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10 DOUBLE ACTION WESTERN

after him. This was the second time
he had just missed catching up with
him, Nogales Mike, and it had the us-
ually icy-nerved Kid worried. It
seemed as if big red-headed Burgee
must be being tipped off when he
came around.

U. S. Marshal Link Turner was
after Burgee for the hold-up of a
stage carrying Federal mail. The Kid
and the marshal had hooked up over
three weeks ago when they discovered
they .were both after the same man;
and the government had a dead-or-
alive reward out for Burgee. Turner
and Solo Strant had pooled their in-
formatien and cold-trailed Burgee to-
gether, agreeing that whichever one
could catch him would split. Turner
was the gent the Kid was going to
meet in this abandoned house outside
the little range town. They had been
using it as a headquarters for several
days to keep their presence in that
piece of country a secret. They knew
there were members of the owlhoot
around who would befriend Burgee
in case of an emergency.

QOLO ADVANCED through the
dimness of evening a few more
yards, studying the old house. No
lights showed from it, of course; that
was to .be expected. But still the Kid
didn’t like the feel of the situation.
He was to meet Turner here again;
and that girl, Doris Holt, whom they
had met on the trail ten days back
travelling incognito as a man. She too,
according to her story, had a score to
- settle with Nogales Mike. He had run
off with her sister, she said, then de-
serted her in childbirth. The pert-
faced, determined blonde was reselved
to force him, at gun point if nec-
essary, to send her sister some dinero.
The Kid studiously eyed the house
again. He’d been gone from here over
a day and a half, been prowling up
Beaver Creek on the basis of informa-
tion that the outlaw-killer had an old
saddle pard up that way. Had located
the pard that morning in an orey-eyed
condition and gotten him to admit
that he’d seen Burgee. That the latter
had ridden off to the south less than
an hour ahead of the Kid’s arrival.
Solo had crossed the river at the

stage-line ford some miles belew, had

stopped at the cantina there on the
edge of the desert known as Lost
Man’s Strip. They had denied know-
ing or seeing anything of any gent
answering the description of Burgee.

But about an hour later, the old
swamper from the place on his crow-
bait, had overtaken the Kid as he rode
back down the creek. He'd told Solo
that Burgee had been there, had
forked out a scant half hour across
the desert before the Kid had arrived.
The swamper said somebody had come
in and given Burgee a message, after
which he had hit saddle leather quick-
ly. Solo had not wasted time turning
back. For one thing, his paint horse
was too jaded; and, for another, the
Kid realized that before he could
overtake Burgee, the lattes .would
have had ample time to cross the nar-
row strip of desert and catch the
train running southward. Now,
though he had the taste of the ashes
of failure in his mouth Solo had a
heap of respect for Link Turner; he
would hate to have to admit to the
U.S. marshal that he had been that
close to Burgee and missed him.

He moved closer to the house,
paused in the shadow of a bush, and
gave a three-note whistle like a bird
call. The muted answer came from
within which meant that Turner was
there. The kid moved to the back
door, opened it, and glided into the
dark kitchen of the place. He went
up the short hallway to where lamp-
light seeped from under the door of
the parlor.

“Turner? Turner? This is Strant
coming in.” ,

“Come on, kid.”

The Kid eased the creaking door
open with a boot, then stepped back

uickly from the wan beam of light
that speared out. His second silver-
stocked gun spiked from his left
hand. It was Turner in there all right;
he knew that from the answer to his
whistled signal outside. But there was
no telling who else might be with him.
They were playing a dangerous game.
Nogales Mike had friends in this
strip of country, gents whom he dom-
inated out of their fear of his ruth-
less trigger finger. It would not be
unlike the crafty lobo to appear to
flee, then loop around and strike baclk.
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shal through a trusted barkeep. Tur-
ner had secretly met the ex-jailbird
who still knew a number of the owl-
hoot gentry. But the man could give
him no definite information about
Nogales Mike.

Turner shook his graying head
wearily. He wanted to finish this job
—bring in the man who’d twice in the
past escaped after being captured by
Federal oficers—and then retire, rest.

“He'll probably hit south on the
railroad after crossing Lost Man's
Strip,” the Kid put in, pinching out
the coal of his smoke.

“Mebbe not.” Turner shook his
head impercetibly. “My man gave
me one tip—If Mike Burgee gets des-
gerate or feels he’s getting cornered,

e’ll head for Pinto Haid’s bunch.
Haid’s outfit was operating around
the Little Stovepipe country when
last heard of..That’s since he came
back from south of the Border.”

E KID dredged a bit of infor-
mation from the back of his mem-
ory. “Wait, Link—Nogales Mike
joining Haid? That smells of skunk
sweat. Because before Haid hopped
the Line to get outa the country, he
and Nogales Mike had a shooting
scrape. From what I heard, Mike
broke Haid’s leg in two places. They

say Haid’s got a permanent limp as

a result. Now why—"

Trying to fend off another cough-
ing specll, the marshall interrupted.
‘’S right, Haid should hate him. But
Nogales Mike later married Haid's
sister. Haid, they say, is crazy about
her. And the girl is crazy about Mike.
So I guess that’d sort of patch up—"

The girl creaked back hurriedly.
Doris Holt came in so quickly she
sloshed water from the filled bucket
over the floor. “Somebody’s prowling
around back on the hill—I heard
them,” she said breathlessly.

The Kid was on his feet and glid-
ing out like a ghost. He scouted
around behind the place, worked up
the Lill through the heavy brush and
amongst the stand of second-growth
yellow pine up there. He found neith-
er hide nor hair of any human
critter around and returned to the
house. Link Turner passed it off cas-
ually, said some cowhands had been

up there that afternoon seeking
sirays. His eyes hardened on the girl.

Solo glanced over. She was just
putting a match to one of those tailor-
made quirlies she carried. The Kid
was always surprised at seeing her
smoking but tried to understand. She
had had a hard life, admitting to hav-
ing worked in a dancehall and once
running an eating place in a tough
silver strike town. “I've always been
expected to stand on my own feet
like a man. I've had to fight my way
for a living—against men. So why
shouldn’t I have their privileges too?”
she’d said once. But to Solo, it gave
her a harsh half-wanton look.

He and Link Turner talked some
about their next move. The marshal
figured it would be best to cross Lost
Man’s Strip, then see what they could
Pick up there on the now cold trail.
‘If we pick up nothing, then there’s
that tip the ex-jailbird gave me
about—" The wracking cough choked
off the rest of his words.

Doris Holt ground out her smoke
with her boot and patted at a yawn,
said she guessed she’d turn in. She
slept upstairs. The door closed after
her and the sound of her boot heels
faded down the hall. Turner went
over to his saddle bag and brought out
a pint of redeye. The Kid refused a
shot. But the marshal needed one
after that last coughing attack; sweat
glistened on his forehead, Yet he
shook as if with cold as he held the
bottle to his lips.

He was just saying, “Reckon it'd be
safe now—she’s late—to start up a lit-
tle fire in the stove and make a pot
of java.” Then a muffled human sound
came from behind the place. It broke
abruptly as if the person had been
choked off. Something thudded
against the back of the house.

UNS WHIPPING out as his

arms crisscrossed in front of his
body in the famed crossarm draw, the
Kid was out of the room in a flash. As
he started down the hall he glimpsed
Turner grab at his throat as he too
hit his feet. The sudden action had
started another coughing spell. At
the back door, the Kid yanked it
open and dropped to one knee. His
eyes, catlike in the night, quickly
adjusted themselves to the darkness—
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but there was no sign of movement
out in the yard.

He was about to step out when the
sound of a gun explosion detonated
on the soft night. Harsh and savage.
And it seemed to come from inside
the house itself. Solo Strant hesitat-
ed. Then he heard, distinctly, Link
Turner’s thin-voiced words.

“Oh-h—my-Gawd !Oh—" And there
was the crash of a body going down.
Next, “Solo, Solo—" That last was
stronger though blurred.

The Kid wheeled and rushed back
up the hall to the front room. The
marshal was on hands and knees like
a maimed animal, feebly shaking his
dazed head. A crimson splotch slowly
mushroomed on the back of his rusty
black coat, smack dab between the
shoulder blades. Beside him on the
floor was a smear of blood where he’d
first fallen. The Kid’s sleepy-seeming
lidded eyes raked the room. Beneath
them his gun muzzles weaved like
twin snake heads poised to spit ven-
om. But there was nobody in the room
besides Turner.

The Kid was mystified. Yet some
sixth sense told him another person
was near. Then Turner twisted up his
horizontal head, croaked, “The win-
dow—" Lifting one hand, wavering
like areed in a swift eddy. he jabbed
a finger toward the boarded-up side
window.

Staring, the Kid couldn’t see any-
thing to make sense out of what the
marshal mecant. Turner, moving on
hands and knees toward the table,
coughed up more thin words.

“Git—git outside. K-Kid, and g-git
him—"

“But you called me back,” purred
the Kid in the velvet-soft voice he al-
ways unconsciously used in a tight.
“Link, you—" He kept frowning at
the boarded-up window the marshal
had indicated.

“Never—n-never called you,” Tur-
ner wheezed as he tried to rear to his
knees near the table on which the
candle stood. “Git outside—"

HEN THE Kid saw. Like a metal-
lic baleful eye, a gun muzzle
poked in through a tiny chink in the
boards sealing the window. Up from
the aperture it now filled ran a
crack in the warped wood. The killer

outside behind that gun could see in,
could see them in the light.

Solo saw and realized the setup in
a split second. Then the malignant
eye that was the gun bore winked a
vicious red. A slug droned by the
Kid’s shoulder as the latter was div-
ing floorward. At the same instant,
reaching up, the mortally hit Turner
doused the candle with his hand.

The Kid’s right gun crashed out
red-yellow splints of flame toward
the boarded-up window in the sudden
blackness. No curse, no pain-torn
scream of a wounded man outside an-
swered his shots. Silence settled”like
a soft engulfing veil.

Instinct «told the prone Kid that
gun nose had been with-drawn from
the chink. He strained his ears, lis-
tening. Held his breath. Tlere was no
sound, not even of another human crit-
ter's breath. He knew then the mar-
shal was dead.

Somewhere off from the side of the
house, pony hoof-beat a muffled fad-
ing drum tattoo in departure—

S 2/

HEN HE was runnirg down the
hall to the rear again, flinging
headlong into the yard. He

couldn’t see the fleeing rider, but the
sound of the pony hoofs told him the
other was beating to the northwest.
He thanked Heaven he had not yet
unsaddled his paint horse as he raced
up into the high brush where he’d
left the animal ground anchored. But
the cayuse wasn’t there. Gone.

In the dim glow of the starlight that
percolated through the foliage, he was
able to follow the trail of the led-
away horse by bent-down grass and
broken brush. Up around the edge of
the cottonwood clump he came upon
the pony, ground-anchored by its
reins again. Impulsively he leaped
into "‘the hull, but he failed to throw
home the spur steel.

A mile or so off to the northwest the
trail led into that canyon with its
hardpan bottom that would take
scarcely any tracks., And a little way
in the canyon there was a fork where
it branched. The fleeing killer might
continue on to the northwest or take
the side of the fork that bent around
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to the south. Solo realized he would
be too far behind to see which way the
rider went by the time he got to the
fork. Besides, there was Link Turner
back in the house; he might not be
really dead yet.

Down behind the place, the Kid
dropped to the ground, then remem-
bered Dcris. The gunfire should have
brought her down. He called for her
through the opened back door. The
stairs to the second floor ran up just
inside the door. “Doris!” he cried
louder. There was no response. He
started in.

Something clinked and glittered;
his boot toe struck it and sent it roll-
ling in little circles over the dirt. He
picked it up. It was a ten-dollar gold-
piece he saw at once; a hole had been
punched through the center. Stepping
inside, he struck a match, scrutinized
it, certain it had not been out there
on the hard-packed dirt before. Down
at an edge of the gold coin he saw
the scratched initials, “M.B.” Mike
Burgee?

He called the girl again, went up
the stairs to find her room empty. As
he descended, a late moon came over
the horizon to bathe the yard outside
the door in a silvery glow. In it he
picked out one of those white leather
gloves Doris Holt wore. His quick
brain put the well-known two and
two together. Doris worried about
hearing somebody around when she’d
gone out for the water. Before going
upstairs, she must have stepped out
for another looksee. After all, the girl
was independent and nervy, never had
seemed afraid for herself. And some-
body—the killer, doubtlessly—had
jumped her in the yard. The killer or
a pard. That would explain the choked
cry he and Turner had caught. Ap-
parently now, the fleeing ambusher
had taken the girl off with him,

Solo Strant felt as if he were
stumbling blindfolded through a laby-
rinth. As if, as he groped along on
this manhunt dogging Nogales Mike’s
cold trail, eyes were always watching
him, knowing his next move almost
before he made it. He was like a man
trying to play a poker hand with the
backs of the cards turned toward him.

WENT back to the front room
where Turner lay. As he re-

lighted the candle, he caught the
sound of hoofs in the dust coming up
the trail from Broken Butte. Then he
heard them no more and figured the
riders had taken the side trail south
down to the big Turkey Track outfit.
As he knelt beside the marshal, now
motionless on his face, the candle
glow climbed down the walls. Flick-
ered and lapped with yellow light
over Link Turner’s face.

The strained look was gone from it
now, replaced by a deep serenity. In
vain, Solo Strant felt for a heartbeat,
put his cheek close to the parted lips
to see if he could catch the faintest
semblance of breathing. There was
none; the U.S. marshal had taken the
last long trail. For a moment, cold

fury twisted the Kid’s usually poker

face. And Turner, though a dogged
manhunter, had always had a reputa-
tion for giving even a mangy wolfish
killer a square break. Had been known
as a man who abhorred bloodshed.

“I’ll square the score for you, Tur-

-ner,” the kneeling Kid. vowed in a

half whisper, “Figure it was Nogales
Mike Burgee. Uh-huh. And I'll track
him down into Hell’s own sougan if
I have to, Turner.” The reined-in rage
even made him tremble slightly. It
was such a brutal cold-blooded dry-
gulching, Done the way you'd
slaughter an animal.

Then the Kid got a grip on himself.
It was no time for blowing his sky-
piece. Hit the trail of the killer—that
was his next move. And, since dis-
covering that goldpiece, apparently
a luck-piece, he was almost. certain
it was Mike Nogales. Too, he was the
only hombre in these parts who'd have
a motive. “Pinto Haid—over in the
Smokepipe Country,” he murmured
the key names of the piece of infor-
mation Turner had picked up concern-
ing Nogales Mike’s objective. Then
the Kid holstered his second gun,
turned poor Turner on his back, and
started through his pockets.

He couldn't leave the U.S. marshal
just laying there. Before he hit the
trail, he’d cut down into town, inform
the local John Law about the killing,
turn over personal identification pap-
ers of Turner's. His superior officer
would have to be notitied, and per-
haps his family would want to claim
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the body. Just as he was removing a
wallet from an inside coat pocket of
the corpse, that board in the hall
creaked.

The Kid twisted on a knee, right
hand diving across to the gun on his
left hip. Even as his fingers touched
the still warm silver butt, the bullet-
from the doorway—a warning shot—
horneted past his head.

“Don’t try it, stranger! We got a
heap uh room in our Boothill,” a pole-
thin angular man with the lawman’s
badge on his vest rasped from the
doorway. His smoking .45 covered the
Kid dead center, and there were three
men behind him, their smokepoles
cleared of holster leather and cocked
too.

Solo didn’t even try. After all, there
was no reason for him to buck the Law
now. He rose, hands held away from
his body. “Mister—"

“Reg’lar danged ghoul, too, ain’t
you?” snapped out the lank lawman,
striding in. The trio followed, fan-
ning out. One of them stepped in
quick, jabbed his gun muzzle into the
Kid’s mid-section so sharply it pro-
duced a grunt. Then he started for
the Kid’s weapons with his free hand.

“Don’t be so damn hasty, amigo,”
the Kid purred. And with steely
nerves, he calmly dropped his hands
straight down, not in drawing posi-
tion, over the guns slung butt forward
for the cross-arm draw, “Mister—"

The man with the law badge drew
himself up, red-rimmed eyes blazing.
He was being very pompous; it was
plain he¢ didn’t often make an arrest.
“Stranger, fer your information, I'm
the Justice of Peace of Broken Butte.
Joe TForster—Trigger Joe, as I'm
sometimes called!”

HE KID decided to play up to
the man’s vanity. Nodded. “Mr.
Forster, I'm not a-robbing the dead.
Nor did I kill this gent, a U.S. mar-
shal, as you seem to think. I was his
saddle pard and—" He started to give
the details of how Link Turner had
been dry gulched in the back.
Forster cut him short with a mock-
ing honk. “Them lies don’t fool me,
stranger! Naw. We know what hap-
pened. Some pilgrim a-coming down
this trail heard the yelling and curs-
ing in here when you two,” he

thumbed at the dead man, “was fight-
ing. That pilgrim rode into my office
and told me there was a shooting up
here; he was scairt to investigate. But
he was danged certain one gent had
been killed. Seems, from what he
heard, you was arguing with this mar-
shal about a piece of some reward
dinero. So, now just hoist your dew-
claws and—” He was pulling a pair
of handcuffs from the pocket of his
sagging knee-length coat as he spoke.

