struggle, for that
only sent him deeper, and looked
desperately about. A leaning cot-
tonwood, from the shore that he had
aimed at, hung tantalizingly fif-
teen feet overhead, some of its
branches drooping within only a few
feet of his outstretched hand. But
he could not reach it.

He opened his lips to shout, then
closed them. A shout might bring
Fox Quimby, and that meant death,
anyway.

But suddenly Fox Quimby him-
self rose from the brush on the
shore, cackling triumphantly.

Cantrell had never seen the Killer
at such close quarters. The view
was anything but reassuring.
Quimby was enjoying this scene.
That was evident in every line of
his stringy body with its stooped
shoulders and long arms.

“You are some bloodhound,”
Quimby taunted, “but yuh got stuck
in the mud. Yuh didn’t know that
I brought my lass rope with me. |
looped that cottonwood overhead,
took a run, an’ swung almost all the
way across. The rope helped me
wade the rest of the way.”

“What are you goin’ to do about
it?” Cantrell asked calmly.

“Sit here an’ watch yuh sink,”
Quimby shouted. He held a crudely

bandaged hand aloft. “Yuh crip-
pled me, dang yuh! If | had a gun,
1'd--—-- ” But he paused. “No; I
wouldn’t. That would be too quick

an’ too easy. The sand will do a
better job—an’ a slower one.
Smotherin’ ain't a nice death, they

say.”
Cantrell silently wished that
Quimby did have a gun. That

would be an easier and quicker
death. He could feel the leaden
grip of the sand stealing higher.
The surface of the water was nearly
to his armpits.
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Cantrell was thinking fast.
Caught in the fangs of death, he
remained icily calm. He studied

Quimby’s face. It was shockingly
brutal—a smirched page that had
never known a humane inscription.

Merciless eyes, sunken, depraved
chin; tight, greedy mouth--—---
That was it—greed! Cantrell

grasped that straw, as he thought of
the diamond ring. Quimby was his

only hope. Quimby must be made
to help him out of this, if he were
to be helped.

“Too bad about yore diamond,
Quimby,” Cantrell said. “Quick-
sand never gives up anything, they
say.”

Quimby’s jaws snapped. “Have

you got that blazer?” he snarled. “I
didn’t know 1'd lost that finger un-
till too late tuh go back. 1 was so
busy crawlin’ away | didn't look at
that busted hand until | reached my
hoss.”

“I've got it—in my pocket,” Can-
trell sa.id.

“Yuh lie!” Quimby said uncer-
tainly. “Blast yuh, I'll soon find
out, though!”

He turned away and began rum-
maging among the brush. Cantrell
waited. The water had reached his
neck. But the clammy weight of
the sand did not seem to be rising
so rapidly.

Quimby reappeared, dragging a
heavy cottonwood limb, from which
he was breaking the twigs. He
worked fast.

“What do yuh aim at?” Cantrell
asked, but he already knew.

“I'll tap yuh on the head with
this, then search yuh for that ring,”
Quimby assured him. He began
ripping branches and willow boughs
from near-by trees and tossing them
into the water to form a rough

bridge that would support him
across the quicksand.

Cantrell laughed scornfully.
“Guess again,” he said. “That ring

is too far down for yuh tuh reach.
An’ you'll never be able to budge
my dead weight an inch higher.
The only way you’'ll ever get that
rock is to help me out of here—
alive. Both of us, workin’ together,
can make it.”

Quimby knew he spoke the truth,
but he was suspicious. “The min-
ute | get near yuh, yuh'll grab me,”
he said.

“1've got a busted shoulder,” Can-
trell pointed out.

“An’ I've got a bum hand,”
Quimby reminded him.

“Well, it's up to you,” Cantrell
remarked. “Better make up your
mind— blub—plenty quick. 1'm up
to my chin. Swallered water then.
I'll be under in five minutes, and
then you can kiss that diamond
good-by.”

“Stick yore arms down in the
sand, an’ I'll pull yuh out,” Quimby
cried hastily. “Then yuh can't grab
me.”

Cantrell immediately lowered his
arms, and they disappeared under
water. He stood with head tilted
back, for the muddy stream was
creeping higher. He could just
barbely stretch his mouth above it.

“Hustle,” he said tensely.

Quimby worked like mad, ripping
down branches and extending his
bridge. He was forced to weight
them down with rocks, as they
threatened to float away.

But, just as Cantrell's mouth
went under, leaving only his nos-
trils clearing the surface, the Kkiller
reached his side.

Quimby was up to his knees in
water, too, but his feet were free of
the sand. Cantrell, looking up at
him, saw that same merciless light

WW-3A
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in the Fox’s eyes. The outlaw
wanted that ring, and Cantrell knew
that, once he got it, he would shove
him back to the mercy of the quick-
sand.

“Keep them arms wedged down,”
Quimby warned. “If you start tug-
gin’ 'em free, I'll leave yuh.”

He stooped to lift the Ranger by
the armpits. But, as he bent, he
gave an oath and tried to wriggle
away.

But he was too late. Cantrell's
arms shot from the water and wound
around him. Quimby screamed as
he was overbalanced. One leg
missed the underfooting in the brush
and sank to his hip in the quick-
sand. His other foot was still on
the bridge, but Cantrell's weight
grimly toppled him away from it

“Yuh'll kill—kill both of us,”
Quimby screeched.

He strained insanely, but could
not break the grip of Cantrell's
arms. Quimby was down to his
waist now, with the quicksand draw-
ing him deeper. On the other hand,
Cantrell had managed to lift him-
self a few inches, using the outlaw’s
body as a pivot.

Cantrell was still at a disadvan-
tage. His injured shoulder was
numbing under the strain. Quimby
partly broke his grip, and the out-
law’s clawing right hand tore at
Cantrell’s throat.

Cantrell, with his last gasping
strength, saw an opening at Quim-
by’s jaw. His right fist shot in
with a solid spat.

Quimby slumped, his head disap-
pearing beneath the water.

Cantrell, his breath wheezing,

WW—A

seized the green willow branches
nearest him just in time, for they
came floating to the surface, and
would have drifted beyond reach in
another second. They gave him
support. He drew more branches to
them, thrusting some beneath Quiru-
by's arms to support his head above
the surface. The outlaw was half

drowned.
After that, Cantrell, the veins
bulging in his forehead, wriggled

from the grip of the sand, the brush
bridge giving him the support he
needed.

Then he gained his breath, and
began tugging at Quimby. The
outlaw revived enough to help him.
He did not even resist when Can-
trell bound his arms with his own
belt, once he was partly free of the
sand. After that it was but a mat-
ter of strength and hard work to get
him ashore.

Quimby was cringing as they
reached the bank.

“They’ll hang me,” he wailed.

“1 reckon,” Cantrell said coldly.

“Yuh cold-decked me,” Quimby
chattered. “Yuh didn’t bury yore
arms in quicksand. The crick was
risin’, an’ yuh only put them under
water.”

“Yo're right,” Cantrell yawned.
“The rise from that rain in the hills
last night just reached this far
downstream. | never was farther
in the quicksand than my waist. |
doubt if I would have sunk much
deeper, because there’'s a bottom tuh
that stuff not far down. But |
would have drowned in another min-
ute, if yuh hadn’'t come tuh pull
me out.”
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CHAPTER .
STRANGERS ON CIRCLE J.

HE grizzled waddy’'s long
drooping mustache suddenly
bristled. And from beneath
shaggy gray brows, his bulging
brown eyes shone with angry lights.
He lifted a floppy old black John B
from his head, combed strong, rope-
calloused fingers through thin, gray-
ing hair, then jerked the hat back on
with a loud grunt. Then the tip of
his crooked nose twitched, and his
right hand dropped to the gun on his
saddle-warped right thigh.
“Buck” Foster had just ridden

down a steep draw that ran back
into the Bitterroot Mountains,
shagging three Circle J dogies out
toward the more open ranges. But
now Buck sat his puffing horse, the
three dogies completely forgotten.

Out where the foothills dropped
off to a broad, level stretch of green
range land, Buck had spotted a siz-
able herd of cattle, being shoved
along at a pretty good clip.

It was too early in the season for
any one to be rounding up, and be-
sides, this was Circle J range. Buck
knew very well that his boss, young
Billy West, had not ordered any
Circle J cattle gathered.
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Buck, Billy, and a red-headed,
freckle-faced young ranny named
Joe Scott, had ridden to this par-
ticular section of the range early in
the morning to comb the draws for
strays. Billy West and Joe Scott
were off east in the broken hills, for
Buck had sighted them, less than an
hour ago. So it couldn’t possibly be
they down there with that big herd.

“I'l be a horned toad!” Buck
yelled suddenly, and sent his big
black cow horse lunging recklessly
down the rocky ridge. “I savvy
now, by golly! Thet's a pack o’
rustlers, tryin’ ter git away with
Circle J beef. They're tryin' ter
make Antelope Crick an’ git hid be-
fore anybody spots 'em. But | got
the skunks spotted, an’ their hides
is jist as good as on the fence.”

Wind tore at Buck’s battered,
homely face, sending his grizzled
mustache back past leathery cheeks
in long streamers. A mangy-looking
old bearskin vest, of which he was
very proud, popped and snapped,
billowing out as he leaned over, yell-
ing at his horse to show more speed.
The big grain-fed black thundered
down the ridge at a dangerous pace,
dodging rocks and brush like a
frightened deer.

It did not occur to Buck that the
horse might stumble, go crashing off
into the boulder-strewn gulch to the
right. In fact, Buck seldom had
more than one idea at a time, and
right now his mind was busy pictur-
ing what he would do to those jas-
pers down yonder who were pushing
the herd toward the ragged scar that
marked Antelope Creek’s passage
through the hills.

The grizzled ranny was a hot-
headed, scrappy sort. He invariably
rushed head-on into matters with-
out stopping to consider the con-
sequences.

Buck had got it into his mind that

those men down there were rustlers,
and not once did he stop to consider
any plan besides jumping them
single-handed. He could see the
cattle better as he neared the end of
the ridge and counted eight riders
with them. But the only caution
Buck showed was to swing off be-
hind the point of the ridge and
approach the herd and eight riders
from the rear.

Buck’s lips peeled back in a satis-
fied grin as he rode into the dust
cloud Kkicked up by the cattle. His
horny right hand dropped, clamping
over the butt of his gun. Through
the dust he could see two riders,
swinging doubled lariat ropes as
they forced lagging critters to give
up the idea of falling out of line.

“Skunks!” Buck snorted through
his bent nose. “Jist plain low-down,
rustlin’ skunks! But hyar’'s where
they gits a taste o’ lead medicine.
Huh!”

Despite the efforts of the two drag
riders, a lean steer slipped past them
and came thundering back. Buck’s
black lunged without being guided,
headed the steer, and sent it gallop-
ing back toward the herd.

But what brought the grunt of
surprise from Buck was the fact that
the steer his horse had turned did
not wear the Circle J brand at all,
but a big 66 on the left ribs.

Buck had little time to ponder
over that, however, for the two drag
riders had seen him, and suddenly
they were scooting out of there as
if a ghost had ridden up. Buck’s
lean jaw sagged, and his eyes
strained through the dust to see
where the riders were going.

It was just beginning to dawn on
the slow-thinking old coot that those
two jaspers had acted mighty queer,
when he heard shouts from some-
where ahead, and saw the herd of
cattle begin slowing down. Buck
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rode past the steers, circled out of
the dust, and came to-a dead stop,
a growl rumbling deep in his throat.

Those steers were all branded 66
—or, at least, all of them that Buck
could see were. But into his mind
had popped the fact that the 66
herd was on Circle J range, headed
straight for Antelope Creek, one of
Billy West's best pastures.

“I'll find the boss o’ the outfit an’
let him know he ain’t gittin’ by with
no sech monkeyshines,” the veteran
growled. “By heifers! If this herd
gits into our Antelope Crick pasture,
they’ll mix with Circle J stuff so
bad, it'll take a week ter ontangle
‘em. I'll jist go find the boss o’ this
outfit an’-——-- "

Buck had no looking to do, how-
ever, for at that very moment, eight
riders came thundering toward him
—dusty, red-eyed hombres who
fanned out as they approached and
let their hands slide to holstered
guns. In the lead was a lanky, tow-
headed man who bored Buck with a
pair of cold blue eyes that were
bloodshot and angry-looking.

The tow-headed man was dressed
from boots to Stetson in dusty black
clothing, and about his lean hips
sagged two well-filled cartridge belts
supporting two black-butted six-
guns that rode his thighs in thonged-
down holsters.

“Yuh lost somethin’, stranger?”
the black-clad hombre said in a flat,
ugly tone. “I'm Poke Johnson,
owner o' these 66 critters. What
yuh huntin’, huh?”

“1 ain't huntin’ nothin’, feller, but
yuh better be,” Buck snarled, glar-
ing at the hard-looking punchers
who had closed in on both sides.
“An’ what yuh'd better be huntin’ is
a new trail. This hyar am Cii®le J
range—deeded land, feller. You're
headin’ straight fer---—-—- "

“For Antelope Creek, over yon-

der,” came “Poke” Johnson’s flat
voice. “We're drivin’ this herd up
that creek into the Bitterroots,

where | aim to range 'em. Got any
objections, oP-timer?”

“Objections?” Buck Foster roared.
“Yo're danged tootin’ I'm objectin’!
Thar’s a big herd o’ three an’ four-
year-olds in our pasture on Antelope
Crick, an’--—-- "

“Ain’'t that too bad, now?” a
waspy little man cackled, winking
one beady eye at Poke Johnson. “I
reckon we’'d shore stampede if we
seen some nice---—--—- "

“Dry up, Keno Charley!” Poke
Johnson snapped, then swung back
to face Buck.

“They told me in Twin Rivers,
the town we drove past yesterday,
that we'd have to watch yuh
Circle J wallopers,” he gritted at
Buck. “I was told that a big-
headed young whelp named West
an’ a gal named Ruth Dawe own the
spread. | also heard that yuh con-
sider yoreselves a tough bunch, an’
have the habit o’ bulldozin’ honest
people. But yuh can't-—-- Hey,
what the------ "

Buck had suddenly rammed the
hooks to his black, kicked his boots
from stirrups as the horse lunged,
then quit the saddle in a flying leap,
sinewy arms closing about Poke
Johnson’s lean middle. Now John-
son and Buck crashed to the ground,
snarling like a couple of wild cats.
But Buck broke free, rolled over and
leaped to his feet, wild battle lights
blazing in his bulging eyes.

“Call Circle J names, will yuh?”
Buck roared at the dazed man on

the ground. “Crawl up on them
hoofs, skunk, an’ take the lickin’ yuh
got cornin’! I'll------- "

Wham! A big six-gun roared

throatily, and Buck Foster buckled
at the knees, crimson dyeing the
crown of his hatless gray head.
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The waspy little jasper who had
been called “Keno Charley,” sat
grinning thinly, a smoking Colt
grasped in his skinny right hand.

CHAPTER Il.

a rustler’s scheme.

'I'W O burly cowboys picked Poke

Johnson up, steadying him be-
tween them while he gasped and
choked, his face gray beneath grime
and tan. In falling, one of Buck
Foster's elbows had bored heavily
into Poke’s stomach, driving the
wind from him and leaving him
weak and sick.

But he was recovering now. He
pushed the two punchers away, then
Straightened, forcing his tortured
muscles to stretch, regardless of the
pain it caused. He took a wabbly
step, leaned against his big roan
horse for a moment, then mounted
slowly, eyes beginning to squint and
blaze as he turned on Keno Charley.

“Thought | said there was to be
no shootin’ onless it had to be done,

Keno,” Poke Johnson’s flat voice
gritted. “Yuh've ruined my plans
by bein’------ "

“Yore plan was to git into West'’s
Antelope Crick pasture, scatter
these 66 steers, an’ swear they
stampeded while we was crossin’ the
range.” Keno Charley grinned.
“That'll force West to help us round
up, an’ while we've got all them fine
three an’ four-year-olds o' his
bunched with these 66s, we Kkin
stampede the hull works back into
the Bitterroots, where West will
never find his steers.

“But this ol'’ codger buttin’ in
makes things a heap easier, Poke.
Now all we've got ter do is head
these dogies on over ter the crick
an’ scatter 'em out. Then we kin
go right ter Circle J headquarters,
look up West, an’ all swear that this

ol’ buzzard jumped us, tried gunnin’
us an 'stampede the cattle. Then

“Yo're a fool!” Poke Johnson cut
in. “Think I'll lug one o' West's
men in an’ admit that anybody in
my outfit kilt him? Not on yore

life, feller! West an’ his whole crew
are powder-burnin’ fools. They'd,
why-----—- "

“Aw, good gosh!” Keno Charley
snorted. “We've bucked tougher
outfits than this Circle J an’ come
out winners. Besides, | wa'n't fool
enough ter Kkill that ol' geezer. |
jist skint his noggin with a bullet
ter keep him from poundin’ the day-
lights outn yuh, Poke. He had yuh
licked, an’ yuh know it.”

There was an audible gasp from
the hard-faced, tough-looking cow-
boys who ranged behind Keno, and
they lost no time in getting to other
positions. But to their surprise,
Poke Johnson did not flip those
supple, sinewy hands to his guns and
blast Keno Charley from the saddle
with blazing lead. Instead, John-
son grinned wryly, felt his still ach-
ing stomach, and nodded his head
slowly.

“Yo're righter than a rabbit in a
brier patch, Keno,” Poke Johnson
chuckled. “That ol’ fool was lucky
enough to fall on top o’ me, an’ one
o’ his elbows knocked the wind outn
me. It would 'a’ been easy for him
to beat my head off, 'cause I
couldn’'t 'a’ lifted a hand. An’ yore
scheme o’ layin’ the stampede onto
one o’ West's own men will make it
a heap stronger.

“Come alive, men! Start the
cattle, an’ don’t be afraid to run a
little taller off 'em. Pug, yuh an’
Frosty hop down an’ take care o’
this ol’ ranny. Tie him on his hoss,
then foiler the herd. Snake out his
cutter an’ empty it at the sky. Git
a move on, all yuh rannies!”
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Whooping, swinging slickers
ripped from behind saddles, Poke
Johnson, Keno Charley, and four
salty-looking hombres  swooped
down on the herd. The steers
bawled, broke into little bunches
and tried to scatter. But expert
cowhands and well-trained horses
kept them loosely bunched—and
kept crowding.

A big dun steer shot into the lead,

kinked its tail, and headed for
Antelope Creek, running at top
speed. And within a scant two

minutes, the whole heard of three
hundred lean steers was running,
swarming over the green range land
with surprising speed.

Poke Johnson and his men flanked
the cattle on both sides, emptying
their six-guns into the ground, yell-
ing like savages at the already
frightened cattle. And not until
the last steer had vanished into the
wnde, grassy basin that was Ante-
lope Creek pasture did Johnson and
his hard-case rannies draw rein.
They sat watching the herd thunder
up the valley, grinning broadly as
sleek, fat steers trotted nervously
behind the stampeding herd.

“My 66s will slow down before
they've run another mile, ’'cause
there's water to attract 'em,” John-
son chuckled. “An’ look at them
Circle J critters fall into line, follerin’
mine! Boys, this is goin’ ter be one
o’ the richest hauls we've ever made.
Gosh, but them Circle J steers are
shore dandies! If we're lucky, we
kin collect two or three hundred o’
them critters.”

“I'll shore git a laugh, watchin’
this West kid fire that ol’ ranny I
creased fer stampedin’ strange stuff
into Circle J’s best beef herd,” Keno
Charley cackled.

The four tough cowboys with
Poke Johnson and Keno Charley
laughed loudly. One of them was

about to speak, when the pound of
hoofs caused them all to turn and
watch with satisfied grins while
Buck Foster was ushered up by lath-
like, hatchet-faced “Frosty” and
short, thick-necked “Pug.” Buck
had regained consciousness, and the
old ranny’s face was purple with
anger. Crimson still dribbled from
his scalp, making irregular red lines
along his leathery cheeks and splash-
ing over his woolly vest.

But Buck seemed little the worse
for his treatment. He tugged at the
ropes which held his horny hands
fast to the saddle horn, and wiggled
his feet until the rope which held
them together beneath his mount’'s
belly threatened to throw the black
into a fit of bucking.

“Yuh—yuh mangy
carrion-eatin’ buzzards, turn me
loose!” Buck howled. “Jist take
these ropes off, an’ I'll whup the hull
stinkin’ caboodle o' yuh coyotes.
I'll 'arn yuh not ter monkey with
me. Git these ropes off, an’-—-- "

“Save your breath, Whiskers,”
Poke Johnson said quietly. “Those
ropes are not cornin’ off, so stop
bellerin’. If your boss, Billy West,
wants to take the ropes off, he’s wel-
come. I'm thinkin’ he’ll feel like
hangin’ yuh with a rope, when we
tell him how yuh come dasliin’ up
to my herd, started a row with me,
an’ then stampeded my cattle by un-
limberin’ yore shootin’-iron.”

Buck almost exploded as the
meanin’ of the words soaked into his
brain. He howled and fumed, jerk-
ing at his bonds so violently that the
lathlike jasper called Frost, grabbed
him by the shoulder, snarling some-
thing.

But Buck did not hear what Frost
said, for the old ranny suddenly
grizzled head on its leathery neck,
grizzled head an its leathery neck,
as he lunged sidewise. His hard

’

bunch o
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skull connected with Frosty’'s under-
shot jaw.

The rest of the 66 outfit roared
with laughter as Frosty lost his grip
on Buck’s shoulder and reeled in the
saddle. For a second, he looked
plenty groggy.

“Yuh—yuh blasted ol’ coot!” he
roared with rage, “fer two cents

Frosty’s hand flashed down,
tugged at the gun holstered on his
right thigh. But Poke Johnson sud-
denly spurred his horse forward, and
sent his hireling slumping in the
saddle with a stiff punch on the jaw.

“Just when we've got the best
break we ever had, yuh'd try tuh
spoil it by pluggin’ this ol' fool,
would yuh?” Johnson snapped.
“Come on, all yuh leather whackers!
I reckon we’ll see some fun when
West takes this ol’ coot apart for

stampedin’ my 66 steers into
Circle J’s finest herd.”

CHAPTER I11.

JOE GETS PRODDY.
glLLY WEST'S youthful, strong-

featured face wore a decidedly
worried look as he reined a powerful
chestnut stallion to a halt before the
home corral. Billy slid hastily to the
ground, stripped gear from the
chestnut, and went trailing into a
saddle shed, his tan batwing chaps
flapping and popping as he took
hurried strides.

Billy was a medium-sized, husky-
shouldered ranny with a pair of
wide-set, friendly gray eyes and firm,
strong lips. Right now, Billy’s lips
were a little set, and his eyes were
troubled.

But as he stepped inside the
saddle shed to hang his riding gear
on a peg, his lips straightened into a
smile, and the look of worry left his
face. He stepped out, chuckling as

he strode to where Joe Scott—a
lean, beak-nosed, bat-eared young
waddy—was just peeling a scarred
hull from a trim gray cow horse. In
the last rays of fading daylight, Joe
Scott's face showed tense and a little
strained as he turned, lugging his
saddle.

“Buck’s saddle is on its peg, Joe,”
Billy chuckled, “so I reckon we've
been worryin’ the past two hours for

nothin’. Funny, though, that Buck
skinned out for home without
waitin’ at the spring for us like we
agreed. |-—-- "

“Aw, that ol' sun-dodger just

layed down on us, that's all,” Joe
muttered, and hurried away to put
up his saddle.

But Billy did not miss the look
of relief on Joe’s face, and his smile
widened to a grin as he strode back
to the corral gate and let his chest-
nut stallion and Joe’s gray into the
big corral.

“Danger, hoss,” Billy chuckled,
stroking the chestnut's arching
neck, “I reckon Buck an’ Joe insult
each other more than any two cow-
pokes in Montana. But there never
was a pair o' more loyal friends.
But theyd never admit it, boy, an’
me an’ you know it. |-

There was a light step behind
Billy, then a low hiss. Billy turned
sharply, eyes probing the gloomy
shadows along the big pole corral.
He saw a small form there, and a
round yellow face from which two
almond-shaped brown eyes shone
excitedly.

Billy tensed in every muscle, for
when Sing Lo—the little Chinese
cook and handy man for the outfit
—became excited, there was bound
to be something wrong. Billy
stepped closer, just as Joe Scott,
who had also seen the little cook,
came running up.

“Hully, Mistlee Billy, yo’' an

)
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Mistlee Joe!” Sing Lo whispered
nervously. “Bad homblay bling
Mistlee Buck in all tie up. Mistlee
Buck gotee cut head, but homblays

no let Sing Lo flix. So be.”
“What?” Billy asked sharply.

“Sing Lo, have yuh been guzzlin’

tanglefoot again? Who brought

Buck in? Who do yuh mean when
yuh say ‘bad hombres'? Yuh---—- "

“Sing Lo is telling the truth,
Billy,” came a soft voice from the
shadows, and now a slender girl
stepped into view, blue eyes
troubled as she glanced nervously
toward the big rambling log ranch
house which sat well away from
barns and corrals.

The girl was Ruth Dawe, Billy’s
partner, half owner of Circle J.
Where Billy might have suspected
Sing Lo of having taken a few nips
of strong liquor—or “tanglefoot,” as
the little Chinese called it—he cer-
tainly did not doubt Ruth’s word
for a moment.

But before Billy could question
either the little cook or Ruth any
further, there came a bellowing roar
from the long bunk house down near
the big ranch house, and he was
hurrying in that direction, Joe, Sing
Lo, and Ruth right at his heels.

The lamps inside the bunk house
had already been lighted, and Billy
stepped through the door to stand
blinking a moment in the brilliance.
But his eyes focused rapidly, and he
saw his entire crew sitting about on
bunks and chairs, scowling at eight
tough-looking, dusty men who
lounged against one wall.

On the floor, bound hand and foot
and nearly frothing with rage, was
Buck Foster, grizzled hair stiff and
matted with dried crimson. Buck
let out a yelp of recognition when
Billy entered, but his voice died to
a snarl as Joe Scott came in right
after Billy. Buck would have given

much to have kept Joe from seeing
him, for he knew the redhead would
razz him plenty. Joe did grin, then
start snickering, although there was
no mirth in his keen blue eyes as
he shot a swift glance at the eight
strangers across the room.

But before Buck and Joe could
get into one of their jawing matches,
a big, powerfully-built man with
heavy features and a pair of serious,
troubled eyes got up and came to-
ward Billy. That big, slow-moving,
slow-thinking hombre was Jim Ben-
son, Circle J foreman—a man who
knew the cattle business from A to
lzzard, but a man who could not
think with any great rapidity or
clarity.

“Billy,” Jim Benson rumbled, and
the young boss of Circle J caught an
angry note in his foreman’s voice,
“these—er—gents over thar claim
Buck cut up some monkeyshines an’
give 'em trouble this afternoon. But
they wouldn’'t say what he done, an’
wouldn’t stand fer him bein’ turned

loose ontil yuh got home. 1 got a
hunch--—---- "
“Mr. West, I'm Poke Johnson,

from down Wyomin’ way. Sorry to
make any trouble, but | figured it
best that yuh saw Foster, there, just
as he is. I'm peaceable------ "

“What's the trouble, Johnson?”
Billy cut in, and there was an un-
mistakable edge to his wvoice.
“Leave out the apologies an’ hit
straight to the center o’ things. In
the meantime, Jim, yuh an’ some o’
the boys can let Buck loose.”

“My men, here, and I, were driv-
ing five hundred head o’ 66 steers—
which same belong to me—across
what we thought was open range
this afternoon, West,” Poke Johnson
said quietly. “Foster rode up on
us, told us we was on Circle J range,
an’ started cussin’ us out. To pre-
vent trouble, | told my boys to
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overlook what he was sayin’, an’ we
started turnin’ my herd, headin’
‘'em away from yore place.

“But Foster, likely thinkin' he was
buffaloin’ us all, got nastier all the
time. Finally he hauled out his
smoker an’ started slingin’ lead at
us. Keno Charley, the little feller
over there, creased Foster to keep
him from killin’ some o’ us. But the
shootin’ stampeded my herd, an’
they got away from us in yore Ante-
lope Creek pasture. |1 figured we'd
better come an’ tell yuh afore we
went roundin’ up, ’‘cause we seen
right off that yuh’ve got a lot o’ stuff
in there.

“Billy, he’s the lyinest, crookedest
skunk what ever stood on two
laigs!” Buck Foster roared. “By
heifers, 1 never started nothin’ a-tall.
But jist wait a minute, an’ I'll whup
the hull works. [I'll--——-- "

“Yuh're a danged liar, Foster!”
the lanky 66 puncher known as
Frosty snarled hotly, stepping for-

ward. “Yuh know yuh lie when yuh
say-—-- "
Cra-aa-ck! There was a sound

almost as sharp as a rifle shot, then
Frosty crashed backward, measur-
ing his skinny length on the hard-
board floor.

Joe Scott stood over him, blue
eyes almost black with rage, huge
freckles standing out plainly on his
lean face. Joe’s right knuckles were
skinned, and there was already a
lump forming on Frosty's lantern
jaw. But Frosty didn't know, for
he was sound asleep.

“Call my pard a liar, will yuh?”
Joe gritted, then swung his hot eyes
on the scowling 66 outfit. “An’ I've
got some more o’ the same medicine
fer ary other gent who claims Buck
lied. I So yuh’re tryin’ to
sneak a gun, are yuh, Keno man?
All right, feller, yank it! 1I'm goin’
fer mine!”

CHAPTER 1IV.

“west is a fooll”

M ORE than once, Billy West's

cool head and swift thinking
had saved his two scrappy saddle
pards, Buck and Joe, from serious
trouble. And Billy’s cool thinking
came to the fore now. Every man
in the long room was suddenly tense,
hard-eyed, as hands dropped to
holsters.

In another fraction of a second
the bunk house would have been full
of powder blaze and whistling lead.
But Billy stepped forward, blocking
Joe Scott’s draw with a downward
sweep of his left hand, shoving Keno-
Charley halfway across the floor
with his right.

“Cut it, yuh two,” Billy snapped.
“Johnson, corral yore man. No
sense in lettin’ these two start
drillin’ holes in each other. Joe, be-
have yoreself, savvy?”

Poke Johnson was only too glad
to stop Keno Charley, for he had
seen disaster as the only possible
outcome of a fight. He cuffed the
snarling little gun wasp into a cor-
ner, swore at him savagely, and
made him holster his half-drawn
guns.

Keno spat back like a surly cat,
but a hissed word from Poke John-
son made him shiver, driving some
of the insane anger from his beady
eyes. Joe Scott, having cooled
down as quickly as he had flared,
glanced at Billy, with a sheepish
grin, and holstered his drawn gun.
A sigh went up, and the tension was
broken, thanks to Billy.

“Waal, who in tarnation ast yuh
to butt in, yuh brockle-faced, floppy-
eared pest?” Buck Foster roared,
coming to his feet as Jim Benson
cut the last rope. “By heifers, yuh
keep yore beak outn my business,
hear? [I'll I'arn yuh ter-—- ”
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“Aw, crawl off some place an’
keep quiet,” Joe came back hotly.
“Somebody has to take care o’
mush-brained, stove-up ol’ coots like
yuh are. I'll bet yuh did stampede
them 66 steers, too. Billy shore
ought to fire yuh this time, nitwit,
‘cause roundin’ up-—-—- Hey, come
back here, yuh lumpy-jawed, knock-
kneed, box-ankled ol' billy goat!
Cut it out, or I'll biff yuh one!”

Buck had tried to charge straight
at Poke Johnson, gnarled fists swing-
ing. But the veteran was clumsy
from having been tied so long, and
Joe held him easily. Billy stepped
in, too, took a firm grip on Buck’s
arm, and with Joe helping, ushered
him to the door and outside. Buck
roared and fumed, but was ushered
from the room just the same.

“Go to the house an’ let Sing Lo
fix that cut on yore head,” Billy
snapped. “An’ don’'t come back
down here ontil yuh've cooled off.
Hear, Buck?”

“Waal, I'll be a horned toad!”
Buck croaked. “I never thought me
pards would turn agin’ me an’ stick
up fer sech skunks as them fellers
in thar. |-——-- "

“Pssst!”  Billy West hissed, lean-
ing out the door and speaking in a
soft whisper. “l wanted yuh to go
to the house so's I can meet yuh
there an’ hear the straight o' what
happened to-day. | know yuh've
got the deadwood on these jaspers,
so amble on to the house an’ wait
for me. I'll be along in a jiffy.”

Billy wanted to hear Buck’s side
of the story, all right, and he knew
that he'd never get the veteran
calmed down long enough to talk
sense while Poke Johnson and his
crew were in sight. Billy was both
angry and worried, for he realized
that if Johnson had let five hundred
head of steers loose in Antelope
Creek pasture, it meant a round-up

—and a round-up meant worrying
tallow off beef at this season of the
year.

Billy was not fooled in the least
as to the kind of hombres Poke
Johnson and his 66 punchers were,
for he had tagged them instantly as
tough customers—gunmen to a man.

What were they doing there?
What was their game? Billy would
have given a lot to know the answers
to those two questions. But as he
turned back into the room, none of
his worry showed on his tanned face.
Gray eyes puckering a little, he
strode easily across the room to face
Johnson.

“Buck Foster is a hot-headed ol’
ranny, an’ | reckon he goes proddy
a little too easy,” Billy spoke
quietly, yet there was a hard note
in his voice. “But | happen to know
that Buck wouldn’t yank a gun an’
start shootin’ just for cussedness,
Johnson. Suppose yuh tell me the
truth about what happened out on
the range to-day.”

Poke Johnson’s pale eyes became
two blazing slits, and his straight,
hard lips jerked back from ugly yel-
low teeth in a sudden snarl. For a
moment his hands hung over those
twin guns, fingers trembling a little
as wild anger dyed his face a deep
red. But the 66 boss caught him-
self, straightened his shoulders with
a jerk, and forced a gritty chuckle
past his still twisting lips.

“Pretty hard to take that sort o’
talk, West,” he grunted. “But I
reckon | see how yuh feel. Nat-
urally, yuh'd believe yore own
hand instead o’ us boys. But yuh'll
find five hundred head o’ my steers
mixed with them three an’ four-
year-olds o’ yores up on Antelope
Creek. O’ course yuh may think
that me an’ my men shot my herd
in there on purpose. But what'd
be the ~ense in that? Why mix my
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stuff with yores an’ have to monkey
around a week or so roundin’ up an’
cuttin’ out?”

That stumped Billy. In fact, he
had already been puzzling over it
without figuring out a reasonable-
sounding answer. There was ap-
parently no reason why Johnson
would throw his stuff into Antelope
Creek pasture, for there was grass
and water to be had everywhere.

Still, Billy, could not believe that
Buck had stampeded a herd out of
pure meanness. Billy had no
trouble at all recalling cases where
Buck’s fiery temper had got Circle J
into trouble. Perhaps the old
rooster had gone proddy and started
a scrap that had stampeded the
steers.

But there was one part of John-
son’s story that did not ring true,
and that was Johnson’s claim that
Buck had pulled his gun and started
shooting without cause. Buck was
a hot-head, but Billy knew the old
fellow would not deliberately try
gunning men who did not have it
coming.

Frosty groaned, rolled over and
sat up, swearing groggily as he
blinked ugly green eyes that still
looked glassy. Billy’s  whirling
thoughts came to an abrupt halt, for
his full attention was on Frosty and
Joe Scott.

Keno Charley, backed against the
wall but still snarling and ugly-
tempered, was watching Frosty and
Joe Scott narrowly, plainly hoping
they would start fighting again.

But Billy wanted no trouble now,
for he had decided to give Poke
Johnson more rope—let the cold-
eyed gunman think he was getting
by with whatever scheme he had in
mind. That Poke Johnson was up
to some crookedness, Billy could not
doubt. Yet he could not savvy
Johnson’s play.

“Joe, yuh better amble on down
to the house an’ see how Buck’s
feelin’,” Billy called, knowing that
the redhead would tumble instantly.
“Buck might get funny notions into
that head o’ his, an’ we don’'t want
any more trouble right away.”

Joe grinned sourly at Frosty,
turned, and went clumping from the
room. Jim Benson and the rest of
the Circle J hands seemed uneasy,
and Billy turned to them now, let-
ting a smile spread his lips, though
his eyes showed no mirth.

“Jim, yuh an’ the boys can show
Johnson an’ his men where the wash-
bench is,” Billy said levelly.
“Reckon Sing Lo will be pilin’ out
grub afore long. Johnson, yuh an’
yore riders will find extra bunks
aplenty, so make yoreselves at
home.”