‘Who was this gent with that lo-
coed windy?” the Kid said.

“Don’t know.” Forster shook his
head. “Stranger just riding through.
And it don’t look like he was a-lying.
Or ain’t that a dead man there? And
I'll bet a sawbuck ’gainst a dobie dol-
lar there’re empty shells in your—
hoglegs.”

The Kid started to speak, then re-
membered the shots he had smashed
at the ambusher outside the boarded-
up window. The peace officer bent
and scooped up the wallet from the
dead man’s body. The Kid had
dropped it when he’d seen the lawman
in the doorway. Forster flipped it
open. .

“That poor devil was a U.S. mar-
shal,” he piped in surprise. “And
gunned in the back! This is a real bad
case, I reckon. Hoist them—"

“Nobody saw me shoot him,” the
Kid said quietly, ignoring the com-
mand to raise his hands. {You're just
taking the say-so of some saddle bum
you never saw before; John Law—Do
you know who I am?”

Forster sneered under his ragged
mustache. “Sure. A lowdown coyote
who's a-going to be dancing on air at
the end of a hempen halter danged
soon! Now—"

“My handle is Strant, Solo Strant,
lawman. Some folks know me as the
Silver Kid—”

One of the others made a gasping
sound. One who’d heard a heap about
the Kid. “Danged if he ain’t, Joe!
Leastwise, he's sure rigged out like
him. Looks like they tell he does,
too.” :

Forster hesitated, mouth partially
opened. His eyes ran over the Kid.
Took in the wasp-waisted half pint
figure. The lean-cheeked triangular
boyish face with the ragged black hair
escaping from his sombrero over his
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forehead. The sleepylooking dark
eyes that had caused more than one
gent to get careiess by their mis-
leading somnolent look.

The jasper who'd been standing
with his Colt muzzle against the
Kid’s shirt drew back, startled at hav-
ing jumped such a gent. His gun bar-
rel sagged.

oe ELL-L, I don’t know, I-—"

Forster gnawed an end of
his mustache. His red-rimmed eyes
checked the Kid's rigged. The old
cracked boots. But clipped to them
were spurs with rowels fashioned
from Mex silver dollars. The flaps of
the Kid’s black batwing chaps were
spangled with silver conchas. His
worn black shirt boasted a double
line of silver buttons down the front.
Forster’s gaze dropped back to the
double gunbelts girding Solo’s waist.
To the smokepoles with the gleaming
silver butts. Then his look lifted to
th= Kid's weather-warped sombrero,
black too. Conchas decorated its band.
Final'y = the peace officer’'s eyes
switched back to the little silver skull
beneath the Kid’s jaw, slung on the
chin strings of his sombrero.

His eyes held there a Icng morsent.
It was a gleaming grisly thing, that
finely tooled miniature replica of a
human skull. A thing that stamped it-
self on a man’s memory. Some gents,
staring at it the last instant before
one of the Kid's gun muzzles spoke,
carried that memory to Hell.

Forster switched his eyes to the
dead marshal. Then he jerked his
head negatively. “Naw. Mebbeso you
are passing yourself as the Silver Kid.
Mebbe that's how you fcoled the mar-
shal. But you ain’t Strant!”

“Listen, Forster—"

“Shet down! Strant’d never shoot a
man in the back! Son, git his hog-
legs!”

The younger man on his left, lanky
though shorter than his lawman-fath-
er, but with the sarne redrimmed eyes,
moved toward the Kid. The- latter
knew the time had come to make his
play, that he had no alernatitve. He
shrugged, slowly moved his hands
down to his gun butts.

“Careful there, you coyote!” For-
ster warned.

But the Kid took the butts care-

fully between thumb and forefingers
of each hand, not gripping them. He
unhurriedly eased the weapons from
the holsters. Slid a finger tnrough the
trigger guard of each so that they
hung suspended, butts forward, muz-
zles turned toward Solo himself, in
no position to fire. He extended them
thus toward the peace officer’s son
His lidded eyes noted how the other
men relaxed, Forster himself uncock-
ing his own weapon as he drew a
stogie stub from a vest pocket, His
son, coming close, reached to take
Solo Strant’s shooting irons.

It happened. Faster than a man
could win?! The Kid's wrists
snapped. The twin Colts spun on the
single finger of each hand, noses and
butts swapping ends. The latter
slapped back into his palms. In a
split second, Solo Strant had young
Forster covered. Even had one gun
against the latter’s chest before the
others could even think to pull a
trigger. Then it was too latz, uniass
they wanted the lawman’s son to die.
The latter choked on a curse, eyes
blinking and goggling.

ek Wa

UT ONE of the gent’s he'd
B deputized for this niission got

proddy. He was a squat frog-
like man, balding in front, with over-
sized globes of wet-looking light
eyes. His tongue jerked out of a cor-
ner of his mouth with a sucking
sound as the Kid pulled his slick
lay. The man growled somcthing
unintelligible, started to sidled be-
hind on= of the others for protec-
tion. And his gun moved up horizon-
tal.

The peace officer caught it from a
corner of his eye. “Stop it, Pheb!”
he got out Loarsely. “Pen that hog-
leg, you idiot! You want to see Beb
git a skinful of lead? Stop!”

Pheb shuffled huge feet in runover
boots uneasily. His eyes blinked
though the lids didn’t shutter over
them. “I'd—like—to—kill—him,” he
said in a sodden kind of voice.

“Button up,” the peace officer
barked. _

“I'm leaving,” the Kid announced.
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“Taking him—your son—as hostage,
Forster—Don’t give me any trouble
and he’ll come back unharmed.
Sabe?”

Forster nodded heavily. The Kid
stuck his left gun in his waistband a
moment, then pulled Bob Forster’s
Colts from the sheath and dropped it
on the floor. Solo motioned with his
head. The others moved to the front
of the room, and Solo herded his hos-
tage out into the hall, down it and into
the back yard. The posse’s horses
were out there with the Kid’s paint.

At the Kid’s order, young Forster
climbed into the kak of a big roan.
A crashing battering sound came from
the front of the place as Solo himself
mounted swiftly, The two spurred up
toward the stand of cottonwoods on
the hill, and a bullet hissed by the
Kid's head.

He half wheeled his horse as the
pistol report reached him. Another
slug nicked his sombrero brim. Out of
the high rank grass at a back corner
of the house the livid muzzle flash
of a gun knifed the night again. It
was about all the Kid had to shoot at
as, from the saddle, he steadied his
gun over his crooked left forearm. He
triggered twice.

E NEXT stab of powder flame
from the Colts down there slant-
ed skyward. Then there was a screech
of pain followed by a roar more ani-
mal than human, and the froglike
Pheb plunged out of the grass into
view, holding up his now gunless
shooting hand. In the moonlight the
blood could be seen dripping from it.
Solo knew he'd hit him in the hand,
possibly left his deadly bullet brand
on it.

With Pheb out in the open, the Kid
with his gun wizardry could have
blasted him down easily, but he hated
to take a life unless there was no al-
ternative, unless it was his own hide
ot the other hombre’s. And for a fleet-
ing instant he even felt sorry for the
Eoor devil. For whoever bore that

ullet brand of his, that scar furrow

of a slug across the hand, was des-
tined inevitably for a six-foot plot
in some Boothill—very soon.

Solo was already swinging his cay-
use back up the hill. Young Forster
had thrown the spur steel to his big

roan and was busting for the cover of
the stand of cottonwoods. The Kid
had expected that, but he held his fire
a moment as he started after the oth-
er. And then the roan hit a hidden
hole in the underbrush and went
crashing.

The peace officer's son went fly-
ing through the night, struck the
ground heavily on a shoulder. When
he reeled up, he was so dizzy he was
helpless. As the Kid rode up on him,
he stood beating at his forehead to
ciear his brain. Solo tapped him on
the shoulder with his smoking gun.
In a matter of moments, Bob Forster
had clambered back in the kak and
they were pushing into the screen of
trees.

The Kid hauled up after a few hun-
dred yards to listen, but no sound of
headlong pursuit reached him; Joe
Forster thought too much of his son’s
hide. After all, the peace officer be-
lieved the Kid was the ruthless killer
who’d pumped a slug into Turner’s
back. :

“All right—push on,” the Kid or-
dered his hostage. “I ain’t got no crav-
ing to put a window in your skull,
so don’t try any tricks.” He saw that
young Forster was pale, chagrin
stamped on his bony face. The younk-
er felt like a fool, Solo understood.
He took a course to the north when
they came to rolling rangeland. About
a half hour later, they came to a cart
track that meandered off westward,
followed it.

The stars were dimming with a
faint seeage of pre-dawn light stain-
ing the eastern horizon when they
waded their ponies into Beaver Creek.

“Dismount, Forster,” the Kid or-
dered.

IE PEACE officer’'s son said

something under his breath, then
dropped off in the shallow water.
The Kid, taking the reins of the oth-
er’s horse, thumbed toward the bank
they’d just quitted. Young Forster
stared.

“You mean—you mean I’m supposed
to walk all the way—"

“Git going,” the Kid commanded.
“I’m akiller, ain’t I, according to your
dad? What am I supposed to do, nurse
you? There was that hoe-man’s place
a coupla miles back, anyway.”



18 DOUBLE ACTION WESTERN

The peace officer’s son moved back
to the bank, pulled off his boots and
drained the water from them, then
started up the trail, the wagon track,

along which they’d come. The Kid

crossed the creek, leading the other
horse. On the far bank, he cut behind
the willows bordering the stream,
waited till he saw young Forster van-
ish from sight under the moon as he
passed over a rise. The Kid built him-
self a quirly, fired it up, then finally
rode south along the creek. After a
few hundred yards, he cut into the
gtream so as to leave no trail, then
continued to push south until he
knew he was opposite that canyon.

He turned into it, rode till the
dawn came up and the first roseate
glow of the sun bloomed in the sky.
‘Then, dismounted, he worked up a
side of the cut down the branch of
the fork that bent southward. Atop
the canyon wall, he moved into a
stand of timber. As he picketed the
paint pony after unsaddling it, he saw
that it was going to be a stifling
sultry day. He bedded down in his
blanket in a thicket that hid him from
view, placed one reloaded Colts on a
small stump by his shoulder. But he
couldn’t sleep at once; his mind
teemed with a parade of thoughts,
speculation, suspicions,

Lying there he fingered the luck
piece, the ten dollar gold coin, he’d
picked up. The slaying of Turner
had been planned, timed, of course.
The assassin had probably been wait-
ing outside the chink in the window
boards for some time. The Kid men-
tally berated the foolhardiness of
Doris Holt that had led her to ven-
ture outside in the night without in-
forming them.

Something else came to him as
abruptly as a thunder clap. He him-
self had been shot at. Once as he
stood fully revealed, to the one out-
side, in the candle glow. Yet the gun-
ner had missed him, a standing tar-
get who didn’t even know whence to
expect the shot—which meant Tur-
ner’s murderer never intended to get

him, the Kid, at all. That was why
word had been sent down to the peace

officer of the.slaying before it had
actually happened.

That meant there had to be a sac-
ond hombre—a second one besides
Nogales Mike, bscause the Kid was
dead certain it had been their quarry
who'd looped back and cut down the
marshal. And by thus not killing him,
the Kid, they’d hung the killing on
him. It was slicker than slobbers.
The Law, now, would seek out no
other killer, wouldn’t be looking for
the real one. And, bleakly, the Kid
admitted to himself the odds were
heavily stacked against his catching
Mike Burgee much less hanging the
deadwood on him.

E STARED up at a couple of

beams of wan sunlight that per-
colated through the foliage, started
to push up on an elbow. Then he con-
quered that deep-rooted impatience,
one of his outstanding traits. It
would be locoed to keep on hitting
the trail now with his paint so
boogered down.

Before he dozed off, he thought of
the girl with the wheat-colored hair,
Doris. The killer had obviously tak-
en her off with him. The Kid could
not guess why save that, in coming on
him unexpectedly, she had realized
what he meant to do. What he had
done. So he’d had to kidnap her to
ensure her silence. In that moment,
Solo became aware of the fact that he
had worried little about her welfare.

But he’d seen enough of her to
feel she could take care of herself
under almost any circumstances. And
he realized too that, at times, half un-
consciously, he disliked her. Yet on
the other hand, he felt almost irresis-
tably drawn to her. In a strange way.

Then a new thought jumped into
his head. She, Doris Holt, could have
slipped out and done the killing. ..

VS Vs

NLY A few hours later, undér
the boiling sun, he was forking
the paint on up that branch of

the canyon. There had been no sign
of pursuit; they had evidently lost
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the trail where he’d swung into the
creek, not knowing which direction
he’d taken, upstream or downstream,
That simplified things, not having
manhunters on his back-trail. He had
a tough enough job before him, any-
way.

At a little rock spring, he filled
his leathern water bag, then drank
deep himself. After that he let the
paint quench its thirst, He gulped
down some jerked beef and stale
Dutch oven bread from his saddle
roll, then fired up a tube of Durham
as he rode on. The only thing to do,
he’d figured, was to push into the Lit-
tle Smokepipe country, try to locate
Pinto Haid’s outlaw headquarters.
From the information Turner had
picked up, the marshal had predicted
Nogales Mike would join up with his
brother-in-law, Haid, if he felt the
pursuit getting too hot. Now, the Kid
calculated it, with the U. S. marshal
out of the picture, it would still be
logical for Nogales Mike to go to see
Haid, especially with the lobo leader
being that close.

“Nogales Mike is a smart un,” the
Kid murmurred as he rode at a steady
hand lope. “He’d hole up with Haid
just to be on the safe side, to wait and
see if 1 was grabbed for the killing
back there at Broken Butte... Yeah.
And to see if there was anybody else
still dogging his coat tails. So...”

He drew out the gold luck piece,
flipping it so it glittered in the fierce
sunlight. It was the only piece of
evidence he had. And blasting down
Nosales Mike, once he learned be-
vond doubt that he was Turner’s mur-
derer. would not be sufficient. To
clear himsa1f. Solo realized. he’d have
to prove Mike was the killer in the
eyes of the world.

He had ruled out the girl as the
possible killer before he drifted off
to sleep that morning. When he’d
wakened later, his brief suspicion of
her seemed positively locoed. She’d
had no motive; she, too, had a score to
settle with Mike Burgee, wanted him
caught. And the Kid recalled a re-
mark she’d made to him a few days
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ago on the trail. Looking at Marshal
Turner, she’d said:

“I've learned to trust no man— in
my life. Sometimes I've hated every
human critter that wore pants. But
him,” and she’d indicated the ailing
yet dogged Turner with a nod, “I
think he’s—well, really fine. I'd trust
him with fhy life...”

No, she wouldn’t have killed Tur-
ner, Solo decided as he emerged from
the canyon. The trail twisted down-
ward through rough broken country
and into a sprawling valley. It bent
like a great crescent to the south-
west, half desert at this upper end
with stretches of dune-broken sand,
strips of mesquite, the vegetation
sparse and stunted. It was drab de-
pressing country, devoid of human
habitation, like the tail-end of crea-
tion. Following a sand-hill trail after
giving his cayuse a breather, he
forked down the valley.

S THE waning afternoon shad-
ows lengthened. the sand patch-
es became scarcer. There were long
stretches of grassy wells. Clumps of
cottonwood. No more mesquite jun-
gles or little dunes crowned with
bunch grass. He passed a soddy, a
mile on a plow chaser’s shack though
there was no sign of anybody about
it. This widening valley had once
been a big barren floor, a wasteland
where even a buzzard would starve,
scored bv long dried-up litle creek
beds. Lacking enough water and srass
to support even a handful of culls.
There had been sporadic reports of
gold to be found in the potholes of
its creek beds. Prospectors pushed
into the deadlands, gave it its name
of the Smokepipe Country by the
pieces of smokepipe they stabbed
into the sterile earth to mark a snot
“where they’d found a little seep
spring or a brackish waterhole. Then,
a score or so of years ago, in a wild
spring flood. the Wild Snake River,
on the other side of the saw-toothed
hills at the west side of the valley,
had broken its banks.
It was like an act of the Almighty.
The stampeding stream coursed east-
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ward, roared into a defile that cut
through the rid ge, carving itself a
new bed. And it emerged on the east
side of the hills in the Stovepipe
country, dropped into one of the old
creek beds. chiselled it deeper and
broader. W hen the flood subsided
with the cessation of the spring rains
and the last of the melted snow from
the hill, the Wild Snake remained
in its new course, and made a new
country out of the Stovepipe.

He was working deeper into that
new country now, rangeland that had
boomed almost overnight like some
gold-strike town. Cowmen had rushed
in to grap up chunks of the now lush
range country. Brands had been hur-
riedly registered. Men with a few
cow critters and a hungry rope had
set up, then to be followed by out and
- out rustlers. There had been a period
of lawless violence, next a fierce
blood-letting feud between two of
the big outfits that was known as the
Smokepipe War. Finally law had
come, and the Smokepipe had settled
down by the time the railroad reached
its main town down at the south end
of the valley, Headstone.

As he passed another bunch of cows
grazing off to the west'and crossed
one of the feeder streams running
into the Wild Snake, the Kid won-
dered what the lobo, Pinto Haid, was
doing in these parts. The big cow
outfits rodded the country right
sternly since the days of the old
cowmen’s feuds. They didn’t want
any trouble of bloodletting to inter-
fere with their business.

He rode through shadows like pur-
ple liquid as he rounded a small mesa.
The track had become a broader trail
now with wheel tracks in the fetlock-
deep dust. On the Kid’s left, as he
skirted a stand of timber ran the
barbed wire fence of some outfit. A
hundred odd yards on he came to
where a little hoof-cut side path broke
off from the road just the other side
of a massive boulder. He was already
swinging out of the kak, legs a little
stiff, to give the paint a breather,
when he saw it.

QUIRLY butt, dead now, it lay

a few feet up the side path.
Standing in one stirrup, he eyed it
intently. It was no tube of hand-rolled
Durham. It was one of those tailor-
made smokes. He hit the ground, went
over, and hunkered down by it. Doris
had smoked tailor-made cigarets. It
was a long shot but—

It wasn’t such a long shot; he did
not even have to pick it from the
earth to see. Turned up toward him
on the butt was the symbol of “the
brand, a red star stamped on the pa-
per. She had smoked Red Stars. Few
gents used tailor-made quirlies, and
the Red Star brand of the latter was
one seldom seen.

He tried to figure it. If she was
smoking, her hands were probably
free. By this time, of course, Nogales
Mike, or whoever her captor was,
must have discovered she was a wem-
an. But why keep holding her as a
hostage? That was what the Kid
couldn’t savvy. Unless, somehow, she
had escaped and was driving on into
the Stovepipe country on her own.
But as he moved up the little path
quickly he saw there were two ponies,
from the tracks, that had passed that
way. And sometime that day, he fig-
ured. The path went up a short sharp
rise through heavy brush, angled off
to the left. i

From the crest, in the thickening
twilight, he could see a few hundred
yards along the path. But then it
dropped into a huge hasin that held
a dense chaparral jungle. The two rid-
ers—Doris and Nogales Mike, possi-
bly—could be following one of the
cow paths through the high black
stalks of the chaparral and remain
unseen. Solo hesitated but a split sec-
ond, one hand sliding up and down a
gun butt. Just as he wheeled, on the
stillness came the whinny of a horse
from down in the chaparral. _

If it was them they weren't far
ahead.

The Kid went leaping down the
rise back to his pony. Never believ-
ing he was trailed, Nogales Mike pro-
bably hadn’t ridden too hard. Solo
realized this was a break for him, a
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boon from Lady Luck. He was just
scooping up the reins when the voice
chalienged him.

“Kreeze in your tracks, stranger!
Grab sky!”

HE KID’S eyes tried to spaar

through the haze of the waning
day. He knew the gravel-throated
voice had come from back of the wire
fence across the road, knew that the
unseen gent would have the drop on
him. Shrugging, he faced that way,
hoisting his hands to shoulder height
lazily.

“Plumb nice way to greet a pil-
grim,” he said easily, advancing. But
his sharp eyes had already cut to-
ward that stump to the right of the
side path. When he came abreast of
it, he hurled himself sideward, hands
ripping across his body for his guns.
He hit the soft leaf-padded dirt be-
hind the stump, surprised that no
storm of lzad had bhezn blasted his
way. Shoving his sombrero back on
. his shoulders, the Kid started to peer
around the stump.

Then that gun barrel plunked down
across his skull from the rear. The
blow didn’t bat him unconscious. He
just went limp, swaying on his kness,
vision blurred as thes smokepoles
sagged in his hands. As h2 went over
against the stump he glimnsed the
black-bearded gent who'd slipped up
behind him.

V/hen ha came out of the fog, he
had bLeen hauled to his feet. The
black beard=1 one was covering him
with a .45 in one hand the while he
held a cunped match in ths other. He
studied the Xid’s face, shook the rag-
ged snike of beard. “Don’t you know
him, Pete?”

Pcte, who'd come through the
ferice, stcod with a rifle held in the
crook of his arm. Solo’s silver-stocked
Colts protruded from the waistband
of his jeans bulged out by a pot belly.
“He sure acted boogery.... Could be
one of EI Aracnidos men.” He spat
tobacco juice into the grass. “They’s
been talk that danged Spider was
bringing up some new trigger
slammers from south of the Line...
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What are you doin’ in these parts,
fella?”

The Kid realized at once that they
didn’t know him, that he hadn't been
grabbed as a fugitive from the Law.
a killer. “Cold trailing a coupla rid-
ers,” he answered, deciding to be
fairly frank. “One of ’em put out the
light of a saddle pard of mine.”

Pete sneered. “Likely yarn. I fig-
ger—

The Kid broke in, impatient to head
down into that chaparral. He jabbed
a finger at the faintly discernible
hoof cuts in the side path. “ILook—
you can see two riders went up this
way. Didn’t you sze ’em? One of ’em
was a big red-headed gent. The other
was a woman rigged out like a man
and—"

“Sure. She had two childien with
her, and they was driving a covered
wagon,” snorted the bearded hairpin
derisively. “Pete, better take him in
and let the Old Man give him a look-
see! That last warning of tha Spider’s
to git outa the country meant he was
planning trouble.”

In a couple of minutes the Kid was
back in the saddle. But he was gun-
less, and his hands were lashed be-
hind ‘his back with a lanzth of pin-
ging rawhide. He was fuming with
impotence, at losine his chance to
pick up that trail down into the cha-
parral. But he h&d no choice as Pete,
mounted beside him, jerked at the
bridle of Sclo’s ponr. They lened
ahead on the main trail. The Xid
senscd come tronbls was busting in
the Smckepipe Countrv from the
vague allusions of hiz ¢wo captors.
And cow outfits did nnt ksen
guards pozted along th:ir fancaline
under orcinary circumataneces,

< OLLOWING the fence on the
left, they put scveral miles be-
hind them, fording another creek.
Then they topped a rise and dropped
down toward a ranch-house in a shal-
low hollow. A moon had risen. And
as they turned into the yard Solo not-
ed the “B.T.” burnt into the gate
posts. Then he saw the burly figure,
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a six-gun gleaming in his hand, in the
darkened doorway.

“Picked up this ranny on the trail,
Travis,” called Pete. “He acted right
pee-culiar. Figured he might be one
of the Spider’s boys.”

“Bring him in,” answered Ben Tra-
vis from the doorway. He had a deep
thick voice with a note of harrass-
ment in it.

The main room of the ramshackle
place that was peeling paint had
blankets hung at the windows. A
low-turned lamp on a table that still
held some greasy tin plates gave the
only illumination. The place was
poorly furnished with old stuff that
looked as if it had been dropped hap-
hazardly around the worn mud-
tracked carpet. No touches of a wom-
an’s hand were visible. Travis pushed
the arm-shackled Kid over close to
the lamp, squinting down at him from
beneath shabby eaves of brows. Tra-
vis was a burly sloppy hunk of man-
beef, one shirt tail drooping out over
stained gray pants. He had a bloated
brickhued face, his breath redolent of
whiskey when he breathed.

“Where’s that greaser, the Spider,
now?” he demanded.

Solo Strant frowned. “I'm a strang-
er here, Travis. Never been in these
parts afore. So I don’t know this
Spi—" The heavy crac k of Travis’
open hand over hi®mouth stopped
the words.

“Don’t lie to me, you dirty little
coyote!” His hand, that had dropped
onto the Kid’s shoulder, vised hard,
the powerful fingers taloning into the
bone painfully. Travis yanked a gun
and dented the Kid’s chest with it.
“Git that jaw wagging, mister!”

The Kid cursed softly, lid-veiled
eyes eating into this rancher. Travis,
noting ever detail of him for future
identity. Cursing back, Travis
snapped the gun nose against the
Kids jaw, tearing the skin. Blood ran.
Solo whitened a little but refused
to show any sign of pain. And he saw
that, really, Ben Travis was afraid
himself, inside. With his roaring and
brutality he was like a scared younk-

Ny

er whistling the while he passed a
graveyard.

“Talk! Why is the Spider after me?
Why in blazes is he a-trying to ruin
me? Not that I won’t nail the gopher’s
hide to the fence yet! But why?
Where is he now? Come on, damn
you!” He struck the Kid hard with a
heavy hairy fist.

OLO REELED. Then lashed out

with a boot, but Travis jumped
aside just in time. He struck Solo,
still unsteady from the gun tap over
the skull, with a crashing arm. The
Kid was thrown back against the fire-
place. His legs collapsed under him
as he fought to retain conscious. He
slid down against the cemented stones
of one side of the hearth, the rough
racks tearing the skini of his trussed-
up wrists. Travis stood there panting,
then picked a jug off the table and
took a deep gurgle.

“Mebbe he ain’t one of EI Aracni-
do’s snakes, at that,” he conceded
thoughtfully, whisky dripping off
his chin. “Mebhe just a saddle bum
riding the grubline.”

“Here’s his hardware,” said Pete,
putting the Kid’s weapons on the ta-
ble. The silver butts refracted lamp-
light in glittering spears.

Travis’ eyes hardened as he gazed
upon them. And then he did an about-
face. He grabbed up one of the shoot-
ing irons. “Guns like these, eh...
Fancy weapons, Pete.” He cut his
eyes toward the Kid who was just re-
gaining his feet. Then began to roar -
again. “By Gawd, he’s a gunfighter—
a doggone fancy trigger slammer! It's
writ all over him! I can see that now.”

He picked up a braided quirt, mea-
suring the Kid with puckered up
eyes. Then he abruptly changed his
mind once again, “We’ll hold him and
take him in to town and turn him
over to the marshal tomorrow. That’s
what we’ll do. Sure. We'll charge him
with attempted rustling. You saw him
trying to cut our fenceline, didn’t
you, Pete?”

Pete scratched his belly, frowning.
“I never said that, boss. I—"

“Idiot!... Git a wire cutters from
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the bunkhouse. It’ll be the one he was
using when you an’ Sam jumped him.
So if he’s one of E! Aracnido’s gun-
slicks, he’ll just be cut outa the deck
for a good spell...”

Vel Wa

OLITARY, on the cot in an up-
stairs room where they’d thrown

him, the Kid lay helpless in the
dark, ankles too lashed up now. He
lay very still, forced to brace one el-
bow on the outside edge because the
bed tiited that way. But he was quiv-
ering inside with a cold unremitting
fury. At moments, he felt like the
butt of some practical joke by the
little gods of Fortune.

All evidence tended to point to him
as the killer of Link Turner. To brand
him as a cold-blooded murderer. If
that Forster tracked him down, it
would undoubtedly mean the rope.
Yet here he was, lying like a hogtied
calf waiting to be branded. Come
morning, they’d take him into Head-
stone, and he’d be tossed into the cuar-
tel on a trumped-up charge. All the
time, Nogales Mike’s trail would be
getting colder and colder. With him,
according to all the signs, would be
Doris Holt, the only other person who
could clear him,

From below came Travis’ growling
voice following the thud of the jug
being replaced on the table. “Danged
if that Tuck Malson is a-going to
break me. that son of a murdering
father!” He did some fancy oath-toss-
ing for a moment, “He can’t run me
out! Not me—Ben Travis! It’s him
that’s hired this E! Aracnido. 1
know! But T got more resources 'n
he suspects, Yeah!”

There was the sound of a door shut-
ting and of bootsteps entering the
house. “VYou nut his hoss in the cor-
ral, Pete?” Travis asked. Pete mut-
tersd something in ranly.

Tt was then the Kid realized that
Travis was in such a state of mind he
had been talking to himself. Down-
stairs, the latter went on:

“Aw, don’t loose your nerve, Pete!
Listen, I'm a-going to tell you some-

thing. Listen...I got a fanoy gun-
slinger of my own .on his way in—
one or two of ’em—er mebbe three!
You’ll see...Squat and shed your
gunbelt and take a slug of.the forty °
rod, Pete.”

Upstairs, the Kid shifted to get
away from a bump in the cot. There
was a clink and he heard something
strike the floor, roll. He twisted his
eyes down. In a spike of moonlight
through the window he saw the gold
luckpiece of Mike Burgee. Impul-
sively, because it was the one thing
that could tie the killer to Turner’s
murder, he started to reach an arm
for it, forgetting they were lashed be-
hind him.

And his bound wrists moved sev-
eral inches apart!

The Kid thought it was an illusion
at first. But his hands were not
touching now. Throwing himself into
a sitting position, he worked fiercely.
A rawhide thong slipped on his sore
flesh. The hands parted more. He re-
alized what had happened. When,
slugged, he’d slide down on buckling
legs against the rough stones of the
fireplace, some of the rawhide had
been cut by the friction. In another
minute, one end of the pigging string
snapped against his left hand. Then
he was unshackled.

E MASSAGED his hands to
work out the numbness, then
went to work on the bends at his an-
kles. He put his freed feet softly on
the floor. Now to creep downstairs
and— Then his brain vetoed that. In-
stead, after a moement’s thought, he
lay back on the bed, placed his hands
under him as if they were still lashed
together, then called out:
“Hey, down there, T want a smoke!”
Travis threw a curse back at him.
There was some talk. Next the Kid
heard one of them mounting the
stairs. It was Pete who pushed into
the room, rolling a quirly. He sealed
it, came over, stuck it in the prone
Solo’s mouth, then plucked a match
from his hatband and struck it.
Grunting as he lifted his head, the
Kid wobbled the tube of tobacco
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around the flame, suddenly exhaled,
extinguishing the match.

“You lunkhead!” Pete growled,
reached for another match.

Solo had been prepared for the fact
that the hombre would not be toting a
gun now. It made it a little harder
for the Kid. But as Pete reached up
to his hatband again, the Kid
whipped around his right arm to the
belly. Pete’s breath came out with a
whooshing sound. He rocked on his
heels, unable to utter a sound for a
few seconds, and the Kid swung to
his feet with the blanket he had
bunched up beside him. He flung it
over the cowhand’s head, blinding
him. Struck furiously at his head.

Pete wavered, then toppled over
the edge of the cot and slid to the
floor. A slight gurgling sound eame
from beneath the blanket. Afer a mo-
ment, the Kid pulled it off, prepared
to truss him up and gag him. It
wouldn’t be necessary. For a little
puddle of blood was spreading in the
moonbeam on the floor, welling from
under the cowhand’s body. He lay on
his face. And when the astounded
Kid rolled him over, he saw the knife
rammed into the front of Pete’s chest.

The story was plain. While half
smothered in the blanket, the man
had pulled a Bowie blade. And in
crashing down, half unconscious
from the Kid’s blows, he had fatally
stabbed himself when he fell on the
knife. The Kid swallowed hard, fight-
ing off nausea. He had never meant
to take the gent’s life; after all, this
Pete was just a tool, a hired hand.

“What're you doing up there, Pete?
Holding the danged snake’s head?”
roared Travis from below.

Solo answered in a muffled voice
that he’d. be right down. Redraping
the blanket over the dead man’s body,
he eased down the stairs. From the
front room off the hall came the rum-
ble of Ben Travis talking to himself
again. Then the scrape of the jug
on the table. Solo got down in the
darkness of the hall to peer in the
door. Travis had the jug hoisted te
his face, his back te the Kid.

THE LATTER acted swiftly. His
darting eyes showed him Pete’s
gunbelt draped over the back of a
chair just inside the door. Hooking
out the stag-handled Colts, Solo
slipped up behind Travis and rammed
the gun nose into his back. The
rancher was just lowering the jug. He
sputtered curses.

“Dang you, Pete, this ain’t no time
for jokes er—” Then his bloodshot
eyes twisted over a shoulder and he
saw the Kid. Travis choked and the
jug dropped onto the table with a
crash. The Kid didn’t have to order
him to elevate his dewclaws. Travis
did, unsteadily.

“You scissor bill, I ought to pay
you back for slamming me around,”
the Kid purred from his bruised
lumped-up face, “but I got more im-
portant business.” Then he snapped
the gun out of Travis’ back and bent
it forcibly over his head.

Travis started down like a pole-
axed animal. The Kid half caught
him and let him fall into one of the
chairs whose stuffing protruded.
Then he put the late Pete’s gun on
the table, scooped up his own wea-
pons. A few seconds later he was out-
side and moving around the front of
the place and down the slope toward
the corral. Above him the big shade
trees of the front yard swished soft-
ly in the night breezes.