As Billy turned and stepped
through the door, Poke Johnson hid
a smile behind one grimy hand. He
shuffled along down the room, wedg-
ing in close to Keno Charley as they
followed the Circle J men out into
the early night.

“This is like takin’ candy away
from a baby,” Johnson snickered,
nudging his evil little hired gunman.
“West is a fool, an’ we've just the
same as got his steers run off now.”

CHAPTER Y.

“we're roundin’ up skunks.”

DOUND-UP! Three days of heart-

breaking labor, combing draws,
riding good horses half to death,
running pounds off fat steers. Billy
West's gray eyes were sunken and
red-rimmed from sun and sweat and
dust.

But Antelope Creek pasture had
been thoroughly combed, and now,
on the fourth day, the main herd
was shoved out of the canyon and
onto a wide expanse of level prairie.
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Billy, mounted on a short-coupled
bay cutting horse, was weaving
among the cattle, working 66 steers
toward the edge, where Poke John-
son’s riders instantly pounced on
them and shot them off to where a
herd was gradually growing.

The Circle J crew were sore-
headed and proddy, and Billy had
to keep an eye on every man. Since
the round-up had started, Billy had
had to stop a dozen fights, for the
Circle J crew and Poke Johnson’s
men had been at one another's
throats half the time. Buck Foster
had been especially hard to man-
age, for the old fellow held a sullen
grudge against the whole 66 outfit.

But now the thing was nearly
over, Billy told himself wearily, and
Johnson could soon be gone with his
66 steers. But as the morning
stretched to noon, new worry
assailed Billy.

The big herd had been worked
thoroughly, yet a single glance at
the 66 cattle told the young boss
of Circle J that they were a long
way short of five hundred head.

He had just hazed a big dun steer
out of the Circle J stuff and watched
it thrown into the 66 herd when
Poke Johnson came galloping up, a
scowl on his brow.

A top hand on anybody’s range,
Johnson had been helping cut the
main herd for 66 critters. He drew
rein now, motioned to Billy, then
bawled for Keno Charley, who had
been keeping tally on the 66 herd.
Billy’s own brow puckered, for he
knew what was coming before Keno
arrived.

“West,” Johnson grumbled, “yuh
don’t have to be told that my cattle
are tallyin’ a heap short. We've
worked this pasture dry, an’ look at
that measly bunch o’ 66s over there.
How many we got, Keno?”

Keno Charley thumbed the leaves

of a tally book, squinted down at a
row of figures and grinned faintly.

“A even three hundred head,
boss,” he gritted. “Which leaves us
two hundred head shy. Looks like
we ain’t through roundin’ up yit.”

Billy almost lost his temper at
that. Round up more of his stock?
If this Johnson hombre wanted his
mangy 66 critters--—- Billy forced
the anger from his brain, trying to
think clearly.

Buck and Joe were galloping to-
ward him, and by their very at-
titudes, he could see they had
guessed what was wrong. Buck and
Joe had only to look at the 66 herd
to see that it did not tally five hun-
dred head. And now---—-- "

“Johnson, while yuh an’ the rest
are goin’ over this main herd once
more, I'm takin’ a little ride back to
Antelope Creek,” Billy said hastily.
“Here comes Buck an’ Joe, so I'll
have 'em go along with me.”

Before Johnson or Keno Charley
could object, Billy whirled his horse
and went galloping toward Buck
and Joe. He merely waved at the
pair, motioning them to follow, and
led on across the prairie until they
were nearing the timber along the
rim of Antelope Creek.

Now Billy drew rein, making sure
that he could not be seen from the
herds on the open ground. Buck
and Joe were eying Billy excitedly,
for the rannicky pair guessed that
their young boss had something up
me slpPVf*

“Buck,” Billy gritted, “yuh’ve
been too danged busy tryin’ to start
a ruckus to ever tell me much about
what happened the first time yuh
run into this outfit. That night at
the ranch, I couldn’t get yuh to talk
sense. But this thing is gettin’
serious. How many head would yuh
say Johnson’s herd tallied that day
yuh had yore run-in with him an’
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his men? He claims he had five
hundred head.”

“He ain’'t nothin’ but a carnsarn
windjammer!” Buck growled, tug-
ging at his drooping mustache.
“Like | toP him right ter his face,
he's acrook. But I'll settle his hash
yit, Billy. Jist wait-—-- "

“Buck!” Billy almost yelled.
“Can’t yuh think o' somethin’ be-
sides crazy threats? | asked yuh
how big Johnson’s herd was the first
time yuh saw it. He-—- "

“Not a danged bit bigger than it
is right now,” Buck answered with
surprising readiness, and proceeded
to tell the exact facts of what had
happened that first day he had met
the 66 outfit. Buck did add a few
fancy touches on how he “whupped
the tar out o’ Poke Johnson,” but
outside of that, he told exactly what
had happened. And by the time the
veteran had finished, both Billy and
Joe were standing in their stirrups,
faces flushed with excitement.

“Yuh hoss-faced ol’ nitwit!” Joe
exploded. “Why in the name o’
knock-kneed gophers didn't yuh

have sense enough to tell Billy all
this before? If we had knowed yuh
didn't fire them shells we found
empty in yore gun, we would

“Close thet hole in yore face,
carrot-top!” Buck roared. “By
heifers, no slick-eared kid kin talk
ter me like thet. I'll knock yuh so

far it'll take--—- "
“Dry up, both o' yuh!” Billy
West snapped angrily. “Buck, what

Joe said is right. If yuh'd told us
about this, five days ago, we could
'a’ taken care o’ Johnson a lot easier
—an’ saved a good many dollars
that we’ve run off o’ Circle J beef.
Now Johnson is goin’ ter demand

Billy broke off, for hoofs were
thudding on the soft ground. A

moment later, Poke Johnson, Keno
Charley, Frosty, and two more of
the 66 men came galloping up, eying
Billy and his two pards narrowly.
Buck and Joe both started glaring
and snarling, but a low, half-whis-
pered word from Billy held them in
check.

“West, I'm exactly two hundred
head short,” Poke Johnson stated
in his flat, emotionless voice.
“Which means that we've got to
round-up for another day or so. |
figure if we swing wider circles, comb
higher into them hills yonder,

“We would wear out men an’
bosses for nothin’,” Billy said
levelly. “But two hundred head is
a heap for a man to lose, so we'll
start ridin’ wider circles. I'll get my
men right now, Johnson, an’ start
'em to work. Come on, Buck, yuh
an’ Joe will ride with me.”

Buck and Joe nearly tumbled
from their saddles in genuine sur-
prise. Here they had figured on see-
ing Billy make a play that they
would be ready to back. But in-
stead, he had given in to Johnson
without a murmur—acted as if he
was actually glad to start rounding
up again. Was Billy scared?

“Come on, yuh knot-heads!”
Billy’s voice snapped out. “Come
awake an’ get a move on. We've got
a heap o’ right pleasant work to do
—things yuh’ll both like.”

Billy grinned a little sourly as he
spoke, hoping the 66 men would
think he was rawhiding his two
weary punchers. But Joe Scott's
face brightened instantly, for he had
caught Billy’s hidden meaning.
Leaning over, Joe whacked Buck’s
horse on the rump, causing it to leap
forward.

“Billy mean we're startin’ in to
round up two-legged skunks, Buck,”
Joe hissed in the veteran’s ear as he
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leaned over, “so fer gosh sakes,
don’t say anything right now. Come
on, an’ we'll settle with these 66
polecats soon as Billy tells us his
plan.”

CHAPTER VI.

w - 1
ride yore spurs!

POKE JOHNSON called his men
together there at the 66 herd,
and glanced sharply about to see
that no Circle J man was close
enough to hear what he was about
to say. Johnson’s face was tense,
and his ugly eyes glittered angrily.
“Listen, men,” he hissed, “things
ain't breakin’ like they should. 1—
I'm afraid we sort o’ misfigured this
West hombre. He ain't half as
dumb as | thought he was. Fact
is, West is beginnin’ to smell a rat
right now. When | mentioned ridin’
wider circles, he grinned real funny
an’ agreed too danged quick. So
here’s what we’ll do to make him
think we're on the level. We'll-—-- "
Poke Johnson spoke swiftly for a
moment longer, then wheeled his
horse, leaving his men with smug
grins on their faces. Billy West had
called all Circle J hands, and was
talking quietly to them. But Billy
broke off as Poke Johnson ap-
proached at a gallop. The Circle J
hands seemed more quiet now, and
there were smiles on their sunburned
faces as Poke Johnson galloped up.
“West,” Johnson called loudly as
his horse skidded to a halt, “this
here business 0’ doin’ more round-up
work shore ain’'t pleasant, an’ | hate
it as bad as yuh do. But me an’ my
men ain't layin’ down on the job
none. Pick men from yore own out-
fit to guard my herd as well as yore
own. Me an’ every one o’ my men
is ridin’ them wide circles, doin’ all
the work we can.”
Billy was taken aback by that
offer, for he had had a hunch that

Poke Johnson and his men would
want to stay behind. But here
Johnson was offering to take his men
and ride long circles, and Billy could
not understand. But the young
boss of Circle J recovered quickly,
and called the names of certain
Circle J men who were to act as
guards over the two herds.

Buck and Joe were plainly
flabbergasted, and Billy got them
aside as quickly as possible. But he
had no chance to speak, for Poke
Johnson was riding toward him once
more, and there was a dark scowl on
the 66 owner’s brow.

He glanced about almost nerv-
ously, running a pointed tongue over
cracked lips. He waited until all the
Circle J hands except Buck and Joe
had ridden away from Billy, then
cleared his throat.

“West,” Johnson grunted, “yuh
an’ me are cattlemen; so it ain't
necessary to do a lot o’ stallin’. Yuh

1

an’ me both know that there's
mighty little chance o’ findin’ any
0’ my 66 steers out beyond this
Antelope Creek basin. So------- "

“So what?” Billy cut in dryly. “A
few minutes ago, yuh was all for
doin’ more round-up work—wanted
us to ride wider circles. Now yuh
back down. Why?”

There was a cold challenge in
Billy’s words, but if Poke Johnson
noticed, he chose to ignore. He
shrugged, glanced about once more,
then fixed his gaze on Billy’'s face.
Buck and Joe crowded in beside
their young boss, watching Johnson
narrowly.

“l ain’'t backin’ down about ridin’
wider circles,” Poke Johnson said
quickly. “Fact is, we better keep
our men out workin’, West. Yuh
see, | know what has happened on
this range, so l've sent to Twin
Rivers for the sheriff. My cattle
was rustled, an’ yuh know it!”
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“Waal, I'll be a horned toad!”
Buck Foster roared heavily. “So
yo're callin’ Circle J a pack o’
rustlers, huh? Why, yuh squinch-

Billy and Joe had their hands full
for a moment. Buck was ranting
and fuming, trying to get at Poke
Johnson. Th# 66 owner sat sneer-
ing, hands resting on gun butts.
Billy shot a sidelong glance at the
hard-faced jasper, then turned his
full attention on Buck. The old
ranny was so hot under the collar, it
took several seconds to cool him
down, and by that time, Poke John-
son had wheeled his horse and rid-
den away. Billy shrugged, and Joe
Scott turned on Buck like a cornered
puma.

“There yuh are!” the redhead
snarled. “Yuh had to go shootin’
off that big mouth o’ yores instead
o’ givin’ Billy a chance to find out
why Poke Johnson sent for Sheriff
Jim Hawks. | wish Billy an’ me
had turned yuh loose. Johnson
would 'a’ knocked yuh flatter than
a flapjack. He licked yuh onct, an’
he could do it again.”

“Am thet so0?” Buck growled.

“By heifers, I'll I'arn yuh better
than to--—- "
“Oh, shut up, yuh two sage

hounds!” Billy West's voice cut in.
“Buck, yuh an’ Joe give me a pain.
Cut out the argyfyin’, can’'t yuh?
It's plain Johnson aims to use
Sheriff Hawks in his schemes some-
how. But | reckon Johnson don’t
know that Jim Hawks is a mighty
good friend of ours. Fact is, I'm
glad Jim is cornin’ out. I've got a
hunch some cowpoke will be needin’
handcuffs afore long—an’ he won't
be a Circle J waddy, either. The
way | figure it-—- "

“Yo're wrong, Billy,” Joe Scott
piped up. “There’'s one Circle J
hand who will be wearin’ handcuffs,

an’ that's Buck. He's a crook, an*
the sheriff knows it.”

“So help me, Hannah!” Buck
squalled, eyes bulging more than
ever. “No mangy, red-headed

sheep-herder kin---—--

But Billy was not staying to hear
his two pards tangle in one of their
heated jawing matches. He spurred
away to where the Circle J cavvy
was held, and was soon switching his
riding gear from the chunky cutting
horse to Danger.

Billy had let the chestnut stallion
rest the day before, figuring that he
might need him for some fast work.
In the back of his head, Billy had
had a hunch all along that Poke
Johnson and his men were up to
something—planning some crooked
scheme that would go hard with
Circle J. Yet Billy could not savvy
the 66 owner’s play yet, and frown-
ing darkly, he saddled and mounted
his pet horse.

“That Johnson hombre is up to
somethin’, Danger hoss,” Billy
grunted, “but | can’t figure him out.
Why drag the sheriff out here? He
practically accused Circle J o’
stealirt’ his mangy steers, but | could
tell he was stallin’.”

Buck and Joe were still wrangling,
both of them vyelling at the top of
their lungs when Billy approached
once more. But the young boss of
Circle J had something to do be-
sides listen to a couple of sage
hounds growl at each other, and
told them so. The rannicky pair
stopped their fussing, but the looks
they gave each other were far from
pleasant.

“1 gave all Circle J hands orders
to ride in pairs an’ not bother cattle
that wear our own brand,” Billy said
when he had quieted his two pards.
“If Johnson an’ his outfit shag
Circle J critters down this way, we’'ll
turn 'em loose without throwin’ 'em
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into that herd out yonder. Johnson
an’ his men have gone to the hills,
like our hands have. So | reckon
we better mosey. I've got a

Billy’s voice trailed off, for from
a near-by range of hills came the
sudden roar of swiftly-fired guns.
There were wild bellows from the
cattle in the two herds, and Billy
saw two 66 and three Circle J steers
crumple almost at the same instant.

“Rush them hills yonder!” Billy
yelled at Buck and Joe. “Somebody
is mowin’ down steers from both
herds. Ride yore spurs, cowpokes,
an’ see that yore guns are ready for
use. Fog it!”

CHAPTER VII.
A STOKM BREAKS.

DILLY and his two pards had no

chance to charge toward the
hills, for the very good reason that
the Circle J herd and the 66 herd
had both been thrown into a panic
by the shooting.

The steers were milling swiftly,
giving the few cowhands left in
charge a hard task in holding them.
Billy, quick to sense the danger of
a double stampede, yelled at Buck
and Joe, then swung toward the
cattle at full speed.

For nearly fifteen minutes, it was
all Billy and his men could do to
prevent those steers from making a
run. Realizing that the cattle could
never be held where the five freshly-
killed steers lay, Billy yelled in-
structions to his punchers, and the
two herds were permitted to move
several hundred yards away.

But that moving was dangerous,
for the steers were panicky, piling
up and jamming into one another
as they tried to break away.
Doubled ropes and darting horses
held them, however, and after nearly

a quarter of an hour, Billy drew
back from the milling mass, for it
had been necessary to throw both
herds together once more.

Now Billy swung his dust-
reddened eyes toward the hills from
which the shots had come, and sent
Danger rocketing over the grassy
earth at top speed. Buck and Joe
followed as fast as their mounts
could run, yelling for their boss to
wait. But if Billy heard, he gave no
heed. Not until he topped the first
ridge did he slow up and wait for
his pards.

Billy’'s eyes raked the long ridge,
probing cedar thickets here and
there, flashing swiftly along the
open glades. From the top of this
very ridge he knew the shots had
been fired at the steers, killing three
for Circle J and two in the 66 herd.

But there was no sign of life along
the ridge now, and Billy rode at a
lope toward the spot from which he
thought the shots had been fired.
That his judgment was good was
proved by sight of several shiny
brass cartridges lying just at the
edge of a clump of small cedars.

Billy dismounted, but he was
careful not to move about much.
Joe Scott was an expert at sign read-
ing, and Billy realized that only the
redhead could help now, for who-
ever had done that shooting had evi-
dently stepped with care.

Billy picked up three or four of
the empty rifle cartridges, saw that
they were .30-30s and tossed them
down again. Every puncher in the
whole country would be packing
that caliber saddle gun, so the
empty shells offered no very helpful
clew.

“Whar am the skunks?” Buck
Foster’s bellow caused Billy to turn
his head quickly. “By heifers, jist
let me git my sights on them cattle-
shootin’ varmints, an’ I''ll I'arn 'em

WW-4A
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a lesson! Which way did they go,
Billy? I'll nag 'em shore!”

“Careful, there!” Billy warned as
Buck lunged his horse forward.
“Keep that hoss back, Buck. Joe,
get over here an’ see what yuh can
find in the way o’ sign. No hoss
tracks showin’. Whoever done that
shootin’ must 'a’ climbed up from
that draw yonder on foot. Us havin’
to help hold the cattle gave the
skunks a good start.”

Joe Scott slid from his mount,
bolstered the gun he had drawn as
he charged up the hill, and began
walking short circles, blue eyes
combing the grassy earth. Whoever
had done that shooting had gone at
it carefully, for to the average eye
there was no sign other than the
empty cartridges.

But to Joe Scott’s keen eyes, such
little things as a few bent blades of
grass and a shallow, almost shape-
less dent where a boot heel had been
gouging the ground meant a lot.

The redhead grunted now and
then, gradually drawing away from
the thicket and heading downhill.
Buck, eyes blazing wrathfully, spent
his time glaring about the rugged
hills and growling insults at Joe.

It burned Buck up to think that
Joe could read such dim sign, and
the veteran vowed loudly that Joe
was simply stalling, trying to pre-
tend that he knew a lot, when as a
matter of fact, he knew less than a
half-witted grasshopper.

But despite Buck’s charges, Joe
led down a steep hill and into a
sandy ravine where even Buck could
see the prints of several horses that
had been left tied to bushes. The
trail that led away up the ravine
was plain enough, and Joe mounted
his horse, which Billy had led down
for him.

“Six in the party,” Joe clipped.
“No distinguishin’ marks in the
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tracks o’ the hosses, but if we hurry,
mebbeso we’ll overtake the coyotes
afore they get back into the Bitter-
roots proper. They likely meant to
stampede both herds, but | shore
don’t see why. Nor | don't savvy
who would do such a trick. |
wonder------ "

“Huh!” Buck Foster growded,
preening his mustache with gnarled
fingers. “I alius said yuh was loco,
Joe Scott. If yuh had a grain o’
sense, yuh’d know it was Poke John-
son an’ his gang done thet shootin’.
Jist wait ontil | ketch the varmints.”
“I've got a hunch it was Johnson
an’ some o' his men who did the
shootin’, all right,” Billy West
gritted. “An’ | think I'm beginnin’
to savvy the coyote’'s game. But
the luck’s still on his side, for look
what's cornin’ over the mountains
yonder!”

Buck and Joe glanced up, then
began muttering uneasily. A huge,
bank of black clouds had shoved
above the Bitterroots, and even now
the distant rumble of thunder could
be heard. The air was hot and
heavy, and not a branch moved on
the trees and bushes along the hill-
sides. But there would soon be
wind aplenty, for those clouds were
swooping down the sky with alarm-
ing speed.

“We may as well head back to the
cattle right now, pards,” Billy West
gritted. “It's going to rain plenty,
which means that the tracks left by
the jaspers who Kkilled those five
steers will be washed out right
pronto.

“An’ besides, that herd is already
spooky. When thunder an’ lightnin’
starts crackin’ over their heads,
they’re going to run. Wish some o’
the other boys would come in, 'cause
I think we’ll be needin’ help.”

There were already ugly red
tongues of lightning licking along
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the face of the black clouds, and
Billy lost no time turning back to-
ward the herd. The rumble of thun-
der was much more distinct now,
and suddenly there were gusts of
wind sucking down the draws.

But coming sharp and clear above
the sounds of wind and thunder was
something that made Billy West
suddenly stiffen, then yell shrilly to
his pards and rake Danger into a
dead run with dull rowels.

“Gunfire—at the herd!” Billy
yelled, and was riding recklessly
over the rocky ground.

Buck and Joe heard the whiplike
cracking of guns now, and flattened
over saddle pommels as they
spurred after Billy. But the storm
was upon them before they had gone
a quarter of a mile—a lashing,
screaming wind at first, then sheets
of icy rain water that bit through
thin clothing to sting quivering flesh.

It was necessary to slow down
now, for the first water hitting the
ground made dangerous footing for
the horses. Buck and Joe over-
hauled Billy, both of them shivering
and hunched over the saddle horns.

But the ridge from which six hom-
bres had shot at the herd not long
ago loomed ahead, and the three
pards rode on up the hillside in
silence, straining their ears to catch
any sounds that might come from
the herd. Lightning was popping
and crackling overhead, and the
heavy roll of thunder seemed to
shake the earth.

Billy, topping the ridge a few
yards ahead of his pards, peered
sharply out through the swirling
sheets of rain—then suddenly raised
his voice in a wild shout.

“The herd’s gone, boys!” he yelled
at his two shivering pards. “That
shootin’ we heard--—---- Look! Yon-
der comes a hoss with an empty
saddle. Trouble has shore popped!”

CHAPTER VIII.
JOHNSON GETS THE DROP.

B ILLY'S hands were stiff and

numb, yet he managed to work
his rope loose and build a loop as
he sent Danger down the steep hill-
side toward the level ground. The
riderless horse Billy had seen was at
the foot of the grade, trying franti-
cally to run despite dragging reins.
Billy eased Danger down the last
steep going, then let the stallion hit
a hard lope on the level ground.

Now Billy’s rope, already be-
ginning to stiffen from the rain,
swung above his head as Danger
closed in on the riderless horse. The
noose shot out, dropping neatly over
the runaway’s head. Danger plowed
his trim hoofs into the slippery
footing, stopping almost on his
haunches.

The riderless horse squealed and
lunged, fighting the rope as if it was
a wild broomtail. That brought a
frown to Billy’s brow, for the saddle
horse had unquestionably been
roped and handled enough to know
better than to fight as it did.

Then the young boss of Circle J
saw an ugly red wound across the
animal’s quivering shoulder, and
realized that the horse was mad-
dened by pain as well as fear.
Buck and Joe closed in now, and
presently the wounded horse stood
quivering and snorting between
them. Joe’s eyes flashed down to
the wound, and a growl passed his
lips.

“Bullet gouged this horse across
the shoulder, Billy,” he called as his
young boss approached quietly. “I
thought at first mebbeso a steer
had gored him. But that's a bullet
wound. An'’ this is the sorrel Curly
Newlin, that new hand yuh hired
last month, was ridin’ at the herd
when we left a while ago.”
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“The sorrel's not hurt bad,” Billy
gritted, examining the long gash in
the quivering flesh, “but 1 reckon
he’'ll not travel much for a while.
Help me strip his gear off, an’ we’ll
tie him to that bush yonder for the
time bein’.”

Buck and Joe slid to the ground
and got busy, and within a few mo-
ments, the sorrel was standing tied
to a stout bush, still snorting and
trembling. But the horse would
soon calm down, and now Billy and
his two pards were in wet saddles
once more, galloping swiftly toward
the place where they had last seen
the herd of 66 and Circle J cattle.

They had barely reached the spot
when Buck Foster let out a whoop
and went galloping off to the left.
There, barricaded behind the bulk
of a freshly-killed steer, lay a big,
husky young cowboy. The puncher
dropped the Colt he had swung to-
ward Buck, and turned a pinched
white face to the veteran. Billy and
Joe were right behind Buck, flinging
from saddles even as the veteran
knelt beside the man on the ground.

“Curly! Billy gasped. “Yuh
hurt bad, fella? Where-—-- "
“Curly” Newlin's white face

spread in a game grin, and his big
right hand tapped his left shoulder
very gently. Curly’s dark eyes were
pain-dulled, and there was mud in
his curly hair that meant he had
had a fall from his horse. But the
big puncher was game to the core,
and when he spoke, his voice was
thick with anger.

“Six ornery coyotes jumped the
herd jist as that thunder, wind, an’
lightnin’ cut loose, boss,” he told
Billy. “Me an’ the other three boys
didn't see 'em cornin’, for we was
busy with the cattle. First thing
we knowed, guns was crackin’ an’
steers was droppin’—which shore
spooked the hull herd in a jiffy. A

bullet nicked this shoulder o’ mine
some, but I managed to git me a
shot or two at them raiders.

“l was overtakin’ one o' the
skunks when a bullet slapped that
sorrel |1 was ridin’ somewhere on the
neck or shoulder, an’ I got throwed
higher than them Bitterroot Moun-
tains over yonder. | got behind this
steer that'd been dropped an’ done
what | could in the way o’ slingin’
lead. But | was dizzy, an’ didn't hit
nothin’ but the wind.”

“Did yuh get a look at the gents
who done the raidin’?” Billy asked,
as he examined a deep flesh wound
in Curly’s muscular shoulder.

“They had on slickers an’ masks
—sort o’ funny-lookin’ hood things
that come down over their heads an’
faces,” Curly growled. “I didn’t
have sense enough to look close at
their hosses. But the other three
boys was pointin’ that stampede
over toward them big coulees east
o’ here last | seen of 'em, so mebbe
if yuh men hurry yuh kin give 'em
a lift. Don’t worry about me. I'll
make out, boss.”

Billy finished a hasty job of bind-
ing the wound, then turned to
mount Danger. Buck and Joe were
already scurrying away, eyes trying
to piece the swirling storm ahead.
Billy hated to leave the wounded
Curly, yet he realized that the big
cowboy could easily enough hoof it
to where Sing Lo had kept the chuck
wagon in a patch of timber over-
looking Antelope Creek since the
round-up had started.

“Git goin’, boss!” Curly shouted,
seeing that Billy was hesitating.
“No use in wastin’ time on me. Il
amble down to the wagon an’ have
the chink fix me up, now that yuh've
stopped the wound flowin’ an’ made
me this sling. Git after them
raiders an’ give the ornery jaspers
my compliments—with a bullet.”
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Billy nodded, whirled Danger and
went thundering away, eyes strain-
ing to catch brief glimpses of Buck
and Joe. The young boss of
Circle J pulled his big Stetson low,
protecting his face from the lash-
ing rain as best he could. In his
gray eyes were angry lights, and his
right hand dropped to the butt of
his big Colt.

“Those six wallopers must 'a’ cir-
cled around Buck, Joe, an’ me while
we were trailin’ 'em back there in
the hills,” Billy gritted, “an’ headed
right back to the herd. They had
likely seen that storm brewin’ up in
the peaks, an’ figured on it helpin’
‘'em stampede that herd. But may-
be the three Circle J waddies who
were leadin’ that stampede will get
the cattle into a-—-- "

Billy’s voice broke off sharply, for
from somewhere ahead, he had
heard a loud shout. Now he made
out dim shapes shuttling back and
forth through the downpour, and
lifted his Colt from the holster, lips
jerking into a grim, hard line. But
a moment later, Billy was reining
Danger down, shoving his gun back
into wet leather.

Up there ahead, he could see that
those dim shapes were Buck and
Joe, riding up and down the bank
of a deep draw that twisted back
into the hills. And presently Billy
understood what was wrong, for
that draw was running almost brim-
ful of foam-flecked, muddy water.
Buck and Joe seemed to be
struggling, and Billy rushed forward
just in time to see the redhead grab
Buck’s mount by the bit ring and
yank back stiffly.

“Hey!” Billy vyelled, reining in
beside the pair. “What--——-- "

“This ol’ coot is tryin’ to commit
suicide, Billy,” Joe Scott growled.
“There’s been a cloud-burst jist
above here, an’ that gully thar

would shore be the end o’ a man
an’ a hoss if they got into it. But
this ol’ nitwit tried to jump right
into it.”

“Joe’s right, Buck,” Billy called
sharply. “Yuh ought to know bet-
ter than to try swimmin’ that thing.
I don’'t care how good a water hoss
a man forked, that current in there
would shore drown him. But | see
that the herd went down this bank
here.”

“1t did.” Joe Scott nodded, after
seeing that Buck had quieted down.
“1 figured the herd got to this gully
a few minutes ahead o’ this water,
‘cause yuh Kkin see over yonder
where they went up that other bank.
But I'll bet we have to ride four-
five miles either up or down this
thing afore we get acrost. Which
means them raiders will have plenty
time to get away with the cattle,
an'—an’ mebbe plug our three
friends. Of all the carnsarn luck I
ever heard tell of, this is-------

“Plug me friends an’ steal Circle J
beefs, will they?” Buck Foster
howled. “Waal, not while yores
truly am on the job. I'm goin’--—- "

“Yuh're goin’ yonderly on a hot-
lead ticket onless yuh lift them
paws! That means all yuh thievin’
Circle J skunks. Lift 'em, or us
boys’ll cut loose!”

The voice had come from a little
knoll directly behind the three
Circle J pards. They whirled in-
stantly—and froze as they found
themselves staring into yawning
muzzles of six leveled six-guns.
Crouching a-top the knoll were Poke
Johnson and five of his crew, faces
savage as they squinted down wet
gun barrels.

A single unwise move on the part
of Billy, Buck, or Joe, and those
leveled six-guns would spit a deadly
hail of lead that could not miss at
such short range.
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CHAPTER IX.

“hyab comes the sheriff!”

glLLY WEST felt as if he was

sitting on a keg of powder to
which some jasper had fastened a
one-inch fuse. Buck Foster’s bulg-
ing eyes were gleaming balefully,
and his leathery face was slowly
purpling with anger.

Billy knew what that meant, for
he had seen the veteran in action
enough to know that he had no
caution whatsoever. Buck was
about to explode—and the moment
he did, those men there on the knoll
would jerk triggers. Billy leaned
over slightly, lifted his hands and
spoke in a low, tense tone.

“Buck!” he hissed. “For the love
o’ Pete, use yore head, feller. Keep
cool, an’ help me capture these jas-
pers. Make a fool play now, an’
they’ll get away from us. Yuh may
have to do most o’ the fightin’ when
the time comes, so keep cool an’
watch sharp.”

Billy was trying the only thing
that even remotely promised to
work—playing up to Buck’s vanity.
The veteran eyed him, snarled some-
thing, then seemed to see the point.
He nodded a little, lifting both
gnarled hands.

“Shore, Billy, thet's jist what I
was thinkin’,” Buck whispered back.
“1 was jist thinkin’ thet them ornery
crooks would likely git away if |
started slingin’ lead now. [I'll keep
me eyes peeled, pard, an’ yuh kin
give me the sign when I'm to start
mowin’ the critters down.”

A whistling breath escaped Joe
Scott’'s lips, for the redhead, too,
had sensed the danger of Buck’s ex-
plosive temper. Joe Scott liked a
scrap just as thoroughly as Buck
did, but Joe could use his head as
well as guns and fists.

“All right, Frosty, slide down

there an’ collect their cutters,” Poke
Johnson called suddenly. “An’ re-
member, West, us boys’ll shore mow
yuh an’ yore two hands down if yuh
even bat an eye. Git goin’, Frosty,
an’ watch yore step. West's tricky.”

“I'll watch, all right—an’ hope
every minute that that red-headed
skunk makes a play,” Frosty
snarled. “l1'd shore enjoy thumbin’
a slug into his yaller hide.”

Joe Scott's rain-wet face reddened,
and his raised hands clenched. But
the redhead held his tongue, and
within a very few seconds, Frosty
had collected the Circle J guns. He
stepped back, grinning evilly, still
watching Joe Scott narrowly.

Frosty was evidently remember-
ing that punch Joe had given him,
and hoping for a chance to get even.
But outside of glaring hotly, Joe
showed no signs of going proddy.

“Now, Johnson,” Billy West's
voice crackled as he spoke, “suppose
yuh tell me why yo're pullin’ a stunt

like this. An’ how come yuh callin’
me an’ my men thieves? That,
feller, is somethin’ yuh’ll swaller,

feathers an’ all, if yuh ain't right
careful.”

“1 was back in the hills an’ heard
shootin’,” Poke Johnson said
thickly. “I1 figured the shootin’ was
mighty close to the two herds, an’
started roundin’ up my men fast as
I could. But the storm struck us
afore we got back to the level
ground, an’ we heard more shootin’.
We found a crippled sorrel hoss o’
yores tied to a bush, a bunch o’ dead
steers, an’ a plain trail leadin’ this
way.

“With two hundred head o’ my
stuff vanishin’ so mysterious offn
yore range, West, it looks to me like
yo're tryin’ to run a sandy on me.
How come yuh three wasn't out in
the hills huntin’ stock?”

Billy explained briefly about the
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first shooting, and told Johnson how
the storm had turned Buck, Joe, and
himself back as they were trailing
the six men. But Johnson only
sneered, turned his back on Billy,
and grinned at Keno Charley.

“Cut out acrost the range an’ see
if yuh can head that sheriff off afore
he gets to the Circle J chuck wagon,
Keno,” Johnson instructed. “I told
Pug to fetch the tin-star a-foggin’,
an’ they ought to be along in a
couple hours.”

Buck Foster started growling and
fuming now, for it had dawned on
the salty old fellow that he was not
in a position to do much shooting
in case Billy gave the signal. In
fact, Buck bent a rather accusing
gaze on his young boss. But before
he could decide just what to say,
Poke Johnson motioned with the
barrel of a gun.

“Pile down, an’ sit in the mud,
yuh three,” he snapped. “This rain
is shore freezin’ me stiff, but | reckon
I can yank this trigger in case yuh
fellers get funny notions. Hurry up,
an’ get on the ground. Frosty, keep
a eye on 'em while us boys get down
there.”

Buck and Joe both showed signs
of revolt now, but a whispered warn-
ing from Billy held them in check.
Stiff from the cold, shivering, mut-
tering, the three Circle J rannies
dismounted, trailed bridle reins and
slogged over to where cold, wet
rocks poked above the grass tops.

Poke Johnson and his men came
down the little hillside, squatting on
their heels less than six paces from
Billy, Buck, and Joe. Frosty cir-
cled warily past Joe Scott, spat an
oath at the redhead, then joined the
other 66 men.

Billy eyed them narrowly from
beneath the brim of his dripping
hat, trying desperately to make up
his mind about several things. Billy

suspected Poke Johnson of having
had a hand in that stampede. Yet
Johnson’s story sounded straight in
every detail. And these men cer-
tainly wore no slickers, for their
clothing clung to their wet bodies in
sodden lumps.

But if Johnson and his men
hadn't stampeded the herd and
almost killed Curly Newlin, who
had? Did Poke Johnson have other
men skulking about the hills? Billy
toyed with that idea a while, then
discarded it. But he couldn’'t quite
discard the notion that Poke John-
son was behind what had happened.

“So yuh think I'm a rustler, eh?”
Billy growled, eyes blazing as they
bored the 66 owner’s. “But did yuh
stop to think that | had between
four an’ five hundred head in that

herd? Fifty or sixty head o' my
stuff was cows an’ calves, which
would leave about four hundred

head o' A-lI prime beef steers that
I've lost in case the six jaspers who
raided the herd get away.”

“Yeah, I thought o’ that.” Poke
Johnson nodded. “But that could
be a blind, West. In case yuh've
rustled my stock like | figured yuh
have, runnin’ off yore own stuff
would just be a blind.”

“Shore,” Billy came back, “I'd
likely do that if I was rustlin’ yore
stuff. At the same time, fella, yuh'd
run off both herds if yuh aimed to
rustle my steers.”

“0O’ course | would,” Johnson an-
swered promptly. “The thing works
both ways around, an’ yuh've got a
right to suspect me if yuh want to.
When that gully runs down so’s
hosses can cross, I'm sendin’ some o’
my boys to scout them hills off yon-
der. If they find the herd in the
hands o’ strangers, West, I'll shore
apologize for what I'm doin’. But
right now | think yo're a crook, an’
yuh'll stay put ontil the sheriff
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comes, or | see proof o' yore in-
nocence.”

That semed fair enough, after all,
and Billy had no argument to offer.
But through the next hour and a
half, he cudgeled his brain for an
explanation. Try as he might, he
could not give up the notion that
Poke Johnson was responsible for
the stampede.

Billy kept thinking of the' three
Circle J punchers who had ridden
away at the head of the running
cattle—risking their lives at every
jump of their mounts as they tried
to mill the cattle or lead them into
some blind draw where they would
be forced to stop.

What had happened to those
three punchers? Had they been
shot from their saddles by the
raiders and left in the path of the
stampede? Had they managed to
escapef Would they recognize any
of the raiders?

Billy’s brain fairly whirled, and
his temples pounded wildly. He
wanted to be up on Danger and
combing the hills off yonder, look-
ing for his three punchers and the
missing cattle.

But with a bunch of hard-eyed
hombres watching him narrowly, he
had to sit there in the rain, watch-
ing the roaring water in the ravine
gradually lower until if could be
forded. Now Poke  Johnson
stretched, swore at kinked muscles,
and peered through the rain toward
the gray hills beyond the ravine.

“Frosty, take two o’ the boys an’
amble over yonderly for a look-see,”
he growled. “Go easy, ’'cause if
them cattle have been stopped,
there’ll be guards out.”

Frosty chose two hard-eyed
punchers, climbed the hill with
them, and presently the trio rode
into view, fighting snorting horses
down to the stream.

Billy watched them glumly as
they crossed, climbed the opposite
bank and rode away, leaning from
saddles to follow the dim prints the
rain had left of the missing steers.
A little hope rose in Billy’s heart
now, for there were only three of the
66 men left.

But they were armed, while
Buck, Joe, and Billy had nothing
but their fists. Still, if a chance

No chance came, and at the end
of another hour, Billy West was
angry and found himself on the
point of jumping those 66 men re-
gardless of their guns. But sud-
denly there was a yell from across
the ravine, and now Frosty and his
two companions came into view.

Behind them, bound to their
saddles, were the three Circle J
waddies who had ridden with the
stampede. And behind the three
punchers were six horses that Billy
recognized as Circle J stock, being
led in single file.

“Hyar we are, boss,” Frosty
leered as he drew rein. “We found
the cattle, all right, with these three
coyotes guardin’ 'em. Them six
Circle J hosses back there was all
hobbled out, an’ yuh kin see they’'ve
been rode hard. |-

“That cinches it, West!” Poke
Johnson snarled. “But don't get
funny, or I'll drill yuh. Yonder

comes Pug an’ Keno with the sheriff.
Reckon yuh Circle J crooks will
have a hot time explainin’ to that
Johnny Law.”

CHAPTER X.
JOHNSON VANISHES.

'THE fact that Sheriff Jim Hawks

was arriving on the scene prob-
ably kept Billy West from losing his
head completely. Buck and Joe
were on their feet, snarling like cor-.
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nered lobos, ready to tear into the
whole 66 outfit with bare fists.

But once more, Billy held them in
check with low-voiced commands,
then turned to the three scowling,
half-frozen Circle J rannies who had
been brought in roped to their
s 3.clcligs

“What happened, Shorty?” Billy
asked a sawed-off, grizzled little
puncher who had worked for him
for years.

“Happened?” young “Shorty”
Blane exploded. “Why, boss, me an’
Bud an’ Newt, hyar, rode out that
cuss-taken stampede, an’ six son’s o’
coyotes tried to cut us down. But
after we got over into them hills
yonder an’ got the cattle slowin’ up,
them six took out—jist naturally
high-tailed it.

“Us three has been over thar ever
since, figuring that yuh an’ some o’
the other boys would show up
directly. But a while ago, these
three buzzards rode up, tellin’ us
how the draws was full o’ water an’
they'd been held up. An’ afore us
boys knowed what was happenin’,
these three had throwed down on
us. They took our guns, called us
ornery rustlers, an'—an’ tied us onto
these hosses. That Frosty lizard,
thar, went off into the hills a while,
an’ when he got back, he was leadin’
them six Circle J hosses. If | git a
gun, I'll-——-- "

“Listen ter that, will yuh?” the
lanky Frosty snarled, as he slid to
the ground and went striding toward
Shorty Blane’'s mount, fists doubled.
“Boss, this little hunk o’ cussedness
is tryin’ ter make it look like-—-- ”

“Six 0’ yuh sheep-brained crooks
swiped mounts out o' Circle J's
cavvy, rode 'em while yuh pulled
that raid, then left 'em out in the
hills, aimin’ to try makin’ it look like
Circle J had done that raidin',”
Shorty Blane yelled. “But-—-- "

“Why, yuh dang hammered-down
shorthorn!” Frosty snarled thickly,
“I'll learn yuh better than ter say
sech as that. Yo're nothin’ but a
danged liar, an’ I'll---—-- "

Cra-aa-ck! In his rush to punch
a helplessly-bound man, Frosty
lunged forward.

But he did not reach Shorty’s side,
for suddenly a freckled fist came out
of the rain to pop solidly against his
jaw. In fact, that freckled fist
landed on Frosty’s already sore jaw
—and it was the same fist that had
floored him in the Circle J bunk
house, five days before.

The lanky 66 puncher groaned
miserably, buckled at the knees and
measured his length on the wet
grass. His eyes were glazed and
hollow-looking, but he managed to
focus them on Joe Scott's grinning
face.

“Jist as soon—as we git them—
cattle away safe,” Frosty muttered
drowsily. “lI—I1'm gunnin’ yuh—
red feller. That's the second time
yuh—yuh've walloped me. If the
sheriff wa'n't cornin’, |'d—settle
yore hash right now. But | Kin
wait!”

“By heifers, Joe Scott, yuh may
amount ter somethin’ yit!” Buck
Foster almost whooped. “Man,
thet shore was a Lulu yuh handed
thet skunk! 1 wish one would------ "

“Senor Frosty made a little slip o’
the tongue, didn't he, Johnson?”
Billy West's voice sounded cold and

cutting. “Funny, now, why he'd
mention somethin’ about gettin’
cattle safe. An’ it was you who sent

for the sheriff. | wonder---—-

Billy’s voice trailed off, for Sheriff
Jim Hawks came galloping up, clad
from chin to boot tops in a flapping
yellow slicker. The sheriff was a
big, grizzled man, with a pair of
keen eyes that looked levelly from
beneath graying brows. He drew
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his horse to a sudden stop, eyes
darting glances about as he un-
snapped the front of his slicker.

“Howdy, Billy,” the sheriff rum-
bled. “What's goin’ on, huh?
What's Shorty, Bud, an’ Newt hawg
tied for? Why'd Joe jist knock that
long feller down?”

“We've turned rustlers, Jim.”
Billy West grinned faintly. “Or, at
least, that's what Johnson, there,
claims.”

In short, clipped phrases, Billy

told swiftly what had happened,
starting with Poke Johnson’s show-
ing up at Circle J, five days before,
with Buck Foster tied and wounded.

“So yuh see, Jim,” he finished,
“we're a pack o’ mangy rustlers, an’
Poke Johnson sent for yuh so’s we'd
be lodged in jail.

“1 reckon yuh better get ousy in-
stead o’ sittin’ there listenin’ to him
gab, Johnny Law,” Poke Johnson
snarled. “He was fool enough to
give yuh the facts o’ the case; so |
reckon yore duty is plain. If yuh
ain't got handcuffs, there's plenty
rope on our saddles.”

“Jist a minute, feller,” Sheriff
Hawks snapped. “I reckon | don’t
have to be told by you how I'm to
act. An’ git this through that head
0’ yores right now. Any time Billy
West an’ his outfit turn rustler, I'll
git me some bullhidc shoes an’ start
herdin’ sheep. Where yuh from?
How long yuh been in this State?
An’ 1'd like to see papers which’ll
prove yuh own the 06 brand.
Also--—--- "

“1 reckon sendin’ for you was my
mistake, sheriff,” Poke Johnson said

thinly. “I1 see now that yo’re all for
West; so I'm out o luck. May-
be------ "

“Buck, yuh an’ Joe saw Shorty,
Newt, an’ Bud outn them ropes,”
Sheriff Hawks snapped. “An’ keep
yore shirt on, Johnson. I'm playin’

no favorites, man. Billy an* his
whole crew will answer to me ontil
this mess is cleared up. Fork
leather, everybody, an’ head for
wherever the Circle J chuck wagon
is. Mebbe after all yuh hombres
have had some o’ Sing Lo’s hot grub
an’ coffee, an’ found some dry duds,
yuh'd feel more like talkin’ sense.”

“The sheriff's right, men,” Billy
West said quietly. “The herd will
be all right where it is for a while.
An’ we all need dry clothes an’ some
hot grub. Besides, its rainin’
harder right now. Buck, Joe, an’
me will take our guns now, John-
son.”

The thunder and lightning had
stopped, but from a leaden sky came
gray sheets of water that chilled the
men to the very bone. Poke John-
son and his crew glanced at one an-
other uneasily, and Frosty made it a
point to avoid his boss's eyes.
Without appearing to do so, Billy
West watched the 66 crew closely
as they galloped away.

A faint smile tugged at Billy’'s
cold lips and, once or twice, he
chuckled a little. Frosty’s slip had
been almost a confession that Poke
Johnson was the hombre who had
started that stampede.

On that one slim bit of evidence
alone, the 66 owner could not be
held, however, and Billy knew it.
But he meant to play with Johnson,
tantalize him with veiled remarks,
until the cold-eyed jasper lost his
nerve and make a play that would
give him away completely. Billy
saw that Johnson was watching sus-
piciously, and it pleased the Circle J
boss a lot to know that he already
had Johnson nervous.

But Billy said nothing as they
galloped through the rain and to the
chuck wagon, where Sing Lo had a
roaring fire and huge, steaming pots
that gave off the pleasant aroma of
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good food. From blanket rolls that
had been protected by the canvas
top of the wagon, the wet, shivering
men fished dry clothing, clumped
away to sheltered spots along a
ragged cliff to change after each man
had gulped a big cup of hot coffee.

Other Circle J men were arriving
from the hills now, and as news of
the stampede reached them, they
yelped for particulars. Billy tried
several times to get the sheriff alone
and have a serious talk with the
officer. But after half an hour of
watching for a chance, he decided to

wait until the camp had settled
down.
“All right, men,” Billy finally

called. “Sing Lo says grub is ready,
so come an’ git it. We’'ve got to get
back to that herd afore dark. We

can't move ’'em until mornin’,
but---—- Say, where's Johnson an’
his men?”

For a long moment, tense silence

held the camp. Then punchers
were yelping excitedly as they
dashed about through the rain,

slickers flapping and popping noisily.
Within a minute’s time, it was
learned that not only Poke Johnson
and his men were gone, but that
they had managed to take along
their horses and bed rolls as well.

“Skinned out while we chattered
like a bunch o’ geese!” Billy West
growled. “But they can’t be far.
Fork leather, yuh hombres, an’ don't
forget extra ammunition! In a rain
like this, Johnson an’ his gang will
get clean away with that herd if
they get much start!”

CHAPTER XI.
BILLY PLAYS A HUNCH.

DILLY WEST led the way at a

fast clip to the knoll where John-
son and his men had got the drop
earlier, looking anxiously into the

deep ravine. He saw that the water
was rising swiftly, but that it could
still be safely forded.

“After we're acrost this one, the
ground gets hillier, and there are
fewer deep draws,” Billy told the
sheriff. “Now | figured we’'d better
spread out. |-—-- "

“I'll take most o' the boys an’
angle off toward them tall ridges up
yonder,” the sheriff interrupted.
“Yuh take the rest an’ work up from
the bottoms. Johnson an’ his out-
fit ain’t had time to make much dis-
tance yet. We'll bottle 'em up in
one o' them canyons, Billy. Now
pick yore men, an’ give me ten min-
utes’ start.”

“Buck an’ Joe are the ones to go
with me,” Billy said quickly. “Rest
0’ yuh boys go with Jim, an’ do what
he tells yuh. An’ move fast, boys,
‘cause we've got mighty little time.”

There were angry growls from the
punchers, but not because they had
been detailed to go with the sheriff.
Those waddies had spent a bad
afternoon, most of them having been
caught out in the storm without
their slickers. And now they were
riding again, slicker-clad this time
to be sure, but sore-headed and
proddy because a pack of rustlers
had kept them from the hot supper
they so sorely needed.

It would go hard with Poke John-
son and his 66 gang if those grumpy
cowpokes caught them trying to run
off Circle J beef.

“Waal, what are we settin’ hyar
fer, anyway?” Buck Foster asked
through a dripping mustache. “I'm
goin’ right smack after them danged
rustlers.  We'll surprise ’'em by
sneakin’ up quietlike.”

“Huh!” Joe Scott snorted. “Yuh
couldn’'t sneak up on a granite
boulder without scarin’ the thing
into a run. Besides, who's boss
here, nitwit? Billy ought to fire yuh
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Yuh

)

for gittin’ us into this mess.
started the hull thing by jumpin
Poke Johnson an’ gittin’ yore ears
whupped down.”

“Am thet so?” Buck came back.
“Ef yuh don’'t shet up, I'll knock
some o' them spots offn yore ugly
mug. It was yuh held my hoss when
I wanted ter swim thet crick an’ go

nab them rustlin’ varmints. Ef
yuh'd keep yore snoot out o
things------ "

“Oh, pipe down!” Billy growled.
“Yuh two sage hounds make fuss
enough to warn a deaf man that
we're cornin" his way. Besides, I'm
tryin’ to think.”

Buck and Joe stopped wrangling,
but they sat glaring at each other
through the rain. Billy knew that
the pair were snarly because they
could not go on, but he held them
the full ten minutes the sheriff had
asked for, then rode on across -the
hills.

Billy had a general idea of where
the herd had been held by Shorty,
Newt, and “Bud” that afternoon,
but no more. Yet it couldn’t be far,
he reasoned. But now Billy was
wishing that he had brought Shorty
along. It would have saved time—
and time was mighty valuable just
now. Still, sending most of the men
scooting up the long slopes would
head the rustlers oil, and perhaps
they would.

Billy stopped so suddenly that
Buck and Joe almost rammed into
him. The Circle J boss sat for fully
a minute, gazing blankly out into
the swirling rainstorm.

“Say,” he cried excitedly, “we've
pulled a boner, boys! Poke Johnson
an’ his gang will never take the

cattle into the Bitterroots. They'll
head straight-—-- "
“Huh?” Joe Scott grunted.

“What yuh talkin’ 'bout, Billy? O’
course Johnson will head that herd

for the Bitterroots. Where else
could he hope to hide 'em?”

“That's just it!” Billy cried.
“Johnson will depend on us thinkin’
that very thing. He’'ll bank on us
doin’ just what we have—rushin’ our
men into the mountains to watch
for him.

“But stop an’ think a minute.
With this rain, every canyon will be
plumb full o’ water—too flooded to
drive through. An’ no rustler would
drive a herd out on the ridges, that's
certain. So Poke Johnson an’ his
gang will swing that herd south an’
east, right acrost flat country that'll
finally take 'em to the brakes an’
river bottoms.”

Ordinarily, Buck and Joe did not
guestion Billy’s reasoning. But
they did now and made no bones
about letting ham know it. Billy
merely grinned at the pair, however,
and hurried on into the hills, watch-
ing what few barren patches of
ground he could see.

He came at last to a sort of
shallow bowl, where hillsides lifted
sharply on three sides. He could see
that the ground was deeply marked
by hoofs, although the prints were
overflowing with water. This, no
doubt, was the spot where Shorty,
Newt and Bud had milled the herd,
stopping the stampede.

Joe Scott started to dismount, in-
tending to tackle the job of finding
out what way the herd had gone.
But Billy called to the redhead, mo-
tioning him back into the saddle.

“No use wastin’ time, Joe,” Billy
said crisply. “That herd moved
south an’ east—straight for open
ground. Come on, yuh two rannies,
if yuh aim to help snag the rustlers!”

But for once, Buck and Joe
hesitated to follow Billy. They sat
their horses, gazing off toward the
place they knew the Bitterroots
would be, though they could not see
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the mountains through the rain.
Billy rode a few yards, then glanced
b ck

“All right,” he called. “If yuh
two want to hit for the higher slopes,
have at it. Me, I'm goin’ huntin’
for two-legged skunks.”

Buck and Joe were in a cold sweat.
They muttered and groaned, glaring
at each other as if they meant to
tangle. But when Billy rode out of
sight, they spurred after him, yelp-
ing in alarm. The young boss of
Circle J grinned faintly as his two
pards came alongside.

“Billy, I—er—1 think yo’re mis-
took,” Joe began.

Billy spurred up, and for over an
hour, he led at a rapid pace through
the shallow water that covered the
level ground. Buck and Joe fol-
lowed, but they were slumped and
silent. Billy halted at last, and his
two pals came up beside him, both
scowling and muttering.

“l1—1 reckon yuh see now, Billy,
that yuh was wrong, eh?” Joe said
uneasily. “But mebbe if we hurry,
we kin get back in time to help the
sheriff round up------- "

“Mebbe | was wrong,” Billy said
quietly, “when | took this way. |
figured what 1'd do if | was in John-
son’s boots. But from what | see
cornin’ yonder, my hunch wasn’t so
bad.”

Buck and Joe fairly jumped,
straining their eyes to follow Billy’s
pointing finger. And suddenly they
were gasping in genuine surprise, for
coming toward them at a heavy trot
was a big red cow.

“An oP mammy cow that had to
leave her calf behind when Johnson
an’ his outfit started the herd,”
Billy chuckled grimly. “But she
broke away an’ is headin’ back to
her young un. Which means-—-- "

“Waal, I'll be a homed toad!”
Buck Foster cried. “Billy, I knowed

all along them skunks had come this
way.

There was no holding Buck and
Joe. The pair were off full tilt,
swerving past the weary cow at top
speed. Billy yelled at them, and
was about to overhaul the pair when
they stopped suddenly, flung from
their saddles and dropped to a
crouch.

In one brief glance, Billy saw the
brink of a deep cut coulee ahead,
and then his eyes focused on the
dark blot of a big herd of cattle
strung along beneath the rim.

“Wait, yuh two!” Billy snapped,
lighting beside his pards. “Hold
it— "

Billy was too late. With a roar-
ing bellow, Buck Foster leaped over
the rim of the coulee, rolled heels
over head down a grassy bank, and
came up with a gun spitting in his
horny right hand.

Billy snarled angrily, leaped one
jump ahead of Joe Scott, and
brought up ten feet from Buck.
The whole sink was roaring now,
and pale tongues of blazing powder
split the wet gloom.

Poke Johnson and his men had
been taken by surprise, for they
were crouched under an overhang
where they had taken shelter. But
now Johnson bellowed an order, and
the slit-eyed crew came boiling out,
yelling oaths as they thumbed gun
hammers. Frosty and another
puncher spied Joe Scott, and
Frosty’s whoop of murderous delight
lifted shrilly.

The cattle, already weary from
two hard runs that day, milled and
bawled, but refused to do more than
trot heavily away. Billy saw that
much, then turned his attention to
the fore—just in time to feel some-
thing nip his left thigh.

He spun, fell to his knees, and
saw Keno Charley mincing forward
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like a dancer, twin guns running red.
Billy set his teeth, thumbed the
hammer of his gun. But just as he
did so, another slug seared his neck

and he winced—not much, but
enough to miss.
Wham! Billy slammed out an-

other slug—and didn’t miss.

Keno Charley jijmped. A dazed
expression leaped into his evil eyes.
The gun dropped from his nerveless
fingers. He stumbled, reeled, and
then fell limply to the ground, his
face plowing into the mud.

Br-rang! A gun roared behind
Billy, and the young rancher’s big
Stetson tugged upward on his head.

Whirling, Billy saw Poke Johnson
coming for him. The big rustler
was grinning like a fiend, and mov-
ing in great leaps. He had a gun in
each hand and even as Billy looked,
he cracked down with them.

Billy’s gun snapped into line. He
thumbed the hammer just as two
livid streaks of fire lanced from
Johnson’s Colts. Something hot
seared Billy’'s temple, and he felt
himself topple sidewise.

Dimly, through a red haze, he saw
Poke Johnson still standing there,
saw Johnson’s thin lips writhe in
soundless oaths. Rage and dis-
appointment flooded through Billy
West. Johnson, he thought, had
beaten him to the shot. He did not
mind dying, but he hated to let--—----

Then suddenly he saw something
else. There was a blue hole between
Poke Johnson’s glazing eyes. And
while Billy strove mightily to regain
his reeling senses, he saw the rustler
go down like a chopped-through
pine tree. Poke Johnson had rustled
his last steer. Billy had not missed.

With a great effort, Billy pulled
himself to his feet. He saw Joe
Scott, gun flaming in his freckled
hand, go slithering along toward an-
other rain-dimmed figure— Frosty.

But the cold-eyed gunman was
screaming oaths, fanning his six-gun
hammer with the heel of his left
hand. Joe’s weapon roared and spat
flame. Frosty went over backward.

Wiere was Buck? Billy looked
wildly around him and saw a
sodden mass of arms and legs
thrashing around on the ground.
Two of Johnson’s men had jumped
the veteran, had him down, and
were trying to hammer his head with
their gun barrels.

Billy leaped forward to go to
Buck’s aid. But he was too late.
Already Joe Scott had reached the
struggling veteran’s side. Billy saw
the redhead’s six-gun rise and fall.
Then Buck was battling only one
enemy. Joe stepped back. Billy
saw that the redhead was grinning.

“Joe!” Billy West panted, as he
reached the waddy’s side and saw
that Joe was holding his side and
that there was crimson staining the
fingers of his hand. “Yuh hurt
pard?”

“Naw!” chuckled the redhead, and
then his eyes became serious. “But
yuh are, Billy. Yore head---—--- "

“Nothin’ but a scratch, 1 reckon,”
said Billy West. “Nicked in the leg,
too, but it don't amount ter nothin’.
W 3 got the steers an’ shore put an’
end ter one rustler's career. This
shore has been------ "

There was a loud snort of triumph
from Buck Foster. His horny fist,
rock-hard, and backed by all the
tough wiriness of a lifetime on the
range, popped dully against his foe’s
jaw. The fellow stopped struggling
suddenly, and Buck stood up.

He preened his drooping mustache
and his eyes blazed proudly as he
spotted his pards. He was battered,
muddy, and crimson-stained, but he
was victorious.

“Thar, by heifers!” he exclaimed.
“l said 1'd mop up thet bunch of
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ornery sidewinders, an’ | done it.
Where in blazes has yuh two jaspers
been? Help me, Hannah! Circle J'd
be plumb ruined if it wa'n't fer yores
truly, Buck Foster!”

Good ol’ Buck! He’s one hombre thet
yuh kin alius depend on—yuh kin bet

LAUREL

thet when a fight's over he'll be crowin’
about how he done it all. Howsomever,
he ain’t no slouch in a fight, an’ thet's a
fact. An’ he'll have plenty more chances
ter tangle with bad hombres in the next

thrillin® story about Circle J—which
same will be in Street & Smith's Wild
West Weekly right pronto. Don’t
miss it!

LEAF

WASHINGTON ON THE BRAZOS

The old town of Washington on
the Brazos had been destined for
great things, but owing to the stub-
born qualities of its citizens, that
greatness was torn from its grasp.

When the Republic of Texas was
born, Washington was the capital of
the provisional government. In the
'40s and ’'50s, its commercial activi-
ties were at their height, the water
facilities making it a distributing
point for all middle Texas.

The old town was prospering and
was building on safe and sure lines,
with a wonderful future awaiting it.
But in 1858, the citizens made the
fatal error of refusing to give a bonus
of eleven thousand dollars to the
Houston & Texas Central Railroad.

Only two or three of the whole
population favored the coming of
the railroad, the others claiming that
it would interfere with their river
traffic and would ruin them all.

There was one man who had wis-
dom and foresight beyond his fellow
townsmen, and he made frantic ef-
forts to persuade them to raise the
bonus. He walked the streets en-
treating the inhabitants to consent
to the demands of the railroad of-
ficials, but in vain.

Finally, seeing how utterly useless
his efforts were, he rose in his wrath
one day in the public square and
cursed the town.

In his anger he prayed that he
might live to see the day when the

site of old Washington would be
planted in cotton.

In course of time, his prayer was
nearly granted.

The route that had been surveyed
through the Brazos bottom was
abandoned by the railroad officials,
and the road was built to Navasota.
The commerce and prosperity of
Washington followed the railway.

The citizens who had made the
outcry against the granting of the
bonus followed where business led
them, and they had good reason to
remember the curse of the one far-
sighted citizen, for many of them
were reduced to poverty.

To-day, there is nothing left of
Washington on the Brazos but a
few old buildings that are fast tot-
tering to the end, and one store
which supplies the wants of the
farmers from outside.

Around the famous old town, the
farms flourish, but the site of the
once proud capital is so thickly
studded with brick foundations, old
cisterns, tumble-down dwellings, and
the ruins of what was once a com-
mercial center, that it is impossible
to plow or cultivate it. So the cot-
ton has not been planted there yet.

All that remains to recall the
memories of a ghostly past is a
shaft of gray Texas granite, which
was erected by the school children
of Washington County on April 27,
1900.



The Thunder Bird At
Gray Horse Mine

A “Jim Hazel, Forest Ranger” Story

By Lee Harrington

Author of “Blue Death On Thunder River,” etc.

N  Thunderbolt City's single
street puddles of rain water
gleamed red beneath the slant-

ing rays of the setting sun. Piled-up
masses of woolly gray cloud still
hung above the higher peaks of the
Thunder Bird Range.

Two hours of blazing sunshine had
followed the last attack of the storm,
and in the old mining camp, steam
was rising from the soaked roofs of
the low log cabins. A plume of
smoke was curling skyward from the

brick chimney of Cheerful Johnny’s
Hotel.

Into the camp rode a man
mounted on a big gray horse. The
sopping wet brim of a high-crowned
black hat almost hid his eyes, and
the hand which gripped his bridle
rein had the raw, red look that
comes of having long been exposed
to the wet. But his big-boned, pow-
erful body was dry beneath a bright-
yellow slicker, which flapped around
his heels.
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He reined his horse to a stop in
front of the white-painted frame ho-
tel, leaned sidewise from his saddle
and shouted in a hoarse voice:

“Hey, there! Anybody at home?”

The young fellow who stepped
onto the porch in answer to the hail
was a trifle under six feet in height,
lean and muscular of build. His
hatless head was covered with light
curly hair, and his eyes were blue
and steady. On the left side of his
gray flannel shirt was the bronze
badge of a forest ranger.

“Where’'s the livery stable?” asked
the man on the gray horse, without
greeting.

Jim Hazel, the forest ranger, sized
up horse and rider with one piercing
glance. He noted a bulge in the
yellow slicker above the man’s right
hip, and rightly guessed that it was
caused by a holstered gun. From
where the ranger stood, he could not
see the stranger’'s other hip, but he
did see the stock of a rifle projecting
from a saddle scabbard which lay
beneath the rider’'s knee.

“You'll find a livery stable a few
blocks up the street,” replied Jim
Hazel. “Ridden far?”

“Far enough,” answered the man
on the gray horse. “Much obliged.”

There was nothing uncivil in the
answer or in the tone of the stran-
ger’'s voice, yet Jim Hazel frowned
as he stood watching the gray horse
splash through the puddles which
dotted the street.

“Wet, tired, and hungry, prob-
ably,” thought the ranger, “1’'ve been
that way myself.”

Jim Hazel returned to the hotel of-
fice, where “ Cheerful Johnny” sat in
a big chair which faced the window.
The fat hotel keeper's vast bulk
overflowed his chair, his face was
round and as red as a harvest moon,
his pale-blue eyes looked like twin
marbles embedded in rolls of fat, and

his pink skull was as hairless as an
egg. He spoke to the ranger in a
rumble like the echo of the thunder
that was still muttering among the
hills:

“ 'Riiged to you for answering the
door, Jimmy. Who's the hombre in
the yellow slicker?”

They were still discussing the
stranger when he entered the office.
He no longer wore his slicker. He
was dressed in high-topped boots,
corduroy trousers and a mackinaw.
The removal of his yellow slicker
had disclosed a belt full of cartridges
sagging beneath the weight of two
45 Colts.

“Howdy do, stranger,” rumbled
Cheerful Johnny. “Kind o’ stormy,
ain't it?”

He heaved himself out of his chair,
waddled across the creaking floor,
stepped behind the desk and held
out a pen which he had already
dipped in the ink.

The stranger took the pen,
scrawled a name and address in the
dog-eared register. Cheerful Johnny
read it aloud, as was his habit when
a guest arrived:

“ ‘Black Reever, Los Angeles,
California.” ”
Cheerful Johnny’'s eyes seemed

about to pop out of his head as he
repeated the address in an awed
voice. Here at last was a man who
might bring real news to the lonely
mining camp in the ldaho moun-
tains.

“Was you in the airthquake, mis-
ter?” inquired Cheerful Johnny. “If
you was, I'd like to hear about it.
Shore must have been tumble.”

“Black” Reever’s steely eyes glit-
tered beneath his thin brows. He
flung a ten-dollar gold piece down
on the desk.

“Supper, bed and breakfast,” he
said. “Never mind the earthquake.”

Cheerful Johnny stared at the
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gold coin, picked it up, bit it, then
turned toward his safe to make
change.

“But 1'd shore like to hear about
the airthquake, mister,” he said.
“We don't ever have 'em in the
Thunder Bird Range.”

“That's why | came back,” said

Black Reever. “Lost all I had in
the shake-up. Fine  business.
Building toppled, burned. Every-

body killed but me. Came back to
get a fresh start up here in the
mountains.”

He hitched up his sagging belt,
swaggered across the office, and
dropped into a chair beside Jim Ha-
zel. He reached into a pocket, took
out a handful of cigars, and offered
one to the ranger.

“Never learned to use tobacco,”
said Jim Hazel, “but thanks just the
same. So you've been in this coun-
try before.”

Black Reever nipped an end off
his cigar with his long front teeth
and lighted it. Twin spurts of gray
smoke crept from beneath the over-
hang of his nose.

“Left the Thunder Birds, ten year
ago,” he said. “Used to run the
Gray Horse Mine. Left there a
couple of days ago. Camped last
night at Gunsight Lake.”

“With the three Tigor boys?”

“Yes, they told me their names
was Tigor,” admitted Black Reever.
“Know 'em?”

“There isn't anybody | know bet-
ter than the three Tigor brothers,”
said the ranger. “My name is Jim
Hazel.”

Black Reever removed his cigar
from his mouth, flicked the ash off
the end, then glanced at Jim Hazel
out of the corner of one eye.

“So you're the man who arrested
the outlaw who calls himself the
‘Thunder Bird’ and threw him into
jail,” said Black Reever.

WW—6A

“1 only obeyed orders from head-
qguarters,” said Jim Hazel. “The
Thunder Bird is wanted for a dozen
murders.”

“Think the sheriff would let me
talk with him?” asked Black Reever.

“Better ask the sheriff about
that,” said the ranger. “Did you
ever meet the Thunder Bird?”

“Meet him?” echoed Black
Reever. “Sure, | know the Thunder
Bird. Him and me were partners in
the Gray Horse Mine, ten-'leven
year ago. | rode over here to talk
with him. Maybe you’ll introduce
me to the sheriff.”

Jim Hazel weighed the request in
his mind before answering. He
could see no reason why the sheriff
should refuse to allow Black Reever
to visit the Thunder Bird in his cell.
Yet a sixth sense seemed to warn
the ranger to have nothing to do
with the matter.

“Who told you the Thunder Bird
was in jail here?” asked the ranger.
“The Tigor boys?”

Black Reever took a news item
from his pocket. It had been
clipped from a Los Angeles news-
paper, and was an account of the
arrest of the Thunder Bird by Jim
Hazel.

“Yes, the Tigor boys told me
about it,” said Black Reever, “but |
couldn’'t help seeing it anyhow, for
it was in all the city papers. 'Tain't
much I'm asking of you, ranger.”

“All right,” said Jim Hazel, “I'll
make you acquainted with the sher-
iff, but you’ll have to do your own
talking.”

Sheriff Patterson was seated with
his feet on his desk when the two
men entered his office. Jim Hazel
introduced his companion and the
sheriff shook hands with Black
Reever.
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Black Reever took a handful of
long black cigars from his pocket,
selected one and was about to hand
it to the sheriff, then he changed
his mind and slipped it back into his
pocket.

“That cigar got mashed somehow,
sheriff,” he said. “Try this one.
'Tain’t often you get a smoke like
this up in these hills.”

When the sheriff had his cigar go-
ing, Black Reever explained the rea-
son for his call. Sheriff Patterson
listened in silence, puffed a cloud of
smoke ceilingward, then glanced to-
ward the guns at his visitor’s hips.

“So you and the Thunder Bird
were partners years ago,” he said
thoughtfully. “Partners in what?”

“The Gray Horse Mine,” replied
Black Reever. “We struck it rich,
and | went to California. Lost track
of the Thunder Bird for years.
Didn’t know that he'd gone bad un-
til 1 saw the papers.”

“And you came right up here to
see him— after ten years?” The old
sheriff's eyebrows went up as he
asked the question. “Seems like a
gueer thing to do.”

“Maybe it was,” admitted Black
Reever. “If it hadn't been for the
‘quake, I might not have come. Lost
every dollar I had. Got to start all
over again. Figured I'd rather live
some place where earthquakes never
happen. So | reckoned I'd come
back and reopen the old Gray Horse
Mine.”

“Hm-m-m!” The sheriff's chilly
gaze never left Black Reever’s face.
“Man’s got a right to live where he
pleases. Don’'t know as | blame you.
Ain’t got no use for an earthquake
country myself. All right. I'll let
you talk with the Thunder Bird, but
you'll have to leave them guns in
my office; likewise, any knives or
other instermunts of torture which
same you may have in your jeans.

The Thunder Bird is about as hard
to hold as a greased eel, and | ain’t
going to take no chances of him get-
ting away.”

Black Reever unbuckled his belt,
laid it on the sheriff's desk. Laid
a clasp knife beside it.

“That's the size of my hardware,

sheriff,” he said, “unless you count
my money and cigars.”
., The sheriff rose to his feet, frisked
Black Reever’'s clothing with deft
hands, then called to a deputy in an
adjoining room, “Hey, Ben!”

Deputy Sheriff Ben Smithers en-
tered the office. Middle-aged, pow-
erfully built, short of stature and
hard of eyes, he stood glowering at
Black Reever, whom he evidently
judged to be under arrest.

The sheriff grunted an introduc-
tion, then nodded toward the door.

“Let Reever talk with the Thun-
der Bird, Ben,” he said. “Don’'t let
either of 'em out of your sight.”

“Say, listen, sheriff,” protested
Black Reever. “I want-—-- "

“You'll either talk to the Thunder
Bird under those conditions, or not
at all,” said the sheriff. “I'm run-
ning this jail.”

Black Reever muttered something
beneath his breath, followed the
deputy toward the door, stopped and
spoke over his shoulder.

“May | give the Thunder Bird a
cigar?” he said.

“Two of ’em if you want to,”
grunted Sheriff Patterson. “Walls
and floors of the cells are concrete.
He can’t set the building afire.”

As the door closed behind the dep-
uty and Black Reever, the old sher-
iff turned to Jim Hazel.

“What do you make of him
Jimmy?”

Jim Hazel hesitated, then a
thought struck him, and he glanced
at the desk telephone.

“Black Reever claims that he
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stayed last night with the Tigor
boys, of Gunsight Lake,” he said.
“S’pose we check up on him.”

The sheriff thought it to be a good
idea, so Jim Hazel rang up the cabin
at Gunsight Lake. Bill Tigor an-
swered the ring.

Jim Hazel talked over the phone
a few minutes, then hung up and
turned to the sheriff.

“Reever stayed with the Tigor
boys last night, all right,” he said.
“Offered a twenty-dollar gold piece
in payment for his accommodations.
The Tigor boys refused to accept a
cent.”

“Gold money, huh?” The sher-
iff's brows came together in a frown.
“Unusual for a man to be packing
gold coin around with him these
days. Guess I'll wire the authorities
in Los Angeles, and see if Black
Reever is a fugitive from the law.”

A few minutes later, Black Reever
returned to the office, followed by
the deputy sheriff, who was puffing
at a long black cigar. Black Reever
picked up his gun belt, buckled it
around his hips, then dropped his
clasp knife into a pocket.

“Much obliged, sheriff,” he said.
“1 told the Thunder Bird good-by.
Don't see that | can do anything for
him. | won’t bother you any more.”

“What did they talk about, Ben?”
asked the sheriff, when the door had
closed behind Black Reever.

Deputy Sheriff Ben Smithers
rolled his cigar between his thick
lips, puffed out a cloud of smoke,
shrugged his heavy shoulders.

“Nothing in pertic’ler, sheriff,” he
said. “It was a sort o' do-you-re-
member chin fest, with the Thunder
Bird doin’ most of the chinnin’.
They talked mainly of a mine they
called the Gray Horse. Seems like
they used to work it together.”