The Kid thought, Indirectly, I
killed that Pete upstairs. This will
really be a murder charge against
me this time. If they give me a catch-
ing... He shut off the thoughts. The
night had an ominous feel. Ahead, he
made out his paint pony tied at the
corral gate. Pete had not unsaddled
the animal and put it in with the
others; that was a break.

The next instant, Solo saw he was
going to need a break. Hinges creaked
and the door of the bunkhouse be-
yond the corral opened. A man in
his underwear and a pair of jeans ap-
peared in it, turned his head to say
something to another inside. Solo
hunched down behind a hummock ef
grass, praying. He had to get the hell
clear of here before Travis: recov-
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ered consciousness, and before Pete’s
body was discovered.

But the man stood there, moment
after precious moment, scratching his
chest as he peered around. Finally
he went back inside, without closing
the door though. Curbing his impa-
tience, the Kid waited. In the rear of
the house, behind a shed, the wind-
mill pumping water up from a creek,
creaked away on the night. Once
again, bent double, the Kid moved out.
Simultaneously, as the windmill
paused, he caught the unmistakable
rattle of a spur chain.

His head jerked. Coming around
the corner of the shed was another
figure, a man with drawn smokepoles
pushed before him.

“Hold it, pelican!” the man called
low but commandingly.

OLO’'S bared weapon whipped

around. He had to get out of
this. Then a bullet was whining past
his ear. He slammed that trigger. As
the gun reports slapped on the night,
the other jumped back around the
corner of the shed. Solo made a break
toward the pole corral, running hard.
Muzzle flame licked from the shed
corner. One slug chunked up earth
just inches in front of the Xid. And
as he dived groundward another
hummed a vicious song a foot over his
back. The jasper at the shed was a
crack shot. A

Up on a knee in the grass, the Kid
twisted and leveled his smoke-lead-
ing gun barrel. He saw a piece of the
man’s sombrero. Then it was pulled
back out of sight, but the extended
gun crackled afresh. The Kid held
his breath an instant, then let go
with three shots. Wood chunks
leaped from the corner of the shed.
From down at ths bunkhouse, a cow-
hand began to shout. An¢ then the
Colts of the man behind the shed
jumped up into the air, out of his
hand.

The hand itself thrust out, writh-
ing with pain, and in the moonlight,
the Kid distinctly saw the streak of
red welling across the back of it, the
blood filling a bullet furrow across
that gun hand. Another man had

been branded with his bullet sizn.
And the Kid had a brief glimpse of
him as he ran from the end of the
shed to duck into a stand of little
cottonwoods over by the windmill
He was a skinny wisp of a man in a
blue shirt. And as he bounded into
the cover of the trees, his sombrero
flew off to reveal long black hair that
floated out behind him the way the
old frontier scouts used to wear it.

There was shouting from the bunk-
house. Two cowhands, one barefoot-
ed, dashed from it. They passed the
corral and headed for the main house.
Then the Kid was diving flat again
as another slug horneted by his head:
that one had come from behind, from
the trail out front.

He swung around in the high grass.
One man was crouched at the other
side of the road. Behind him, a few
yards back, a couple of horsemen
were swinging up the slope opposite
the ranch-house. Solo Strant sliced
out his second weapon even as gun-
fire from down by the bunkhouse
drew his attention a moment. A rider
piling along the side of it was throw-
ing down on the two runaning cow-
hands. Solo saw he’d never reach his
cayuse, that the place was pretty well
ringed in.

He had no choice, if he wanted to
save his hide, but to go back to the
house. Jumping up he flashed like a
jackrabbit around into the front yard.
Up the steps of the gallery. Travis,
having regained consciousness, tot-
tered in the doorway.

“What in tarnation’s going on?” he
snorted. _

“A bunch're raiding the place. Git
inside!”

“El Aracnido!” spat out Travis.

The two cowhands came plunging
up the steps. They all hustled inside
as bullets chunked into the porch.
One of the men gasped out that it
was the Spider, EI Aracnido, all
right. Slamming shut the heavy-
planked door, Travis leaned against
it a moment and stared at the Xid.

“You—you came back— So you
can’t be one of ’em after all,” he said
heavily.

Bur there was no time to be wasted
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in jaw-wagging then. Travis hurled
across the parlor to a closet. He
brought out boxes of shells and extra
Colts. Two rifles were lifted down
from the pegs over the fireplace.
And then Travis, barking at one of
the men to douse the lamp, began
to haul the blankets down from the
windows. The gunfire outside had
ceased.

HE KID set himself a little back
from one of the two front win-
dows, deftly reloading his gun cham-
bers in the dark. Travis had already
sent one of the men to watch at the
back door. The other one from the
bunkhouse told how Solo had smoked
it in with one of the other raiders
who had been almost at the rear of
the house.
“This ranny wounded him, too.”

Travis, at the other front window,
said, “Reckon you saved us, mister.”
He nodded in Solo’s direction. “Fer
the time being, leastwise. They was
planning to sneak in and git me, I—"

He broke off with an exclamation,
pointing. “El Arcnido, th e mangy,
lobo himself!”’

Through the cracked panes of his
window, the Kid had a fleeting
glimpse of the man. He'd just ap-
peared, afoot, from behind a big tree
across the road. In another moment,
he was gone again, swallowed in sha-
dows. But Solo had taken in the big
ant-hill-like Mex sombrero, the green
gold-embroidered bolero, the white-
gloved hands holding a couple of
smokepoles. »

Time crept along as they waited in
the house. Travis kept swearing under
his breath, making two hurried trips
to the jug. “They’ll be bellying in
now, creeping close,” he growled.
“Then they’ll slam us sudden-like
from all sides, dang ’em.”

Solo nodded. They’d been trying to
slip in and jump the-house before any-
body could be warned, he realized,
when he’d been slipping out. The Kid
thought of the dead man upstairs.
He himself was in one ugly tight. If
the raiders crashed in, his light was
pretty certain to be put out anyway

because he’d alined himself with the
defenders.

Then he stiffened. The wind was
blowing out of the north-east, but he
could swear he’d caught the cloppity-
clop of hoofs, And they seemed to
come from the south, down the valley.
A night bird called from across the
road. Then its whistle was repeated
from behind the house. It was no
bird; it was the signal of the Spider’s
bunch that they were ready.

“They’ll be coming now, boss,” the
cowhand said.

Travis swore. “We’ll hold ’em as
long as we can, then go upstairs when
they crash in.”

The Kid caught the drum of hoofs
again, stronger this time. Travis’ gun
crackled as he triggered nervously
at some shifting shadow at the other
side of the road. The man back in the
kitchen called out that he could see
three of them closing in behind the
house. He wanted more help.

And then the Kid saw it first, saw
the little band of riders that had ap-
peared on the rise of the trail south
of the ranch. One man rode out at
the head of them, fully revealed in
the moonlight. He sat high in the sad-
dle, wearing a flat-brimmed sombre- -
ro. .

The cowhand sighted them then.
He let out a yell. “Hey, boss, it’s Pin-
to Haid! See him? We’re saved!”

Vel - Wa

HE KID heard it.

Then he saw EI Aracnido’s men

bunch out on the trail to the
right side of the rancho. They were
mounting. They sat the saddles fac-
ing the group on the rise. It was ob-
vious that neither side wanted a fight
because they were too evenly
matched, man for man. Nobody fired
a shot. They sat looking at each
other, then the Spider’s bunch, on or-
der, wheeled their ponies and headed
northward.

Haid’s horsemen rode down off the
rise a little. Travis threw open the
door and stepped out on the porch,
yelling. The Kid saw it through the
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window. Haid raised his arm in sa-
lute. Called: “I'll be seeing you,
Ben!” Then he and his bunch turned
and went back over the rise.

The Kid uncocked the hammers of
his gun, realizing that Haid was Ben
‘i'ravis’ friend. Haid, the lobo.

‘iravis caine back in, saying how
lucky titey were. “But I sure was all
wrong about you, mister,” he said to
the. Kid. “I did think you were one
of the Spider’s outfit.”

“I ride alone,” the Kid said simply,
thinking of that dead man, Pete, up-
stairs. He had to get eut of there
pronto.

Travers was jubilant about running
off the Spider. He kept talking, pour-
ing copiously the meanwhile. “They
can’'t whup me,” he kept repeating.
He slapped the Kid’s back. “The best
we got on the outfit ain’t none too fit-
ten for you, mister! The very best!
Hang your headpiece here as long
as you aim. But—"

Solo had already picked up his
hat. “I got to be making tracks pron-
to, Travis,” he said.

The ranchman tried to detain him.
“Now, look, fella, we had a little dis-
agreement afore, I'll admit. But—"

The Kid said, “I got business up
this way, Travis.”

Travis started, “I can make it
worth your business to stay here a
spell, mister. I can use a fast cool
shooting hand like you and—"

“I came up here after a man,” the
Kid said bluntly. And when Travis
asked him the gent’s name, the Kid,
playing a hunch, said it was a hombre
called Burgee. He watched Travis’'
face closely. It was evident the name
meant nothing to the cowman. He
shrugged.

“Must be a newcomer to these
parts,” he said. “Wel], there’s one man
in Headstone who knows anybody
who moves in or out of these parts,
Not that I like him much. But Pro-
fessor Ambler—the gambler fella—
he'd know about this Burgee if any-
body in Headstone would. Still, mis-
ter, I could make you a nice offer to
stay around...”

The Kid got out of there a short

spell later, forking his pony in the
dawn down the trail to Headstone,
trying to put things together in his
mind: Pinto Haid a known outlaw,
who seemed to be siding this Travis:
this E] Aracnido, the Spider, appar-
ently another lobo operating in this
Smokepipe Country; Travis’ conten-
tion that the latter was hired by Tuck
Malson, a rival rancher. He attempt-
ed to make some kind of pattern out
of it.

But by the time he turned into a
little arroyo some miles down from
Travis” place and unsaddled the jad-
ed unrested paint horse, Solo gave it
up. In the brush, some little distance
from the picketed horse, he bedded
down. That was for safety’s sake. For
when Travis found the dead Pete up-
stairs in that room where the Kid
himself had been a prisoner, they'd
doubtlessly take the trail after him.
He’d be wanted now for that job—
although he could claim justifiable
self defense.

His immediate task was to catch up
with Nogales Mike Burgee, whom he
was convinced had slain Turner, and,
too, the girl, Doris, who was his only
witness to the fact he would be in-
volved in this Smokepipe Country
situation before he succeeded in solv-
ing his own problem. And of the sit-
uation here, in which Pinto Haid,
Burgee’s friend, was mixed up, he
could make neither head nor tail;

‘pértaps this Professor Ambler, the

gambler, could give him the key.

Before he shut his eyes, Solo
thought of that last man on whom
he’d inscribed his bullet brand, the
wisplike member of the Snider’s pack.
That carried him back to the assassin
who’d slain Turner through the
boarded-up window whéom Solo had
wounded in like manner, carried him
back to that and the ten-dollar gold-
piece, the luckcharm, which he'd
found in the vard of the house after
the ruthless slaying. Those last two
facts were the only thing he had to
go on. Solo Strant knew his chances
of success were slight: and he was
a hunted man himself in the bargain.

With those thoughts, he dozed
off. ..
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ET WAS toward nightfall that day
when he rode into the range town
of Headstone. He timed it advisedly
for nightfall because he realized by
now he might well be a marked man—
. marked for two killings.

He came riding down the wide
stage trail that hit the bridge over the
river to the bustling sprawled cow-
town. The firefly-like glimmer of
coal-oil lamps from the town was al
ready spilling over the prairie swells.
With him was a grubline rider who
was quitting the Smokepipe Country.
He was a bunkhouse hand. Needed
the work and forty plus beans per
month. But he was getting out, be-
cause as he told the Kid:

“They’s only looking for cartridge-
free men in this strip of range now.
Gents who're as slick with a short-
gun as they are with a loop, the for-
mer being more important. In other
words, fighting cowhands. Me, I've
had my belly full of fights in my day.
I just aim to live and mebbe-so build
me enough of a bankroll to get my
own little outfit some day....”

He went on about it. There was
hell building over the grazing lands
of the Smokepipe, he predicted. First
off, there was Pinto Haid’s outfit
that was causing a heap of trouble.
Then there was this Spider gent and
his handful of trigger slammers.
Spoiling for trouble, it seemed. And
then there was the trouble between
Travers and Tuck Malson of the Box-
M. The Box-M was the big wealthy
outfit of the valley.

“Fenceline trouble, I reckon,” the
Kid suggested to keep his informant
talking.

The other, a lanky gent by the han-
dle of Quinby, eyed him, then spat a
tobacco-yellowed stream into the
roadside brush. “Heap worse 'n that,
mister. It was what started the trouble
a-biling in these parts. Travis’ paw
disappeared some years back. He was
a heavy gambler. Lost a heap to Old
Man Malson over the card tables.
Cash, and cow stuff, and land. It was
what made the Box-M big an’ strong

and the Travis spread just a two-bit
outfit. Then, the elder Travis—Ben'’s
paw—he plumb up and vanished.” He
paused to gnaw off another chunk of
eating tobacco.

“I sabe,” the Kid said.

“Like hell, you do, pilgrim,” said
the dour Quinby. He expectorated
again as he swayed to the motion of
his roan. *Coupla months back they
had a touch of drought in this coun-
try. Wells began to run dry and fcued-
er creeks dried up. One well in partic-
ular, Yes-siree.” He stopped talking.

They were opposite a rundown lit-
tle barroom just before the bridge
that spanned the river into the town.
On a hunch, Solo suggested they
drop off for some gila sweat to irri-
gate their tonsils, him buying of
course. Quinby growled reluctantly
but dropped off. They left their
ponies at the hitchrail and went in.
Over a couple of snorts of forty rod,
Quinby talked some more. Wells had
gone dry, he said. And one in partic-
ular.

That was the one back on the old
rancho of the elder Malson, the well
behind the little house that had been
burnt out after Old Man Malson had
built his dobie cow baron’s palace.
The Old Man was now dead and gone,
of course. And in the dried-up well of
the abandoned place, a wandering
rider had discovered a body, a man
who'd been shot and then, apparently.
pitched into it. The corpse was hauled
out and identified as Tex Travis,
Ben's father, who’d supposedly rid-
den out of the country years back.

HERE WAS nothing to be done,

nobody to prosecute with Old
Man Malson dead. But the discovery
of the body had started this new
trouble. Travis claimed that the
younger Tuck Malson wanted to gob-
ble up the whole country as his dad
had absorbed other outfits around
him, that he had a band of hired gun-
hands under a lobo who was seeking
to drive out the smaller brands so
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their outfits could be taken off at
two-bit prices.

“Hell's a-going to tip up on its end
and spill over into the Smokepipe
country, mister,” he concluded. “So
that’s why I'm making' tracks out
They’s going to be blood-letting
aplenty afore it’s over.”

Solo nodded thoughtfully. A heap
of it still didn’t make sense to him.
He purchased another pair of drinks
for them both. Quinby was getting
fairly well liquored, in a boastful
mood as to showing off his informa-
tion.

The Kid said . casually, “This Pro-
fessor Ambler, has he got any chips
in the pot?”

Quinby got a wary look. “The Pro-
fessor, he knows everything that goes
on, I reckon.”

“Just a local gambler, eh.”

Quinby cocked an eyebrow over the
last half of his drink. “Mister, you
don't know nothing. Ambler the
gambler is the richest man in Head:
stone. Owns more 'n half of it, I
reckon. He’s known as the ‘Honest
Gambler.” Claims he don’t have to be
crooked ’cause he can whip anybody
playing it straight. And from what I
hear—that means anybody. The Prof
is8 a smart un.”

“Where’ll I find him in town?”

“Any where. The Prof don't play
less’n he feels like it. Just when he
does. He—uh—" Then Quinby shut
up as if to bite off his tongue, as it
he rcalized he’d been talking too
much.

“I aim to see him. I want some in-
formation ’bout a gent I've cold-
trailed into this country,” the Kid
said bluntly. He figured the cow-
hand was orey-eyed enough to talk
freely. And any information he could
pick up now might save him a heap-~
of trouble later. “I reckon this Pro-
fessor likes to git paid for informa-
tion.”

Quinby emptied his glass, sleeved
off his tobacco-stained mustache,
shrugged. “Really don’t know a heap
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about the hombre,” he said with an
evasive look. “Got to traipse along
now, stranger. I'll see you sometime.”
He went out hurriedly.

Vel s

FEW MINUTES later, the
AKid was riding across the
bridge into Headstone alone.
Darkness had fallen and the night life
of the lusty sprawling range town was
moving into full swing. Hat pulled
low, he sloped up the main drag, prac-
tically ignored in the milling crowds.
Somectimes they bellied out from the
wooden sidewalks and halted traffic
in the dusty street.

There were stores, still open.
Whiskey mills, one after the other,
Honky tonks. The bank on one of the
main corners was closed. It was about
the only thing in prosperous Head-
stone that seemed to be. There was
a big white hotel with a double-
decked gallery and a sign that pro-
claimed it the “Smokepipe House.” A
stagecoach had just arrived there and
a curious crowd heaved around it.