“Ever hear of the Gray Horse
Mine, Jimmy?” asked the sheriff.

“No,” replied the ranger. “But
then, there are lots of old mines in
the Thunder Bird Range.”

“Then there was some talk of
airthquakes,” said the deputy. “Was
you ever in an airthquake, sheriff?”

“Never was, and hope | never will
be,” grunted the sheriff. “I find
trouble enough in the Thunder Bird
Range.”

Jim Hazel returned to the hotel,
where he found supper ready.
Cheerful Johnny seated him at a
table facing Black Reever.

“Where's the Gray Hoi'se Mine?”
asked the ranger suddenly. “I'd
like to know, so that I can mark it
down on my map.”

Black Reever’s head snapped back
as if he had been uppercut beneath
the chin. A dark-red flush crept
over his heavy features.

“Don’t get curious about things
that don’'t concern you, ranger,” he
said. “I'm telling you for your own
good.”

Jim Hazel’s blue eyes flashed dan-
gerously over the rim of the coffee
cup he was raising to his lips.

“Is that a threat?” he asked.

“Take it any way you please,”
growled Black Reever. “But see that
you keep out of my business. | don't
need any ranger to tell me how to
run the Gray Horse Mine.”

“0. K.,” said the ranger, who had
found from experience that it did
not pay to lose his temper. “I'm
not interested in your business, as
long as you don’'t make it mine.”

They spoke no more during the
meal. Afterward, Jim Hazel spent
the evening visiting friends. Thun-
der was muttering far back among
the hills when he returned to the
hotel to find Cheerful Johnny sitting
alone, playing solitaire with a greasy
pack of cards.

“Where's Black Reever?”
Jim Hazel. “Gone to bed?”

asked
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Cheerful Johnny nodded toward
the stairs which led to the second
floor.

“Rcever went to his room an hour
ago, Jimmy,” he said. “I couldn’t
get a word out of him about the
airthquake. Most unsociable cuss |
ever seen.”

Jim Hazel went to his room and
to bed. Rain was pattering on the
roof when he crawled beneath the
blankets. Almost instantly he fell
asleep.

He was awakened by a clap of
thunder which shook the old build-
ing to its foundations. Flashes of
chain lightning zigzagged outside
the uncurtained window, filling the
room with a weird blue glare. Jim
Hazel got rather a thrill out of
watching the play of the lightning
and listening to the thunder and the
roar of the rain on the roof.

Suddenly there came one of those
peculiar lulls which occur in most
electrical storms. The lightning
ceased to flash and the thunder to
roll. The rain stopped as suddenly
as if some one had turned off a fau-
cet. In the pitch darkness of his
room, Jim Hazel lay listening. Sud-
denly he leaped out of bed as, out-
side in the street, he heard the sound
of galloping hoofs.

A chair toppled over with a crash
as Jim Hazel darted toward the win-
dow, threw up the sash and leaned
across the sill. At the same instant,
a terrific peal of thunder drowned
out the creak of an opening door,
and the sound of stealthy footsteps
stealing across the floor in the dark-
ness behind the ranger.

Above the roof of the hotel, the
darkness burst into living blue flame,
and by its light, Jim Hazel caught
a glimpse of a gray horse galloping
through the pouring rain. He
thought he saw a human figure bent
forward over the saddle ‘horn, but

before he could be sure, something
struck him a crashing blow on the
back of the head. That was the last
thing he remembered.

Jim Hazel opened his eyes to find
himself lying on his back on the floor
of his room. It was still so dark that
he could not see, but the storm had
passed on. The only sounds were
the buttering of distant thunder and
the dripping of water from the eaves
onto the sheet-iron roof of a ware-
house beneath the window of his
room.

Dazed from the blow on his head,
the ranger scrambled to his feet,
staggered across the floor and
lighted his lamp. The open door of
his room was evidence enough that
somebody had entered it and
clubbed him from behind.

Jim Hazel slipped into his clothes
and buckled on his gun belt. Carry-
ing the lamp in one hand, he made
his way downstairs to Cheerful
Johnny’s room.

Cheerful Johnny came to the door
clad in red underwear and a red
nightcap. His eyes were heavy with
sleep, but in one hand he carried an
old-fashioned Frontier model, .45
caliber Colt six-gun.

“What's the matter?” he rumbled.
“Anybody would think there was an
airthquake around, with all the noise
that's been going on to-night. Why
can’'t you let a man sleep?”

“l think Reever tried to kill me,”
said the ranger, “but I've no author-
ity to enter his room. You're run-
ning this hotel, and it's up to you.”

Grumbling at having been awak-
ened, the fat hotel keeper led the
way up the creaking stairs to Black
Reever’'s room. It was empty, the
window was open, and out of it
dangled a long rope, one end of
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which had been fastened to the bed-
stead.

“He’s gone!” exclaimed Cheerful
Johnny foolishly. “I'm shore glad
he paid me in advance.”

“Bother your bill, Johnny,” said
Jim Hazel. “I’'ve got to get the sher-
iff right away.”

Leaving Cheerful Johnny in the
act of closing the window, Jim Hazel
hurried downstairs, left the hotel
and made his way to the little house
on the edge of town, where the sher-
iff dwelt alone. At the ranger’s
shout, the sheriff opened the door
and stood blinking behind a lighted
candle.

“Get your gun and your keys
quickly, sheriff,” said .Tim Hazel
sharply. “It looks as if the Thunder
Bird has escaped again.”

As they hurried down the dark,
muddy street, the old sheriff pooh-
poohed the idea of the Thunder
Bird’s having made his escape.

“He never got the chance,” said
the sheriff. “1 had my deputy
search the cell and told him to re-
main on guard all night outside in
the corridor.”

Ben Smithers was still in the cor-
ridor outside the locked door of the
Thunder Bird's cell. He lay on the
stone floor unconscious, with the fin-
gers of his right hand gripping the
butt of a dead cigar.

When he had been somewhat re-
vived, he sat up and held both hands
to his aching head. His eyes were
sick with pain and misery as he
looked from the sheriff to Jim Ha-
zel.

“It must have been that cigar,” he
muttered. “Black Reever gave me
two of 'em, and one must have been
doped. If I ever lay my hands on
him, I'l— "7

Grimacing with pain, he gripped
his stomach with both hands and
keeled over. The sheriff stepped

over his writhing body and unlocked
the door of the Thunder Bird’s cell.
Followed closely by Jim Hazel, he
stepped inside and snapped on the
electric light.

Two iron bars had been cut out
of the cell window. Lying on the
cement floor beneath the window
were four hack-saw blades and
the wrappers of two long black
cigars. Beside them lay a scrap of
paper torn from an old magazine.
On it, in bright-red letters, the es-
caped outlaw had scrawled his defi-
ance:

Gone on a gray horse!
The Thunder Bird.

“Smart!” The sheriff expressed
his admiration in one grudging word.
“By this time, they are both miles
away, and the rain will have washed
out their tracks.”

“Two men couldn’t have traveled
very fast on one horse,” objected
Jim Hazel. “I'll try to pick up their
trail as soon as it is light enough to
see.”

But when the ranger called at the
livery bar to leave orders with
“Dusty” Rhodes regarding his
horse, he found that scraggly mus-
tached old-timer lashed to one of
his own mangers.

“B-b-black Reever shoved a g-g-
gun in my face, and the Thun-thun-
thunder Bird tied me up,” stuttered
the old liveryman. “R-R-Rcever
went away on yore b-b-blue roan,
J-J-Jimmy, and the Thun-thun-
thunder Bird rode the g-g-gray.”

“Saddle the best horse you have
left,” ordered Jim Hazel. “I'll be
back before long.”

The ranger returned to the hotel,
fixed up a bad gash in his scalp, then
ate a breakfast made ready by the
Chinese cook.

Shortly after daylight, Jim Hazel
was riding out of town, when the
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sheriff hailed him from the doorway
of the telegraph office.

“Here's a reply to the wire | sent
to Los Angeles, Jimmy,” said the
sheriff.

Leaning from his saddle, Jim Ha-
zel took the yellow sheet of paper
and read:

SHERIFF PATTERSON,
THUNDERBOLT CITY, IDAHO

BLACK REEVER WANTED HERE FOR LOOTING
BANK AFTER EARTHQUAKE STOP GOT AWAY
WITH TEN THOUSAND GOLD STOP ARREST
REEVER AND HOLD FOR CALIFORNIA AUTHOR-
ITIES STOP DANGEROUS CRIMINAL STOP USE
ALL NECESSARY PRECAUTIONS IN EFFCTING
ARREST

CHIEF OF POLICE, LOS ANGELES

“You might phone the Tigor boys
to watch the trails,” said Jim Hazel,
as he handed the message back to
the sheriff. “I’'ll do the best I.can.
See you later.”

The horse Jim Hazel had bor-
rowed from Dusty Rhodes did the
best it could, but it was lame in the
right hip and could not travel very
fast. It was late afternoon before
Jim Hazel came in sight of the
Thunder River ranger station.

The ranger had little hope of get-
ting track of the outlaws, for they
had left the main trail before the
rain had ceased falling, and thus
covered their trail. Even at that,
it was possible that they had ridden
up to the ranger station from the
rear, hidden their horses among the
timber, and were even then cooking
themselves a meal in the cabin.

Jim Hazel had been watching his
cabin only a few minutes when he
saw a man ride out of the timber
on the opposite side of Lightning
Flat. The ranger’s hand flashed to
his six-gun before he recognized Bill
Tigor.

Touching his horse’s flanks with
his heels, Jim Hazel rode forward
at a trot to meet the mountaineer.

They reached the cabin at the same
moment, swung themselves from
their saddles and gripped hands.

“Lightning struck our pasture and
killed one of our horses, Jimmy,” ex-
plained Bill Tigor. “I'm on my way
to town to buy another.” He looked
at the poor old horse Jim Hazel had
been riding, and knitted his brows
disapprovingly.

“Jimmy,” said Bill Tigor severely,
“yuh ought to be arrested for cruelty
to animals. | never thought to see
yuh ridin’ a thing like that, as the
cowboy remarked when he saw his
brother on a mule.”

Bill Tigor's black eyes gleamed
fiercely above his big, hooked nose,
as he heard about the escape of the
Thunder Bird and the telegram re-
garding Black Reever.

“Black Reever was a danged fool
to help the Thunder Bird escape,”
said the mountaineer. “The Thun-
der Bird won’t thank him for it.”

Jim Hazel was about to agree,
when a sound inside the ranger sta-
tion caused both men to whip their
six-guns from their holsters.

“Thar's somebody inside yore
cabin, Jimmy,” drawled Bill Tigor.
“I'll lay yuh a ten-dollar bill against
a plug of tobacco that it ain't the
Thunder Bird.”

“You stay here and watch the
front of the cabin, Bill,” said Jim
Hazel. “I'll go take a look through
the window.”

Jim Hazel stole around the cabin
until he was beneath the window;
then he raised his head and peered
through the glass.

Sprawled face upward on the floor
of the ranger station was the body
of a man.

Startled by Jim Hazel's shout,
Bill Tigor stepped around the corner
of the cabin so suddenly that he al-
most knocked the ranger off his feet.

“Black Reever is lying on the floor



The Thunder Bird At Gray Horse Mine 87.

inside the cabin,” said Jim Hazel.
“Looks as if he’s dead.”

But Black Reever was still breath-
ing when Jim Hazel stooped over
him. The front of his shirt was
stained crimson, and there was a
bullet hole in his chest. He spoke
with difficulty.

“The Thunder Bird shot me—for
my gold—gone to Gray Horse Mine
—ten miles south— Gunsight Lake

He choked suddenly, tried to
speak again, but his voice was only
a gurgle, and his head fell back on
Jim Hazel's arm.

“Can yuh beat that, Jimmy?” said
Bill Tigor in a shocked voice. “He
helped the Thunder Bird escape
from jail, and the dirty coyote
robbed and killed him!”

Jim Hazel’s blue eyes were as cold
as ice as he looked down at the dead
outlaw. He turned slowly, snatched
a blanket off a bunk and covered the
body of Black Reever.

“That's what comes,” said the
ranger soberly, “of stealing earth-
guake gold.”

Bill Tigor drew a plug of tobacco
from his pocket, bit off a chew and
spat through the open door.

“Jimmy,” he drawled, “yuh can’t
blame no airthquake for the murder
of Black Reever. Yuh got ter blame
the blackest-hearted hombre in the
whole Thunder Bird Range.”

“You'd better trade horses with
me, Bill,” said Jim Hazel. “Load
the body of Black Reever onto
Dusty Rhodes’s horse and take it
into town. I'll use your big black
to trail the Thunder Bird down.”

“If yuh think I'm goin’ to lead
that limpin’ old plug all the way to
Thunderbolt City, yuh've got an-
other guess cornin’, Jimmy,” said
Bill Tigor. “l never was no hand
to walk, as the grouse remarked
when it flew across the canyon.”

Jim Hazel hesitated a moment,
then he stepped to the telephone
and rang up the sheriff's office.
After he had talked a few moments,
he hung up the receiver.

“All right, Bill,” he said. “You
can come with me. The sheriff is
going to send Ben Smithers after
Black Reever’s body.”

They discussed the killing a few
moments, then Bill Tigor suggested
calling Gunsight Lake to see if his
brothers had seen any sign of the
Thunder Bird. But they got no an-
swer to repeated rings.

“Jest our luck,” complained Bill
Tigor. “I'll bet Curt and young
Gabe have took advantage of me
bein’ away and have gone gallivant-
in’ among the hills.”

V.

Jim Hazel was two hours behind
Bill Tigor in arriving at Gunsight
Lake, for the ranger’s crippled horse
was unable to keep up with the
mountaineer’s big black. Bill was
cooking supper when Jim Hazel en-
tered the cabin.

“The fat's shore in the fire this
time,” was the mountaineer’s greet-
ing. “Look at this, will yuh,
Jimmy?”

“This” was a note signed by Curt
and Gabe Tigor. It stated that they
had gone to have a look at the Gray
Horse Mine, which Black Reever
had mentioned when he had stayed
overnight at the cabin.

“That means that we’d better get
started to-night,” said Jim Hazel.
“If the Thunder Bird should be at
the Gray Horse Mine when your
brothers arrive, he’'ll probably am-
bush and kill them.”

They hurried through supper,
waited until moonrise so that the
horses might feed and rest, then they;
climbed into their saddles.
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As they disappeared around the
shore of Gunsight Lake, the Thun-
der Bird rode out of the timber on
Black Reever’s gray horse. Behind
him, the outlaw led the blue roan
which belonged to Jim Hazel. The
Thunder Bird had been on his way
to the Tigor boys’ cabin when he had
seen smoke rising from the roof. Be-
lieving that Curt and young Gabe
had been inside, he was very much
surprised when at last he saw Jim
Hazel and Bill ride away.

Not knowing how soon it would
be before Curt and Gabe Tigor re-
turned, the outlaw lost no time in
stealing a pack saddle and some sup-
plies, which he loaded onto Jim
Hazel’s blue roan. Then he mounted
the tall gray horse and-started to-
ward the Gray Horse Mine.

Less than five feet in height, with
a scarred and evil face, the lower
part of which was hidden by a mass
of coarse red beard, the Thunder
Bird possessed immense shoulders
and a great barrel chest. He looked
like an ugly ape as, hunched over
the saddle horn, he rode slowly
through the moonlight.

With no suspicion that they were
being followed by the very outlaw
for whom they were searching, Jim
Hazel and Bill Tigor followed the
directions given them by Black
Reever before his death. Daylight
was breaking when they reached the
top of a hog-backed ridge.

Far beneath them, in the depths
of Gray Horse Canyon, they saw a
huddled group of ramshackle build-
ings. Smoke was rising from a stove-
pipe above the roof of one.

Leaving their horses tied on top
of the ridge, Jim Hazel and Bill
Tigor began the descent into the
canyon. They reached the bottom
in a short time, and found them-
selves standing in a heavy growth of
timber.

“We'd better tackle the cabin
from different directions, Bill,” said
Jim Hazel. “For all we know, the
Thunder Bird may be inside. If you
get the drop on him before | do, give
him a chance to surrender before you
cut loose with your gun.”

“Shore, that's jest what I'm liable
to do, Jimmy,” drawled Bill Tigor.
“But he’ll have to surrender mighty
quick if he aims to keep on livin’,
as the bobcat remarked when it met
the rattlesnake.”

Jim Hazel soon lost sight of Bill
Tigor among the trees. Strangely
aware of the silence in the canyon,
the ranger stole forward until he was
within ten yards of the cabin. Then
he stopped and stood listening.
Hearing no sound but the tinkle of
the creek, Jim Hazel was about to
enter the cabin when suddenly he
felt a cold, hard object pressed
against the back of his neck.

“Stick 'em up,” rasped a harsh
voice, “and get inside the cabin!”

Knowing that it meant death to
disobey, Jim Hazel raised his hands
above his head. Expecting every
second that Bill Tigor would come
on the scene, the ranger allowed the
Thunder Bird to herd him inside the
cabin.

Keeping the muzzle of his six-gun
against Jim Hazel's head, the out-
law snatched the ranger’'s weapon
from its holster and tossed it
through jhe open door. He stepped
back a pace, told Jim Hazel to face
him, then leveled his gun at the
ranger’s heart.

“This is one time yuh won't get
away from me,” snarled the Thun-
der Bird. “I'm goin’ to Kill yuh,
then I'm goin’ to hunt them three
Tigor boys down.”

“Why?” Jim Hazel strove to keep
his voice steady. “Take out your
vengeance on me, but leave the
Tigor boys alone.”
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“Yuh ask that!” The dwarf out-
law’s voice was hoarse with fury,
and his red-rimmed eyes were blaz-
ing in his brutal face. “I'm tired of
bein’ hunted like a wild beast. As
long as yuh and them three Tigor
boys live, my life ain’'t safe. Every
time I've broke away from the law,
yuh four have run me down and ar-
rested me again. If yuh've got any
prayers to say, yuh’'d better be sav-
in’ 'em, for l-———- "

The outlaw caught his breath sud-
denly as he heard a sound outside
the cabin. As the sound came again,
he glanced toward the window.

The crown of Bill Tigor's Stetson
was just rising above the sill!

The roar of the Thunder Bird’s
.45 Colt was echoed by a howl from
the outlaw as Jim Hazel charged
him. The six-gun fell from the des-
perado’s hand as the ranger’s right
fist smashed him full on his bearded
lips. Staggering backward, the out-
law brought up against the wall with
a crash.

Quick as a cat, the Thunder Bird
bounced back from the wall. Bend-
ing double, he closed his long arms
around Jim Hazel's knees and lifted
him bodily off his feet. Using the
ranger’s body as a shield, the power-
ful dwarf rushed out of the cabin.

The Thunder Bird was only a few
feet from the cabin door when Jim
Hazel's powerful hands closed
around his hairy throat. The
muscles of the ranger’s wrists stood
out in knots as his fingers dug into
the outlaw’s corded neck. Exerting
all his strength, Jim Hazel forced the
desperado’s head backward until it
seemed that his neck would be
broken.

Eyes almost starting from their
sockets and face turning purple, the
Thunder Bird strove with all his
might to break Jim Hazel's grip.
But he might just as well have tried

to loosen the steel jaws of a trap as
to loosen the ranger’s fingers.

Failing to break Jim Hazel's hold
on his throat, the dwarf threw him-
self backward to the ground, raised
both feet and aimed a kick at the
ranger's stomach. But Jim Hazel
rolled to one side, and the outlaw’s
hobnailed boots met empty air.

Releasing his grip on the desper-
ado’s throat, Jim Hazel sprang to his
feet just as the dwarf bounced up-
right again. The ranger met the
ape man’s charge with a right-hand
smash which caught him on the side
of the jaw. Down again went the
Thunder Bird, and up again with a
snarl like that of a wild beast.

Howling with rage, he hurled
himself bodily through the air, with
the intention of clamping his short,
powerful legs around Jim Hazel's
body. But the ranger avoided the
rush, and missing his aim, the Thun-
der Bird crashed into a stump with
such terrific force that it knocked
his breath completely out of him.
He bounced backward almost into
Jim Hazel's arms.

Falling to earth, the outlaw closed
his fingers around a great stone.
Jumping to his feet, he leaned back-
ward in the attitude of a discus
thrower, with the huge rock held flat
on the palm of his enormous right
hand. With all his strength, the
outlaw hurled the rock at the ranger,
but again Jim Haze! was too quick,
and the rock missed his head by a

foot.
As the stone left the outlaw’s
hand, he lost his balance and

lurched forward, with his head held
downward like that of a charging
bull. So it happened that the Thun-
der Bird’s chin encountered a right
uppercut that had most of Jim Ha-
zel's hundred and eighty pounds be-
hind it. Flinging out his arms, the
outlaw fell backward and lay still,
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knocked cold by that tremendous
blow.

Jim Hazel blew on his skinned
knuckles, then he snatched a pair of
handcuffs from his pocket and
clicked them shut on the Thunder
Bird’s wrists. Leaving the uncon-
scious outlaw lying where he had
fallen, the ranger rushed around the
cabin. He expected to find Bill Tigor
with a bullet hole in his head.

But Bill was sitting up with his
back propped against the wall of the
cabin. Crimson was trickling down
his cheek from a bullet graze in his
scalp. Half dazed by the shock of
the bullet, for minutes he had been
staring foolishly at a bullet hole in
the crown of his Stetson.

“Did yuh see anything of the
Thunder Bird, Jimmy?” asked Bill

Tigor.

“See him!” exclaimed Jim Hazel.
“Sure, | left him lying in front of
the cabin.”

“The Thunder Bird came mighty
near gettin’ me,” said Bill Tigor.
“But, Jimmy, it shore seems like
yo're always around ’'bout the time
I need yuh the worst.”

“Are you badly hurt, Bill?” asked

Jim Hazel. “Do you think you can
walk?”
“Oh, no, | aint bad hurt,”

drawled the mountaineer, “but if I
was hurt any worse, 1'd be daid, as
the rabbit remarked when it stepped
on the porkypine.”

Assisted by Jim Hazel, Bill man-
aged to gain his feet. With arms
linked, the ranger and the moun-
taineer rounded the corner of the
cabin and ran squarely into Curt
and young Gabe Tigor.

“We found the Gray Horse
Mine,” said Curt.

“How come the Thunder Bird
hyar, Jimmy?” asked young Gabe.

The two mountaineers heard Jim
Hazel’'s account of all that had hap-

pened, then they added some news
of their own.

“We found yore blue roan saddle
horse tied up in the timber, Jimmy,”
said Curt. “Somebody had tried to
make a pack animal out of him.
Maybe yuh'd better come and take
the saddle off him. He don’t seem
to like it.”

Bill and Jim Hazel followed the
two younger Tigor boys to where the
Thunder Bird had left his stolen
horses. Jim Hazel's blue roan was
standing with a pack saddle beneath
its belly among the wreckage of a
pack. Black Reever’s tall gray was
standing with its head down. Ears
pricked forward, it was looking at a
patch of ground that was strewn
with gold money!

“The gold that was looted from an
earthquake-wrecked bank by Black
Reever, and then stolen from him
by the Thunder Bird!” exclaimed
Jim Hazel. “Bill, move the horses
away before they trample the gold
into the ground. Curt, Gabe, get
busy and help me to pick up the
money.”

Bill Tigor picked up a twenty-
dollar gold piece. Turning it over
and over between his gnarled fingers,
he stood looking down at the golden
coins which strewed the ground.
Slowly he drew a plug of tobacco
from his pocket, bit off a chew and
wiped his drooping mustache with
the back of a hand.

“Jimmy,” drawled Bill, “if that's
the kind of gold airthquakes is made
of, 1'd admire to see an airthquake
in the Thunder Bird Range.”

It’s too bad thet things didn't break so
that Jimmy could -a traded lead with the
Thunder Bird. It looks like the only
way thet thet ornery Killer kin be put out
o' the way fer keeps is fer him ter be
plugged plumb center with a hot-lead
slug. Watch out fer the next story about
Jim Hazel in an early issue of Street &
smith's Wild West Weekly.
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CHAPTER I.
APACHE AMBUSH.

LITHERING across the sand

like a Gila monster, Black

Hawk, the Apache, dragged his
tawny body up behind a clump of
wiry ignota brush and thrust the
muzzle of a Colt .45 through the
fuzzy gray leaves.

The Indian’s bullet eyes squinted
down the barrel of the gun, lining
the sights on the chest of the lone
cowboy who squatted beside his
little camp fire of mesquite chunks
and dry grass, eighty yards distant.

Black Hawk’s trigger finger

tensed. His half-naked body quiv-
ered with savage excitement. It was
long range, but from his carefully
gained ambush, he felt confident
that he could send a bullet through
the puncher’s heart.

Then the Indian relaxed. An
Apache oath slid over his teeth, and
his cruel mouth twisted in a scowl
of impatience as he saw the form
of a blue roan saddle horse, grazing
in the middle distance, suddenly
block out the white man’s form
which he had so expertly lined up
with his gun sights.

But Black Hawk could wait for
the horse to move on. After all,
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minutes did not count now, when
he had been all afternoon stalking
three hundred yards, moving inch
by inch so that the rays, of the wes-
tering sun would not betray a gleam
of copper from his thick-muscled
back.

The cowboy had made a typical
dry camp, here on the edge of Cat-
claw Desert. Already, the floor of
the bad lands was beginning to
purple, as the sun slid down a me-
tallic sky toward the spike-toothed
backbone of the mighty Kiona
Mountains.

The waddy was whistling a range
tune to himself as he dumped the
steaming contents of his skillet onto
a tin plate. Hanging over the camp
fire was a soot-blackened coffeepot.

The very bareness of the sandy
desert flat on which the young ranny
had made his camp indicated that
no water hole was near. He had
poured the last drop from his can-
teen into the coffeepot. He almost
begrudged the steam which came
from the blue-enameled lip of the
pot.

In Arizona, when a man camps,
there are usually only two reasons
why he evades a water hole. One
reason is that he may be a hunted
man, and knows that an oasis is
probably watched by an alert John
Law. The other reason is that he
himself may be that tin-badge, and
realizes that the criminal he is seek-
ing may be ambushed near the water
hole, also.

But this young waddy was neither
crook nor lawman.

The ungroomed neck of Catclaw
Desert where he had camped seemed
utterly uninhabited. The tawny
sands, still hot from the long desert
day, were devoid of even a stray rat-
tler or lizard. The sweltered sky
was vacant of winged life.

The cowboy would have sworn

that he was alone, save for his blue
roan cayuse. Such had been the
stalking skill of Black Hawk, the
Apache.

The Indian’s dark eyes glowed
with the thirst for murder as he saw
the cowboy finish his meal. And
well he might. For this young
waddy was his worst enemy—a jus-
tice rider known throughout Arizona
as the “Desert Phantom.”

The Phantom wore a pearl-white
Stetson with high, dimpled crown
and a band of rattlesnake skin. A
red bandanna was knotted loosely
about his throat, and his powerful
body was clothed in a bright-green
shirt with yellow cuffs and pockets
that were shaped like half-moons.

He wore a pair of chocolate-col-
ored batwing chaps, on which the
three letters “DE X” had been fash-
ioned with nickel-plated studs. No
one in all Arizona knew the mean-
ing of those three mystic letters,
whether they spelled the hombre’s
name, or the brand of his home
spread, or what. For no one knew
the identity of the Phantom.

His feet were incased in kangaroo-
leather boots, with butterfly inlays
in yellow, and high spike heels.
Silver-mounted spurs with star-
shaped rowels were buckled on his
ankles.

But the most striking feature of
the Desert Phantom’s costume, in
the eyes of the ambushed Indian
who watched him, were the gun
belts and holsters which were
strapped about his waist.

The six-guns were cedar-butted,
and they reposed in slick holsters
that had been fashioned from a
steer’s horns, steamed into shape so
that they fitted the guns as the husk
fits an ear of corn. They had been
scraped thin, too, so that they were
transparent, as if molded from
cloudy glass.
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Those two guns were famous.
They had belonged to “Bearcat”
Barry, one of the West's most color-
ful gun aces—a waddy who had
been born and raised at Stirrup
City, here on Catclaw Desert.

Bearcat’'s father had made those
holsters and presented his son with
those long-barreled six-guns just be-
fore Bearcat had left Arizona to try
his fortune on the cattle spreads of
Colorado and finally the Thunder-
gust Valley country, in Wyoming.

Bearcat Barry had blazed an ex-
citing trail with those guns. More
than one gambler or highwayman
had tasted lead justice before his
blurring draw. So Bearcat's fame
had preceded him, before he re-
turned to Stirrup City and his
father, Sheriff Lew Barry—astride
Blue Blazes, the most magnificent
horse Arizona had ever seen.

But Bearcat had also ridden into
bad luck. Hardly had he arrived in
Stirrup, before Sheriff Lew Barry
had received a tip-off concerning the
planned robbery of the Rainbow
Flyer train, in the Kiona Mountains.

The sheriff, with his son Bearcat
and a small posse, had ridden to the
scene of the expected robbery.
There had they fallen into a trap,
to be disarmed and then knocked
unconscious by a gang of six masked
bandits.

The six outlaws had robbed the
train. And after escaping with the
gold shipment which the mail car
contained, consigned to a bank in
Stirrup City, they had piled the un-
conscious bodies of Lew Barry’'s
posse beside the mail car and ex-
ploded a dynamite bomb upon them.

When the coroner of Concha
County, Lurd Pesco, had arrived at
the scene, it was to find the bodies
of Lew Barry and his men, some
horribly mangled, lying beside the
dynamited car.

It had looked like a conclusive
case of a premature bomb explosion
exposing the old sheriff's scheme to
rob the train. So the bodies of the
posse men were taken to Pesco’s un-
dertaking parlor, with the exception
of the sheriff himself, who had lived.

Then it was that the Phantom of
the Desert had entered the picture.
That night, the mysterious masked
man who was to become famous
throughout the Southwest as the
Phantom, had stolen Bearcat
Barry’s coffin from the coroner’s un-
dertaking parlors, and had buried it
beside Bearcat's mother’s grave in
the citizen’s cemetery, thereby keep-
ing it from a murderer's grave on
Boot Hill.

And the Phantom of the Desert
had likewise stolen Bearcat Barry’s
blue roan, as well as the famous
horn-holstered guns, and had disap-
peared into the wilds of Catclaw
Desert.

They had a trial for Sheriff Lew
Barry. Grieving friends weighed the
evidence and found him guilty of
planning and participating in the
ghastly train robbery. Judge Des
Spaulding had decreed that the old
sheriff must hang.

Then it was that the mysterious
Phantom made his second appear-
ance, climbing through a courtroom
window before an astounded crowd,
to tell the judge that Lew Barry and
his son Bearcat and the posse had
been victims of a frame-up.

Judge Spaulding, wanting to be-
lieve the masked man, had granted
the Phantom thirty days in which
to prove his claims. If he failed to
produce the crooks who had framed
Barry within that length of time,
the sheriff of Concha County was
doomed to death.

Twenty-nine of those days had
nowTpassed: but during those weeks,
many strange things had occurred
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on and near Catclaw Desert. In the
first place, the deer-horn spread over
the Concha County courthouse be-
gan to fill with bullet-riddled som-
breros—left at night by the Desert
Phantom, who declared them to be
the hats of the crooks who had
framed Lew Barry.

Five crooks out of the original six
had been sent to their death by the
mysterious masked Phantom, whose
identity could not be guessed by any
man. And now, with only one
short day to go before the innocent
sheriff was to hang, the Desert Phan-
tom had only one more of the ban-
dits to capture—the leader himself.
That was why, that day, the Phan-
tom had made his camp.

No one had been more surprised
than the Phantom himself, to dis-
cover that the masked leader of the
train-robber gang was none other
than Lurd Pesco, the respected
coroner of Concha County!

Pesco it was, who had planned the
robbery and provided that the blame
for the crime should fall on innocent
shoulders. But Pesco had not reck-
oned on the appearance of the mys-
terious Desert Phantom, who took
Bearcat Barry’s guns and horse, to
ride a trail of justice.

Black Hawk, the Apache, was
Pesco’s right-hand man. The long
justice trail was reaching its end at
last. The Desert Phantom was
pitted against the ringleader of the
outlaws.

Given time, the Phantom was
confident of success. But for all he
knew, that night might be the last
time old Lew Barry would ever see
the sun go down. For when the
courthouse clock struck twelve
o’clock noon the next day, the sher-
iff was scheduled to hang!

“Me get um closer!” grunted
Black Hawk, sliding his body along
the sand.

The Indian realized that he would
sign his own death warrant if he
missed. His victim was a gun wiz-
ard. And with the gathering shad-
ows, the chance of not getting the
Phantom with the first shot was now
a very real one.

Moving with great caution, bred
within him from his ancestry of
Apache Indians, Black Hawk
skulked from bush to bush, drawing
ever nearer the Desert Phantom’s
lonely camp.

The wind was against him; Blue
Blazes, the horse, could not catch his
scent and betray his presence. Shov-
ing the barrel of the six-gun ahead
of him, the creeping Indian once
more flattened out behind an ignota
clump and cocked the Colt silently.
His racing heart pumped off the sec-
onds.

The time had come! His boss,
Lurd Pesco, who was even now hid-
ing back in the Kiona Mountains,
had instructed him to slay the Phan-
tom if possible. And Black Hawk
knew, if he returned with the Phan-
tom’s glasslike holsters as a trophy,
that Lurd Pesco would reward him
richly with whisky.

The cow-puncher was squatting
beside his fire, cleaning the frying
pan with sand and a chunk of sod.
Black Hawk smiled grimly and drew

up his gun. The Phantom would
never know what------
Brrang! A stab of flame burst

from the hand with which the Desert
Phantom was seemingly swabbing
out his skillet.

At the same instant, a tiny geyser
of sand blasted into the Indian’s
eyes, as a bullet spat into the very
ignota clump which served as his
ambush.

“Stand up, yuh danged Injun!”
The Phantom was on his feet now,
frying pan hurled aside and both
hands filled with Colt .45s, from the
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muzzle of one of which fumed a
white rope of writhing smoke.
“Yo're a purty clever stalker, ain’t
yuh? | been watchin’ close an’ jest
spotted yuh a minute ago.”

Trembling with rage and terror,
the Indian struggled to his feet, gun
dropping to the ground as he groped
coppery hands to rub the biting sand
out of his eyes.

In a trice, the young waddy had
bounded to the Indian’s side, ice-
blue eyes blazing. With one boot
toe, he kicked the Indian’s gun into
the brush. A Colt muzzle jabbed
Black Hawk in the ribs.

“Danged near got me, at that!”
the white man panted, as the In-
dian unsteadily lifted his arms.
Streams of water dribbled from the
Apache’s  sand-scoured eyeballs.
“Reckon yuh been sneakin’ across
this flat all afternoon, huh?”

His first panic over, Black Hawk
commenced breathing again. He
knew that the Phantom had spared
his life deliberately. The bullet
which had so nearly blinded him
might as easily have splattered his
brains out on the sands.

“l suppose Lurd Pesco sent you
here,” the Phantom continued.
“Where is he, Black Hawk? I'm
honin’ fer a show-down with the
skunk. | aim tuh git him tuh that
courthouse in Stirrup City by ter-
morrow noon, if I have to bring him
in chunks.”

Black Hawk lowered one arm, to
fumble under the waistband of his
tattered, grimy overalls. His fingers
produced a small fragment of folded
paper which had once been a coffee-
tin label.

Holstering one cedar-stocked gun,
the Phantom unfolded the paper,
while he kept the Indian under con-
trol with the opposite .45. He could
take no chances with the desperate
Indian.

The Phantom’s eyes narrowed as
he read the penciled scrawl:

Desert Phantom: | reckon you win.

I'm ready to talk business with you if you
give me your word | won't get dry-
gulched. Tell the Injun where | can meet
you. | think | got a proposition that'll in-
terest the both of us. Lurd Pesco.

“Boss, he want um answer,” mum-
bled the Apache uneasily.

But the Phantom’s bronzed face
twisted in a sneer.

“The idea was for you to croak
me if you could, huh?” he grunted.
“An’ if you couldn’t, Pesco wants to
talk medicine with me, huh? That
the idea? Well, Black Plawk, you
go back to yore skunk of a boss an’
tell him thet the Desert Phantom
pledges his word o' honor there
won't be no dry-gulching, an’ for
him tuh meet me at the ol' pros-
pector’'s cabin near Knife-gash Pass
at about moonrise to-night— alone,
savvy?”

CHAPTER 1.
ENEMIES MEET.

[ URD PESCO’S face went ashen

as he crouched within the dark
canyon where he had lain hidden all
day. He was watching the approach
of his Indian henchman—Black
Hawk, the Apache.

The Indian was astride his mangy
buckskin pony, and from the de-
jected slump of his shoulders, the
treacherous coroner of Concha
County knew that Black Hawk was
returning in defeat. No white som-
brero or steer-horn holsters hung
from Black Hawk’s belt.

“That means the Phantom wants
tuh talk business with me,” mut-
tered the coroner, running a big
hand through his bush of cinnamon-
colored beard. “Waal, I'm ready fer
im.”

The coroner plainly showed that
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he had been struggling through four
weeks of desperate fear. His goose-
berry-green eyes were gaunt and
haggard marbles in sockets which
looked as dark and sunken as a
skull's, under the bushy brows. Un-
der the battered, sweat-stained black
sombrero, Pesco’s head was as bald
as a knob of rock, and laced with
pinkish scars.

In the gathering gloom, Pesco was
almost invisible. He was dressed in
black shirt, black chaps, black boots.
Even the grips of his pair of heavy
six-guns were black, as were the half-
breed holsters, mounted on swivels.

Pesco was a gunman and a killer.
For years, he had pursued his life of
crime along both sides of the border.
But Pesco had changed his name a
dozen times, and had grown a mop
of cinnamon-colored whiskers which
covered his mouth—a conspicuous
mouth, for it drooped at one corner
from an ancient wound caused by a
whisky bottle cutting his jaw.

The robbery of the Rainbow Flyer
had been Lurd Pesco’s biggest deal
in crime. He had organized his gang
carefully, considering each member
for months before selecting him.

Lurd Pesco was crafty. He had
built up three distant barricades
against possible discovery. First,
every member of his picked gang
had been masked, so that they had
not known their fellow bandits, nor
did they know him. That prevented
a member of the gang from squeal-
ing on him or blabbing too much
when under the influence of liquor.

Secondly, he had plotted the
scheme of laying the guilt at Lew
Barry's feet. The fact that the
sheriff had lived, to be tried and
found guilty and sentenced to death,
had only strengthened Pesco’s mar-
gin of safety.

Pesco’s third point of protection
was the fact that he had buried the
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gold which had comprised the loot
from the train. To make doubly
sure that he would not be caught,
he had made a map of the hiding
place of that gold, on a piece of doe-
skin.

Most important of all, that map
had been cut into six pieces, like a
jig-saw puzzle—one piece for each
outlaw. No one man could recover
the cache without having the re-
maining five pieces of the chart.

On top of that, Pesco had earned
-a name as being a respected citizen
in Stirrup City. He had been
elected coroner of Concha County
for several terms. Who would ever
suspect him of engineering the great-
est robbery Arizona had ever
known?

But in the Phantom of the Desert,
Pesco had met his match. He had
seen his gang of six chosen desper-
adoes die, one by one, until now only
he remained.

“Phantom, he say you meet um
come moonrise,” grunted Black
Hawk, after he had slid from his
panting cayuse and had babbled out
the story of his unsuccessful stalking
on the floor of the desert. “He be
at old cabin, Knife-gash Pass. No
dry-gulch um.”

Pesco’s face was as dark as a thun-
dercloud, as he threw a saddle on
Thunder, his black saddler. He
climbed aboard and shook his head
as he saw Black Hawk, rifle in hand,
mount his barebacked pony.

“No, | can handle him alone,
'‘Black Hawk,” snarled the leader of
the outlaws. “He’d git leery ifn he
saw us tergether. | got a scheme
that'll put Mr. Phantom whar he
belongs. We’'ll be diggin’ up that
gold ter-morra, Black Hawk!”

Black Hawk nodded as Pesco
vanished into the gloom of dusk.
Now was his chance to tank up on
Pesco’s supply of whisky. He had

WW-6A
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confidence that his boss would not
fail as he had. The Phantom might
be a tough hombre, but Lurd Pesco
was tougher. If the Phantom was
rock, Pesco was iron.

Thoughts surged through the out-
law’s brain as he galloped across the
floor of the desert, heading toward
Knife-gash Pass. The horizon was
glowing with silver, from the moon
that was about to rise. The blue
vault of the heavens was scattered
with fresh stars.

There was only one reason why
Pesco wanted to meet the Phantojn,
face to face. And that was that the
Phantom of the Desert had in his
possession, five pieces of that doe-
skin treasure map which was the key
to the gold cache in Catclaw Desert.

From every outlaw the Phantom
had slain, he had taken one section
of treasure chart. But Pesco held
the sixth and vital piece of that jig-
saw puzzle. And with it, he knew
he would be able to talk business
with the Phantom.

Two hours passed, to the clatter
of the black’s mile-eating hoofs.
Once, Pesco paused, to test his two
45s. Then he pressed onward into
the night.

“Hands up, Pesco!” Like a thun-
derbolt out of the night, the brisk
command lashed the stillness. Pes-
co’s horse shied, as the big outlaw
threw up his hands.

Out of the murk of a mesquite-
flanked draw to the right, came the
figure of a horseman. Pesco’s heart
slammed as he recognized the Des-

ert Phantom.
%

CHAPTER III.

murderer’'s bargaix.

J JEST thought I wouldn’t take any
chances o’ Black Hawk bein’ with

yuh, Pesco,” came the Phantom’s

quiet voice, as the blue roan picked
WW-7A

its way through a hedge of chapar-
ral, to stop a few feet from the out-
law’s restless bronc. “We’'ll ride the
rest o’ the way tuh the cabin ter-
getlier.”

Pesco’s mouth twisted under the
mat of cinnamon beard.

“So this is what | gits fer trustin’
yore word, hey?” snarled the crook,
his eyes fixed on the muzzles of the
Desert Phantom’s guns. “I didn’t
figure I was runnin’ inter an am-
bush. You been playin’ a pretty
square hand against me, from the
fust.”

The Phantom smiled in the dark-
ness. That was more than he could
say for his double-crossing enemy.

The objective of his entire hunt
had been to capture the leader of the
gang which had framed Lew Barry.
But he would never resort to treach-
ery to accomplish that end. Besides,
even if he dragged Pesco to Stirrup
City now, how could he prove that
the coroner had been responsible for
the crime?

Pesco’s word was better, in this
case, than his. Pesco was a re-
spected citizen. The Phantom was
an unidentified masked man, with a
ten-thousand-dollar reward on his
head, at that.

“I'm huskin’ my hoglegs, Pesco,”
the Phantom said, and Pesco heard
the rasp of six-gun cylinders as they
slid into the transparent holsters of
Bearcat Barry. “But I'm keepin’
my eye on yuh, every second. One
false move, Pesco, an’ you git the
same dose yore gang got.”

Pesco lowered his arms, and the
two pointed their horses toward the
break in the near-by ridges which
indicated Knife-gash Pass. A white
disk of moon was just sliding over
the boulder-crested hogbacks as the
two men rode in silence down a
steep-pitched trail which led to the
ancient cabin.
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In the moonlight which washed
through the tattered clouds of the
horizon, the two could see the hut,
looming gray and ghostly on a floor
of aluminum-colored rock. Their
horses’ hoofs clattered emptily on
the stone as they drew rein and
swung from their saddles.

Both men were keyed to a high
tension. Each watched the other’s
hands furtively, alert for a gunward
motion. The Phantom knew that
Pesco was biding his chance to
throw a bullet at him from the rear.
And Pesco knew only too well the
amazing speed of the Phantom’s
nimble hands. He had no desire to
be shot down in his tracks.

Still as silent as a pair of ghosts,
the two made their way to the de-
serted cabin. The Phantom pulled
a match from a pocket of his green
shirt and struck it.

By its ruddy glare, the cowboy’s
clean-cut face stood out in sharp re-
lief, the firm line of his mouth and
jaw accentuated by the shadows.
Where had Pesco seen that hand-
some, ruddy face before? It was
familiar, yet he could not place it.

“Inside, Pesco,” ordered the jus-
tice rider, cupping his hands to save
the flickering match. “There's a
chunk o’ candle stickin’ in a bottle
on the table in there. We'll talk
business after we gits settled.”

Pesco hesitated, then entered the
dark cabin. Although he knew that
the Phantom had sworn to bring
Pesco to justice, the evil coroner
likewise knew that the young waddy
would not take unfair advantage of
him.

In fact, the Phantom could not
afford to kill him just yet. His sole
hope of saving Lew Barry from the
gallows to-morrow depended upon
bringing Pesco in alive—with evi-
dence to prove his claims that Barry
had been framed.

The Phantom lighted the bit of
candle which projected from a wax-
streamed bottle neck, on the rough
table inside the cabin.

That done, the two men regarded
each other hostilely in the candle-
light. Outside, the soft moaning of
the desert wind whispered eerily
along the pole-raftered eaves. Pale
shafts of moon-ray trickled through
the roof like silver pencils.

“Have a seat, Pesco,” grunted the
Phantom, pulling cigarette papers
and tobacco from his shirt pocket.
Pesco shuddered as he saw that the
Phantom had donned his beaded In-
dian vest—the vest with the white
skull and crossbones figured on a
black-beaded background.

Pesco drew up an old box to the
table and produced a ragged cigar
which he inserted, unlighted, be-
tween his fat lips. Across the table,
the two men watched each other like
wolves about to spring at each oth-
er's throats. Both men made sure
their hands stayed well above the
level of the table.

“1'l be brief, Pesco,” said the
Phantom, lighting his quirly from
the candle and exhaling a little ring
of smoke. “You framed Lew Barry,
like the dirty black skunk you are.
You know it, and | know it. And
you've got the missing part of that
map o’ the gold in Catclaw Desert—
an’ I want that, too. But most of
all, I want you to go to Stirrup City
with me to-morrow and save Lew
Barry from the gallows. [I'll make
it worth yore while.”

Pesco sneered. His sharp teeth
shewed the cold cigar which pro-
jected from his red beard.

“Put my own neck inside o’ hang-
man’s loop, eh?” he spat derisively.
“What d'yuh take me fer, busky? A
fool?”

The Phantom shrugged. His eyes
seemed dreamy under half-closed
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lids as he regarded Lurd Pesco
through a haze of swimming tobacco
smoke.

“You haven’'t a chance to win,
Pesco,” the youth returned. “I'm
offering you ample reward. [I'll
strive to get leniency for you, from
the court, if you give yourself up
voluntarily. There’s a lot of things
I know about you that I won't men-
tion. You'll get by with a prison
sentence—and a chance to start life
over again, when you get out.
That's the best | can do for you.”

Pesco’s green eyes fastened them-
selves on the glowing end of the
Phantom’s cigarette. He shook his
head disdainfully.

“I'll do this—an’ yuh kin take it
er leave it,” he thundered. “You
got somethin’ | want—the five
pieces o' treasure map. I've got
somethin’ you want—the power o’
savin’ Lew Barry from the gallows.
Am | right?”

The Phantom nodded. Was Pesco
about to make a murderer’s bargain?
The young justice rider shuddered.

“We’ll compromise,” whispered
Pesco, leaning forward across the
table so that his hot breath fanned
the eddying smoke under the Desert
Phantom’s face. “I'll sign a written
confession, citing evidence that'll es-
tablish Lew Barry’s innocence be-
yond a shadow of a doubt. I'll ex-
pose the hull deal, from the time we
trapped Lew Barry out thar whar
we held up the train, through to
now.”

The Phantom’s heart was pound-
ing his ribs, but he made no sign of
emotion, as he ground out his ciga-
rette butt on the dusty boards of
the table top.

“And your price?” The cowboy’s
brows lifted questioningly.

“What | said—them chunks o’
treasure map.” The-words fell like
the rasp of a saw, a harsh wifisper

that made the flame shiver over the
bubbling wax of the candle between
them. “I'll take the treasure an’
skip the country. You'll git the
confession that'll free Lew Barry.”

For a long minute, the Phantom
appeared to consider. His keen blue
eyes searched Pesco’s shadow-lined
face, sought to penetrate that hedge
of cinnamon whiskers, determine
what sort of treacherous smile flick-
ered on the flabby lips which rolled
the wet cigar between Pesco’s teeth.

Then the Phantom stood up, the
candlelight glinting off the rows of
brass cartridges on his gun belts.
The waddy’'s brown fists were
planted on the edge of the table as
he leaned forward, his eyes locked
with Pesco’s gaze in a glance that
sought to ferret out the bandit
chief’'s innermost thoughts.

The Phantom knew Pesco would
disguise his handwriting, making the
confession worthless. But his next
words did not betray the fact that
he was on to Pesco’s game.

“We’'ll sleep on the deal,” an-
nounced the justice rider through
tight, thin lips. “I'll think it over.”

Pesco relaxed. Inside his cunning
brain, a plan flashed like an explod-
ing skyrocket. Sleep on the deal,
would he? Ha! Pesco smiled under
his beard. If his plan worked, the
Desert Phantom would not be awake
to consider any deal, by sunup.

CHAPTER 1IV.
STABBED IN THE DARK.

'T'HE two men stood up, hands
1 hitching at gun belts. On either
side of the room were bunks, on
which were moldy straw mattresses
incased in rotted ticking.

“1 agrees,” returned Pesco, “but
I ain’'t honin’ tuh sleep in the same
cabin with an hombre as might sali-
vate me.”
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The Phantom’s blue eyes glowed.
He unbuckled his twin gun belts
with a swift motion and dropped
them on the table, at the same time
keeping his hand close to one cedar-
butted gun. He was allowing Pesco
no opportunity for a double cross.

“That's better, amigo,” he said,
a moment later, as Pesco’s pair of
big-butted irons joined the Phan-
tom’s on the table.

“Just to show you | mean busi-
ness, I'll show you the five pieces o’
treasure map | got off o’ the five
crooks I've kilt,” went on the Phan-
tom. “An’ so I'll know that you
mean what you say, | want to see
yore moniker on a confession.”

Pesco’s eyes jutted from their
sockets as he saw the Phantom
count along the rows of brass-
studded shells on one of his belts,
then press five shiny cartridges from
the leather loops.

With firm fingers, the young
puncher twisted the leaden tips from
the shells and drew forth from the
hollow cavity five tiny squares of
doeskin leather, tightly rolled—the
pieces of treasure map which held
the secret of the gold cache on Cat-
claw Desert!

Pesco’s big chest heaved under the
black shirt as he saw the Phantom
spread out the thin pieces of leather
and fit them together. Traced on
the doeskin were lines and figures
and letters of brown—burned with
a hot iron on the leather, the night
Lurd Pesco and his robber gang had
buried their loot.

“Fair enough!” grunted Pesco,
seating himself and removing from a
chaps pocket a folder which the
Phantom recognized as the coroner’s
official receipt book. “When | gits
through with this confession, there
won’'t be no doubt as tuh Barry’s
innocence. All I asks is\a day’s git-
away—an’ they’ll never catch me!”
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With a stub of pencil, the double-
crossing coroner of Concha County
wrote for many minutes, using page
after page of the book.

And while he waited, the Phantom
of the Desert looked over the crook’s
shoulder, while the outlaw scribbled
a complete confession of his crime—
how he had planned and executed
the robbery of the Rainbow Flyer,
how he had killed Bearcat Barry and
the other posse men, and pinned the
blame of the crime on the innocent
shoulders of Sheriff Lew Barry, and
how the Desert Phantom had forced
him at last to a show-down.

Last of all, the coroner attached
his signature—a confession which,
on the face of it, might save Lew
Barry from the gallows. But Pesco
was positive the confession would
never be used on this side of eternity.

Laying the sheets down beside
the five squares of doeskin, Lurd
Pesco got to his feet and extended
a heavy hand. The Phantom turned
away, with a shrug of scorn.

“1 ain't mittin’ you, even if | agree
tuh yore terms, Pesco,” he returned
shortly. “Come on out an’ git yore
soogans. | said we'd sleep on the
deal afore I makes up my mind.”

Together, the two enemies went
outside to their horses. It was the
work of only a few moments to un-
saddle, hobble their mounts, untie
their bed rolls from behind saddle
cantles, and return to the cabin.

“Any choice o’ bunks?” inquired
Pesco, as they unstrapped their
blankets. “An’ remember—we're
leavin’ them treasure maps, an’ my
confession, an’ all four o’ them guns
on the table.”

The Desert Phantom nodded. He
spread out his blankets on the bunk
nearest him. Taking his cue, Pesco
crossed the room to the opposite
bunk, and began preparing his own
bed on the rotten straw mattress.
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“1 think we've fixed everything
satisfactory tuh the both of us,”
Pesco went on, unstrapping his
black chaps and tugging at his high-
heeled boots. “We both git what we
want.”

The candlelight gleamed off his
bald head, then sputtered and went
out. The two men were tense for a
moment, and then the crackling of
straw mattresses indicated that nei-
ther man had attempted to dive for
the table and seize a gun. Spurs
chimed and chaps leather creaked as
the men undressed.

Moonbeams filtered through a slot
in the roof, to fall like a shaft of a
spotlight on the table in the center
of the room. Rays of soft light
glinted on brass cartridges, on shiny
back straps of Colt butts. The
white paper on which was recorded
the vivid details of the most ghastly
crime in Arizona's wild history,
gleamed beside the pile of dark ob-
jects which were the key to a vast
buried treasure.

As he crawled into his blankets,
the brain of Lurd Pesco was racing,
although he soon began to snore—
snores calculated to fool the Phan-
tom, who lay across the room. But
inside Pesco’s wicked mind, there
stewed and bubbled a plan which he
determined to put into action be-
fore this night was over.

Hours dragged by, while the moon
climbed higher in the vault of the
sky, and the measured breathing of
the Phantom of the Desert joined
the snores of the wide-awake Pesco.

Clutched in the coroner’s sweating
palm was the haft of a steel-bladed
bowie knife—a knife which he kept
in a sheath inside his boot. It had
been Pesco’s idea, their disarming
before this amazing night in the
cabin had begun. That was why he
had been so eager to agree to the
Phantom’s plans, for the Phantom
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did not know about that razor-edged

knife in Pesco’s boot. It was the
coroner’s hole card.
Occasionally, Pesco heard the

straw mattress across the room rattle
like dry paper, as the Phantom

stirred. But from the waddy’s
breathing, Pesco was positive he was
asleep.

Cautiously, bracing his body

against the pole supports of the bunk
so that the straw would not betray
his released weight too loudly, Pesco
swung out a socked foot, until it
rested on the hard dirt floor of the
room.

Then, taking long minutes for
every motion, the evil coroner slid
silently from his blankets, the while
his snoring continued with uninter-
rupted regularity.

Sweat washed the coroner’s face
and seeped into his beard, as he
crawled away from the side of the
bunk, moving with tireless caution,
dodging the stray wisps of moonlight
which lanced through the ruined
roof.

Now the bandit was a scant five
feet from the Phantom’s bunk. His
gooseberry eyes, pupils widened in
the darkness, could see the Phan-
tom’s guns, still reposing in their
glasslike holsters, there on the table.

Breath whistled like escaping
steam across Pesco’s teeth, as he
wiped his sweating palms on his
shirt and clutched the grip of his
bowie anew. In the darkness, his
black garb rendered him invisible.

The straw mattress on the Phan-
tom’s bed rustled from the measured
rise and fall of the justice rider’s
chest. There was no interruption in
the soft breathing. Now was the
time to strike.

Leaping like a cougar, the coroner
sprang to the edge of the Desert
Phantom’s bunk. Moonlight made
an arc of white light under the de-
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scending point of the coroner’s knife,
as he stabbed through the blankets
with all his strength.

The Phantom’s gurgling moan
rasped the coroner’s ears as he with-
drew the bowie and plunged it hilt-
deep again. Then he sprang back,
panting wildly in the darkness.

The Desert Phantom’s measured
breathing was stilled!

Panic seemed to flood Pesco’s
soul. The nerve-sapping tension of
hours of waiting, watching, listening,
was over.

With a hoarse cry, the coroner of
Concha County leaped forward, to
scoop together the five precious frag-
ments of doeskin treasure map, and
tuck them into a shirt pocket.

Moving with frantic haste, the
outlaw climbed into his chaps, pulled
on his boots and strapped his gun
belts about his thick waist. He felt
as if he was trapped in a haunted
tomb. Even to a man of Pesco’s
callous soul, the stabbing of a man
while he slept was enough to turn
his veins to ice. He could not waste

a moment in getting out of the
cabin.
A wild laugh tumbled through

Pesco’s beard as he scooped up the
receipt book which recorded his
signed confession. A match snapped,
glowed in the darkness. Soon the
confession was reduced to a heap of
ashes.

Sobbing with joy, the outlaw
rushed outside, snatched up his
saddle, hurled it on the back of his
black gelding. The gold chart was
in his possession! The six members
of his gang were gone! None to
share the loot with, none to possibly
break down and squeal, years later,
to ensnare him with the law!

He cinched down the saddle,
mounted, and fled into the murk.
It was nearly midnight. A sudden
thought coursed through Pesco’s
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mind. While he would be digging
up the gold cache on Catclaw Des-
ert, Lew Barry would be hanging
for the crime—when the courthouse
clock tolled twelve noon, in Stirrup
City!

CHAPTER V.
EXECUTION DAY.

JAONG after the hoofbeats of Lurd

Pesco’s galloping horse had died
away on the desert air, the lonely
little cabin near Knife-gash Pass was
silent.

Moonbeams still slid through
holes in the warped, weather-beaten
roof. The sweet night breeze still
muttered under the mossy pole-
raftered eaves. From some far-off
ridge, a coyote bayed at the sinking
moon.

Then the harsh scrape of a belt
buckle on wood grated the silence,
and a milky cloud of white dust
blossomed in the patch of moon-
light under the Desert Phantom'’s
bunk.

A pair of brown-knuckled hands
emerged from under the bunk, to be
followed by a shock of crisp black
hair and a pair of sturdy shoulders
clad in a bright-green shirt.

“If 1 don't git rheumatism from
lyin” so long under that darned
bunk, I'm a frog-eyed leppy!”
chuckled the Phantom of the Des-
ert, as he crawled out and got to his

feet, stretching his aching limbs
wearily.
His scheme had worked! When

the light from the stubby candle had
gone out, the Phantom had pro-
ceeded to pull off his chaps and
boots, even as Pesco had done. But
the Phantom had gone one step fur-
ther.

Under cover of the darkness, be-
fore Pesco’s eyes could get accus-
tomed to the blackness, the Phan-
tom had rolled one of his blankets
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into a shape roughly resembling a
human figure. The addition of his
batwing chaps and boots had made
the dummy even more convincing.
Then he had crawled under the
bunk, where he could provide the
proper sound effects.

It was an old ruse, but it had
saved more than one life. The fact
that Pesco had a weapon did not
surprise the Phantom in the least.
The only damage the knife had done
was to puncture his blanket in sev-
eral places.

Moving quickly, the young justice
rider buckled on his chocolate-col-
ored chaps and donned the boots
with their star-roweled spurs. He
noted, with a breath of relief, that
his cedar-butted guns still lay on the
table.

After all, if Pesco returned to his
daily life in Stirrup City—which he
no doubt planned to do— the posses-
sion of such distinctive and well-
known guns as those of the noted
Bearcat Barry, also owned by the
equally famous Phantom of the Des-
ert, would have required embarrass-
ing explanations.

Strapping the transparent horn
holsters tightly about his hips, tire
Phantom investigated the table top.
The treasure maps which he had col-
lected with such risk of life and limb
were gone. But, strange to say, the
young rider did not seem worried by
this loss. In fact, he had intended
that Pesco should recover the treas-
ure maps!

Instead of showing dismay, he
rummaged in a crescent-shaped
pocket of his shirt and drew forth
a sheet of paper. Drawn on the
paper was an exact duplicate of the
five pieces of map he had collected.

While the actual location of the
loot cache was on that portion of
the map which Pesco owned, the
other five pieces of the map had
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given the Phantom his general bear-
ings, so that he knew within a radius
of a square mile, the actual hiding
place of the Rainbow Flyer loot.

His mouth twisted in a grim smile
as he saw the little pile of ashes
which represented the remains of
Pesco’s confession.

“1 don't think that would 'a’ held
in court, anyways,” the Desert
Phantom chuckled, as he hurried out
of the cabin and picked up his
saddle. In the moonlight, his prize
roan Blue Blazes, nickered joyfully.
“But my plans are workin’ out fine,
at that.”

The Phantom’s heart was happier
than it had been for many a day, as
he adjusted Blue Blazes's quilted
blanket and settled his saddle into
place. The horse wheeled as he
tightened the cinch, gripped mane
and saddle horn and swung into the
saddle.

His spur rowels rolled lightly
across the blue roan’s flanks, as he
headed the animal toward the hori-
zon break of the pass.

The transcontinental railroad line
from California ran through Knife-
gash Pass. Only a few miles from
there—at the mouth of Bullet-hole
Tunnel—the train robbery had oc-
curred, which had started this whole
amazing adventure, weeks before.
The Phantom had had a very defi-
nite motive in mind when he had
named Knife-gash Pass for his meet-
ing place with Pesco.

The railroad described the short-
est, most level course to Stirrup
City, and that was where the Phan-
tom of the Desert was riding, as he
left the deserted cabin behind him.
The short cut would save him the
grueling ride over the sagnaro-dotted
expanse of Catclaw Desert.

And minutes counted, now. He
had lots to do and many miles to
ride, in the next twelve hours.
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Twelve hours! That was execution
day! This was the thirtieth day
since that thrilling moment when
Judge Spaulding had granted Lew
Barry a month’s postponement of
sentence!

CHAPTER VI.
NIGHT RAIDER.

£)ES SPAULDING, judge of the

Concha County court, climbed
the steps of Stirrup City’'s most
respectable dwelling house and
stamped the dust of the wheel-
rutted street from his boots. At the
dance hall next door, the merrymak-
ing was in full swing.

He did not know why his foot-
steps had led him to the home of
Mert Kimzey, cashier of the Silver
Moon Bank, at this absurd hour of
the morning. Possibly it was be-
cause he knew he could not sleep on
the eve of Lew Barry’s execution;
and he also knew that Ivimzey's
regular weekly poker session would
be in progress.

It was Spaulding who had pre-
sided at Barry’s trial, earlier in the
summer. It was Spaulding who had
granted the plea of the Phantom of

the Desert, when the mysterious
masked rider had stunned the
jammed courtroom by leaping

through a window near the jury box,
to declare that Barry had been
framed.

The door of Ivimzey's home
opened in response to the old judge’s
knock. It was Kimzey himself.

The poker game was breaking up;
Spaulding could see that, by the
fact that the men were standing,
and the disorder of chips and
burned matches and scattered cards
on the table.

He knew all the men. There was
El Grunbock, the deputy sheriff who
had succeeded Lew Barry as chief
lawman of Stirrup. And there was
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Max Stanley, who had been the fore-
man of the jury that had recom-
mended hanging for the old sheriff.

“Boys couldn't git playin’ to-
night, judge,” Kimzey remarked,
after greetings had been exchanged.
“Guess we're all too closely con-
nected with the hangin’ that's about
to occur. It was my bank that lost
the gold shipment in the Rainbow
Flyer; it was Max who pronounced
the verdict of the jury against old
Lew; an’ El Grunbock, here, has
stepped into the sheriff's shoes.
Lurd Pesco, the coroner, was our
fourth man, but he didn't show up
to-night. He’'s away from town on
business. So all in all, our poker
party didn’t get going.”

Spaulding nodded and ran long
white fingers through his crop of
silver hair.

“1 just came from the jail house,”
the judge whispered. “Poor ol’ Lew
—he’s going to take his medicine like
a real man. He says the end won't
be quite so hard, knowing his kid
Bearcat is sleeping up there in the
cemetery beside his mother, instead
of being in Boot Hill with the mur-
derers and drunks.”

Grunbock nodded. He was put-
ting on a peaked Stetson, getting
ready to leave. It was he who had
the old sheriff in custody. The job
of leading him to the scaffold, in a
few short hours, was not going to be
a pleasant one?

“He’s got the Phantom o’ the Des-
ert to thank for that,” the deputy
muttered. “1 wonder whatever be-
came o' the Phantom.”

There was a moment’'s silence.
Stirrup City had never glimpsed the
Phantom since the day of the trial.
But they knew he had visited the
town—for the hats of the crooks he
had slain were hanging from the
spread of deer antlers on the court-
house. That dead man’s hatrack
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was talked about throughout the
State.

“1 was—in hopes he’d make good
in the thirty days you give him,
Des,” remarked Max Stanley. “Even
though I can’'t help but believe, on
the face o’ the evidence presented
the court, that ol’ Lew was guilty o’
that crime—jest the same, | hate
like the dickens tuh see the ol’
codger hang.”

“That ten-thousand-dollar reward
scared off the Phantom,” mused
Grunbock. “It made a crook out
of him, sort of. Looks like you an’
Pesco won't ever have to fork up
the five thousand apiece, Kimzey.
An’ pore ol' Barry'll swing without
ever knowin’ who this Phantom
hombre was.”

Kimzey matched his finger tips
above his vest and shook his head
slowly. “l imagine the Desert
Phantom, as that young fellow called
himself, was some friend of young
Bearcat’s,” said the old banker. “Or
maybe he was the one who actually
got the gold, and just hated to see
old Lew swing for it.”

Deputy Grunbock hitched up his
belt and turned to leave. Judge
Spaulding and Stanley moved to-
ward the door, following him.

“Almost two o’clock,” said the
deputy, tugging at his hat brim.
“Maybe the rest of you fellers won't
have to witness ol’ Barry’s hangin’,
but I do. Buenas noches!”

Grunbock threw open the door
aipl took one stride over the thresh-
old. Then he stopped in his tracks,
and he backed into the room, arms
crawling ceilingward.

Standing in the dark hallway lead-
ing to the front door of Kimzey’s
home, stood the Desert Phantom,
guns leveled!

“Hands up, men!” came the low,
crisp voice of the masked hombre,
as he stepped quickly inside. “There
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ain't no need for any monkey busi-
ness. | won't harm yuh. But | got
to take all of you gents on a little
trip to-night, so the best way is just
to come peaceable.”

Hands sprouted above heads, and
the four men inside the room moved
back, as the Desert Phantom planted
his back to the closed door and re-
garded them coolly from behind his
red bandanna mask.

The Phantom was dressed as they
had seen him last—pearl-white Stet-
son, beaded Indian vest, green-and-
yellow shirt, chocolate-brown chaps
over kangaroo boots with silver-
mounted spurs. Both hands held
cedar-butted ,45s which swayed like
serpents’ heads, covering them.

The air was sawed by the raspy
breathing of the four astonished
men, as the Phantom stepped
quickly from man to man. He re-
moved Deputy Grunbock’s single
.44-caliber gun from its holster and
laid the weapon on the poker table.
Spaulding and Kimzey were un-
armed. Max Stanley surrendered a
six-gun.

The Phantom paused, regarding
the quartet dubiously.

“We're goin’ outside tuh yore
barn, Kimzey,” he said. “We’ll
saddle up an’ ride into Catclaw Des-
ert. | hadn’t figgered on so many,
but yuh’ve seen me now, so it can't
be helped. AN’ | swear none of
yuh'll be harmed. Yo're just goin’
tuh witness the man who robbed the
Rainbow Flyer—doin’ actions that'll
prove Lew Barry’s innocent!”

Grunbock found his tongue in a
burst of profanity. “Fine talk tuh
be cornin’ from a hombre that's got
a ten-thousand-buck reward on his
topknot!” he grated. “I'll git you
fer this, busky!”

“It remains to be seen whether or
not that reward is a misplaced one,”
the justice rider rejoined calmly. “I
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warn you, gentlemen, tuh attempt
no break. I've worked desperately
hard tuh bring this tuh be, long be-
fore this, but | ain't succeeded so
far. Barry hangs to-day—unless
you fellers cooperate with me, an’
move fast.”

The Desert Phantom’s left-hand
gun jerked toward the door. Obey-
ing the masked man’s motion, the
four men turned and silently filed
out of the room into the Kkitchen,
heading for the back door of the
building.

On what mad adventure was this-
amazing Phantom taking them?
What was his purpose? Why did he
mask?

CHAPTER VII.
THE BURIED LOOT.

'T'HE morning sun was just paint-

ing the eastern rim of the desert
with gold when Lurd Pesco and his
Apache Indian guide, Black Hawk,
reached the summit of the backbone
of naked rock which twisted its way
across the desolate flat surface of
Catclaw Desert.

It was from this point that the
outlaw wished to get his bearings
and establish in mind the various
landmarks contained on the doeskin
map which would lead him to a vast
treasure.

The very desolation of Catclaw
Desert had been Pesco’s original
reason for burying the loot of the
Rainbow Flyer beneath its parched
sands. He was positive no wander-
ing gold-grubber or footloose waddy
would stumble on the cache, in case
a summer sand storm should uncover
it.

The two men dismounted, hiding
their horses in a dense tangle of
yucca cactus. Having settled the
Phantom’s fate to his own satisfac-
tion and immense relief, still the cor-
oner was determined to take no
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chances, with triumph almost in his
grasp.

“As | rec’lect it, we stashed the
gold near a canyon that was close
to a rock butte shaped like a pyra-
mid,” said Pesco, unbuttoning a
pocket of his black chaps and care-
fully removing the five pieces of
doeskin which he 'had obtained in
the cabin the night before. “Soon
as we find them landmarks, we Kin
start searchin’ in earnest.”

Black Hawk, clad only in mocca-
sins, grimy blue overalls, and a
black eagle’'s feather stuck in his
filthy hair, stood like a statue while
the red-bearded outlaw spread the
five pieces of leather out on a flat
rock, carefully fitting them in their
proper order. ,

Then, with a jackknife, the bandit
chief slit a seam on his high-heeled
ranchman’s boots and ran a black-
nailed finger between the layers of
leather. A moment later, he drew
from its hiding place the sixth square
of doeskin leather—which would
complete the treasure map and show
the actual hiding place of the Rain-
bow Flyer gold cache.

Pesco’s savage heart pumped
wildly as he fitted the last piece of
the map into the corner of the
leather squares. It was the piece in
which he had thumbed a .45 bullet,
on the spot which represented the
hiding place of buried treasure. For
the first time since the train robbers
had assembled, that pitch-black
night after the robbery, the map
was complete again.

An inhuman chuckle grated
through Pesco’s lips as he glanced
out over the tumbled landscape be-
fore him, which glowed golden and
crimson under the dawning sun. His
gooseberry eyes squinted as he
sought to locate a landmark which
was burned with a hot iron upon
that doeskin treasure chart
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And then those sharp-sighted
eyes picked up the landmark he
sought—a pyramid-shaped pile of
red, wind-scoured rock far to the
north, which formed the most promi-
nent landmark on his treasure map.

“We'll ride straight tuh that peak,
Black Hawk,” decided Pesco, as he
gathered up his maps and returned
them to his pocket. “We ought to
make it in a hour, 'fore it gits too
hot.”

Black Hawk shrugged and van-
ished in the cactus grove. A minute
later, he returned with the horses,
and both mounted.

To Black Hawk, the finding of
the gold cache meant only that he
would be allowed to guzzle liquor
for weeks, back in Stirrup City. But
to Lurd Pesco, possession of the gold
meant the climax of months of care-
ful planning, besides the physical
danger he had endured since the
Desert Phantom had come upon the
scene.

Pesco chuckled as he recalled how
cleverly he had brought about the
Phantom’s doom. The signed con-
fession had turned the trick, had
brought the Phantom into the open.

As soon as he had returned to his
camp, he had found Black Hawk
half drunk beside the camp fire, but
the Indian soon rode off his jag.

With the end of his long trail of
crime so close, an uncontrollable
restlessness surged through Pesco’s
frame. Soon the black horse’s sides
were dripping crimson, where his
sharp rowels jabbed through the
glossy coat. A shot-loaded quirt
hung by thongs from Pesco’s thick
wrist, and he used it often, pushing
the sturdy mount across the dunes
and sinks and saguaro-dotted ridges
of Catclaw Desert.

“Reckon I'll hang around Stirrup
until they've fergotten all about
Lew Barry's hangin’, an’ then at
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next election, | won't run fer office,”
mused Pesco, when only a mile lay
between the two horsemen and the
pyramid of rock which marked his
first destination. “Then I'll see the
world, by gosh!”

The bleak malpais, shimmering
hotly in the rays of the climbing sun,
vanished before Pesco’s musing eyes,
and in its place he saw gorgeous
apartments, suites on ocean liners,
foreign cities, distant seas. The
creak of saddle leather and the crack
of his goading quirt melted into the
tinkle of champagne glasses and the
merry laughter of women, in cab-
arets and ballrooms of strange cities.