Cowmen, gamblers, prospectors in
hobnailed boots down from the hills,
townsmen in city-style suits, all
jostled along the sidewalks with wom-
en interspersing them. Fancy women
leaned from windows, from the door-
ways of the honky tonks, inviting
customers inside. Barkers stood under
the.coal-o0il torches at entrances, talk-
ing a mile a minute to entice custom-
ers inside. A lamp flared over the
tailboard of a covered wagon in an
empty lot where some patent medicine
salesman was beguiling a crowd with
the merits of a cure-all nostrum he
was paddling.

There was a gunshot. A slight
melee in the double doorway of a bar-
room. Then a man came flying out,
skidding backward down the steps on
his heels, blood spurting from his
forehead. And at the top of the steps
stood a barkeep in flour-sack apron
brandishing a bungstarter that was



30 DOUBLE ACTION WESTERN

now red-stained. The victim, still
clutching a smoking gun, collapsed
in the ragweed of the gutter. A mo-
ment or so later, the crowd was seeth-
ing past him, and music was again
issuing from the barroom where the
fracas had occurred.

Solo Strant smiled thinly from the
saddle. He had seen these scenes
many times before, had seen many
such bustling cowtowns in the throes
of growth; yet the picture never
ceased to fascinate him. It was the
American Western frontier in one
stage of its expansion, lusty, raucous,
violent, a great growing child that
didn’t know its own strength. Rough-
shod in its methods, perhaps. Crude.
Often savage. But still the typical
outposts of a new nation in the build-

ing....

E ROUNDED a slight bend in

the broad main line. There was
another hotel, The Longhorn, with an
ornate bar attached to it. Just as the
Kid drew abreast, a tall handsome man
in expensive pearl-gray clothes and
with curly black hair came reeling
from the entrance. Two cowhands
were trying to support him toward a
buckboard at the hitchrail. A couple
of laughing dance-hall girls followed,
scooping up the bills the handsome
one strewed from his pockets. The
throng on the sidewalk parted to
make way for him.

“Young Tuck Malson—the witless
fool—blind orey-eyed agin,” said a
rider who’d reined up beside the Kid.

“Again?” the Kid picked him up.

“Sure,” the rider said. “He hits
town, puts up at the hotel, and is
orey-eyed for nights in a row. They
tell me he does plenty of drinking
out at the ranch, too. Gawd knows he
don’t seem to give a hoot about the
outfit.” The man spat disgustedly
into the dust.

The Kid cocked an eyebrow. That
hardly fitted into the picture of a
man charged with wanting to gobble
up the little outfits on the range. The
Kid swung abreast of the other rider

-as they both moved on.

“Say, I'm a-looking for Professor
Ambler, the gambler. Got any idea
where’d be the best place to {ind
him.”

The man cut his eyes sharply at the
Kid, taking in his rig. “Try the Fifth
Ace.’S down in the next block,” he
said.

The Fifth Ace was a big otnate
place with a huge bar. Well thronged
with roulette tables already clicking
in the rear and the chant of the faro
dealers rising over the hubbub. The
Kid bought a drink at the bar, asked
the drink wraggler if the Professor
was around. The man shrugged and
said he didn’t know, said he’d try to
find out.

Some minutes passed. The barkeep
paid the Kid no more heed. Then a '
house man in plain black with a pis-
tol stuck in his waistband touched the
Kid’s elbow. In the bar mirror Solo
had seen the gent surreptitiously
studying him from behind.

“Looking for the Professor?” the
house guard said. “Well, stranger, you
might try the EI Dorado. Up the next
side road. Ain’t saying you’'ll find
him there but....”

Before he went there, Solo left
his paint horse at a livery barn to be
grained and groomed. The EI Dorado
was another gambling hell, smaller
and less ornate than the Fifth Ace—
but the routine was almost the same.
He bought a snort of red-eye, in-
quired for this Professor again. The
bar boss said he hadn’t seen him but
that he’d ask around. A few minutes
and a pot-bellied man in a grease-
stained frock coat sidled up to the-
Kid. He looked like the proprietor of
the place.

“The Professor left here a while
back, mister. Reckon you might come
across him at Big Joe’s place though.
Mebbe....”

Big Joe’s proved to be a raucous
honky tonk with music and a bevy of
hard-eyed, painted-faced girls. Again,
after the Kid's query, a house guard
suggested another place—the hotel
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barroom this time. He didn’t say pos-
itively that the Professor woula be
there. As none of them had. Just that
the gambler king, the man wha could
not be beaten with cards, might be
there. .

The Kid was getting disgusted as
he moved along the main line. This
Professor was one danged elusive fig-
ure. He hadn’t missed one thing: when
the various gents had spoken of the
Professor, there had been a heap of
respect in their voices. Awe, e¢ven.
Then—Solo had the sudden sensation
he was being followed.

It was hard to tell in the jostling
crowd on the sidewalk. The Kid
drifted over beside the steps of a
closed store. After a minute a squat
man with a flat-crowned fawn som-
brero came along. Solo remembered
him as having trailed him into Big
Joe’s place. But the gent stalked by
without so much as cutting his eyes
at the Kid. The Kid knew now that
he was being watched. As he proceed-
ed on to the hotel, he loosened his
hoglegs in their holsters.

In the richly appointed hotel bar-
room, he didn’t even have to ask. He'd
just bellied up to the counter when
a little pointed-faced man in a store
suit steppad up beside him.

“Best place to find the Professor is
the Sage Bar—at this time,” he mut-
tered. Then he blew smoke from his
stogie and moved off.

The Kid cursed under his breath.
Already something told him this Pro-
fessor might be a difficult man to
deal with, that he might put a price
on his information. But Solo went
out, learned the Sage Bar was up the
side road from the bank corner. He
was just turning the corner there
when a lounger called out, half unbe-
lievingly: “Hey, ain’t that the Silver
Kid? The Kid what killed that U.S.
marshal back in—" The rest of it was
lost in the hubbub of the main street.

The Kid darted around a buckboard
standing in the ditch, slid across the

side road and eased into the shadows

of a big eucalyptus. Then he walked
swiftly into an alley, too smart to
run and draw attention to himself,
Word of the charge and that he was
wanted, he realized, had probably
come into Headstone by telegraph.
He cursed softly, moved out ot the
back end of the allcy, and worked
around to emerge further down the
side road. It slanted down to a branch
of the river that snaked along the
edge of the lower part of the town.

HERE WERE fewer lights down

here though the new risen moon
was bright. Then he saw the sign
reading Sage Bar spiking from the
porch of a ramshackle place. It was a
smoky, low-ceiled dive with a single
lamp hung from the ceiling, dim and
reeking of sour beer, spilled whiskey
and a dampness. Three men slouched
at the bar behind which a huge fat
man wheezed with every move. It
seemed a strange place for a rich top-
hand gambler to hang his hat,

Again Solo Strant went through
the ritual of buying a drink and ask-
ing for the Professor. But this time
the barkeep simply ignored kim, turn-
ing his back to take Solo’s money
down to the cigar box he used as a
till. One of the Kid’s hands went to
his throat, to that little silver skull
there. 7

He interpreted the gesture as one
of plain impatience instead of an
omen of approaching danger that
time. He was getting belly-sick of
playing this will of the wisp game.
Then the flutter of sharply riffled
cards broke upon the stillness. Solo
came around fast.

Back in a dim ¢orner—too dark to
see to play cards—sat a slight figure
ina gray frock coat, a flowered waist-
coat, and with a stovepipe hat cocked
jauntily on his head. The Kid knew
at once this was the famesd Professor,
at last. What he couldn’t understand
was how he’d gotten there. For Solo
knew Professor Ambler had not been
there when he himself entered the
whiskey mill.
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“You wanted to see me, stranger?”
the Proiessor said in precise English.
His head moved and Solo saw that he
wore spectacles. “You—"

“Look out!” yelped one of the men
at the bar, staring at the open door-
way. “He—"

Gunfire ripped into the place from
the weapons of the man crouched
outside. Pure spleen was stamped on
his beard-stubbled face as he rode
those triggers. And the streams of
lead slanted right for the Professor
over in the corner....

S 8

HE JASPER who'd shouted

I the warning cleared holster

leather first, but his shots were
high. And then the deadly Silver Kid
had swung into action. With that dia-
bolically swift cross-arm draw, he had
his left weapon slashing up in his
right hand, had it talking. One of the
other gents at the bar chimed in
with a bone-handled .45. The reports
smashed off the low ceiling like re-
verberating thunder.

The Kid knew it was his shot that
first got the man out on the sagging
porch. Struck in the leg, the killer
swayed over lopsidedly. Caught him-
self and limped backward. Somebody
else’s slug flashed him in the ribs
and one of his spitting guns dropped.
Then he wheeled and ran off the
porch. Solo dashed to the doorway.

The would-be assassin was hob-
bling at a drunken run toward a cou-
ple of waiting horses down the road
toward the side creek. A slight rider
sat the kak of one. Solo bawled to
the hit man to halt, triggered again
when he didn’t. He hadn’t even meant
to hit him, just to scare him into
halting. But the leg-wounded fugitive
lurched full into the flight of the
bullet.

It took him between the shoulders,
lifted him from the ground. He
flopped into the dust like a jack-rab-
bit with a broken neck. At once the

rider with the two waiting ponies
threw home the spur steel, bolted
away, and went splashing through
the shallow waters of -the side creek.
Two of the men who'd rushed from
the bar after Solo threw lead at that
one. But in vain.

The taller one dropped down beside
the one who’d tried to burn down the
Professor, rolled him over. “Dead,” he
said curtly. “Dammit! Now we can’t
make him rattle his tongue and tell
who sent him.” He twisted his head
up to stare with suspicion at the Kid.

The latter’ didn't see the look, for
he was staring across the side creek
at the long sand bank stretching up
on the other side of it. The saddle
pard of the dead man had slowed to
twist around in the saddle a moment,
hat dropped back on shoulders. The
Kid couldn’t be sure at that distance
in the moonlight—but it looked sus-
piciously like the yellow hair of
Doris Holt.

FEYHE MAN kneeling over the

corpse rose and snapped a match
to the cigar stub in his mouth. He
dropped the still lighted match into
the road, and then the Kid knew it
had been Doris Holt out there with
the gunman. For in the match glare
he saw the stub of one of those Red
Star cigarettes in the dust. His mouth
jerked open.

“That was a woman with—-" he
began. /

Men began to emerge from the few
places around to see what had hap-
pened. The: third gunman from the
Sage Bar ordered them back brusque-
ly. “Some stranger just got dry-
gulched from an alley. We saw it,”
he said. “Stay back there! Don’t git
too danged nosey.” And they obeyed.

The taller one smoking the cigar
nodded as the Kid slid his weapons
back into the holsters. “Better keep
’em penned there, fella.”

The Kid was baffled. Then the gun
of the second one prodded him in the
back. “Easy does it—and you last
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longer,” he said.

*vvhat_tine uicll?” the Kid spat soit-
ly. after all ne was ¢ rirsc one to
wound the smake who'd bein trying
to buin down the Frofessor,

“We ain’t so ail-iired duab,” the
cigar smo.cer toid him. “When you
saw he’d missed and was wounded
and might git caugiit—you drilled
him dead center so he couldnt teil
notnin’, mebbe.”

“Arc you locoed?” the de demand-
ed, eyes sleepy with that dangerous
look.

“Let’s go back and see the boss,”
the one with the cigar said shrugging.
“You could uh led that snake to the
Profcssor. It'd been a slick trick.
Very, very slick.”

Back inside the mangy little bar-
room, the Professor was calmly col-
lecting the cards of the deck that had
been sprayed on the floor when he
glided up from the table. “Know who
it was?” he asked in that precise mild
and emotionless voice.

-They told him they didn’t
“Hmmm.” He picked his stovepipe
hat from the table. Thzre was a neat
bullet hole high through the crown.
The Prcfessor ran a hand over his
sleek black hair as if to make sure it
was all still there, then redonned the
hat meéticulously and straightened his
spectactat.

“We figured this jasper could uh
led him here,” one of the sun guards
said.

The Frofessor pockzted his cards,
then ran his eyes over the Kid. He
took in the rusty black rig, the silver
trappings, unhurriedly. And the Kid
had a chance to study this mystery
man, this king gambler who was said
to own half the range town.

Profcssor Ambler was slim, narrow-
shouldered, taller than the Kid him-
self. He had a sallcw face, plain, with
vague brown eyes bzhind the glasses.
The Kid could see that between the
latter and his mild unimpassioned
manner he had logically come to the
handle of the Professor. Outside of

his rich gambler’s garb, he was as
nondescript as some circuit-riding
school master.

Then the gambler was shak\ng his
head in response to the gunman’s sug-
gestion Solo had attempted to stage
a double cross. “No-o, I don't think
so.... You wanted to see me about
something?” he szid to Solo.

“I'm looking for a man who flad
from the Law into the Stovepipe
Country, amigo,” Solo told him. “I've
been told you’d know where any gent
coming into these parts would be.”

The Professor rubbed his upper lip
with a long pale finger thoughtfully.
“We can talk more privately in back.”
He turned and opened a door into a
rude little room behind the bar. Led
the way in. One of the gunmen had
his weapon boring the Kid's spine as
they entered after the gambler.

HERE WAS a greasy-topped

table and a couple of chairs.
With a courtly wave of his hand, the
gambler offered one to the Kid, then
seated himself. “The man yeou're
after?” he asked in that strikingly
modulated tone.

The Kid told him about Nogales
Mike Burgee. How he’d slain a depu-
ty back at Burchard Crossing, was
being hunted down by the Law, in-
cluding Link Turner the U.S. marshal.
And then Turner had been burned
down. The Kid told how he was cer-
tain Burgee had done that s'aying too,
told about the luckpiece of Burgee’s
he had found. And how the girl,
Doris Helt, had been kidnapped by
the killer.

“I have reason to believe he was
headed in here to join up with the
Pinto Haid bunch. Haid’s Burgee’s
brother-in-law, they tell,” the Kid fin-
ished.

“I know that,” the Professor said
casually as he put a match to a slim
extra-long black cigar. “I know....
And you want to find this Burgee,
eh?” He exhaled long streamers of
blue smoke, relaxed, air bored.
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“Maybe you're right, Professor. I'll
git my horse.”

The gambler shook his sleek head.
He was again ruefully inspecting the
bullet hole in his stovepipe hat. “No
good. The town peace officer and two
deputies are watching that feed barn
right now, waiting for you to appear.”

Solo admired the man at the mo-
ment. The Professor seemed to know
everything that was happening before
it did happen. The gambler rose, add-
ing: “You won’t need a horse.... It’s
only a short way out. And by the way,
Mr. Strant, I wish you wouldn't try to
shoot either of my men....” He
smiled bleakly. “I can still help you—
or hurt you.... I'd prefer to help.”

They went out the back doer of the
place. Down through some scrub
growth on a path leading to the side
creek, Solo and the tall one, Mike,
and another gunman following. For
once the Kid hesitated on the verge
of a decision. He wasn’t certain
whether to make a break at the first
opportunity, or to wait, to see if Pro-
fessor Ambler would help. The Kid
was impressed by the man’s power.
1'he’ gambler was plainly far more
than a lucky tinhorn.

The range night was growing chil-
ly as they crossed the wide but shal-
low river branch on a series of step-
ping-stone boulders. On the other
side, they went through a notch in
the sand bank, came out in heavy
brush country. There was a faint cow-
path and they followed that, wind-
ing and doubling. Soon the glow of
lights from Headstone were lost. But
it was much farther than the gambler
had implied.

Y THE time they’d walked an
hour, the Kid’s feet ached in

his high-heeled boots. Then, by a
chunk of boulder, the second said he
would wait there to be sure they were
not followed. The Kid and Mike pro-
ceeded around a sharp bend between
walls of heavy brush, dropped down
suddenly. They were in a tiny hollow.

And the moon’s rays vaguely revealed

the outline of a little tumble-down
shack among some cottonwoods.

It was dirt-floored with a couple of
Teton pole bunks covered with tat-
tered blankets, There was a table and
a couple of boxes for chairs, Solo saw
when Mike fired up the candle an-
chored in the top of a can. Mike went
over to a shelf, reached behind a sack
of something and produced a bottle of
redeye and a couple of tin cups.

“We'll git some grub out here come
morning,” he said, pouring drinks. He
seemed to have no thought of the Kid
trying to make his escape.

They drank. The Kid built himself
a tube of Durham and sat on the edge
of a bunk and tried to make talk. But
Mike, seated on a box, was noncom-
mittal. Refused to talk at all about his
boss. The Kid kept building smokes,
thinking, waiting for the second man
to come down. But as the night wore
away, Solo realized he wasn’t going
to come. He was posted up there on
the back trail in this brush jungle as
a guard—against escape. And if the
Kid did jump Mike, without a pony,
where else was there for him to go?