An hour he dreamed thus, and
then his visions faded, and Pesco was
drawing rein in the very shadow of
the peak which he knew to be only
a few hundred yards from the spot
where, that moonlit night, he and
his outlaw gang had buried the gold.

Again Pesco assembled his map,
and this time the brown lines and
marks and dots and letters took on
a tangible meaning. He had made
the map well. He had taken cross-
bearings and established a dozen
identifying landmarks, where two or
three would have been sufficient.
Pesco was taking no chances.

One could not afford to be care-
less, when burying a fortune in a
sand dune! After all, a miscalcula-
tion of a few feet in some angle
might lose the treasure forever.

“We'll leave our hosses in this
chaparral, Black Hawk,” croaked
Pesco hoarsely, as he dragged a
heavy silver watch from his shirt
pocket. “Nine o'clock! Inside o’
half a hour, we'll be puttin’ our mitts
on more gold than you ever seen be-
fore in one lump, Black Hawk. An’
jest three hours more, an’ € Lew
Barry’ll be stretchin’ hemp—fer a
job 1 pulled! Ha!”

But it was more than a half hour’s
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work. As he sighted landmarks and
made calculations, Pesco came
nearer and nearer to the actual site
of the cache. But it took time, and
time passed agonizingly slow when
one’s goal was so near at hand.

But one by one, the big outlaw
checked off points on his treasure
chart, gradually limiting the amount
of space surrounding the place where
the gang had buried the gold.

He was glad now that he had
taken such pains in making the
chart, for winds had shifted sand
dunes and covered bushes. And the
desert, in glaring daylight, bore no
resemblance to the spot they had
visited at night.

The ghosts of his sextet of ban-
dits followed Pesco, as he entered
the little draw which, at last, he
recognized as the place where the
loot of the Rainbow Flyer lay
buried.

There was “Bat” Sturvey, the
double-crossing train guard who had
delivered the gold into crooked
.hands. And there was “Bronc”
Sully, of the Wineglass cow spread,
dead by the Phantom’s hand.

The shade of Pedro Lagarto, the
notorious Mexican Kkiller, stalked
side by side with Mike Tehan, the
crocked prospector. And the ghost
of Lurd’s brother, Moon, whose
corpse was even now stiffening in
the shadow of Bad Luck Butte, was
probably there, following Lurd
Pesco as the red-whiskered bandit
chief staggered down the slope of a
long, curving sand dune, babbling
like a baby in his fiendish joy.

“It's thar, Black Hawk! It's
thar, it's thar, 1 tell yuh!” Pesco’s
voice was a high-pitched scream,
waving the cinnamon-colored beard
under his crooked, broken nose.
“Not ten feet from the rim rock, by
that barrel cactus. Dig, yuh danged
Injun! We're hyar at last!”
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Dropping on his knees, the Indian
plunged copper-skinned arms into
the hot sand. Pesco fell beside him,
clawing like a great dog, scooping
up sand with the crown of his som-
brero.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha! Six of us cracked
the Rainbow Flyer fer this, an’ I'm
the only one left tuh claim it!” yelled
Pesco, as he and the Apache worked
with frantic haste, ignoring the boil-
ing sunlight. “Only one left! Ha-
ha-ha! The Phantom! Ha! The
salty young hombre thought he'd
croak the six o’ us—an’ all the time
he was onlv doin” me a favor!
Haw!”

The big outlaw was going insane
in his greed, as the hole sank deeper
and deeper. Sweat glistened like
droplets of wax on the crook’s bald,
pink-scarred head. He unbuckled
his heavy gun belts and hurled them
aside, so that he might work faster.

Suddenly the outlaw’s clawing
fingers encountered a strip of gunny
sacking. The coroner planted his
chapped legs far apart and tugged
with all his brute power on the tough
burlap, while Black Hawk clawed
like a demon to rid the sack of its
confining sand.

Then the outlaw staggered back,
the sack coming free in his grasp.
Pesco sprawled on his back, then
leaped to his feet, his jackknife open
and slashing at the bag as he
dropped to his knees, a squalling
laugh tumbling through his cinna-
mon-colored beard.

“Look hyar, Black Hawk!
yore eyes on this, will yuh?”

So saying, the leader of the dead
train-robber gang plunged a hairy,
sweat-greased arm into the slit he
had torn in the sack. And when he
drew forth his hand, it was to lift a
leather sack which was stuffed with
the familiar outlines of gold coins.
The loot of the Rainbow Flyer!

Feast
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Sweat drooled from the outlaw’s
red beard and dripped down on his
flying hands as he fumbled to open
the sack. Black Hawk stood by, his
naked chest heaving.

And then suddenly the two men
seemed to turn into wax statues.
Pesco’s trembling fingers stopped
even as they slid into the leather
poke and closed on a gold piece.

Falling down like a blot of doom
across the sand between them was
the motionless shadow of a som-
breroed man!

Pesco’s green eyes crawled, seem-
ing to push his head slowly about
on his bullish neck as he half rose,
hands clutching the money bag. An
icicle slid down Pesco’s spine. Then
the hairs of his cinnamon beard were
drawn inward with the suction of
his gasp, and the bag of gold fell
from nerveless fingers, to thud on
the sand at his feet.

Pesco and Black Hawk were peer-
ing up into the round black bores of
two .45 six-guns, held by a tall young
waddy whose face was covered by
a red bandanna mask!

The Desert Phantom!

Pesco swayed on his feet, one hand
going up to rub his eyes, as if to
erase the appalling vision. And
then his mouth dropped open, as he
beheld a new sight.

If he lived to be ten thousand, he
never expected to take such a jolt-
ing shock again. For the Phantom,
standing up there on the curving
rim of the little basin in which the
gold cache had been, was not alone.

The heads and shoulders of four
grim-faced men were exposed above
the heavy growth of dwarf mesquite
and stunted paloverde—four men
from Stirrup City. Des Spaulding,
the judge. Max Stanley, the jury
foreman. EI Grunbock, the deputy
sheriff. And Mert Kimzey, cashier
of the looted Silver Moon bank.
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A moan of despair filtered through
Pesco’s beard. He swayed, darkness
tumbling before his eyes. Then
blackness came, and he pitched for-
ward on his face.

CHAPTER VIII.
INDIAN STRATEGY.

£>LACK HAWK'S swarthy arms

lifted slowly above the single
feather which stuck forth from his
coarse black hair. His beady eyes
followed the Desert Phantom as the
young waddy wedged his spike heels
into the shelf of white sand sloping
into the basin, and slid to a stop
above Lurd Pesco’s body.

“Grunbock, handcuff the Injun!”
snapped the masked rider, as he
squatted beside Lurd Pesco and
turned the big outlaw over with the
barrel of one six-gun. “Overwork
an’ possible sunstroke have taken
care o’ Pesco for the time bein'.”

Grunbock wedged his way out of
the chaparral and leaped down into
the basin. A pair of shiny hand-
cuffs flashed in the morning light,
and in a trice, the Indian was man-
acled, his dusky Apache face a livid
mask of hate.

“1 just hope Pesco hasn't had a
stroke that’ll kill him,” chattered old
Des Spaulding, sliding into the basin
with Stanley and the banker at his
heels. “To think of the injustice we
have done poor old Lew Barry!
Even if Pesco never comes to, his
confession which we overheard will
keep Lew from swinging!”

The Phantom holstered his guns
and dragged Pesco’s body into the
shadow of the barrel cactus near the
cache hole.

“It's ten thirty,” he panted, as
old Mert Kimzey and Max Stanley
darted for the gold sack. “It’s goin’
tuh take some fast ridin’ tuh git tuh
Stirrup in time to save Barry.” *
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Deputy Sheriff Grunbock crowded
the Indian back against the rock
wall, where Black Hawk stood pant-
ing, sullen and quivering with rage.
Kimzey was counting gold bags in
the ruptured gunny sack, his lips
babbling off numbers.

“While Kimzey’'s countin’ his
money, you go an’ bring our bosses
where we hid 'em, Stanley,” ordered
the Phantom briskly. “Looks like
Pesco’s wakin’ up. | want you to
listen to anything he might have to
say, Spaulding.”

It was true. Pesco had turned
over and was pulling himself into a
sitting position. Sand was cascad-
ing out of his cinnamon beard, and
clung like white frosting to his
sweat-sopped head.

The Phantom’s twin guns were
out again. Max Stanley was climb-
ing the sand dune, heading for the
place where they had stashed their
five horses.

The Phantom had copied the five
sections of treasure map accurately
while they had been in his posses-
sion. For that reason, he had been
able to lead the four citizens whom
he had kidnaped from Stirrup City,
close to the hiding place of the Rain-
bow Flyer gold, before sunup.

From a safe vantage point near
by, the five had seen Pesco and the
Indian ride across the desert. Then
it was that the prisoners had ceased
raging at the Phantom’s actions, and
had begun to reconcile themselves to
their kidnaping. After all, perhaps
the young waddy’s intentions were
good.

Not once, since they had left Mert
Kimzey's home in Stirrup City, had
the cool young Phantom removed
the mask which kept his identity a
secret. That, he had promised,
would come later.

While Pesco and the Indian had
been slaving to locate and dig up the
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cache, the Phantom had led his four
unarmed prisoners to an ambush
whereby they might actually witness
the recovery of the stolen loot. Such
had been the Phantom’s clever mo-
tive in allowing Pesco to get posses-
sion of the treasure maps; for from
what the four men gathered from
Pesco’s triumphant cries, all doubt
as to Lew Barry’'s guilt had been
wiped clean.

But the most important matter of
all still remained— getting to Stirrup
City in time to stop the scheduled
execution. Even now, crowds from
all over Concha County were prob-
ably assembling at the courthouse,
to witness Barry’s hanging.

“1 reckon yore deer-horn hatrack
will be filled tuh the sixth an’ last
prong now,” chuckled El Grunbock,
picking up Pesco’'s sweat-stained
sombrero. “Six hats—six crooks!
Well, that's what you promised tuh
do, when yuh took up this job!”

Lurd Pesco struggled to rise, then
fell back, panting heavily. His
gooseberry eyes crawled like a ser-
pent’s, as his gaze lifted to meet the
unwavering bore of the Phantom'’s
six-gun, then strayed to the form of
old Des Spaulding. Pesco shuddered '
under the judge’s scathing glare.

Then the outlaw’s gaze crossed
that of Black Hawk, his Indian
henchman. A look of quick under-
standing passed between the two.
Pesco’s gaze dropped to the gold
bags which his gang had stolen from
the Rainbow Flyer, and he sank
back on the sand, his defiance
crushed and broken.

“The cash is all here, Mr. Phan-
tom!” cried Kimzey eagerly. “The
count’s correct, down to the last
ba------ "

Bah!” The word cracked from the
Phantom’s mouth like the spat of a
six-gun. “You sit there countin’
yore danged gold, while the minutes
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is passin’ by that'll mean life or
death tuh Lew Barry! | wish Stan-
ley’d hurry up with them hoss------ "

No one was prepared for what
happened next. The events crowded
so closely together, that time would
be lost in the telling. But the Phan-
tom of the Desert had not counted
enough on the opposition he might
expect from Black Hawk, the
drunken sot of an Apache who was
Pesco’s right-hand man.

Pretending exhaustion, the Indian
had slumped until his manacled
hands were touching the hot white
sand at his feet. By his side, Dep-
uty Sheriff EI Grunbock was hover-
ing, eyes fixed upon the panting form
of the coroner, across the sink.

Clutching up a double handful of
sand, Black Hawk brought both his
palms up in a vicious sweep. The
full blast of hot, stinging sand
caught El Grunbock in the face, fill-
ing his eyes and nostrils, to choke
and blind him.

In the same movement, the Indian
shot forward past Mert Kimzey's
squatting form. His flying body
dumped Judge Spaulding backward
to the sand, and then Black Hawk's
massive shoulders caught the whirl-
ing Phantom on the side.

Crash! The masked Phantom
went down as he jerked his gun
about to club the Indian’s head.

But Pesco was not being idle. He
gambled all on the few seconds of
confusion his faithful Indian had
created for him.

In a trice, the coroner was on his
feet. He did not make the mistake
of attempting to enter the fray and
be cut down by a quick bullet from
the Phantom’s guns. Instead, he
vaulted the rim of red rock which
held the creeping sands away from
the little basin, and started for the
crest of the rimming dune.

Black Hawk’s head ducked a
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heavy blow of the Phantom’s gun.
The Indian’s handcuffed fingers were
closing upon the cedar butt of the
justice rider’'s holstered gun, drag-
ging it free. Fingers crawled through
the trigger guard, and the Indian
was pressing the long barrel against
the Phantom’s body.

Brrang! The Phantom’s other
six-gun exploded with a volley of
white smoke, and the body of Black
Hawk, the Apache scout, went spin-
ning, his skull drilled by a bullet!
But so fast had been the Indian’s
offense, that his steel-shackled hands
held in their grasp the Phantom’s
second gun.

Black Hawk spun like a top and
fell dead at the feet of the blind,
helpless Grunbock. Spaulding and
the Phantom got to their feet.

It had all happened in a dozen
clock ticks, and even as the Phan-
tom leaped forward, with six-gun
crashing and slamming, he knew
that his bullets had not struck the
vanishing Pesco.

Screaming low in his throat, the
Phantom vaulted past Mert Kim-
zey, the cashier, and topped the rise
over which Pesco had fled.

His frantic gaze shot about the
surrounding landscape, searching the
plume of dust which clung to the
sweltered air in Pesco’'s wake. But
no sign of the fleeing outlaw did the
Desert Phantom see. Lurd Pesco
had made good his escape!

CHAPTER IX.
PURSUIT.

T URD PESCO plunged into the

depths of the brush-choked bar-
ranca which offered the first hint of
cover, his legs slogging across the
salt-and-pepper sands like a sprinter
on a cinder path. Black Hawk had
paid with his life for the instant in
which Pesco had made his break,
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and the coroner did not intend that
that sacrifice should be in vain.

Barbed foliage and brittle twigs
tore the black shirt on Pesco’s huge
shoulders into ribbons, as he plunged
on, now crawling on hands and
knees, now wriggling on his stomach
through heavy brush.

He could hear shouts, as the men
behind him yelled and swore for
their horses. But Pesco’s keen gaze
had observed one thing—the four
men whom the Phantom had
brought from that poker party in
Stirrup City were unarmed.

Stumbling, hurling aside brush
with his torn hands, the coroner of
Concha County fought his way out
of the barranca and scrambled to a
standing position on a rim of blister-
ing-hot, red rock.

He glanced about, foam slavering
through his beard. No trace of the
Phantom did he see, but he knew
that the men, realizing that he was
also unarmed, might be fanning out
on horseback, to cut him off.

If he could once reach the chapar-
ral where his black horse, Thunder,
was hobbled, he would be safe. No
horse in all Arizona could overtake
Thunder, unless it be the horse of
Bearcat. Barry, the famous blue roan
which the Phantom of the Desert
now rode.

But, Pesco reflected, he still had
the advantage. Thunder was rested;
Blue Blazes had been traveling hard,
probably.

Pesco sucked in a Ilungful of
breath and staggered on, twisting his
bald head on his thick neck at fre-
guent intervals, to squint back
across the heat-shimmering sands.
He fled down a steep incline, his bat-
wing chaps tearing through beds of
soltol, protecting his flying legs from
the brambles.

He staggered across a low sink,
pounded up the following rise, and
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fell flat on his face behind a clump
of hackberry to regain his breath.
A torpid rattlesnake slid out of his
way, buzzing a sharp warning.

Pesco smiled between gasps. He,
like that rattler, was fleeing for his
life. Only he was a snake whose
fangs had been extracted.

Suddenly the fugitive tensed, his
gooseberry eyes, now red-shot and
staring, fixed on a blur of movement,
down in the basin he had just left.

The Phantom of the Desert!
Pesco marveled at the tireless speed
with which the young justice rider
was traveling on his trail. Vaulting
scrubby acacia growth, diving
through hedges of yucca cactus
which ripped beads from his buck-
skin vest, and left slots in the ban-
danna which masked his face, the
Desert Phantom was following his
trail as easily as a bloodhound might
trace a skunk.

Glancing about him, Pesco saw
that he was on the brink of an out-
thrust crop of rock which formed
one lip of a desert mesa. Ten feet
below, a ledge made its way down
to the lower levels of Catclaw Des-
ert.

Pesco’s eyes took in the layout.
And within his alert brain there
sprouted the seeds of an idea. His
horse was still some distance away.
The Phantom was fast closing in on
him, and by now the other men had
probably got their horses and would
be trying to surround him. Why not
ambush the Phantom, then, and ob-
tain a gun?

Leaping to his feet, Pesco gave
vent to a whoop of taunting deri-
sion. A chunk of heavy quartz was
in his hand, and he hurled the rock
with all his strength toward the
Phantom, now toiling up the slope
below.

As the rock crashed through a
stalk of ocotillo and bounded harm-
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lessly past him, the Desert Phantom
looked up, his eyes blazing above
his red mask. Like magic, the six-
gun of Bearcat Barry snapped from
its glasslike holster, and the hot des-
ert air was rocked by the explosions
of gunfire. Bullets buzzed like hor-
nets, inches from the outlaw’s head.
Brush twitched under a leaden sleet.

With a parting whoop of defiance,
Lurd Pesco turned and dived over
the brink of the mesa.

He landed heavily on the ledge ten
feet below. But he did not remain
there long. Staggering along the
trail for fifty feet, taking pains that
his high-heeled boots should leave a
plain track, Pesco suddenly turned,
to face the low cliff.

With barb-slashed fingers, the out-
lav/ seized the tangled roots of a mes-
quite. As a man climbs hand over
hand up a rope, Pesco scaled the
face of the low cliff.

An exploring boot toe found a
resting place on a projecting knob
of rock. Groping fingers clung to
grass roots on the edge of the rim
rock. Another moment, and Pesco’s
chap-clad legs had scrambled across
the hem of grass, and he was worm-
ing his way into a dense growth of
mesquite which grew on the edge of
the tiny cliff. Crawling, he back-
tracked for a space.

Panting like a thrown steer, Lurd
Pesco lay for many minutes, recover-
ing his breath. His body ached from
the exertion, his bald head was flam-
ing under the red-hot Arizona sun.

Once again, Pesco tensed. The
Phantom had just topped the rise,
his body outlined on the sky line,
not thirty feet away!

From where he lay, concealed in
the thicket of mesquite, the outlaw
could see the panting man inspecting
the prints of Pesco’s boots, there on
the brink of the rim rock. At the
same time, the Phantom was sgan-
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ning the far-flung expanse of desert
waste land, seeking a glimpse of the
man he pursued.

But then, Pesco might have dis-
appeared in any one of a score of
defiles, or hidden inside a shady bar-
ranca; possibly he had disappeared
over the crest of one of a hundred
near-by ridges.

The Phantom’s desert-bred eyes
detected the spot where his enemy
had leaped from under the very
threat of his bullets. Even as he
glanced down on the ledge below, he
saw where one of Pesco’s spurs had
broken and had fallen in the tracks
of his boots. The marks of the
coroner’s big hands still indented the
layer of dust which crusted the rock
ledge below.

Holstering the smoking gun he
still clutched, the Phantom slid
down the short cliff and landed with
a jangle of spurs.

Picking himself up, the young jus-
tice rider adjusted his white Stetson
brim, settled his gun belts on his
thighs and strode forward, eyes pick-
ing up Pesco’s trail.

A few more feet, and his eyes
would detect where the trail ended,
where Pesco had climbed to a level
above him. But Pesco, hidden in
the chaparral above, was determined
not to let the Phantom get that far,
and thus be warned.

Crouched as tense as a steel
spring, the mighty outlaw gathered
himself for the leap, up in the tan-
gled chaparral above the Phantom.
No whistle of breath or crunch of
heels on the sand betrayed the ban-
dit's movement. Five feet—three
feet—now the masked man was di-
rectly below him, eyes fixed on the
trail, hand hovering over gun butt.

Crash! Like a ton of rocks, the
heavy body of Lurd Pesco hurtled
down out of the sky to land upon
the Phantom’s shoulders.
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The Phantom’s cry was pounded
back into his mouth as he smashed
down on the rocky ledge with an
impact that exploded the air from
his lungs.

Steel-muscled fingers tore at his
throat as he rolled, arms fighting out
from under Pesco’s weight to get at
his gun. A heavy fist crashed into
his mouth, splattered his lips in a
gush of crimson to soak the ban-
danna mask.

Through slitted eyes, he looked up
through the screen of Pesco’s sweat-
sopping, rust-colored beard, and
fought to keep the desperate cor-
oner’s brittle-nailed thumbs from
closing his windpipe.

The Desert Phantom'’s final show-
down had come at last!

CHAPTER X.
KNIFE AND KNUCKLE.

WRESTLER'S twist, a half som-

ersault, and the Phantom tore
away, crimson smears across his neck
where Pesco’s nails had sliced away
ribbons of skin.

But he had no opportunity to
go for his gun. Charging with bald
head lowered like a battering-ram,
Pesco struck the dazed Phantom on
the chest. Like a cow struck by
an express train, the Desert Phan-
tom doubled up and shot off the
ledge, rolling like a bundle of clothes
down the steep incline, with Pesco
tumbling behind him like a boulder
in an avalanche.

Bam! The Phantom’s gun slid
from its holster, struck a rock and
bounded away, with sparks of sun-
light glinting from its barrel. Then
the Phantom and Pesco slid to a
stop at the base of the long slope and
struggled to their feet in a pall of
thick dust.

Inhuman oaths squalled from
Pesco’s throat as the two men
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squared off, equal now that the
Phantom was disarmed.

Bam! The Phantom'’s terrific up-
percut crashed against the pad of
whiskers on Pesco’s jaw, at the same
instant that the younger man
winced under a rib-smashing punch
from the coroner’s pistonlike fists.

Toe to toe they stood, hunter and
hunted met in a last grim combat.
Noses flattened and eyelids swelled
as they twisted in a grapple, broke
apart, met again with an exchange
of pummeling fist work.

The Phantom staggered back be-
fore a flock of rocklike blows, fell,
then dumped Pesco with coiling legs
which seemed to snap the outlaw’s
backbone in a terrific scissors grip.

The Phantom’s pounding drives
crashed again and again against the
coroner’s jaw, but without effect as
the cushion of cinnamon-colored
whiskers absorbed the brunt of his
punches. The coroner, in turn, was
battering the Phantom’s stomach
and chest and neck and shoulders
into a mass of bruises.

But sheer exhaustion drained the
dynamite from their blows, and the
two desperate men fell back, keep-
ing their feet with difficulty, striving
to control their swimming senses and
keep from slipping into unconscious-
ness.

Pesco had the advantage of
weight and sheer, man-killing, go-
rillalike strength. The Phantom
counterbalanced his handicap with
scientific boxing, swift footwork,
dazzling speed.

And then Pesco was charging for-
ward again, his bleared green eyes
like a snake’s, his black shirt cling-
ing in tatters over his hair-matted
chest. Threads of crimson trailed
from crushed nostrils.

“Now | know who yuh are, Phan-
tom!” screeched the outlaw, in a sud-
den flood of recognition. “Yuh
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mangy skunk! Take off that mask,
dang yuh! 1 remember who yuh are
now, dang yuh! Yo're-—- "

Crash! The Phantom’s straight-
from-the-shoulder punch met the
outlaw’s charge, every ounce of a
hundred and seventy-five pounds of
bone and muscle behind the blow.

There was a pop of knuckle
against cheek bone, and Pesco’s head
snapped back like a punching bag
on a swivel.

Spinning backward, the coroner
of Concha County somersaulted and
stretched his length against the foot
of the slope. He lay moaning, twist-
ing, struggling to rise from the near
knock-out.

It was the first moment of advan-
tage that the Phantom had gained
since the terrible fight had com-
menced, and now that victory lay
within his grasp, he was too weak
to follow it up.

Groaning, Lurd Pesco rolled over
on his back, hands clutching at his
neck which seemed to have been al-
most disjointed by the Phantom'’s
savage blow. But as he did so,
something happened which drove all
thought of pain from the outlaw’s
mind.

Something hard was pressing
against his backbone! He rolled
over, a glad cry springing to his bat-
tered mouth. For that something
was a blue-barreled Colt .45—the
cedar-handled six-gun which had
dropped from the Phantom’s horn
holster as the two had plunged down
the slope!

Pesco bounded to his feet, with a
yell, his hand groping around the
butt of the heavy gun, horny thumb
cocking the knurled hammer of the
weapon.

The Phantom was striding for-
ward, fists swinging. Pesco was
standing spread-legged, still dazed
by the masked man’s blow. In a
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second exchange of punches, the
Phantom was confident of putting
over the finishing knock-out.

Then suddenly the Desert Phan-
tom’s ruddy face paled under its
bandanna mask, and his advance
halted, not six feet from the tower-
ing Pesco.

“We'll see what's what now,
dang yuh!” yelled the outlaw. “I
didn’'t git yuh last night, but dang
yuh, I'll salivate yuh good an’ plenty
now!”

The huge bandit's hand swung
about in front of him, and sun rays
glinted brightly off the muzzle of
Bearcat Barry’s six-gun!

The Phantom’s heart sank as he
saw the weapon explode with an ear-
shattering blast of sound.

CHAPTER XI.
DEATH JUSTICE.

'‘J'HE four men from Stirrup City

reined up their horses on the
mesa rim rock in time to see the
finish of the most spectacular man-
to-man struggle which had ever
been staged under the blue sky of
the great West.

They saw the spout of white
smoke from Pesco’s gun as he trig-
gered it in rapid succession. And
then saw the Phantom duck under
the very whistle of Pesco’s wild
shots, to seize a rock at his feet.

And then, from their vantage
point on the brink of the mesa wall,
the men saw the masked Phantom
hurl the heavy stone with all the
strength his muscles could com-
mand.

Pop! There was a crack of stone
against metal, and the fuming six-
gun which Pesco strove vainly to
hold steady in his palsied hands was
knocked spinning into the sand.

The four witnesses leaped from
their saddles, lowered themselves
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over the short cliff, and staggered
and slid their way down the slope to-
ward the spot where the two men
had grappled, to roll and twist, their
boots roiling the dust, spurs gouging

the brush. It was a fight to the
death.
Locked in a grapple, the Phan-

tom’s steel-muscled arms gripping
Pesco’s straining arms, the two got
to their feet, bodies swaying in a
blind, savage struggle.

Pesco’s face was transformed into
a purple mask of hate. His blazing
eyes bulged, as the two men toppled
reeled, and crashed earthward again,
tumbling over and over as they
fought.

And then joints popped as the
Phantom’s last desperate surge of
strength crushed Pesco’s wrist as a
steel vise would split a stick. Be-
fore the outlaw could separate from
the clinch, the Phantom’s knee was
planted between his shoulder blades,
and he held Pesco’s thick head in the
crook of one powerful elbow.

Roaring like a bull, Pesco writhed
and struggled as he felt the Phan-
tom twisting his head on his shoul-
ders. His hot breath fanned the
Phantom’s face. Oaths pounded
through his cinnamon-colored beard.
His great hands clutched outward
like the talons of a goshawk, his
whole body paralyzed under the
Phantom’s neck-twisting hold.

And then there was a sharp crack,
that caused the faces of the four
men who slid to a stop before the
fighters, to turn pale.

The great outlaw’s straining body
relaxed, fell from the Desert Phan-
tom’s iron-tight wrestling hold as
might a hulk of raw beef.

And Spaulding and Grunbock and
Stanley and Kimzey knew what that
crack of snapping bone meant.
They knew why Lurd Pesco’s head
lay twisted on his massive shoulders,
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the cinnamon-colored beard gouging
into the sand as his body lay on its
side.

Lurd Pesco’s neck was broken.

Stepping back from the outlaw’s
quivering bulk, the Phantom passed
an unsteady hand over his eyes.

“Gosh! | thought he had yuh,
Phantom!” Judge Des Spaulding’s
voice sounded as brittle as the croak
of a broken horn. “What a fighter!
Young fellow, you have killed a fiend
to-day—saved the State the job of
breaking his neck. Arizona owes you
a debt of--—---- "

The Phantom’s eyes caused the
magistrate to break off. They were
pain-drenched and blackening, but
they were staring past the four silent
men, toward the spot where five
horses lined the rim rock above. One
of the five was Blue Blazes.

Disregarding the still, twisted
form of Lurd Pesco, the young jus-
tice rider pulled from a pocket of
his chocolate-colored chaps, a bat-
tered nickeled watch.

“Eleven o’clock!” he cried, stag-
gering past the sober-faced quartet
of men. “Can’'t you see? Can't
you understand? Eleven o’clock!
One hour till Lew Barry is scheduled
to hang! One hour! An’ we're a
danged long hour’s ride from Stirrup
City! He’s goin’ tuh hang anyway
before we can stop 'em! Hang fer
what this skunk Pesco did!”

Four jaws dropped, as the men
from Stirrup City realized the mean-
ing of the Phantom’s words. In the
rush of action, they had forgotten
Lew Barry and his terrible fate.

Was the long justice trail which
had just ended, to result in galling
defeat? Was Lew Barry to die
when the courthouse clock tolled
twelve—now less than an hour
away?

Lifting his fingers under his frayed
mask and placing them between his
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teeth, the Desert Phantom whistled.
And then the four astonished men
saw the magnificent blue roan of
Bearcat Barry arch its back, brace
its forelegs, and plunge over the ten-
foot cliff, and come sliding down the
incline toward the Phantom.

“Quick—on behind me, Spaul-
ding!” panted the Desert Phantom,
as he hobbled forward to seize Blue
Blazes by a curb ring. “If I manage
tuh git tuh Stirrup in time, they'd
just hang me, too, an’ collect the
reward on my scalp. Blue Blazes is
the only hoss alive that could make
it—if he can! [I'll have to take you
along, judge—to tell all yuh've seen
this mornin’.”

Trembling with excitement, the
white-haired old judge allowed him-
self to be pulled astride the powerful
blue roan, sitting on the saddle skirts
back of the Phantom's cantle.

Then the spirited roan wheeled
and galloped away, leaving three
open-mouthed men standing over
the corpse of the most desperate
criminal Arizona had ever known—
a criminal whose double life, in
which his respectable citizenship
acted as a shield to screen his das-
tardly crimes, made his death even
more a blessing to society.

For a long, stupefied minute, the
three citizens of Stirrup City stood
gazing at the double-laden horse
which was disappearing in the direc-
tion of the county seat, and then
they cast off their spell, and fled
back up the slope toward their own
horses.

They had much to do: The gold
must be transported to the vaults of
the Silver Moon bank, nearly two
months overdue; they must recover
the outlaw’s horses, that they might
not starve in their hobbles; they
must bury Black Hawk.

Pesco they disdained even to
cover with rocks, so that the coyotes
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would not disturb his corpse; the
quicker they could get away from
the gruesome body, the better. So
the remains of Lurd Pesco were left
alone to the flies and ants. High in
the pewter-colored sky, a wheeling
buzzard spotted the bald, gleaming
head, the brush of cinnamon-colored
beard, the staring, sand-filled eyes.

Soon other buzzards joined the
first, and gradually the tightening
circles lowered and lowered. Coy-
otes or snakes, outlaw or pilgrim—a
buzzard is not choosey in its carrion.

CHAPTER XII.
THE PHANTOM UNMASKS.

SHERIFF LEW BARRY climbed
the steep wooden steps of the
gallows scaffold in Stirrup City. His
head was covered by a cap of black
cloth, under which dripped moisture
that seeped down the leathern
cheeks, through his sandy waterfall
mustache and along his jaw.

The hands of the weather-faded
old clock on the courthouse tower
registered ten minutes to twelve
noon. The fatal trap would be
sprung at high noon. A deputy, act-
ing in the unaccountable absence of
the regular deputy, El Grunboclic,
was on hand to perform the grue-
some task.

During the thirty days since his
trial, Lew Barry had steeled himself
for his fate. Actual death did not
frighten him so much as the disgrace
of dying by a hangman’s rope.

Lew Barry, last of an old line of
Barrys who had made history in
England. Always honored, always
revered! And now he was to die,
branded a thief and a murderer by
his fellow men!

Sobs shook the old lawman’s
shoulders, as he felt the dread hang-
man’s knot being adjusted about his
neck. The crowd was silent, too, for
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many in that assembled multitude
about the gallows had helped elect
Lew Barry to the office he had held,
year after year.

“I'll be on the—Great Range—
with  yuh, soon—Bearcat—son,”
whispered the old man, his wrists
tensing under the handcuffs he wore.

But no one heard the prayer he
breathed, or the sob which slipped
through his mustache. He was de-
termined to die bravely, like a man.
Like a Barry.

Click! The black minute hand
was crawling past the five-minute
mark on the courthouse clock dial
now.

The crowd was bareheaded to a
man. A few old friends tried to call
out a choked farewell, but failed.

Many eyes were moist that had
not known tears for half a century.
But the law must take its course.
Lew Barry had been found guilty in
a man’s country where death is the
penalty of crime.

Suddenly a drum of hoofbeats
clattered out of the hot desert still-
ness. The heads of the assembled
mob turned from the broken old
man on the scaffold. Five hundred
pairs of eyes glanced up at the brink
of Sunset Bluff, which overlooked
the ragged little frontier town.

There, rearing and wheeling
against the desert sky line, a blue
roan saddle horse was bearing the
forms of two men, who were waving
down to the mob which packed the
courthouse square below!

“It's the Desert Phantom!”

“An’ ain’'t that ol’ Judge Spauldin’
with him?”

“Pull that danged black cap offn
Lew’s head, deputy! Here comes
the Phantom!”

“Wait'll we hear what the judge
has tuh say!”

“Look at that blue roan travel,
will yuh?”
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Trembling hands tore the black
cap from the old sheriffs tear-
streaked face. Keys unlocked steel
cuffs.

Into the faded old blue eyes of the
lawman leaped a hope that had long
been dead, as he saw the powerful
blue roan that had belonged to his
son, thundering down the single
street of Stirrup City.

No one was thinking of reward
money. Was not Judge Des Spaul-
ding riding with the Phantom?

An aisle spread like magic through
the jam of humanity about the scaf-
fold, as the magnificent horse, drip-
ping with sliding pads of lather and
white with desert dust, crashed to
a stop at the foot of the gallows
amid a wild drumming of furious
hoofbeats.

To the gallows platform leaped
the Desert Phantom------ a Phantom
whose battered face was still covered
by a dusty red bandanna, whose
sombrero was missing, whose shirt
was in rags and whose chaps on
which the nickeled letters “DEX”
had baffled his watchers were brush-
torn and smeared with crimson.

“Citizens of Concha County, hear
me!” shouted the old judge, as the
Phantom pulled Spaulding off Blue
Blazes's back and lifted him to the
platform beside Lew Barry. “Hear
me, while I tell you the story of this
masked Phantom—the story he told
me as we rode to prevent a terrible
injustice—to defeat death itself in
the most amazing race ever enacted
here on earth!

And while the tense jam of som-
breroed humanity listened with
open-mouthed amazement, the old
judge of Concha County outlined
the story of Lurd Pesco’s treachery,
of the Phantom’s clever ruse in tak-
ing honest men into Catclaw Desert
to witness the actual recovery of the
loot of the Rainbow Flyer, and of
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the outlaw’s tragic but justifiable
end.

“With my own eyes, | saw Lurd
Pesco—our respected coroner and
fellow citizen—dig up the gold!”
shouted the white-haired old judge,
in conclusion. “With my own ears,
I heard him confess his appalling
crime, without equal in the annals of
Arizona.

“And the man who saved Lew
Barry—the man who put the hats
of five crooks on that deer-horn
spread yonder—the man who used
the guns and horse of Bearcat Barry
to bring Pesco and his evil gang to
the justice they deserved now stands
before you. It was he who saved
you depositors the loss of the Rain-
bow' Flyer’'s gold shipment. It was
he who saved the life of a trusted
sheriff and a beloved friend.

“Fellow citizens, let me introduce
you to this man—the Phantom of
the Desert!”

Stepping aside, Judge Spaulding
dropped down from the gallows plat-
form, into the saddle of Blue Blazes,
the panting roan whose matchless
speed had snatched victory away
from death with only seconds to
spare.

And as the mob jammed closer in
breathless suspense, they saw the
Desert Phantom turn to face the
man w'ho had been doomed to die
in the name of the law.

With gnarled old hands which
were like twigs covered with brittle
parchment, the sheriff of Concha
County pulled aside the tattered
bandanna mask which had covered
the face of the Desert Phantom dur-
ing his long trail of justice.

“Bearcat—son!”

The sheriff's startled gasp was
true! He whs looking into the ice-
blue eyes and battered but smiling
face of Bearcat Barry, the son he
had supposed to be dead and buried
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beside his mother’s grave during all
these long, harrowing weeks!

Bearcat's teeth flashed in a smile
as he saw his father step back, and
pass a trembling hand over his mist-
laden eyes, as if unable to believe
what he sawr.

“1 reckon you think I am a phan-
tom, dad,” chuckled the hombre who
had been christened Dexter before
he had been given the name of
“Bearcat” by his friends. “But I
ain't, dad—1 just been playin’ a
phantom’s part, to save you from
this here noose.”

Idly the handsome young justice
rider untied the fatal knot which
was to have plunged his father into
eternity.

“That dynamite blast didn't kill
me, because | was on the bottom o’
that pile 0’ men,” explained Bearcat
Barry. “But it knocked me cold,
and | woke up that night after the
robbery, in a coffin in Pesco’s under-
taking parlors. | heard enough talk
to know that dad, here, was going to
have to stand trial, an’ | also knew
nothin’ this side o' heaven could
save yuh, dad, with all the evidence
bein’ so danged strong against yuh
an’ everythin’.

“Everybody thought | was dead;
so that night, I sneaked out o’ my
coffin an’ went over tuh the house
an’ got this outfit o’ gaudy duds out
o’ my war bag. 1'd never showed
‘'em to yuh, dad, 'cause they're—
well, these ‘D E X’ chaps, for instance
—1 won 'em as a prize at a round-
up north. The duds made a danged
good disguise, which was what |
wanted.”

Tears were bubbling afresh from
the old sheriff's eyes.

“Then—then you jest buried yore
coffin that night?” The wet streaks
continued to pencil their way
through the dust on Barry’s papery
cheeks. “But—but, son—why’'d yuh
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mask up? I—I died a thousand
deaths, son—thinkin’ I was alone in
the world, before I had tuh stretch
a rope.”

The Phantom laid big hands on
his father’'s shoulders and glanced
out over the dusty sea of sombreros.

“1 had to, dad,” he laughed. “If
1'd let my identity be known, I'd 'a’
—weE'd 'a’ both swung here together,
dad! They thought we was guilty,
an’ | don’t blame 'em. So | had to
work masked!”

And then the crowd broke its spell
and surged forward to jam about
Blue Blazes and the scaffold, pour-
ing out their greetings to the un-
masked Phantom.

But a sudden sound broke
through the babble of noise and
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caused a hush to still half a thou-
sand throats. It was a ringing,
musical note—a chime that had
once been like a knell to torture the
Phantom’s dreams, but now it
seemed to vibrate with a joyful tone.

Silently Lew Barry and his son,
Bearcat—destined to be known
henceforth in that part of Arizona
as the “Phantom of the Desert”—
shook hands, standing side by side
on the dusty gallows in front of a
hushed multitude of cowmen and
citizens.

As their hands gripped in the un-
spoken man token of the West, the
musical notes tolled on, majestic and
SONorous.

The courthouse clock was striking
twelve.

If
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man named Pleasant
Rice, anxious to rank with the bold
frontiersmen of Texas, figured that
he would be considered as one of that
adventurous band if he prodded a
horned team yoked to a freight
wagon across the plains. So Rice
set out hauling corn for the govern-
ment teams and saddle horses. They
were big, fine animals, fat and shiny,
and the savage Comanches would
risk bullets any time to steal one of
them.

Freighters usually traveled in
groups to keep the Indians from at-
tacking them and stealing their
goods. But on one occasion, in
1866, young Rice made a lone trip,
as he was asked to deliver the corn
without delay, and the other wagons
were not ready to start. He had
with him two other young fellows
who had refused for some time to

A young

LUCK

take the chances, but were finally
persuaded to go.

For several days, everything went
smoothly. Not an Indian was in
sight, and the youths concluded that
the redskins were in some other
place on their light-of-the-moon
raids, and that the corn-laden wag-
ons were safe.

On the fourth night out, they piled
their saddles and blankets under the
wagon and hit the hay in the wagon
bed for an all-night snooze.

Their sleep was so sound that
when they turned out at daybreak,
they found that Indians had sneaked
in on them while they slept and had
stolen every blanket they had with-
out waking one of them. But what
surprised them more even than the
theft was why the raiders had not
left a few arrows in their bodies or
scalped them alive.
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Not Guilty

A “Shorty Masters” Story

By Allan

R*

Bosworth

Author of “The Razzberry Roan,” etc.

cottontail, “Shorty” Masters,
M. D. (Mule Driver), halted
as he cautiously led the way down
the rocky trail toward the camp that
was hidden in Six-shooter Canyon.
“Listen!” he whispered. “Sounds
like a hoss goin’ down the gulch!”
The tall cowboy who trod warily
behind him stopped and leaned for-
ward, his dark face tense. Willie
Wetherbee had more reason than
Shorty to be alarmed. The law said
he was the “Sonora Kid,” who had
robbed a Del Rio bank.

CARRYING a freshly skinned

“Mebbe Tumbleweed or one of
yore mules has busted his hobbles!”
he drawled softly. “Or mebbe it's
jest a steer!”

“Yeah, and mebbe somebody
heard us shoot this here rabbit fer
supper!”  Shorty retorted. “1'd
plumb hate fer El Bandido Blanco’s
outfit to stumble onto the camp an’
rustle our stock!”

He moved forward again on the
twisting trail. The last glow of sun-
set was on the rim rocks, and the
canyon was filling with forbidding,
purple shadows. The night wind was
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freshening, tossing the tops of the
cedars like uneasy, spectral giants.
Mystery and danger walked hand in
hand here in the Big Bend, where
the “Blond Bandit's” border out-
laws rode.

Shorty came to a turn in the nar-
row path and stopped. From here,
he could look down into the boulder-
strewn space where he and his mys-
terious partner had camped while
they sought to capture “El Bandido
Blanco”—the Blond Bandit. The
yellow-haired border outlaw, accord-
ing to Willie Wetherbee, could ex-
plain that Del Rio robbery.

“It looks all right,” Shorty
breathed in relief. “1 can see all the
mules, and there’s yore hoss. Mebbe
it was jest a steer, like yuli say.
Come on! If we don't git supper
purty soon, I'm liable to have to kill
a mule and eat him, because a cot-
tontail ain’t goin’ to be enough.”

Willie chuckled. Shorty loved his
six mules like brothers. They were
all offspring of a mare named Lucy,
and the bow-legged little freighter,
being fond of music, had dubbed
them the “Sextet from Lucia.”
Killing a mule, to Shorty, would be
nothing less than murder.

“1 reckon yuh can fill up on rab-
bit and frijoles,” the tall waddy
drawled as they strode into camp.
“I'll make the fire while yuh feed
them musical long-ears.”

The mule skinner reached for his
mortals and poured a generous meas-
ure of oats into each. He stepped
on the other side of the three freight
wagons to slip the feed bags over the
heads of the team, and when he
came back he stopped, staring at a
cedar trunk that was lighted by the
flickering camp fire.

“Willie!” he said in a voice edged

with excitement. “Look! Some-
body was here, after all!”
Wetherbee whirled. A sheet of
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paper had been pinned to the tree,
and the partners crossed slowly to
where they could read the bold pen-
cil print:

TO THE SONORA ICID

show-down. There are
three of us. We give you till sunup to
come out at the mouth of the canyon.
If you don't come out with your hands in
the air, you'd better come out shooting.
Buck Davis, Texas Ranger.

It's time for a

Shorty swallowed hard. This
might be the end of the trail for
him and the tall pard who had al-
ways shot square with him, whether
he was a bank robber or not. Three
Rangers, out to get the man for
whom there was a thousand dollars
reward, dead or alive!

“l seen it cornin’,” Willie said
softly. “Yuh cain’t give the law the
slip always, Shorty. They're givin’
me a chanct to surrender. If | cain’t
pile the twine on that yaller-headed
skunk, I'll be sent to the pen—and
I'll shoot it out with 'em first!”

“Better not. Better light out into
Mexico, Willie. It ain't like swap-
pin’ lead with three outlaws—or
even a dozen outlaws. Them Rang-
ers are crack shots. But, if yuh are
goin’ to fight, I reckon I'll be with
yuh!”

“Nothin’ doin’'!” Wetherbee flared.
“It ain’t yore funeral, an’-—- "

He clicked his jaw shut. Some-
where out beyond the camp fire's
circle, a man’s boots dragged and
stumbled on the rocks, and a man'’s
voice called:

“Help! Help, senor! Help!”

Shorty whirled, jerking his .45
from its holster. This might be a
trap. The man was staggering into
the light, a vague, wavering figure
that took shape as he came nearer.
He was a Mexican, and the swarthy
face under his broad sombrero
seemed to be drawn with pain.
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Shorty noticed that his left arm dan-
gled limply.

“Help me, senor! Agua! Agual!”

The man stumbled over the
wagon tongue and fell at full length.
Willie sprang to his side and lifted
him toward the camp fire, propping
his back against a bedding roll.
Shorty grabbed a canteen from the
wagon and placed it to the parched

lips.

“Gracias!” he murmured after a
long drink. “You are kind, Senor
Shorty!”

“Yuh know me?”
manded in surprise.

“Si, senor! 1 have ride with El
Bandido Blanco, and---——- "

“Well, yuh got a lot o' nerve!”
Wetherbee exclaimed. “Know what
we ought to do with yuh?”

“But | have run away, senor! EI
Bandido Blanco shoot me here. He
is one bad hombre! 1 try for many
times to run away. | have come to
help you. You want for capture
him. no?”

Willie exchanged quick glances
with Shorty. The little freighter was
gently slipping the Mexican’s duck
jumper off the limp left arm. He
found the shirt sleeve stained with
caked crimson, and the Mexican
shrank at the touch.

“Here, I'll fix it!”
“Let me wash the wound an’-—--

“But eet ees nothing, senor! Eet
will get well. | have run away to
help you—to tell you to-night you
can capture El Bandido Blanco!”

Shorty de-

said Shorty.

”

Willie Wetherbee forgot the man’s
wound in his eagerness. He leaned
forward and grasped the Mexican
by the arm.

“How?” he demanded.
Where?”

The Mexican’s white teeth flashed

“How?
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in a quick smile. There was a gleam
in his beady black eyes.

“Ah, the Sonora Keed, eh? 1
know, senor! | have heard El Ban-
dido Blanco tell with much laugh-
ing how eet ees you they are blam-
ing for the bank robbery, while eet
ees EI Bandido Blanco who got the
dinero!”

Shorty whirled toward his pard.
“There’s a witness for yuh, Willie!”
he exclaimed.

“Yeah, but it's what them court
hombres call hearsay evidence. It
ain't strong enough. | got to pile
the twine on that coyote, and the
Mex says we can do it to-night!
Say, what's your name?”

“Pedro Gonzales, senor.”

“Well, Pedro, when and where can
I find ElI Bandido Blanco to-night?”

The Mexican looked around him
carefully. There was a moon top-
ping the canyon walls, but the floor
of the rocky gulch was still black
with darkness, and nothing moved
out there except Shorty’s restless
mules and an occasional stamping
on the part of Tumbleweed, Wil-
lie's sorrel cow pony.

Pedro Gonzales leaned closer.
There was hate in his whispering
voice, and his eyes glittered in the
glow of the camp fire.

“At the Circle Bar corrals, senor!
There ees but one or two vaqueros
at the Circle Bar, for the rest are
moving cattle to the railroad. L
the corrals are three very fine
horses, senor, for which El Bandido
Blanco have big want.”

Willie Wetherbee sprang to his
feet, his .45 flashing into his quick
right hand. There was a crash of
a rock overturning just below the
camp—an unmistakable creak of
saddle leather, and a strange horse’s
snort!

“Halt!” yelled Shorty Masters,
leaping out from the rear of his
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wagons.  “Pull there, or I'll
plug yuh!”

A white horse was streaking down
the bed of the canyon, twisting and
turning around cedars and boulders
like a phantom of the moonlight.
Low over the animal’'s neck was a
rider, using quirt and spur. Prob-
ably he had heard every word Pedro
Gonzales had said; no doubt he was
a spy for El Bandido Blanco--—--

Bracing! Bracing! Braang! Shorty
and Willie jerked triggers.

Lead screamed down the canyon
like messengers of death. The shots
crashed and rolled in thunderous
echoes from the canyon walls. Swift
jets of flame stabbed the darkness
from the partners’ guns.

The mystery rider did not return
the fire. The white horse disap-
peared around a bend in the gulch,
and they could hear its hoofs clat-
tering over rocks, gravel, and sun-
baked soil, gradually fading into a
ghostly drumming, and then silence.

“There yuh are!” Willie drawled
as he holstered his gun. “Spyin’ on
us. When he figured he'd better
leave so’s he could tell EI Bandido
Blanco, he knocked over that rock
and had to make a break fer it!”

“He will not be able to reach El
Bandido Blanco in time!” protested
Pedro Gonzales.

It seemed to Shorty there was too
much eagerness in the Mexican’s
tone. A vague suspicion began to
take shape in the little freighter’s
mind, but he set his jaw and said
nothing.

“Anyhow, I'm goin’ over to Circle
Bar and try to snag that yeller-
headed skunk!” Willie gritted.
“What time does he figure on the
raid?”

“After midnight, senor, when the
full moon is overhead. | would like
for going weeth you, but my arm

up,
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“I'll go by myself!” Wetherbee
said grimly. “This is my funeral.”

“If it is, I'm one of th’ mourners!”
Shorty declared. “I'm goin’, too!”

“There ees no need, senor! EI
Bandido Blanco is riding alone to
get those three horses. The Sonora
.Keed can take care of heem. It
would be well to sleep, senor!”

“He’s right,” Willie asserted.
“Let's turn in. Shorty, 1'd rather
yuh stayed here an'—well, mebbe
yuh will have to stall the rangers
off fer a little more time. Tell 'em
I'll show up fer the show-down, all
right! Now I'm goin’ to turn in till
midnight!”

Shorty produced some spare bed-
ding from the wagons and gave it
to Pedro Gonzales. The Mexican
thanked him humbly, but there was
that strange light in his eyes.
Maybe it was from pain and the
thirst for revenge against the bandit
chief. Perhaps it was something
else.

The three ate a hasty supper of
cold frijoles and hot black coffee,
letting the rabbit stay until morn-
ing. Shorty put the thought out
of his mind that Willie Wetherbee
might not be with him for breakfast,
then spread his bedding roll so that
Pedro Gonzales would be between
them.

Willie was healthy, young, and
unafraid even of death. He was
asleep in five minutes, and such was
his range training that he would
awaken shortly before midnight,
when the full moon was overhead.

Shorty shucked off his own boots
and crawled between the blankets.
The camp fire died to a faint glow.
A screech owl was mourning in the
cedars near by, and off on some
lonely rim rock a coyote was howl-
ing. The stars were bright, and the
moon rolled higher over the canyon
walls like a freshly minted dollar.
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“Somethin’s funny!” the freighter
told himself drowsily. “The Mex
ain't showin’ anybody how bad he’s
shot. Mebbe he ain't shot at all.
He might have smeared up his arm
when the outlaw outfit was butch-
erin’ a rustled steer. And then
there’s that rider on the white hoss.
If El Bandido Blanco is startin’ so
late, why cain’'t the spy git back to
tell him that Willie is goin’ to be
layin’ fer him?”

It was all a tangled mystery, and
yet it might offer a chance to the
man who had to meet the Rangers
in the morning—had to meet them
for a show-down sooner or later.

Shorty fought off slumber that
was drawing heavy hands over his
eyelids. He had to keep awake—he
was going to follow Willie if the
tall pard insisted on setting out
alone. It was difficult to lie quietly,
eyes half closed, breathing as if he
was asleep, and still keep watch over
Pedro Gonzales.

Then slumber and drowsiness fled.
The Mexican was lifting himself
cautiously, listening, peering closely
at Shorty and then at Willie Weth-
erbee’s long form!

Pedro was satisfied the partners
were both asleep. He reached out,
silently, swiftly as a snake strikes.
The moon gleamed on blue steel as
he drew his hand back from Willie's
side.

Shorty slipped his own hand un-
der the slicker he was using for a
pillow. The cold grasp of his .45
brought assurance. He could shoot,
Gonzales at any time, now, but it
was better to wait and watch.

Pedro fumbled with the gun, and
the mule skinner heard the slight
clicking noise as the Mexican ejected
the cartridges. He was replacing
them. Perhaps he was worried
about the proper loading of Willie’s
45 after those shots had been fired
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down the canyon. Perhaps he was
reloading the gun with blanks!

Shorty did not stir. The Mexican
returned the gun to Willie’s side and
sank back into his bedding with a
sigh. In a few minutes he was
sleeping as soundly as Wetherbee,
but Shorty was wide awake.

The moon was overhead, peering
down through the gently swaying
tops of the cedars. Willie Wether-
bee quietly threw back his tarp and
pulled on his boots. He buckled his
cartridge belt around his waist and
stood up.

Pedro Gonzales appeared to be
sleeping, and so did Shorty Masters.
But the Mexican’'s beady eyes were
watching every move of the Sonora
Kid through slitted lids, and the
slight jingle of Willie's spurs aroused
the little freighter.

Shorty watched his tall pard from
the corners of his eyes. He knew
Willie well enough to know the dark-
faced cowboy would insist on going
alone. But there was nothing to
prevent Shorty from saddling a
mule and following him to the Cir-
cle Bar corrals.

Willie trod cautiously out of the
camp, lifted his saddle and bridle
from their place on a wagon wheel,
and approached Tumbleweed. In
another minute, the well-trained sor-
rel was being led up the steep trail
toward the divide.

Shorty waited for five minutes,
then raised to a sitting posture and
jerked on his boots. He started to
get to his feet, and Pedro’s voice
came, soft and yet ominous:

“You are going somewhere, Senor
Shorty?”

“l shore am!” the freighter re-
torted. “Yuh don’t think I'm let-
tin’ Willie ride into a trap, do yuh?”
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Pedro raised himself, lithe as a
cat. Out from under the bedding,
a .45 whipped, its menacing muzzle
full on the freighter.

“You weel stay here with me!”

“Not much!” Shorty flared. “I
seen yuh load Willie's gun with
blanks while he was asleep, an’ |
got up an’ reloaded it with live
shells. Thet fixed thet. But if
there’s goin’ to be a fight, I aims to
be there with Willie an’------ "

Shorty bit off his words and
leaped to one side. His right hand
flashed down and up. Flame lashed
from the muzzle of the Mexican’s
weapon.

Bracing! Shorty shot from the
hip, just as Pedro’s gun roared a sec-
ond time.

The shots crashed as one, roar-
ing, echoing in the little canyon.
They would be muffled, however, by
the rocky walls. Willie probably
would not hear them as he rode
swiftly over the level divide.

Pedro Gonzales coughed and fell,
twdsting over the bedding roll he
had borrowed. He was tough, and
he died hard. He whirled his tor-
tured body over, and his teeth
gleamed white in an animal snarl
as he jerked the gun around toward
Shorty again.

But suddenly the gun slipped
from Pedro’s limp fingers, and he lay
still in death.

Shorty stooped and picked up the
gun. Expertly, he threw" out the
empty shells, and then reloaded it
from the belt he strapped about his
waist.

“Yuh never can tell!” he mut-
tered. “Two guns might come in
right handy. Chopin! Come here,
yijh black varmint. We’'re goin’ fer
a ride!”

The black mule, named, like his
brothers, for a famous composer,
lifted his head with a snort. Shorty
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grabbed his saddle from the first
wagon, threw it over the big mule’s
back, and removed Chopin’s hob-
bles.

“What | want out of yuh is a lot
o' speed!” he told the long-eared
animal. “Yuh ain't as fast as a
hoss, but yuh got to be to-night!
We're gettin’ there in time fer the
shootin’!”

He swung into the saddle and
turned Chopin up the canyon trail.
The mule labored up the twisting,
climbing path, and struck east over
the divide, traveling at a gallop.

Gray-green mesquite trees flashed
past, ghostly shapes under the same
moon that was looking down on
death in the canyon camp—the
same moon that would soon be
looking down on death in the Cir-
cle Bar corrals. Shorty leaned for-
ward tensely, his Stetson flapping
in the wind. It was five or six miles
over to Circle Bar, and every minute
counted.

He prayed that EI Bandido
Blanco would be late. He knew
the Blond Bandit would not be rid-
ing alone, that there might be a
dozen of his pack with him. And
El Bandido Blanco need fear no
shot from ambush as Wetherbee
crouched in the corrals and waited,
for Willie wanted him alive.

“He’ll be settin’ there with his
rope, and he won’t have a clianct o’
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gittin’ out alive!” Shorty gritted.
“Shake yore laigs, mule!”
Chopin seemed to understand.

His ears were backed flat, his nos-
trils flaring, and his teeth bared. He
was covering the divide in strides
almost as long as those of a horse.
Shorty set his jaw and peered into
the dim moonlight, waiting for the
sudden stab of flame from a .45 to
start things going.

“If he don't git ElI Bandido
Blanco to-night, the Rangers git
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him in the mornin’!” the mule skin-
ner muttered. “A show-down fer
the Sonora Kid! | don't care who
Willie is or what he’s done; he's the
squarest-shootin’ pard a man ever

Bracing! Braang! There it was—
a fiery serpent’'s tongue licked into
the night against the farther hill as
Shorty rode down off the divide.

There was the Circle Bar wind-
mill, a gaunt skeleton rearing
against the moonlit sky, wheel whir-
ring, rods creaking dolefully. There
were the corrals, a couple of hun-
dred yards from the ranch house it-
self, stout pens built of native rock.

Braang! Zzzit! Another gun
cracked.

The bullet struck fire from a flat,
flinty stone that lay on the corral
fence. It came screaming up the
cedar-dotted slope toward Shorty
Masters, and passed him by like an
unearthly warning.

The hoofs of horses drummed on
hardpan.  Against the bleached
white of the stone corrals, glisten-
ing in the moonlight, Shorty saw rid-
ers streaking, circling. Prom the
corral walls came a single jet of
orange, and a .45 roared to punctu-
ate the clatter of running horses.

V.

Shorty reined the mule in on slid-
ing hoofs, a hundred yards from the
corrals, where a clump of mesquites
offered scanty shelter. No use ex-
posing Chopin to the bandits’ fire.
There was a water trough halfway
between him and the first rock
fence, and the little freighter swiftly
mapped his plan of action.

Braang! Braang!

Shorty looked up toward the hill
on the other side of the windmill.
Those shots came from the Circle
Bar ranch house. There were two
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waddies there, Pedro had said. That
made four against the outlaws—four
men who were separated and could
plan no concerted defense.

Guns blazed again from the house.
The bandits gathered on the far side
of the corrals, all but four riders who
kept circling the pens to keep their
quarry from escaping. There was a
vicious volley, and Shorty heard a
yell of pain and the tinkle of glass
from a ranch-house window.

“That's one of th' punchers
down!” he muttered grimly. “I got
to git to Willie!”

The broad sombrero of an outlaw
was outlined against the moonlit sky
as he came riding around the cor-
rals, a difficult target for the tall
waddv was crouched there with lead
hurtling around him. The bandit
was nearer Shorty.

Braang! The mule driver's six-
gun spat flame.

The outlaw melted into the dark-
ness below him. There was a thud
as his body struck the hard ground.

Shorty leaned forward, crouching
low, running swiftly toward the wa-
ter trough. The outlaw’s riderless
horse was plunging off toward the
mesquites. Shorty reached the
man'’s side, glanced at the distorted

face, and gasped in relief. It was a
Mexican, and not EI Bandido
Blanco.

“1 can use this gun, too!” the lit-
tle freighter panted. He grabbed
the weapon and the cartridge belt,
then dropped flat behind the water
trough. Another rider was coming,
yelling wildly, firing steadily toward
the rock fence.

Shorty took deliberate aim and
jerked the trigger. The outlaw’s
yell died in a dull cough. He
slumped over the horn, twisted side-
wise, and fell. His left boot toe
caught in the stirrup, and a terrified
horse ran wildly for the mesquite
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flat, rearing and plunging, kicking
at the gruesome thing which dan-
gled there at his side.

The mule skinner did not turn to
look. He jumped to his feet and
dashed for the corrals, covering the
ground with amazing speed for one
so short and bowed of legs.

“Willie!” he yelled. “Willie!
cornin’!”

A screaming bullet missed his left
ear by an inch, struck the corral,
and sang away into space. Shorty
ducked long after the danger was
past, twisted like a scared jack rab-
bit, and made for the shelter of the
corral fence.

Braang! Braang! Wetherbee's
gun blazed, ten feet down the fence,
and the outlaw who was trying to
drop Shorty before he joined his
pard wavered and fell back to reload
his gun.

The freighter threw the dead out-
law’s .45 and cartridge belt over the
fence and scrambled after it. He
made the other side in a clatter of
falling rock and picked himself off
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the ground.

“Willie! 1 figgered this was a
trap!”

The tall waddy moved toward

him, edging sidewise as he slipped
fresh cartridges into the cylinder of
his gun. He was cool as a Panhan-
dle norther.

“Yeah, | walked right into it. But
you should ought to have stayed
back there at camp. It don't mean
nothin’, one way or the other, fer
me. If | cain't pile the twine on
El Bandido Blanco, I might as well
stop a bullet here as one from the
Rangers.”

Braang! Brang! Shorty’'s bat-
tered Stetson whipped off his head;
particles of shattered flint stung his
cheek as a bullet spanged on the top
of the rock fence. He ducked.

“You're plumb loco!” he retorted.
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“We’ll come out o’ this!
are they?”

Willie fired deliberately before an-
swering. “About fourteen! And I
reckon they got the two waddies up

How many

at the ranch house. | was a fool
fer sneakin’ into the corral and
waitin’ here with my rope. The

blond-headed skunk rushed the pen
jest as soon as they come up—and
he had his men all scattered out.
Sooner or later, they’ll bust into the
corrals and come at us from all
sides!”

Shorty looked around the corral
and nodded. There were wide gates,
made of lumber, connecting the
pens. Over to their right was the
chute where stock could be branded,
or the saddles could be cinched on
broncs ready for the peeling. There
were a dozen avenues along which
the outlaws might come; but, as
long as the bandits kept circling the

corrals, none offered a chance of
escape.
The little freighter jerked his

Stetson low over his eyes and peered
over the fence. He could see the
bold shape of a rider against the
gray-green mesquites.

Braang! Braang! Willie fired a
split second after his partner.

One or both bullets hit the out-
law, and he piled into the dirt.
Shorty Masters gave a grunt of sat-
isfaction.

“We're cuttin’ down the odds,
Willie!” he declared. “Here, the
Mex that had this gun ain’'t got no
more use fer it. This gives us two

apiece.”

“We'll need ’'em!” Willie an-
swered. He was silent a moment,
listening. Then he jerked his chin

toward the ranch house.

“Reckon they got both o’ the Cir-
cle Bar waddies that was here!” he
said. “Shorty, it's come to the point
where we probably will have to plug

W WwW-8A
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that there yaller-headed polecat. If
yuh see him cornin’ at yuh, don’t
hold off none! It might be yore
life or his.”

A momentary lull fell over the
besieged corrals. Shorty took ad-
vantage of the quiet to sneak
around against the rock wall toward
the big gate. He came back and
reached for the coiled lariat Willie
had by his side.

“Might as well bust all the necks
we can!” he muttered. “They're
havin’ a palaver o’ some kind. That
means they’re goin’ to rush us in a
minute.”

There was a snubbing post, worn
slick by countless rope burns, not
far from the big gate. Shorty
slipped the lariat over this, drew it
tight, and strung it low along the
ground to the farther gatepost,
where he made it fast. Then he
slid back the bar that held the gate
shut, and the heavy hinges creaked
as the barrier swung open.

“Now!” grinned the little freighter
mirthlessly. “Let ’'em come on
a-whoopin’ 'er up!”

He took up a position under the
shelter of the rock wall, where he
could see into the adjoining corral
and also into the open flat. No
sooner had he done so than the at-
tack burst upon the partners with
renewed fury.

Braang! Braang! Bracing! The
bandits were burning a lot of pow-
der.

They circled in groups of three
and four, leaning low over the necks
of their horses, stabbing the dim
moonlight with swift jets of fire
from their six-guns.

Shorty saw that Willie was re-
turning the shots calmly, deliber-
ately; saw another Mexican topple
from the saddle. And then he heard
wild shouts at the far side of the
adjoining corralv the gate there

WWwW-9A
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swung open, and a half dozen horse-
men boiled into the empty pen!

“Here they come!” shouted the
mule driver.

He jerked himself around, brac-
ing his stocky body against the
wall. The gate he had opened
swung fully ajar, offering a seem-
ingly clear path for the attackers to
rush through.

Yes, they were coming. Six of
them, racing across the corral in a
mad swirl of dust, charging the part-
ners from the rear, catching them
between two fires.

The leader opened up with his .45.
Shorty saw Willie Wetherbee leave
the rock shelter at his back and ad-
vance slowly to meet the attack.
He was standing almost in the cen-
ter of the corral, his feet planted
wide, his tense body leaned forward,
a gun in each hand.

“Come on! Andale! Git-—-- "
The leader’s shout died in a sudden
crash.

His horse’s forelegs struck the
taut rope that was stretched low
over the gateway. The horse fell,
rolling, and the rider went under-
neath the heavy animal. Back of
him was a wild confusion of arms,
legs, and flying hoofs; a struggling
mass from which came animal
squeals and yells of pain and terror
from the men.

A man broke clear of the cloud
of dust. Shorty Masters’s gun split
the haze. The man’s knees buckled,
and he pitched face down.

Three of the attackers managed
to fight their way clear of the melee.
One was afoot, but he leaped to the
saddle behind a companion, and
they rode back out of the corral.

El Bandido Blanco’s harsh voice
could be heard out there, swearing
at his men for their failure. Two of
the fallen horses managed to get to
their feet and run, riderless, around
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until they
But their

the adjoining corral
found the outside gate.
owners were quiet.

V.

Willie Wetherbee came over to his
pard. “That was a swell trick,
Shorty!” he said gratefully. “That
will hold 'em off fer a minute. But
they're cornin’ again. EIl Bandido
Blanco is determined to git it over
with!”

“l1 know it,” Shorty answered.
“Look, here’'s an idea! See the
brandin’ chute? We can sneak

along it until we're dang near out
of the corrals. Then, if we could
jump out and grab ourselves some
hosses------ "

“Come on!” Weatherbee replied.
“1I'm goin’ first!”

He stooped low and cautiously
stepped through the gate, avoiding
the men who lay on the ground
there. The bars to the entrance of
the chute were down. Shorty was
behind him as he made the yard-
wide corridor between the two high
board fences.

The outlaws were circling again,
firing toward the spot where +1 *r
prey had last been seen. Willie
edged forward, then halted so sud-
denly that Shorty bumped into him.

“Listen!” cautioned the tall
waddy.
Bracing! Braang! The shots

sounded as if they came from far-
ther down the flat. There was a
new clatter of running horses—a
faster tempo added to the mad
drumming in the night. Reenforce-
ments for the outlaws, perhaps.

Both partners climbed the high
chute fence for a quick look.
Shorty’s gaze swept the mesquite
flat, and then he gasped.

Three men were riding into the
fray—three yelling, shooting de-
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mons. And one of them was on a
white horse!

“That there's the hombre that
was spyin’ on the camp!” Shorty ex-
claimed. “They're gittin’ new men
as fast as we shoot 'em down!
Hurry up; git on down the chute!”

Willie dropped to the ground and
started forward again. He brought
up suddenly, and threw his lean
body against the side of the narrow
passage. Ahead of him, a gun
blazed, and a bullet fanned Shorty’s
cheek.

Braang!
viciously.

The outlaw’s gun roared again,
and Shorty gasped. In the swift
spurt of flame, the little mule driver
saw the face of the man ahead—
saw a wide sombrero, a shock of
yellow hair, a cruel, beaked nose,
and thin, sneering lips. EI Bandido
Blanco!

The outlaw chief had hit on the
same idea as the partners. He was
attacking from the chute, and now
they had met.

Bang! EI Bandido Blanco’s gun
blazed again, and his face was a
sickly yellowish white in the vivid
flash.

Willie Wetherbee reeled, clutch-
ing at the chute for support. There
was another man behind EI Bandido
Blanco, now, and Shorty could not
fire for fear of hitting his tall pard.
Willie was wavering from one side
of the chute to the other, grimly
advancing on the Blond Bandit.

Wetherbee's gun spat fire. EI
Bandido Blanco went to his knees
with a cough. His gun flew out of
his hand and fell in the dust six
feet in front of him. He grabbed
the side of the chute and pulled him-
self slowly to his feet again.

Willie held his fire. Shorty could
hear his partner breathing hard.
The man behind El Bandido Blanco

Wetherbee's .45 cracked
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seemed willing to let the two old
enemies fight it out without inter-
fering.

“Come on, Parrish!” gritted
Wetherbee. “Come on an’ git yore
gun! Let's settle the score! Before
yuh die, yuh got to tell 'em about
that bank robbery.”

The outlaw’s sombrero fell back
and was held only by the chin string.
His yellow hair was down almost
over his eyes, glistening in the moon-
light that showed his drawn, hag-
gard face.

“They’ll never know, Sonora!” he
croaked. “You robbed the bank,
and yuh know it. You took yore
fifteen hundred dollars and kidnaped
me. You cain't kidnap the cashier
of the bank and git away with it!
You’ll go to the pen for that!”

Inch by inch, El Bandido Blanco
was pulling himself along the nar-
row chute, pulling himself toward
the gun. Shorty’s mind was in a
whirl:  his tongue was dry and
swollen. EI Bandido Blanco would
never have given Willie the same
chance for life that Willie was now
giving him.

“Yeah, | kidnaped yuh to make
yuh come clean with the fifteen hun
dred dollars my uncle left me!” Wil-
lie was saying. “But when yuh left
the bank, vuh took along five thou-
sand that didn't belong to either of
us, and yuh high-tailed it across the
Rio! Yo're a dirty crook, Parrish!
All 1 did was take the dinero yuh
was tryin’ to beat me out oft Come
on, git that gun and come up
a-shootin’!”

El Bandido Blanco’'s laugh was
ended in a shuddering cough. He
was over the gun, now. He reached
down for it with fumbling fingers.

“The jury will never believe yuh,
Sonora!” he taunted. “lI was too
smart for yuh. I've always been
too smart for yuh.”
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“Look out, Willie!” Shorty Mas-
ters screamed the warning.

El Bandido Blanco was straight-
ening, without the gun. He seemed
about to fall. lie was twisting side-
wise, holding to the chute fence with
his left hand. His right hand, con-
cealed by his body, fumbled at his
sash.

Then the moonlight flashed on
swift, naked steel. A knife glistened,
whistled through the air as EI Ban-
dido Blanco swept his right hand up
in a swift, desperate move.

Bang! Wetherbee fired from the
hip as he threw himself sidewise.

Spang! The knife hit a post, six
inches from Willie's body.

Its keen blade buried deep in the
soft cedar, and it quivered there,
singing in the echoes of Willie Weth-
erbee’s shot.

Shorty jerked himself upright,
ready with his .45. His partner was
slipping to the ground, faint with
pain. El Bandido Blanco had
pitched forward over the gun, and
his breathing was a gurgling gasp
that suddenly stopped.

The mule driver’s gun flashed up.
Outside the corral, as if they had
been silent all this time, he heard
Nans roaring and the mad thunder
of hoofs.

“Hold on!” commanded the man

behind El Bandido Blanco. “Put

up yore gun. | ain’'t an outlaw. I'm

Buck Davis, Texas Ranger!”
Shorty caught his breath, then

remembered the man on the white
horse. The chute walls whirled
about him. It didn't pay to resist
the Rangers, but Davis was here to
take Willie Wetherbee, alias the So-
nora Kid.

“Put up yore gun, | said!” Davis
ordered. “l ain't after yore pard,
yuh fool! | heard the confession
this skunk made. | heard what the
Mex said in yore camp to-night, and
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I rode back down to bring my men
over here. Take a look at Sonora,
and then come with me. We got to
put the rest of the coyotes on the
run!”

Shorty stooped over his pard, the
joy which surged in his heart bat-
tling with dread. Maybe Willie had
been killed! No—he was struggling
to get on his feet again, clutching
his left shoulder.

“I'm all right!” muttered the tall

cowboy. “Jest got me in the shoul-
der. Come on! Let's give it to
‘'em!”

Shorty stepped over the dead
leader of the Big Bend outlaws and
helped Willie after him. Buck Davis
led the way through the chute into
the big corral. Here they found two
men crouching behind the stone
wall, beside their horses, blazing
away at the bandits.