- “That Professor is slicker ’n slob-
bers,” he conceded to himself before
rolling up in one of the damp blan-
kets. He might as well catch some
shuteye. There was nothing else to
do but wait. Aside from anything else
he was sure to be pretty safe out
here. ...

He didn’t know how long he’d been
asleep. But when his eyes did spring
open at the noise he saw at once the
tired gray wash of the pre-dawn
through the paneless cabin window.
Then he saw Mike falling across one
of the boxes as a figure in the door-
way stood over him with clubbed gun.
The Kid struggled to get at his own
weapons in the double gunbelts he
had laid just under the edge of the
bunk before turning in.

It seemed as if somebody must have
moved them. Then there were two-
three other men in the doorway, cov-
ering him with Colts barrels that
gleamed dully in the half light. As
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the Kid sat up, tossing off the blan-
ket, one of them said:

“Don’t make a play for it, Silver
Kid! We got you jumped!.... Git
your danged boots on. We're moving.”

v Wa

HERE WAS little for the

I Kid to do but obey. As he drew

on his cold stiff boots he saw
his gunbelts and silver-stocked wea-
pons on the second box some yards
away. Even as he figured on spring-
Ing for them, one of the men stepped
over Mike’s unconscious body and
scooped them up. Told the Kid to
hustle it up, calling him by name
again.

The Kid was iron-nerved. But some
cold sweat leaked down the back of
his shirt now. Because he figured
this was a posse, a pack of manhunt-
ers who'd somehow learned where he
was holed up. Solo silently cursed
the Professor. It could be a double-
cross, too; maybe the gambler had de-
cided to sell him out for the reward
dinero.

He went outside into the half-born
day with the sound of moisture drip-
ping from the brush. There were three
of them. They led him up the other
side of the hollow in the opposite di-
rection to that by which he’d come in
with Mike. At the top there were
four ponies. One of them lashed the
Kid’s hands in front of him with a
pigging string, then hooked that onto
the saddle horn when he was mount-
ed. In a matter of moments they were
riding along the meandering brush
jungle trail—but away from Head-
stone.

That surprised the Kid; it wasn’t
the logical direction for a posse to
take.

Riding at a steady clip, they left
the brush, traversed open range be-
yond the river branch, then turned
into the rough foothills on the west
flank of the Smokepipe Country as
the sun rose. They climbed, stopped
for a breather at a small bubbling

creck up in the timber. The disgusted
Kid asked one of the men where they
were taking him; he'd paid little at-
tention to them thus far. Because he
was danged mad at himself.

A wanted hombre himself, he was
on the hunt for the man he was plumb
certain had done the killing with
which he was charged. Nogales Mike
Burgee. Yet he had barely gotten close
to the man. Since then—and with a
price on his head now—he’'d been
practically a captive himself. Gotten
exactly nowhere. Burgee, doubtless
with Pinto Haid now, must be laugh-
ing at him. Thinking it was as casy
to dupe the Kid, to hang the dead-
wood of a killing charge on him, as
to shoot fish in a barrel. Solo fumad
with impatience; he craved to get to
work at cutting Burgee’s sign.

“Where're you snakes taking me?”
he threw at the stringy one of the
party.

“Coyote Town,” the man snapped
back. “And don’t ask no more damn-
fool questions.”

The Kid had hcard of the place,
northwest of big prosperous Head-
stone, on the fringe of the Stovepipe
Country. It was a warren, a mangy
little settlement of human packrats
back in the hills: the saloon bums who
had heen run out of Headstone; bro-
ken-down gunmen; drunkards; sad-
dle tramps. ‘The ragtag and bobtail,
the no-goods, men who'd been broken,
yellow coyotes who wanted to hide
their shame. That was Coyote Town,
a collection of hovels and whiskey
mills and two-legged rats, the breed
of men so unimportant they weren’t
even hothered by the Law.

The Kid couldn’t figure that at all.

The lapping of the horses in the
stream ceased. “Let's git pushing,”
said the little leader. In the clear
light Solo took a look at him for the -
first time, and recognized him.

It was the little wisp of a man with
the long flowing hair hs’d duelled
with out at Travis’ place, the man
who’d been creeping up behind the
shed when Solo had been about to
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make his escape. The man on whom
he’d put his bullet brand. Solo’s eyes
jumped to the tiny gent’s right hand.
Sure enough, a soiled bandage was
ringed around the back of it.

He glanced up and his eyes met the
little tiny blue holes that were the
eyes of the wispy one, Grady. And
the Kid saw that the man knew him
from Travis’ place too.

They pushed on through the broken
timbered country, winding along the
spines of hogback ridges, dropping
into side valleys. Then they emerged
from one onto a rough wagon trail.
And about high noon, under a fierce
sun, they passed through a little cut
into Coyote Town.

Solo Strant scarcely saw it. Be-
cause now he knew who had him as
prisoner. The men of E! Aracnido,
the Spider, who'd raided Travis’
place that night. That night that
seemed ages ago now. He was the cap-
tive of another, the second, of the out-
law bands operating in the Stovepipe
Country.

The settlement itself could hardly
be called that. It was something that
even coyotes would pass up. A collec-
tion of tumble-down drunken-leaning
shacks and hovels, a former ghost
town from the days when the pros-
pectors had come into the old Stove-
pipe land seeking gold. Scattered out
over a baked bit of plain with a creek
with a trickle of water straggling
down its bed. Paintless. Places with
broken windows rag-stuffed. With
roofs sagging over corners. It etnan-
ated a feeling of living death.

A single crowbait, ribs almost bare,
stood midway down the sandy street.
Two men dragged themselves list-
lessly along it like derelicts on & des-
ert. As they rode by what had once
been a little store, the Kid saw a
drunken man sprawled sleeping in
the open doorway the while a yel-
low-spotted mongrel sniffed around
him. He suddenly had a feeling of de-
feat himself. It seemed now as if he
would never catch up to Burgee.

S THEY turned down a lane

with a few stunted trees, he re-
membered Doris Holt last night. How
he’d seen her riding off after the at-
tempt on the Professor’s life. That
baffled him completely. Evidently,
though, she had escaped from Burgee.
And that was another of the madden-
ing things; if he could have over-
taken her thren, he would have had a
witness to the fact somebody else
had slain Link Turner back there at
Broken Butte. But those chunk-head
gun guards of the gambler had to
hold him.

“Here we are,” Grady said. They
pulled up at a little ramshackle house
with its porch almost falling off
down at the edge of the sour-looking
creek. Dismounted. One of them start-
ed to lead the ponies to the shed in
the rear. The other three escorted
Solo into the house that was like an
oven under that fierce sun. A little
gila monster scuttled away as they
went in the door. .

The man who’d been toting the
Kid’s weapons stepped forward to
put them down on a table. “Mighty
fancy hardware our friend totes,” he
remarked, hefting one of the Kid’s
prized guns, )

And the Kid, desperate by the con-
ditions that Fate seemed to have lined
up to frustrate him, saw his chance.
The man’s own stag-handled Colts
protruded from his right thigh, no
arm there to block it off. One of the
other two had gone back into the
kitchen, talking about getting some
grub. And the wispy Grady was over
to one side, mopping his forehead
and neck the while he held his flat«
crowned sombrero in the other hand.

Even though his hands were lashed,
the Kid leaped, hooked at the gun
butt protruding from that breed style
holster. He got it out and was strug-
gling to cock it. It happened with the
speed of a thunder clap. Grady’s som-
brero spun across the room and struck
the Kid in the face, momentarily
blinding him, and the tiny Grady
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rushed right into the gun the Kid
held.

It crashed off. There was the spat-
ter of shattered glass; then the wisp
of a man hit the manacled, still-blind-
ed Kid like a wildcat. Solo chopped
once with the hogleg at the gunman
who’d whipped around from the
table; then the weapon flew from his
awkward grasp. He fought like a ber-
serx animal himself.

He kicked, clubbed with his lashed
hands, but that danged Grady simply
mounted him, ignoring a heavy dou-
ble-handed blow to the face. They hit
the floor, rolled, thrashing about.
And then the third one, who’d rushed
in from the kitchen, brought the skil-
let he held down on the Kid's bared
head in a crashing blow. Daylight dis-
appeared for Solo Strant....

HEN HE came to, he realized

some hours had passed. He
“could tell by the way the sun’s rays
slanted through the window. They
were weaker now and the day was
cooler. Vaguely he knew he’d been
half conscious for some while. Now he
fought slowly out of the stupor. It
had been a heavy blow.

He was stretched on a cot. When he
turned his head he could see blood
gtains on the blanket beside his ear.
Voices reached him from the front
room, Then the door opened and lit-
tle Grady came in.

“Thought 1 heard you a-stirring,
Strant. ... Here.” He came across the
room with a tin mug of forty rod
whiskey. “Plumb sorry we had to
whack you so hard, but you was worse
than a young bull at branding time.”

As the Kid worked the whiskey
down his dry throat, past mashed lips,
he heard a man in front say, “Dang
these no-good matches! The—" And
then the voice tacked on a string of
imprecations and epithets that would
have made a mule skinner prick up
his ears hungrily for knowledge.

Grady pulled a Bowie knife from
his waistband. “Now listen an’ have
some sense, Strant. When I free

your dewciaws, don’t start no more
one-man stampedes. You ain’t a-going
to git hurt. But the boss is here, and
he’s danged quick-tempered. Sabe?”
He slashed the Kid's bonds. -

When Solo first stood up, he
rocked. But after a moment the red-
eye worked into his veins and he was
able to walk into the front room. The
other three were lounging around
there. And there was a fourth man.
El Aracnido, the Kid saw at omnce.
The Spider himself,

s 10 s

OLO recognized him from the
Me:zx anthill-style sombrero,

pushed back on his head now,
and from the green-embroidcred bo-
lero. Recognized him from seeing him
during the raid on Travis’ rancho. He
was a dirty sloppy looking man, and
the Kid’s sccond impression was that,
somehow, somewhere, he’d met him
before. Yet Solo knew he never had.

El Aracnido was sprawled in a
chair, dusty boots shoved out in front
of him. He was taller than Solo, not
big, but fairly thick bodied. A beard
stubble hedged his face that was
grimy as well. He squinted out of
brown eyes. One hand held a burning
brown paper cigarette; the other was
scratching the front of his ragged
dishevelled black hair, a mop of it.
Both hands were dirty with the fin-
ger nails in mourning, they were so
black. He chewed on a toothpick.

“Howdy, Strant, ya lowdown no-
good murderin’—" And then he
tacked on some obscene epithets. The
Spider was always cursing, Solo was
to learn. But he tossed off the epi-
thets this time in an almost friendly
way so there was no cause to take of-
fense, “Put your britches in a chair,
Strant. Doc, git him another swig of
the redeye.”

The Kid was glad to sit down. He
took the proffered drink, then built
himself a tube of Durham. His head
was spinning from moving; wild
horses chased each other around in-
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side his skull. But his senses were
clear enough to show him that the
hombre called E! Aracnido w&s no
Mexican. A breed perhaps, but there
was plenty of white blood in him.
And the Kid could not shed the feel-
ing of somehow knowing the man,

“Our guest, the—"" And the Spider
did some more fancy two-fisted curs-
ing, scratching that unruly mop of
hair. “—he don’t look so happy to
be here.” Then he spat out the
toothpick and leaned forward.

Eyes lidded, somnolent-looking
though the kid was, he was study-
ing this man intently. That voice had
a note that dully rang a chord of
familiarity in his mind too. The
Spider said: “Let’s get down to busi-
ness, Strant. They’s two thousand on
your head. I can use two thousand
dollars, by grab. Two thousan’!” He
snapped his grimy fingers and his
eyes rolled expressively. “But—I can
use you too. I can use your danged
guns.”

The Kid shook his head negatively.
“I don’t ride with lobos, mister.”

“You want your neck stretched,
huh?” Some more oaths.

Solo finished off his drink, know-
ing he couldn’t run this bluff too far.
Doc, the tall one with the birdlike
face, got up and went out to the kit-
chen from which cooking smells
emanated. They were good smells too.
In really looking over this little
bunch for the first time, with the ex-
ception of the Spider himself, he no-
ticed that they weren’t the usual type
of lobo. They didn’t have that coldly
vicious gun-wolf stamp on them. They
looked tough, efficient—but not of
the breed who lived by the gun.

“Look, Strant, yuh ol'—" Some more
epithets. “You hate lobos. Sure, I
know your rep. You like to fight ’em.
Well—I'm fighting one of 'em—a big
one. Pinto Haid.” The Spider sat back
and reached inside his bolero and in-
side a stained checkered shirt to
scratch his chest.

The Kid straightened a little in his
chair, smiled thinly. Pinto Haid. This
might be a break for him, after all,
at last. Burgee was undoubtedly with
Pinto Haid now. Solo would not have
preferred it this way, but at least, it

offered a chance; and the Spider could
turn him into the Law.

“What’s the deal, Spider?”

“Ride with me, Strant, till I break
Haid—and the man behind him...
Then you’ll be free. Till then, I own
your guns. Sabe? Otherwise, I turn
you in.”

Cannily, the Kid sucked on his
quirly for a few moments. Then he
nqddcd at the Spider. “She’s a deal,
mister.”

The Spider got out of the chair and
came over and put out his hand. “All
right. But remember. Till then, I—
own—your—Colts.”

HEY HAD a good dinner, steaks
and fried potatoes and cackle ber-
ries that had been produced from
somewhere. Doc was a good cook.
There was plenty of java afterward—
and java that was a far cry from the
gray gullywash stuff a man got in so
many eating places and bunkhouses.
The Kid had a query as a game of
stud started up. He noticed that the
Spider didn’t sit in—though, earlier,
when the man had taken out a pack of
those brown paper smokes, v:ith them
he’d pulled a deck of cards halfway
from a pocket of his strained shiny
gray pants.

“Spider, how do you know I won't
take a powder and slip out at the first
chance? Or that I won’t jump you
fellas and—"

The Spider laughed sharply. Again
the Kid had the feeling he somehow
knew this squint-eyed man. ‘‘Naw,
Kid, ya old—"” Some more of the
ripe epithets blued the air. “I know
’bout you. You’re one of them kinda
chunkheads who keep your dang word
when you give it.” :

The Kid turned in early. His skull
still ached painfully though the grub
had helped. He fell off to sleep al-
most at once.

The n=xt day dragged interminably
in drab Coyote Town. There was no
sun. The sky was an inverted leaden
bowl that clamped down on the sultry
atmosphere. It boiled the moisture
through a man’s hide, made him feel
as if he were sitting on a sheet iron
stove. The men slept most of the
time, played a few games of cards.
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But there was little of the drinking,
the jugpassing the Kid had found
typical of lobo outfits when they were
not in action.

Once he walked into the house to
find the Spider playing a game of
solitaire. He watched the game.
Something about the way the man’s
grimed brown hands casually flipped
the cards about fascinated him. The
lobo boss saw him watching, dropped
a couple of cards on the floor, then
quit the game.

“Hell with that blankety-blank
game,” he spat out in that uncouth
manner. “No fun in a man’s cheating
himself. Me, ha, when I play cards, I
always try to cheat. She’s part of the
game.”

The Kid digested that, wondering.
He asked, “Spider, how do you aim to
beat this Haid? He’s got a plumb big
outfit from what I heard tell.”

A crafty evasive look crossed the
lobo boss’ face. “Leave that to me,
Strant. I—I got plans.” His mouth,
behind the beard stubble, became grim,
terribly ruthless. He fired up one of
those ready-made brown paper cig-
arets and sucked it down hard.

A pony came down the lane, stopped
in front of the house. Immediately the
other four were up, slicking guns out
out of holsters. But the Spider said
he recognized the bare-footed breed
boy who dropped out of the saddle.
The latter came to the door, handed
the Spider a note. The latter gave him
some coins and the young breed rode
off.

The Spider came back into the
room, squinting at the handwriting on
the ragged piece of brown paper he’'d
unfolded. He very carefully put a
match to it when he finished, then
looked around at the men.

“Haid’s due to hit Spengler’s place
tonight,” he announced. “Better get
saddled up. We'll be riding.” He nod-
ded at the Kid. “We'll need your
brand of shooting afore this night is
over.”

NSIDE OF half an hour they were
riding out of Coyote Town, down
into the foothills toward the Stove-
pipe range. The shadows lengthened.
When they halted to give their ponies

 thing strange about this. I

a breather, the Kid asked the Spider
what the plans were.

“Haid’s going to hit the Spengler
outfit tonight—along about midnight
....I aim to hogtie him, Strant.”

“Have you warned this Spengler?”

The Spider shook his head. “No....
No sense in it. He'd never believe me
anyway. And I want to catch Haid—
or mebbe even some of his men—red-
handed to hang the deadwood on who
he’s working for, that—" And there
was a string of those gross epithets.
“Leave everything to me, Kid.”

They came out of an arroyo onto
the grazing land a little after night-
fall. Rode northward, bent off to fol-
low a feeder creek, then hit a wheel-
rutted range rod. The Spider seemed
to know exactly where he was going.
Another couple of miles and he or-
dered them to dismount. Over the
swell could be seen the lights of
Spengler’s little place. The Kid won-
dered why Haid would want to be
bothered hitting such a small out-
fit; there didn’t seem any point in it.

“We'll watch from here,” the Spider
said, leading the way into a stand of
trees overlooking the Spengler place.

They dismounted and began the
wait. A couple of riders came down
the trail. One of them turned into
Spengler’s place and went down to the
bunkhouse. The Spider’s men relaxed.
Solo said once: “Spider, Haid’s got a
pretty big outfit. And there are six of
us here.”

The Spider smiled in the dark.
“This, my friend, is the ace up the
sleeve. Haid does not expect us to be
here! He—"

There was the sound of a shot from
over the swell on the other side of
the ranch-house. That was all. Up
there in the trees, tensed, they waited.
Then a rider came over that swell.
He sagged in the saddle, weaved in it
as he rode at a walking pace. He
turned into the ranchyard of Speng-
ler’s place, called out weakly.

“He looks hit bad,” the Spider said.
Then, after a moment: “They’s some-
smell
skunk sweat.”

The Kid did too. He was already
moving out from the screen of trees
when the Spider said they better go
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down and take a looksee. The door of
the house had opened, and the rider
had clambered down from the saddle
and staggered in.

They moved down the slope cau-
tiously. Through a front window they
could see the rider slumped in a chair,
the gray-haired Spengler standing
over him with a drink. And then the
band of riders moved over that swell
on the other side. Pinto Haid was
coming in. At the same moment, as a
whistle sounded on the night, the Kid
saw the suppcsedly wounded gent in
the front room of the ranch-house
slick out a gun, e

OLO WAS out of the saddle and
running up the steps of the
porch before anybody else moved. He
slammed open the door and busted in.
Just as the jasper with the red stain
on his shirt threw his gun on Speng-
ler, the rancher. He whipped it around
as the Kid burst into the room, fired
wildly. The Kid had one of his cutters
out; he loosed it, his second slug pin-
ning the faked wounded man against
the back of the chair in which he sat.
Spengler let out a yell, then the shoot-
ing outside started.

Pinto Haid’s men had arrived, ex-
pecting to find a setup, a helpless
rancher tricked by their supposedly
wounded man. Instead they had run
into the Spider’s little bunch. Lead
slammed into the front of the place.
Spengler jumped to blow out the
lamp and the Kid flung back out the
door.

It was bad. The Spider hadn’t meant
to play it that way, hadn’t meant to be

- caught in front of the place. He'd
meant to hit Haid’s bunch after they
struck. Instead he was caught in front
of the house as Pinto Haid rode in.
One of his men was pitching from the
saddle as the Kid rushed out. Solo’s
guns joined the fight.

He got off the side of the porch
with the wicked livid eyes of the gun
muzzles blinking toward him from
Haid's bunch fanned out in the
ranchyard. A man came dodging up
from the trees on the right side of the
place. The Kid dropped him with a

- shot, sent another scuttling back.

Down at the bunkhouse, Spengler’s

hands were trying to get out. But
some of Haid’s men were down near
there, throwing lead at the doorway.

The Kid worked down toward it in
the high ragged grass. He threw down
from the rear on the men peppering
the place. They broke, hitting for the
road. The bunkhouse men came out
fighting, The Kid turned and moved
back toward the house, both guns
spouting. He spotted the Spider out
of the saddle, standing against the
steps of the porch as he fired. He fell
back for a moment, nicked in the
shoulder. Three men rushed toward
him.

The Kid cut in. His left gun clicked
empty. There was no time to reload.
He sent one of them hobbling away
with a wounded leg. The other two
turned on him. The first one was the
lean yellow-haired Pinto Haid him-
self, and just behind him was™ big
burly red-headed Nogales Mike Bur-
gee himself, the man the Kid had
been hunting. Burgee let out a yelp,
triggered once and missed.

Slaunchwise, in a gunman’s crouch,
The Kid rode the hammer of that
righthand gun. But Haid was snake-
fast himself ; his shot took the Kid in
the calf of the right leg at the same
instant Solo drilled him through the
ribs. Haid was sent spinning half
around, back against Burgee, even as
the Kid himself rocked and wobbled
sideward. Then Burgee was throwing
down on him from behind Haid.

The Kid pumped lead once, missed.
Burgee’s bullet sang past his ear. Solo
stumbled, went down to his knees. He
knew then it was his life or the swear-
ing Burgee’s. Levelled his gun. The
killer, Burgee, used his brother-in-
law, Haid, as a shield, crouching be-
hind the buckled-over wounded man.
Solo’s sight was on the gun Burgee
levelled. The two weapons exploded
together, but the Kid didn’t miss that
time.

Burgee let out a howl. His Colts
flew up from his hand. Then he was
reeling backward, shrieking in pain
as he held up his shooting hand. Solo’s
slug had streaked across the back of
it and up his forearm. Nogales Mike
Burgee bore the Kid’'s deadly bullet
brand across the back of his hand.
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coyotes, one of them howling curses.

“All right,” the Kid said calmly des-
pite the pain of his injursd leg. “They
will wait quite a spell now.” They
turned their ponies behind the brush
screen and moved into the gully deep-
er.

Grady seemed to know that piece of
country well, He found a side path
that led up out of the gully into tim-
bered land. Then they were crossing
a piece of rim rock and there was a
shout from the rear. Some of Haid’s
men had already cut around up out-
side the gully. It was ride for their
hides again with their ponies stretch-
ing belly, wet with sweat.

They hit open range, followed a
fenceline, cut across a bosque. Haid’s
men were gaining when they dropped
down that slope to the chaparral jun-
gle, its black stalks plain in the moon-
light. Grady cut into a winding cow
path that angled and looped through
the chaparral. It was so high it was
like riding through a tunnel; they
were completely hidden from their
pursuers. But when they drew up
briefly for a breather once they could
catch the thud of hoofs in the rear.
Haid’s men were determined to give
them a catching, and the Kid knew
what would happen if they did.

RADY TURNED off on a cross

path to the east. The night was
beginning to grow thin, the stars fad-
ing. Then they finally emerged from
the chaparral on the east side of the
Stovepipe valley. They pushed into a
canyon. Grady said: “They’s a settle-
ment up this way and I got a friend
there. Gent by the name of Ab Blos-
som. He'll take care of us.”

The gray wash of a jaundiced dawn
had replaced the black of night when
they rode into the settlement in a hol-
low. It was barely more than a clus-
ter of houses around a crossroads.
They dismounted before a neat little
place with a whitewashed fence in
front. But there wag no answer when
Grady rapped on the door. “Hey. Ab,
Ab,” he called vut guardedly. They
didn’t want anybody to know they’d
come- into town, of course.

Then the Kid, as he fired up a quir-

ly, spotted the plece of paper pinned .

to the door. It read, “Gone to Head-

stone. Back by Friday, I hope....
A. Blossom.”

“That’s all right,” Grady said. “Ab
won’t mind us using his place; he nev-
er locks up.” And when he tried the
door, it opened easily.

They entered. Grady lighted a lamp
and turned it low in the little front
room with the neat curtains at the
shuttered windows. Then he went out
and took their boogered-down ponies
around to the shed in the rear. From
down the line came the creak of a
windlass as some early-rising house-
holder got water from his well.

Grady went out to Blossom’s well,
came back with a filled bucket. He
started a fire in the kitchen stove and
proceeded to boil the water. Then they
went to work on the blood-clotted leg
wound of the Kid.

It wasn’t dangerous, more painful
than anything else; but the Kid would
hobble for some little time though the
slug had passed cleanly through the
flesh. Grady washed it out expertly,
prodded out a chip of splintered lead
with his heated Bowie knife, then
bound it up. They found some jerked
beef and Dutch oven bread and
munched on that while they sat in
the front room with one shutter par-
tially opened so they could watch the
road. Haid’s lobos might still track
them down, and they’d been danged
determined.

They decided to keep watch. The
Kid caught some shut-eye first,
stretching out on the sofa in the liv-
ing room. After a couple of hours,
with the sun streaming down outside,
he rose and relieved tiny Grady. They
smoked a couple of cigarets together
before the latter bedded down.

“What was the game at Spengler’s
last night, Grady?” the Kid asked.
“Why would Haid want to jump the
place? Rustling?”

Grady rubbed his sharp little chin.
“Reckon there ain’t no harm in letting
you know, Kid. Not now. You
proved yourself last night. It’s that
Ben Travis. He’s behind all this.”

“But the Spider tried to jump Trav-
is’ place the night I first saw you and
...” His eyes dropped to that bullet
brand on Grady’s hand.

Grady nodded. “’S right. We heard
that ene of Pinto Haid’s men was stay-
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ing the nlght at Travis’ place. We
wanted to capture him as evidence
against Travis—that he was really in
cahoots with Haid and hiring him.”

Solo frowned through cigaret
smoke, puzzled. “But it was a dead
Box-M horse—one of Malson’s ani-
mals—they found in front of Speng-
ler’s after Haid pulled out last night.”

Grady nodded. “’S right. And that
was deliberate. I saw one of Haid's
men put the gun to that hoss. He was
left as fake evidence that Malson is
behind Haid, that Malson wants to
grab off the whole range like Ben
Travis claims. Actually, Malson don’t
give a hoot in Hades so long as he can
keep his skin full of redeye.”

Solo nodded. That seemed logical
enough to him after what little he'd
seen of young Tuck Malson. He was
hardly the picture of a greedy range
baron.

“You see, Travis is out for revenge
since his father’s body was found in
the old Malson well. You hear about
that?”

The Kid said he had. Grady went
on as he drew off his boots to rest.

“Travis is working to get vengeance
for that. They’s nothing they can do
to young Tuck legally. Mebbeso his

op killed old Travis; nobody knows.

ut now, Ben Travis is trying to turn
the whole Stovepipe country against
Tuck. That's why Travis is a-hiring
Pinto Haid and trying to make it look
like Haid is in Tuck Malson’s employ.
Sabe?”

The Kid said “Yeah” and blew out
amoke. “But how does the Spider fit
into this picture?”

Grady looked vague and stretched
himself on the sofa. “Mebbeso I talked
too much already. Wake me in three-
four hours and we’ll be making tracks
back to Coyote Town, Kid.” He closed
his eyes.

The Kid sat opposite the half-
opened shutter, watching the road as
he smoked, still trying to add up
things. About an hour passed.

A couple of riders went by, old
gray-haired men wagging their jaws
ag they walked their ponies. A woman
went down the side street of the set-
tlement toting a market basket. A hoe-
man passed in his wagon pulled by a

sway-backed crowbait. The Kid sat
thinking how close he'd come to get-
ting Burgee last night. If that danged
second gun hadn’t gone empty! Little
Grady snored on the sofa, his gun-
belt strung over the back of a chair
beside him.

Then the Kid galvanized. A horse-
man was coming up the road into the
scttlement, a slim rider in male ap-
parel but with yellow hair showing
from under her sombrero. Doris Holt
who’d been kidnapped, apparently,
after the gunning of Turner back in
Broken Buttes. ’%‘he Kid got to the
door just as she was passing and
called to her.

S 12 S

HE STARED a moment, then
was out of the saddle and run-
ning to him. She threw her slim

body into his arms. “Solo Strant! The
Kid,” she said excitedly. “I never
thought I'd see you again! This is in-
credible.”

“You escaped from Nogales Mike
Burgee,” the Kid said.

She nodded. “Yes, he let me go—
after we got down here to the Stove-
pipe country. He—" Then she looked
as if she could have bitten off her
tongue, “He let me go,” she ended
lamely, looking to one side.

“Then he was the one who shot
Turner,” Solo said.

“Y-yes—I guess 80,” she admitted.

“What were you doing with that
gunman in Headstone the other night
—when he tried to kill the gambler?”
the Kid demanded, something about
her making him suspicious.

She stepped back to light up one
of her Red Star cigarettes. “Maser—
he tried to kill somebody, Solo?” She
looked baffled. “I saw him start into
that little place. Then there was
shooting. I saw him go down, and I
got scared; I—I just rode away.” She
gave the rest of it. This Maser, she
said, was a friend from the old days.
He’d told her he could find Burgee
for her, so she’d started out of town
with him when, by the Sage Bar, he
said he had to stop off and see a man
a moment. That was all she knew.
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“He tried to kill—to drygulch a
man named the Professor,” the Kid
said, studying her.

She looked wide-eyed. “The Pro-
fessor? I don’t know who he is.”

The Kid remembered his own pre-
dicament. “Come inside,” he said. “I’ve
got some gents a-looking for me.”

She shook her head. “I’ll be back,
but I've got to go on now. I've got
to meet a man the other side of this
town; he claims he knows where to
find Burgee, Solo.”

“Burgee’s with Pinto Haid’s outfit.
I saw him, Doris.”

She drew hard on her smoke.
“Y-yes, I know—I heard that. But
there’s some girl over this way he
comes to see.” Her face went hard.
“I—I'd like to catch him when he’s
away from the bunch.” She touched
his arm quickly and moved off the
little porch. “Do you live here now?”

“No—I'm over in Coyote Town
with the Spider’'s bunch; but you
shouldn’t try to see Burgee alone.
Haid's outfit is plumb poison.
They—"

“I’'ll be back later. I've got to go
now.” And she was running back to
her pony, swinging up into the sad-
dle. At a hand lope she went on
through the settlement.

The Kid went back inside, trying
to figure out her story. It didn't
sound too convincing, but he saw no
reason why she should lie to him; and
she had always seemed obsessed with
her idea of tracking down Burgee.

AYBE half an hour passed. It
seemed the typical dull morn-
ing for a settlement like that. Grady
tossed on the sofa, then blinked
twice as he saw the four riders com-
ing along the road. One of them he
recognized-at once, a tall cadaverous
gent, as onc of the Haid outfit he’d
encountered last night. And then he
spotted the lean Pinto Haid himself,
left arm hanging in a sling as the re-
sult of that wound the Kid had given
him. Solo figured they’d pass on; it
didn’t seem possible they knew where
he and Grady were holed up.
They got opposite the house in the

somnolent settlement, then sudden-
ly wheeled their ponies and came
crashing toward it. They knew, all
right. Two men lit running, guns out.
Luckily, Grady had just wakened.
The Kid yelled to him. Haid’'s men
saw the latter inside the half opened
shutter. They cut loose with a bar-
rage of lead as the Kid ducked to one
side. :

But the next instant they got a ter-
rific surprise. They’d evidently ex-
pected to find the wounded Kid
alone, but four guns, the Kid’s and
Grady’s chimed in a lethal staccato
chant through that opened shutter.
Flung down a hail of slugs. One man
rocked in the saddle, wounded. One
of those on foot was whipped around
when he was nicked in the shoulder.
They triggered wildly for another
few moments. Then Haid shouted
something. The two on foot flung
for their saddles, were high-tailing it
down the road out of the settlement.

“They’ll be back,” the Kid spat.
“They probably got the rest of the
bunch scouring the country around
about and when—"

He caught the groan from Grady
and switched about. The wisp of a
man fallen back into a chair, guns on
the floor, his tiny face a wan mask of
approaching death in the frame of
that long hair. Solo ran to him. Grady
had caught a slug in on one side of
his chest. Even then a reddish
bubble frothed up on his lips. He was
about to take the long long trail.
Nothing could be done for him.

“Kid,” he gasped out in a whisper,
“Git going. Leave me. I'm finished
...But—but don’t let ’em get you.
Don't...”

The Kid dashed into the kitchen
for a bottle of whiskey he remem-
bered seeing there. When he re-
turned with it, Grady shook his head.
He was trying to talk again.

“Ride—K-Kid,” he mouthed. “An’
—an’ change that rig some, Kid—
You’re a marked jasper now....And
—and—" He pawed feebly at the red
blotch on his chest. “And trust the
Professor. .. He—he’s all right. He’s
straight. .. He—he’s playing a big
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game. .. Trust the Per—"

The voice died. Grady’s little body
jerked convulsively in the chair once,
then he was gone. Solo knew when
he failed to find a pulse beat. He
looked regretfully at the man’s hand
he held, at his bullet brand on the
back of it. It never failed. Those who
bore it died—very soon. ..

HE KID left in a matter of min-

utes. Curious inhabitants of the
settlement were beginning to venture
out, and there was no sense in stay-
ing. There was always the risk that
Haid might return with reinforce-
ments. He went out to the shed and
saddled up one of the ponies and
sloped off through the trees. After a
.mile, he looped around to the south,
determined to go back to Headstone.

He didn’t know how to find his way
back to Coyote Town where the Spi-
der and the rest of them probably
were. And he wanted to see that Pro-
fessor again, wanted to ask him some
questions. He found a stage road with
a sign reading “Headstone” and point-
ing southward and followed it. His
leg throbbed painfully but he kept
riding. Something told him a show-
down was nearing in this Stovepipe
set-up, that Haid was going havwire
and was determined to burn down
those opposing him.