The little freighter made the rock
shelter with a yell. He rammed his
45 over the wall and began shoot-

ing. Buck Davis and the Sonora
Kid followed suit.

The outlaws’ ranks had been
thinned. When five guns began

spitting from the corral, they fell
back, gathered for a last charge, and
left two more men on the ground.
The rest broke in utter disorder, and
the sound of running horses died in
the mesquites.

“Hold yore fire!” Buck Davis or-
dered. “Well, Sonora, yuh can go
back to Del Rio, now. | got to take
yuh back, but when 1 tell the dis-
trict attorney what EI Bandido
Blanco said before he died, they’ll
turn yuh loose. Jest what happened
at that bank, anyhow?”
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Willie Wetherbee's quick, likable
smile flashed across his dark face.
“Jest what Parrish said,” he replied.
“He was the cashier, and he was
stealin’ people’s money all the time.
When my uncle died in San Antone
and left me fifteen hundred dollars,
Parrish tried to beat me out of it.
I ought to have gone to court, |
reckon, but | was too hot-headed.”

“Yeah, go on,” said the Ranger.

“Well, I went into the place with
a gun and told Parrish to pack up
my fifteen hundred and come along
with me. | took him down toward
the river and told him a crook as
big as him couldn't stay in this
country. What | didn't know was
that he packed away five thousand
dollars besides—and so they ac-
cused me of takin’ the whole
amount.”

“And then Parrish organized his
gang?”

“That's right. Me an’ my pard
here have been tryin’ to pile the
twine on him ever since.”

The Ranger chuckled. “Well, it
shore was lucky we happened to be

around. | shore figured from the
evidence that yuh robbed that
bank!”

Shorty Masters grinned. “So did

everybody except me an’ my mules,”
he declared. “We knew all the time
Willie didn't rob no bank!”

An’' thet's thet. EI Bandido Blanco got
his, at last, an’ W illie's free ter go where
he pleases. We got a hunch he'll please
ter go along with Shorty Masters an’
the musical mules, fer him an’ Shorty is
pards if any two waddies ever was.
W atch fer the next thrillin’ story about
‘'em in Street & Smith's Wild West
Weekly soon.

>

DOB
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individual readers.

communications, with your name and address printed clearly,

to Fiddlin’ Joe, care of Street & Smith’'s Wild West Weekly, 79 Seventh

Avenue, New York, N. Y.

seein’ yuh ag’in! Dag-gone it,
if it ain't August already!
When August comes along it always
seems tuh me thet the summer’s
jest about over somehow or other.
It sure makes the time pass fast,
anyhow!
How yuh cornin’ in yore search

I IOWDY, folks, it's right good

for songs, folks? Don’'t forgit tuh
try tuh git yore ol' folks tuh sing
yuh some o’ the ol’-timers. Mebbe
yuh'll be visitin’ some o’ yore rela-
tives durin’ the summer an’ Kin
tackle 'em then. Don’'t forgit the
Fiddlin’ Joe’s Song Corral where-
ever yuh go!

I reckon if thar's one song thet's
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been pop’lar with yuh folks, it's
“The Strawberry Roan,” which |
published early this year with the
author’'s own story of how it was
written. Waal, ever since | got hold
o’ thet one for yuh, I've been try-
in’ tuh git some others of his; an’
tuh-day | got a prize!

Curley Fletcher is plumb gen'rous
in givin’ me permission tuh publish
some o' the famous songs in his
book: “Songs of the Sage.”* As he
says in his preface tuh his book,
“Songs of the Sage” was written for
the lovers of the great open spaces
—the mountains, valleys, an’ deserts
that form the Empire of the West,
by a man who has spent his life in
that part of the West known as the
Great American Desert.

Fletcher grew up in Inyo and
Mono Counties, California, and
came tuh know the West as only a
kid out thar could know it. He’'s
been a cowboy, muleteer, prospec-
tor, an’ all thet—but he’s never yit
herded sheep!

Hyar's the song, folks, an’ it's a
humdinger thet many of yuh've been
wantin’:

THE RIDGE-RUNNIN’ ROAN
By Curley Fletcher

It was up in the Bail Lands, | was rangin’

alone,

| first heard of this cayuse, the Ridge-run-
nin’ Roan.

He was fleet as a deer and tough as a
mule,

Pretty as a picture and nobody’'s fool.

High-headed and
for speed;
The cowboy that roped him could own that

there steed.

leggy, he was just built

I figured the reason this bronc was still
free

Was he never had crossed a mustanger
like me.

*"Songs of the Sage,” b}( Curley M. Fletcher,
published by Frontier Publishing Company, Los
Angeles, California, for one dollar.
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So | went right to work and got me a pair!

Of the best saddle horses that ever wore
hair.

I hunted that mustang and | took to his
trail;

When he hit for the ridges he was packin’
the mail.

I never did head him nor turn him about,

I aimed to just trail him till I wore him
plumb out.

Then for five or six days |
inch;

He was wearin’
a cinch.

gained not an

no crutches and that was

He was tough as a boot and as wise as a

fox;

He kept on the ridges and a-dodgin’ the
rocks.

I'd trail him till dark and at dawn 1'd
begin,

Till 1 got pretty weak and my horses got
thin.

I followed those tracks till 1 got stiff and
sore,

But he stayed right in front where he kept
makin’ more.

Then 1 got so | felt like a tired, locoed
sheep,

NA-trailin’ that fuzztail and a-losin’ my
sleep.

He went short for water, with no time to

graze,

While | camped on his trail for seventeen
days.

Then he got awful gaunt, he was wearin’
out fast,

Till he looked like a ridge-runnin’ ghost at
the last.

He was placin’ his feet like he's walkin’ on

tacks,

Till 1 saw he was leavin’' fresh blood on
his tracks.

So | started to crowd him and turned him
around;

He quit the rough edges and hunted soft
ground.

I shook out a loop when we got to a flat,
I threw that reata and it fit like my hat.

He sure gave up quick when 1 jerked out
the slack,

Then | noticed some old saddle marks on
his back.

I had done myself proud and felt like a
champ

When | got him all haltered and headed for
camp.
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He was strikin’ an’
rightin’ mad.

I could see he was spoiled and sure enough
bad.

kickin', and plumb

Well, I got him at home and into the
corral,
I fed him some hay and oats for a spell,

When he got fat and strong | gave him the

news,

I hog-ticd him down and nailed on some
shoes.

Then | put on the bridle and | fixed it to
fit,

It wasn't the first time that he'd champed
a bit.

I threw on my saddle and 1 cinched it
right down.

Then | crawled his old carcass— 1 was

headed for town.

I drug out my quirt, 'cause to me he looked
tame,

Like a twenty-two pistol
frame.

| got a deep seat, and | froze to the cantle,

| jabbed in my meat-hooks clear up to the
handle.

on a forty-five

He let out a bawl and he went from that
spot

Like the ground where he stood had sudden
got hot.

He topped that first jump with a shimmy
and shake,

Like a-poppin’ the head from a live rattle-
snake.

Then he went to sun-fishin’, he sure was a
peach,

And | turned from a wild-cat into a leech.

He was mad as a hornet, and | guess he
saw red,

He was handy afoot and his feet wasn't
lead.

I thought I was up on the hurricane deck

Of an earthquake and a cyclone a-havin’' a
wreck.

I was doin’ my best and was just get-
tin' by.

But lie's doin’ better with blood in his eye.
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He was duckin’, and dodgin’, and a-walkin’
the dog,

He had me so dizzy | was lost in the fog.

And then he got busy and the things that

he did

like a volcano that had blew off the

lid.

W as

He was bawlin’,
the hump;

He turned wrong side out with every new
jump.

At ridin’ bad horses I'm no crippled squaw,

But he showed some tricks that | never
had saw.

and gruntin’, a-humpin

With a gyratin’ jump he goes over the gate,

And | grabbed for the horn, but I was too
late.

He hit with a jar that most shed his
hair:

And busted me loose and | quit him right
there.

Of all the bad horses that | ever rode,

None was like him, for he seemed to ex-
plode.

He busted me up and I'm still stiff and
lamed—

That Ridge-runnin’ Outlaw will never be
tamed.

The last time | saw him, he was crossin’ a

bridge,

He was high-tailin’ back to his favorite
ridge.

I've borrowed an outfit, as I've none of
my own—

My rig'gin’ ran off on the Ridge-runnin’
Roan.
Thar, folks! Thet's another song

tuh add tuh yore collection of songs
thet tell the tale o’ hosses thet was
better'n the men thet tried tuh tame
'em. | reckon thar’s few hosses thet
really can't be tamed—but thar’s
fewer men, for thet matter, with the
same kind o’ free spirit. Yuh can’t
touch either of 'em.

I reckon I'll be leavin’ now. So
long, an’ good luck!
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Pen Pals

Conducted by SAM WILLS—Postmaster

Some day you're going out West yourself to the Western outdoors.

It will

be a nice thing to have friends out West when that time comes—friends who'll
extend a hand o’ welcome and put you onto things. )
You can make these friends through this department of Wild West Weekly.

The idea is to exchange information about different parts of the West—about
ranches and camps, getting work, prospecting, and learning to rope and ride.

Letters are exchanged only between men and men, and between women and
women. Let's get together and make this department a real help to readers of
Wild West Weekly. I'll do my part by forwarding letters between parties
likely to be interested in writing to one another. You do yours by always
printing your whole name and address carefully on every letter you send to
this department; and by giving the name and State of the Pen Pal you choose,

as it a%pears in the magazine, as well as the data of the magazine in which

you find him or her.

Address your letters to Sam Wills, care of Street & Smith’'s Wild West
Weekly, 79 Seventh Avenue, New York, N. Y.

EFORE | print this batch o’
B letters, thar’'s some things 1'd
like tuh have a heart-tuh-heart

talk with yuh about. It's them
pesky rules ag’in, as yuh may guess!
Letters from boys tuh gals, an’
gals tuh boys, the which is agin’ the
rules, go intuh the wastebasket; an’

don’'t think thar’s much chance for
such letters tuh slip through! If yuh
get a letter in answer tuh yore
printed request, be sure yuh hang
ontuh the address of the writer, be-
cause, unless he's been a Pen Pal
before, 1'm not likely tuh have his
address myself.
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As |'ve said before, once yuh have
the address of a Pen Pal thar’s no
need mailin’ yore letters tuh him
through the office. Jest write di-
rect. An’ also, if yuh happen tuh
have a unusual first name, please be
sure tuh mention whether yo're a
boy or gal. Some names is kind o’
confusin’, yuh know.

Thar, |1 reckon I've covered about
all of 'em, folks. Except, o’ course,
the usual one o’ printin’ yore name
an’ address in full on the envelope
an’ in the letter so thet thar’'ll be
no .stray letters.

Now let's get down tuh the let-

ters:

JOB INFO WANTED

I shore was tickled when | re-
ceived two letters this week advisin’
thet the writers could give employ-
ment tuh one or two boys. O’ course,
I sent each of 'em a dozen or more
names an’ hope thet by now at least
two of my friends found a job.
Thet's the spirit, folks, if yuh need
help yoreself, or if yuh hear of any
one who has a job open, take yore
pick from yore Pen Pals?

Yuh can either write to the Pen
Pals whose requests | print or ask
me for some addresses o’ those who
need a job. Let's hope thet those
who are askin’ for a job tuh-day will
find what they want.

D ear Sam: | am seventeen years old and
willing to work. | would like to get a job
on a horse or cattle ranch. Would be will-
ing to work for board and clothes until 1
am able to do my job well, and it is
worth something. I have always been
greatly interested in horses and sure would
like to work with them.

Preston Amspacher, of Pennsylvania.

D ear Sam: Although | have been read-
ing the W. W. W. quite often, this is the
first time that | have written to ask for
help. I would like to find a job on a
ranch or farm out West, where 1 can
work around horses, which are my favorite
animals. | can ride very well and can also
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use the rope somewhat. Please try and
get me in touch with some ranchers either
in Montana, Texas, or Arizona, and if any
one does hire me, I sure will do my best
to satisfy him. I am a young man of
twenty-six, active and strong, and 1 cer-
tainly can work hard.
Troy B. Chasteen, of South Carolina.
Dear Sam: | am a boy of eighteen, anx-
ious to get a job out West or somewhere else,
although | prefer the West. | have the
roaming fever like most boys and would
like to work along the way. Any one
who has an opening for a husky chap,
please answer. Bus, of Arkansas.
Dear Sam: | am in hopes that | can
locate a job in the Northwest through your
magazine. | am a woman of forty-three,
entirley alone and independent, well ex-
perienced in cooking, business, and public
work; and | am looking for employment.
Perhaps you will hear of some resort hotel

or ranch where work such as | can do
is needed. I have always been consid-
ered a good and willing worker, and can

furnish references of the best kind. Any
one can easily be convinced of my ability.
R. S., of ll1linois.

WESTERNERS WANTED

Jest the usual crop o’ Pen Pals
who want to learn more about the
West, an’ | don’'t blame them for
cornin’ hyar with thar wishes, be-
cause it is much better to get info
firsthand. I'm shore thet thar's
many a Pen Pal who'll be only too
glad to spill some o’ the knowledge
in his mind about the West, an’ |
reckon thet all o’ these requests will
find ample an’ quick response.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of twelve, and
I am writing to try and find some Pen
Pals, especially cowgirls, from Texas, Ari-
zona, or Montana. | am so much inter-
ested in these States, especially in Texas,
that | hope | will get many letters from
Pen Pals living there. | will answer each
letter |1 get and will also exchange snapshots.
Myrtle Fray, of Oregon.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of thirteen who
is very much interested in the West, where
I would like to find some Pen Pals. My
sister, Wanda, who is ten years old, would
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also like to get some Pen Pals in the West,
especially in Texas. We will answer all
letters we receive and will exchange songs,
pictures, and articles for Western togs.

Bernardine and Wanda, of lllinois.

Dear Sam: | am a chap, twenty-three
years old and anxious to see whether |
can wrangle a few Pen Pals, young or old.
I know how to ride bronchos and race
horses; can rope and bulldog cattle, and
am an expert with rifle or pistol. Will
be glad to give info about these things to
any one who asks for it. So come on, Pen
Pals, sling some ink my way and | think
you will score a hit.

Broncho Lon, of Kansas.

D ear Sam Wills: | am a boy of eleven

years. | would like to get in touch with
some Western Pen Pals, especially from
California, Wyoming, Montana, and Texas
—in fact, any State in the West. | like

all outdoor sports and am especially fond
of horseback riding, also running,
ming, and whistling. Could any one send
me the song called “The Cowboy's La-
ment”? M artin Wisecup, of Ohio.

swim -

Dear Sam: | am a lover of all things
Western, and so | would like to get some
Pen Pals in the West, for the information
they can give me. 1 am a girl only twelve

years old, but I will make my letters in-
teresting, and anyhow will answer every
letter | get. Please hurry and write me.

I am waiting! Ettibae, of California.
Dear Sam Wills: | am a girl, fifteen
years of age, writing in for information
about ranches. | would like to get some
Pen Pals out West who can send me pic-
tures of ranches and tell me all about life
there. That has always interested me, and
I saw my chance of getting what | want

when | found your Pen Pal department.

Fay Reeves, of Texas.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of thirteen and
would like to get a Pen Pal from Texas
who is about my own age. | have a lit-
tle black pony, named “Crow” and a thirty-
pound black saddle. By now | can ride
pretty well, but | don’'t know anything
about roping. | will answer all letters and
will exchange pictures with any boy from
Texas or Arizona.

A. J. Jernigan, of Nebraska.

Dear Sam: | am writing to find out
whether | could get some Pen Pals be-

tween thirteen and sixteen years old. 1
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am especially interested to hear from real
cowgirls in Colorado, Arizona, Utah, and
New Mexico. | belong to the Girl Scout
organization; can swim, play tennis and

baseball, and also love to skate and watch
hockey or football games. To any Pen
Pal writing to me 1| shall gladly give in-
formation about the historic city of Cam-
bridge;~ it is of interest. Now | am hop-
ing for many letters soon.

Edna Carland, of M assachusetts.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of fourteen and
would like very much to find some Pen
Pals. Although | live about as far West
as any one can get, | would like to hear
from Western cowgirls in Texas, Montana,
Wyoming, or Arizona. Please try and find
me some real fun-loving, go-getter Pen
Pals.

Dorothy Sutherland, of California.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of sixteen in
search for Pen Pals. 1 will exchange songs,
snapshots, et cetera, with any Pal, no mat-
ter where, but | especially would like to
get some one in Texas. | am a lover of
outdoor sports, and of course would pre-
fer that whoever writes me likes them, too.

Norman Feasel, of Ohio.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of sixteen and
am asking you to print this letter for me
so that | will get some Pen Pals, especially
from the West. Some time ago the collect-
ing bug struck me, and now | am inter-
ested in a number of things to collect—
stamps, movie-star pictures, and especially
Western songs. Therefore | sure would
like to hear from girls who are interested
in the same things, and | promise to an-
swer every letter | receive.

Nellie Howard, of North Carolina.

FAR-AWAY FOLKS

Thar’'s nary a week thet | don't
get a couple o’ letters from folks
across the sea who want to join the
Pen Pals. It makes me feel kind o’
proudlike tuh think thet the
W. W. W. travels so far an’ finds so
many admirers.

Now yuh do yore part an’ show
these frien’s what fine letters yuh kin
write and what wonderful things
can be told about the good old
U. S. A. But, don't ferget it takes a
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five-cent stamp to mail letters over-
seas.

Dear Sam: | was reading some of the
Pen Pal letters in the W. W. W., and as |

am interested in learning something about
cowboys, firsthand, I am waiting to ask
that you let me join the Pen Pals. | will

exchange information concerning my coun-
try for some about cowboy life and cow-
boy ways. | am twenty-three years old
and, of course, would prefer Pals around
my own age.

W. H. Western, of England.

Dear Sam Wills: | am a born Afri-
cander, but nevertheless very much inter-
ested in everything concerning the wild
West of the United States of America. |
am a keen sportsman, big-game hunter, and

can tell interesting things about the jun-
gles here. City life does not interest me
much, so | hope | will get my Pen Pals

from the wide-open spaces. | shall gladly
exchange snaps and also stamps.
Ben Smit, of South Africa.

Dear Uncle Sam: | am a boy of twelve,

greatly interested in the American wild
West. Please try to get me some Pen
Pals out there, especially those willing to
exchange snaps and stamps, and wdio can
tell me real facts about Westerners and
life on the ranches.

Bobsie Kriel, of South Africa.

OTHER REQUESTS

If yuh didn't find yore Pen Pal
among those listed under special
headings, hyar’s yore chance. Hyar’s
the group in which yuh’ll find Pen
Pals of all sorts of interest, an’ it'll
pay yuh to read thar letters care-
fully. An’ I want tuh add, thet if
any one of yuh is interested in the
study of foreign languages, mebbe
printin’ a request in this group will
bring results. Yuh might make
connections with folks o’ the same
endeavor.

Dear Sam: | only have one good Pen

Pal so far, but | am hungry for more
and would ask you to please print this
letter for me. | am here once more look-

ing for Pen Pals, because it seems to me
that you did not do me justice when my
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request was printed quite some time ago.
I am a jolly sort of person, interested in
sports, such as fishing, hunting, and es-
pecially camping. I don't think there is
anything to equal a night beside a blazing
camp fire, and | would like to exchange
experiences with Pals.
Don, of New Hampshire.

Dear Sam: | am interested in getting
some Pen Pals, and | am writing to you,
hoping that you will find some for me. |
am a boy about twenty years old and just
love to write and receive letters from any-
where in the' world. No, I am not hard to
please and any Pen Pal will do, as long as
he will stick and answer my letters
promptly.

Riley M. Samples, of Virginia.

Dear Sam Wills: | have been thinking
of going out West for homesteading and |

would like some Pen Pals to write to me
about all that | should know on the sub-
ject. 1 want to find out what land is still

available and what is best suited for cattle
raising. T. C. B., of Mississippi.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of thirteen, and

I am writing my first letter to you in the
hope that you will be able to find some
Pen Pals for me. | graduated this year
from the eighth grade and have now
enough time to answer all letters | receive.
My main interests are outdoor life and
horses.

Harriet Shomshor, of Nebraska.

Dear Sam Wills: Does nobody over
thirty years ever care to get letters? As
far as | am concerned, I am a good bit
over thirty, but letters are as welcome to
me as ever, and now | am hoping that this
appeal will be heard and that those Pen
Pals of thirty and above will get busy to
write to me. | can tell them a lot of in-
teresting things about my own State and
the places along the coast.

E. K. Ore, of Oregon.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of fourteen and

would like to have Pen Pals from all over
the country. My favorite sports are base-
ball, football, basket ball, and swimming,
and | invite especially those Pals who are
interested in the same endeavors to write
to me.

Raymond Clarke, of New York.

Dear Sam: | wish you would find me
some Pen Pals between fifteen and twenty
years of age. | am sixteen years old, my-
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self, and very anxious to make friends any-
where in the country.

The Whistling Kid, op Oklahoma.

Dear Sam: |
would

am a boy of sixteen and
like to have Pen Pals anywhere in

the United States, especially some who
could give me some information about the
Western States as well. I don’'t care
whether the writers are young or old, each
letter will be answered. I will also ex-
change snapshots. | sure hope | will hear

from some one soon.
Anthony J. Kovac, of Missouri.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of fourteen years
of age and am looking for Pen Pals who
are walling to trade broken guns, old lariats,
spurs, holsters, and cartridge belts for post
cards, snaps, songs, souvenirs, et cetera.
I can shoot a rifle pretty well, but have not
yet tried my hand at pistols. | can rope
and am just learning how to ride.
Jack Butler, of Connecticut.

Dear Sam: | am a girl of sixteen, hav-
ing lived all my life on ranches on the
desert, about which I can tell quite a lot
of interesting things. My hobby is col-
lecting stamps, coins, and postal cards from
all over the world, and | hope | will get
many Pen Pals in far-away countries with
whom | can exchange things. | might add
that | am an invalid and very lonely; so
please see that there will soon be plenty
of letters in my mail box.
Lonely Clarita, of Arizona.

D ear Sam Wills: | thought to get in
around the stove, but not to get warm.
I only want to get some real Pen Pals
from anywhere in the world. | am about
twenty-five years old and not bad-looking.
When | was young | was badly bow-legged
on account of riding horseback constantly,

but | have outgrown that. | hope | get
many letters, because | am all alone.
Should my mother, Mrs. Alice Jackson,
see this, I hope she will write; I have not

heard from her and do not know where

she is. | also hope that my old pal, Eva
Gregory, will get in touch with me if she
reads this.

M rs. Nellie Edington, of Oregon.

Dear Sam: | would like to join your
Pen Pals. | am a boy of fifteen and live
on a ranch, so that I know all about the
work and ways there. | enjoy horseback
riding and other outdoor sports, but my
real interest lies in playing the fiddle.

The Fiddling Kid, of Texas.
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Dear Sam Wills: Here come two girls
in their teens from the “Land of the Thou-
sand Lakes” with the old, old request for
Pen Pals and more Pen Pals. We are not
exactly lonesome, as we can find plenty to
do, but we want Pen Pal friends, no matter
where they are. We both skate, love music,
play at sports of all kinds, read a lot, and
want to hear from Pals who can write nice
long letters. Anybody who writes can ex-
pect a speedy reply. We especially invite
Jewish girls to write us, as we are Jewish
ourselves.

Peggy and Ann, of Missouri.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of seventeen
who is very much interested in cow-punch-
ing. I have a Western mustang and a
cowboy outfit, and | would like for some
one to tell me how to hold and throw a
rope from a horse, also what to do after
the cow is caught, how to throw and tie
a cow and how to bulldog a steer.

George Ebner, of Ohio.

Dear Sam: I am a girl of ten and
would like to have some Western Pen
Pals. | like to hear about the West and
have saved also quite a few of the songs
you had in your magazine. Please get me
some Pen Pals real soon.

Rowena Morrell, of New Jersey.

Dear Sam: | am a boy of twelve, in
the sixth grade. | would like to get Pen
Pals from Kentucky, Colorado, and
Texas, especially some who could tell me
something interesting about their part of
the country.

Ronald Fruin, of New York.

Dear Pen Pals: Come on some of you

ranch hombres who are around twelve
years old. I would like to swap some
things, such as a pair of cowboy boots for
parts of a radio. | will also swap snap-
shots, and will answer all letters.

Tom Radigen, of Illinois.

Thet brings us to the end for this
week, an’ I'm jest wonderin’ how
many of yuh will think o’ what |
said at the beginnin’ o’ this depart-
ment, Look back tuh it an’ get
them thar rules fixed in yore minds,
so thet | can run this department as
nicely as | want tuh do it. Yuh do
yore part, an’ yuh can rely on yore
ol’ frien’ Sam Wills tuh do hisn! So
long!
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All letters intended for The

Wranglers

Corner should be addressed tO

The Range Boss, Street & Smith's Wild West Weekly, 79 Seventh Avenue,
New York, N. Y.

TTIJHAT in tarnation am we
w waitin’ fer?” growls Buck

Foster, o’ Circle J, at this
week’s meetin’. “Why don’t yuh

start readin’ them tliar letters,
Boss?”
We looks over at the grizzled

range veteran an’ grins. “Jest wait-
in’ fer Shorty Masters an’ his pard,
the Sonora Kid,” we says. “They
ought ter be here pronto, now, an’
then-——- "

“Whoa, thar, yuh addle-headed
long-ears!” yells a voice outside.

There's a squeak o' brakes, the
rattle o' harness an’ bits, then the
thump o’ two pairs o’ boots headin’
fer the door. The next minute,
Shorty an’ Sonora— better known,
mebbe, as Willie Wetherbee— steps
in.

We steps over ter Sonora an’
sticks out our hand. “Congratula-
tions, Willie,” we says. “We

knowed all the time thet yuh wa'n't

really no crook. How does it feel
not ter be afraid o' sheriffs no
more?”

The Sonora Kid grins all over his
han’some, dark face as he grips our
hand. “It feels plumb swell, Boss,”
he laughs. “QO’ course, Shorty an’
me wa'n’'t never ’'xactly afraid o’
the law, but--—-- "

“Waal, help me, Hannah!” ex-
plodes Buck. “So yuh finally got
thet El Bandido skunk ter come
clean, huh? I'll be a horned toad,

if 1 didn't know yuh would! Put
‘er thar, Sonora!”

All the waddies—the Circle J
pards, the Whistlin’ Kid, an’ Jim
Hazel, the forest ranger—crowd
around Shorty an’ Willie, askin' fer
details o’ the show-down with EI
Bandido. It keeps the two freight-
in’ pards plumb busy fer some time
answerin’ questions.
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Finally, though, things quiet down
a bit an’ we raps fer order. When
we gits it, we draws the first letter
out o' the sack an’ starts ter read.
Here it is:

D ear Range Boss: How
coming along? I have been reading the
3W for almost five years, and | still think
it is the best magazine on the market.

Why don’t yon cut out the Western Pen
Pals department and increase the size of
the Wranglers Corner? Pen Pals is no
good, but you sure had an idea when you
started the Corner. | never miss it.

Why in thunder don't you let Shorty
and YVillie pile the twine on that El Ban-
dido Blanco skunk? It's getting tiresome,
reading about their failing to catch him all
the time.

My favorite characters are Sonny Tabor,
Billy West, Buck Foster, and Joe Scott.
The rest of the bunch aren’t bad, however.
I like them all.

That fellow who wrote in a while ago and
signed himself Edward Coffee must have
been eating locoweed. The whole 3W
spread is fine, in spite of all he has to say.

Yours till Buck Foster quits Circle J and
gets married,

Canton, Texas.

is the spread

Osborns Edwards.

The gang is all grinnin’ when we
finishes readin’. The two what have
the widest grins are Shorty an’ Wil-
lie. Everybody figures thet Osborne
Edwards must be plumb delighted,
now, ter learn thet Shorty an’ Willie
have done what he was beefin’ about
—catched EI Bandido an’ fixed him
so he won't ride the Rio trails no
more.

As fer the suggestion thet we cut
out Sam Wills’s Western Pen Pals—
waal, we don’t reckon thar’'s much
chance o' doin’ thet. We aim ter
please the readin’ hombres, an’ if
the number o’ letters Sam gits is any
indication o’ the popularity o’ Pen
Pals, thet same department will stay
put fer some time ter come.

The next letter thet we draws out
o’ the ol’ mail bag is this here one:

in the
figure

D ear Range Boss: | was born
West and came East in later life. |
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I'm still a Westerner. | have been reading
3W for six years, but this is my first letter
to you.

I notice that some of the reading hom-
bres who write in are always kicking about
something. If they would only keep still,
life would be a lot happier.

My favorite waddies are Sonny Tabor,
Kid Wolf, the Circle J pards, Silver Jack
Steele, Johnny Forty-five, the Bar U twins,
Seiior Red Mask, the Ranny Kid, Hungry
and Rusty, the Whistlin’ Kid, and Calamity
Boggs.

If Buck Foster’'s brains were nitro-
glycerin, he wouldn't have enough to blow
his nose. Tell him that— and tell him that
if he wants to come down here on the prod,
I am ready for him.

I am known as the fastest gun slinger
in existence. | have hit a dime, three times,
at twenty-five paces, before a nickel,
dropped from a height of four feet, could
hit the ground. | can also rope and tie a
calf in eighteen seconds.

I have only two criticisms to make of

your magazine. There should be more
women and romance in the stories. Also
there should be more stories of Sonny

Tabor and Circle J.

I am going back out West in a year or so.
When | get there, | may drop in and visit
your spread. If I meet Buck, and he gets
proddy, I'll remake his whole danged
homely face.

Yours till
gal, Hannah,

Waynesburg,

Buck gets help from his old
Six-gun Admiral.
Pennsylvania.

Buck is plumb speechless after
hearin’ thet. He glares around him
an’ snorts through his broken nose.
His brown eyes is blazin’ an’ he
starts tuggin’ fiercelike at his droop-
in’ mustache.

Before he kin let go, howsomever,
an’ disrupt the meetin’, we grabs an-
other letter an’ starts readin’. This
is it:

Dear Range Boss: This is my first letter
to the Wranglers Corner. I have been
reading the 3W for two years and think it
can’'t be beat.

My favorites are Sonny Tabor, Calamity
Boggs, Vincente the Yaqui, and the Circle J
pards. Buck Foster is one real he-man
fighter. He ought to ride herd on his pards
now and then.

Kid Wolf is a little too perfect, | think.
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Is isn't possible for a man to be quite so
good as he is— good with guns, | mean.
And why isn't he ever hurt or wounded?

Rusty Bolivar, that peppery little pard
of Hungry Hawkins, is altogether too
peppery and ornery. He may be a good
pard for Hungry, but his captain is going
to throw him in jail some day for being
too fresh and proddy.

Shorty Masters and Willie Wetherbee
ought to try ranching or cow-punching for
a change. Freighting and mule skinning
is no job for a pair of hombres like them.

I am interested in the Wranglers Corner.
My friends all tell me that you make up
the letters that appear in it. 1 don't be-

lieve that. But if | don't see this letter in
there soon, | will believe it. Please print
it so | can prove to my friends that they

are loco.
Yours till Sonny Tabor drinks redeye.
Stim Hanun.

Lake Villa, Illinois.

Here's the next one we comes ter:

D ear Range Boss: This is my second
letter to you. Why my first one was not
printed is a mystery to me. |If this meets
the same fate, I'll know that there is no
such place as the Wranglers Corner. This
is my last fling.

Like all the other reading hombres, |
have my favorites. First in line is Johnny
Forty-five, then Sonny Tabor, Kid Wolf,

Senor Red Mask, Hungry and Rusty, Sil-
ver Jack Steele, and Storm King.

At this time, | want to say that you
print entirely too many Circle J stories.
They aren't very good anyway, and too

many is— too many.
Yours till George Krumm plugs Buck
Foster, R.B. T.
Chicago, Illinois.

After thet, we comes ter this here
one:

D ear Range Boss: Well, I''ll be a horned
toad, so help me Hannah, if this isn't the
fifth letter | have written to you! When
you didn't print the fourth, | said that I'd
never write again, but-—well, here 1 am.
Just once more!

Listen, Boss:
some of the

Why don’'t you bring back
old-time favorites like the
Shootin’ Fool, Blondy of Twin Bells, Bud
Jones of Texas, Smoke Walsh, and Senor
Red Mask? And put Ruth Dawe's pic-
ture on the cover some day. 1'd like to see
what she really looks like.

Buck Foster! There's a man! [I'll bet
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that, if he tried, Buck could lick Billy West,
Joe Scott, and Jim Benson with one hand
tied behind him. And then, with Billy and
Joe out of the way, Buck could go out
alone and catch Devil Tripp.

Well, I guess 1'd better quit now. Yours
till Buck doesn’t forget to bring his glasses
to the Corner. Robert Winston.

Jackson, Tennessee.

Thet one shore makes Buck feel
better. He preens his grizzled mus-
tache and puffs up his chest till we
thinks the buttons is goin’ ter pop
offn his flannel shirt.

But he don’'t enjoy himself long.
Joe Scott, with a wink at Billy West,
starts workin’ on him.

“Yeah,” drawls the redhead.
“Thet's right! Git all puffed up,
yuh danged ol’ sage hound! | s’pose

yuh b’lieve thet a broke-down, sway-
backed ol’ broomtail like yuh could
lick Billy an’ Jim an’ me. Why, yuh
pore ol’ cross betwixt a spavined
cockroach an’ a-——-- "

“Waugh!” With a bellow like a
steer thet's been scorched by a run-
nin’ iron, Buck is on his feet, shakin’
his fist under Joe’s big beak of a
nose. “Yuh brockle-faced leppy!”
he shouts. “Yuh can’t talk ter yores
truly, Buck Foster, thet way. Fer
two pins, |'d--—--

“What do yuh want the two pins
fer?” jeers Joe. “Ter hold thet
mangy vest from failin’ off o’ yuh in
pieces?”

It’s high time ter call a halt ter
the wranglin’. Billy West does
same, an’ we gits on with the read-
in’. Here’'s what we reads ter sort
o’ cool the atmosphere:

Dear Range Boss: Hola, amigos! Como
'stan? waal, Boss, this is my first letter to
the Corner, although 1've been reading
your flea-bit magazine for the past three
years. Reckon | don’'t need to say how |
like it.

Say, maybe some of the reading hombres
would like to do the same thing | do with
my copies of 3W. I have them all ar-
ranged according to dates, and when | run



out of reading matter | go back to 'em and
read ’'em again.
Also, when | first get an issue of 3W,

1 cut off the top and tack the picture on
the wail to make a. border. |I've nearly
covered my room now, and it sure is keno.

Help me, Hannah, Boss, if you don't
print this, I'll sure come over there and
smoke you all up plenty! And fer the love
of @ homesick dogie, what has happened
to Lucius Carey? The last | heard of him
was in the story, “Dinero From Bar X "—
a plumb good one, too.

Among the stories that | have liked best
in 3w are the following: “Kid Wolf On
Murder Mesa”; “The Red Noose”— Cir-
cle J; “Ghosts Of Graveyard Gulch”; “The
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Black Skull Eiders”— Circle J, “Smokj
Langdon o' the 2 Square”; “The Trackin
Of Wild Hoss Peters”; and “Thet Uglj
Little Hombre.”

There Were a lot of others, too, X guess.
In fact, | always like them all.

well, buenos dias, companeros. Haste
la vista! E1 Vaqueho.

Denver,

An’ thet jest about winds things
up fer this week. We adjourns the
meetin’ an’ the waddies high-tail it
fer home. They’ll all be back next
week fer another meetin’ with

The Range Boss.

Colorado.

NEXT WEEK!

Dead Man’'s Trail

* Novelette

By SAMUEL H.

NICKELS

Hungry an’ Rusty, them two fightin’ Rangers, is called on ter help solve a

plumb bad mystery.

They do the job with six-guns—an’ it stays done.

The Bandit Killer Of Battle-ax

Novelette

By CLEVE ENDICOTT

Buck Foster finds hisself a new job—which same means thet his three saddle
pards have themselves another tough job gittin’ the veteran out o' trouble.

Kid Wolf Law In Poker City

Novelette y-

By WARD M. STEVENS

If there ever was a town thet needed a visit by the gun gentleman from

Texas, Pokir City is it.

The Kid rides in on Blizzard, an’ several tough

gents goes out—feet first.

Also stories of the Bar U twins, by Charles E.
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by Collins Hafford— and other characters.
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