In the afternon he came across a
little store at a crossing, bought him-
self a checkered shirt and a gray som-
brero. Down the trail he donned them,
also taking a rusty black coat from
his saddle roll and putting that on
over the new shirt That hid the
gleaming butts of those silver-stocked
weapons, too. Then he rode on, try-
ing to figure things, to put things to-
gether. Inatinct told him EJ Aracnido
was the key to the layout, that he
would know the answers. Solo won-
dered who was hiring the outlaw to
oppose Pinto Haid. The answer to
that seemed to be Professor Ambler,
the gambler.

He pushed southward through the
rest of the hot day and without cut-
ting any sign of Haid and his bunch.
Jyening came with a slice of moon

climbing over the southwestern hills.
He passed a couple of cowhands once,
a hoeman driving a wagonload of sup-
plies out from town. He had to stop
several times to rest his cayuse and
his own sore leg. It was late when
he finally crossed the brid ge into
Headstone. The stores were closed up
and no throngs crowded the streets
now; but the whiskey mills and the
honky tonks were still going full
swing.

He was moving up the main line
when three figures emerged from the
doorway of one of the places. The
Kid had pulled off his gray sombre-
ro morentarily to sleeve his fore-
head. Between the sultry night and
the pain of the leg, he was sweating.
And then one of them let out a yell.

“That’s him! There he is—the dirty
marshal-killer! That’s the Kid his-
self!”

Solo’s eyes jerked around; it was
the frog-faced Pheb who'd been with
that peace officer’s posse at the old
house outside Broken Butte—The va-
cant-eyed gent who'd tried to drill
the Kid as he made his escape that
night. And the one on whom the Kid
had inflicted his deadly gun sign in
their brief shooting duel. The Kid
saw simultaneously that the pair with
him wore U.S. marshal’s badges; he
threw spur steel to his pony.

AT WAS too late. Shots -spanged
out on the street. The cayuse
stumbled, then wavered toward the
gutter at the other side, sinking fast;
the animal had bzen hit. Solo dropped
from the saddle, wavered himself,
then lunged into the shadows on the
far sidewalk and hobbled along.
More shots poured after him. The
Kid turned once to fire over the heads
of the pursuing trio. He didn’t want
to burn down a lawman if he could
help it; but that crazed Pheb was
gaining on him fast. Then a man
stepped from one of the little saloons
that dotted the street. It was Mike
the Professor’s tall gunman.
“Kid!” he cried. Hesitated only a
moment then was down beside him
helping him along by one arm. “Here
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—down here!” They were at an alley.
Mike steered Solo into its dark maw.
A slug ripped wood from the corner
of a store.

Mike, who seemed to know exactly
what his role was under the circum-
stances, wheeled with drawn gun. His
shot took the screaming, racing Pheb
in the side of the head. The blood-
hungry posseman from Broken Butte,
he with his twisted mind, went down
in the gutter like a poleaxed doggie,
his brains leaking out. Again the ter-
rible gun sign, the bullet brand of
the Kid, had claimed its victim. The
two pursuing marshals halted, one to
bend over the mortally hit Pheb. Solo
and Mike moved on down the pitlike
alley.

“Here,” Mike said. He guided the
Kid into a grass-grown lot next to a
little hovel. They came out behind it,
went through a scrawny stand of
trees and over a little knoll. “Wauit
here, Kid...I'll see what they're
doing.” Mike moved off.

The Kid was . nauseated; he’d
struck that wounded leg hard in quit-
ting the horse. He had to fight off
dizziness. Ten minutes or so passed.
The Kid had moved down the little
gully when he heard somebody

prowling arouhd once. But Mike did-

not return. Solo couldn’t stand the
waiting any longer; holstering one
weapon, he walked painfully down
the gully and came out on a side
road. He could hear considerable
noise from the main line over the
man-hunt that had started. There was
a single shot.

He moved along the street, not
quite certain of his next move. It was
a bad break at this instant to have the
Law jump him.

“Sure am a plumb popular man in
this piece of country,” he told him-
self with grim humor. “Tracked from
Broken Butte for an alleged killing
...Marshals on my coat-tails. Travis
will be after me by now for killing
his hand. Haid’s after me. And meb-
beso the Spider’ll figure I up and
deserted him after giving my word.”

His fingers went into a pocket of
his pants where he’d put the silver
skull, after swapping hats, that usual-

ly swung at his chin. He rubbed it.
It seemed a peculiar gesture after the
trouble he'd just stepped into. He was
standing against a tree in the dim-
ness to rest his leg a moment. There
was still yelling down on the main
road. Then he noticed the man
who’d come into the side street star-
ing suspiciously at him from across
the way by a pole-cabin meat store.

HE KID thought fast and reeled

away as if orey-eyed. He was
just back from a big white building
and he turned down behind it where
it was darker. He passed a long horse
shed, then saw he was behind the
town’s big hotel. There was an open
doorway. He could see up a hallway
to the lights of the lobby. And the
man who’d been watching him had
been joined by another; both of them
were staring at where the Kid had
gone.

He couldn’t risk more trouble and
bring the whole town down on him
now: he had to bluff it. He walked
in the door and forward to the wide-
flung lobby. It was practically desert-
ed. with everybody out on the big
gallery to see what the gan-play was
about. An old bearded man dozed in
a chair. There was nobody behind
the desk.

The Kid decided it would be as
good a place to hole up as any. He
turned around a big pot-bellied stove,
cold now, and moved up the wide
staircase as casually as any customer.
He reached the second floor unchal-
lenged, then started to draw back as
he saw a figure going down the hall
to the right. She turned to enter a
room. It was Doris, Doris Holt The
door clozed after her.

Solo Strant hesitated only a mo-
ment; then, one gun ready at his side,
he went down to the door and
knocked. He had to find out, some
hunch told him, what she was doing
in Headstone now. She opened up,
gripping her holstered .38 by its butt.
Her eyes started from her head when
she saw him.

“They didn’t get
then?” she exclaimed.

“What do ydu mean?” he asked,

you today—
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_voice husky from strain, as he stepped
"in quickly.

“Back—back at the settlement,” she
said, flushing as if she’d said too
much, “I—I came riding back
through. They said there’d been a
gun-fight. I was afraid...” She broke
off, moist lips slightly parted.

The Kid shook his head, palming
the sweat from his face. “No, I got
away.” It sounded a little ridiculous
to him. )

HE NEXT moment he was star-

ing. Something had leaped into
her usually hard eyes. A soft glow-
ing light. Then she had stepped
against him and was kissing him full
on the mouth, kissing him hotly as
she clung to his arms. He pushed her
away gently.

“Doris,” he said, amazed. And then
he knew that, in her peculiar way, at
that instant she had suddenly discov-
ered she loved him. In some fashion,
at least,

She picked up a lighted cigaret
from the table, and he had never
heard her voice so soft, so pleading.
“Kid, ride...Ride far away. Things
are going to be bad. I—I know Bur-
gee will be in town tonight—and with
some men, some friends. He won’t
dare hurt me. But you—"

“I've got to get him for that killing
they claim I did, Doris,” Solo got out.

She shook her head vehemently,
clasping one of his hands. “Get away,
Solo—while you can. You, you've got
enemies in this piecs of country. Bad
ones. A man called Travis has made
a charge of murder against you with
the local veace officer. Marshals are
in town, Solo.”

“T know,” be said casnally.

“Get awav, Solo.” she begged. “For-
get Mike Burgee. Forget it all. He's
too strong for vou.”

Solo’s eyes got that sleepy look
“No... And I've got to clear myself.”

She flung herssIf against him once
more, breathing quickly. More than
once women, even enemies, had be-
come enamored of the half-pint Kid.

“Solo—leave. For my sake, please!
Forget Mike. Just ride. I'll go to the
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Law—well, later—and swear you did
not kill Link Turner. I know you
didn’t! But—leave!” Her body quiv-
ered like a frightened animal’s.

The Kid pushed her gently away
again. “You've got your job to do;
I've got mine. I'm not running. Ain’t
never eaten crow for no man yet.”

Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.
“You could turn yourself over to the
U.S. officers. Then you’d be safe,
Solo... And at the trial—"

“Your testimony mightn’t be
enough,” he cut her off. “Safe? A man
can’t ride the out-trails and ever be
safe. I'm running this thing down till
I hang the deadwood on Burgee.”

“Oh...” Her eyes narrowed still
more. “Oh,” she said again. “That
gunning before—it was at you?”

He nodded.

“And you won’t pull out of the
Stovepipe country?”

The Kid shook his head.

She seemed undecided for a long
moment, drawing on the cigaret.
Then, “You’d better go now, I guess.
I've got a friend coming to see me
... there’s a back stairway you can
get out by.”

She showed him where it was, at one
end of the hall. She helpad him half-
way down it, gripped his hand once,
looking into his eyes. Then her face
went back into its hard ruthless mold
and she turned back up the stairs.

The Kid emerged into the night
from a back corner of the sprawling
building. He was still amazed by the
way she’d reacted. And he was won-
dering what she knew that made her
want him to quit the country so bad-

13 7

HERE WAS a saddled pony in
the big shed along with a num-
ber of unsaddled animals. The
Kid had no scruples about leading it
out and climbing into the kak. He was

a desperate man now, wanted, hunted;
and he had to strike fast,

He got out in the side road, then
spurred the knobby-legged roan down
it away from the main line. Somebody
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called out once but he paid no heed.
He got to the rim of the town, quar-
tered till he found that branch creek,
then worked along it till he was at the
end of the road where the Sage Bar,
where he’d first met the Professor,
stood. He rode up into that furtive al-
most deserted section of Headstone
and dismounted. Several sweated-up
cayuses stood at the hitchrail; some-
body had just come in from a long
hard ride.

Solo walked into the mangy place.
Aside from the fat drink wrangler,
nobody was at the bar. “Just closing
down,” the latter announced hastily.
“Nobody’s here now. Ain’t seen the
Perfessor tonight.”

The Kid threw money on the coun-
ter. The man had been too glib, with-
out being asked any questions, to be
telling the truth. “I’m buying a drink,
mister.”

“But I'm telling you, fella, that—"

And then the door onto the little
corner room, where the Kid had been
made practically a captive by the Pro-
fessor once, swung ajar, creaked open
wider. And the Kid saw the Profes-
sor. Or maybe it was E! Aracnido;
he couldn’t be sure.

It was a locoed picture, by lamp-
light. The gambler stood there in the
little room, half-turned toward the
Kid. It was the Professor all right;
Mike and another gunman were with
him. The gambler was fitting on his
spectacles. Around his head, over the
sleek hair, was a blood-stained band-
age. But the frock coat and the flow-
ered vest were missing. Instead he
stood in the dirty boots and jeans and
green-decorated bolero of E! Aracni-
do. He looked ineffably tired, dis-
couraged.

One of the men saw the open door.
The Professor glanced out of it and
spotted the Kid. Shrugged. “It makes
little difference now,” he said. “He
might as well know; I'm afraid the
game is over.”

The Kid limped over to the corner
room, still amazed. On the table in-
side he saw the wig of ragged black
hair. The gambler had worn it as part
of his disguise when he played the
role of the Spider. That and the
grimy beard stubble and the squint
that came from lack of the glasses had

been his disguise. Those things and
that affected trick of speaking with
obscene oaths.

OLO HAD instinctively dropped

a hand to one of his silver butts,

but Mike, with a gun half shucked

out, warned him. “Easy, Kid....Take
it easy.”

The gambler nodded as he dropped
into a chair. “Yes, you’re among
friends, Strant....All right, I was
the Spider. But never an outlaw; you
should realize that now.”

Solo thought he did. He realized,
too, now how he’d been tricked by the
Professor into going out to the cabin
in the brush. And then how he’d come
to be captured by the Spider’s men.
He said slowly: “What’s the game,
Professor?”

The Professor, the Spider, lighted
up one of his usual cigars instead of
the brown paper cigarets he had af-
fected out in Coyote Town. “I've
been fighting for peace on this range,
Strant....I've been fighting to stop a
wave of bloodshed and violence—to
lick the hand of locoed Ben Travis.
He’s hiring Haid.”

The Kid nodded, remembering
what little Grady had told him.

“The Law hereabouts isn’t strong
enough. If I'd played it straight and
in the open as myself, they’d have
said I was in cahoots with Tuck Mal-
son. ... This way, posing as an outlaw
myself, seemed better; it made it
harder for Haid to figure who to
strike at, too.”

The Xid nodded as the gambler
poured drinks for them both, waved
to a chair. “Mebbeso I'm believing
you, Ambler. But why are you doing
it? Why do you want to preserve law
and order in the Stovepipe country?”
He built a tube of Durham. “Why've
you been risking your hide?”

The gambler put down his drink
and fingered the head bandages before
he answered. “It'll sound sorta
strange, I reckon....You see, only
the old timers remember it. But
years ago, when I was a younker, my
father was hung in this town as a
horsethief. Which he was! As well as
being a lowdown drunkard and a bar-
room tough....He deserved anything
they did to him and I knew it.” The
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Professor stared off into space. “I
went away from here, worked my way
up. I became a card dealer, an hon-
est one, a straight one. I got 8o I
could whip anybody—playing it
straight. Then I came back here. I'm
a big man in this pueblo. Folks trust
me, too, I've been proud of that—
proud of being able to come back
where my dad was a failure.”

He readjusted his glasses a moment,
then went on. “I’'ve come to love the
Stovepipe—and Headstone. I want to
see things run right here..So I drew
chips in the game against Travis and
Pinto Haid in my own way.”

There was no doubting the man
from the ring of sincerity in his
voice.

“But the game is about up now. I
fear,” he went on, lips compressing.
“Somehow Haid learned about our
hideout in Coyote Town. He hit
there earlier tonight, Doc and I final-
ly cut our way out, but we were the
only ones. And I think they know
who the Spider is now, I think they
do.” He fingered the bandage over
the scalp gash again. “That danged
woman was with them when they
came.”

“What woman?” the Kid asked.

“Mike Burgee's wife; Pinto Haid’s
sister. She just drifted in a short spell
back. She was going under the name
of Doris Holt,” the Professor said.

Solo stiffened in his chair. Deris
Holt? Burgee's wife who’d been rid-
ing with him and Turner, the late
marshal, when they’d been trying to
nab Burgee. “Are you sure of that,
Professor?”

The gambler nodded wearily as he
polished his glasses. “Absolutely. My
sources of information are always de-
pendable. She came into this strip of
country just before you arrived, Kid.”

HE KID stood up. Things were
. becoming clear to him now, ter-
ribly clear. And he sensed how he’d
been duped. No wonder he just
failed to grab off Burgee time after
time when his wife was with them,
learning what they learned, always
able to warn him in time, No wonder
Burgee knew where to find them and
shoot Turner and make it look as if
he, Solo, had done it.

Solo cursed softly. No wonder. And
he knew then that the double-cross-
ing girl was the one who'd tipped
Haid's men off to the house he and
Grady were in up in that settlement.
Solo felt the crimson creep up his
neck. It was he, who, inadvertently,
had told her the Spider’s bunch could
be found at Coyote Town. She had
played him for an absolute fool.

The gambler put down the rest of
his drink. “They’ll be big trouble
now if Haid really knows who I am.”

Solo heeled out his quirly. His
hunch that the showdown was close
hadn’t been wrong, he knew now. He
thought of Doris, in a spurt of affec-
tion for him, begging him to quit, to
leave the country. Because she knew
that Burgee and “some friends’—
which meant Haid’s band—were com-
ing in. Coming in to strike at the
Professor who was blocking his game,

Solo thought fast. He had to get
Burgee; he fingered that ten-dollar
lucky goldpiece of Burgee’s in his
pocket. And that meant Pinto Haid
had to be stopped. There’d be blood
on the moon tonight all right.

Then he had the answer. The clever
daring girl, Burgee’s wife, Doris. She
could be the key pawn when Pinto
Haid struck. Solo put on his gray
sombrero.

“Sit tight and play ’em close to
your chest, gambler,” he told the Pro-
fessor. “I'll be back in a little spell.”

The Professor made a hopeless ges-
ture with his hands, cleaned now.
“You're free to go your own way,
Kid; it looks like they've beaten my
game. Haid has too many men.”

“Sit tight,” the Kid repeated. “Wa
are playing out this string together.”
Then he left.
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EMOUNTED, he looped
Raround the edge of the town

and found the road that led
down beside the hotel. Back a little
from it, he left the horse ground-an-
chored in the heavy shadows, then
walked down to the back of the place.
The town was fairly quiet now though
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neck. He could feel her pliant body
close to his. He started to jerk the
arm away. Like a tigress, she tried to
grasp the gun he held in his right
hand. He was thrown back against the
door frame on his bad leg, but he
ripped his shooting iron free. And
then he jabbed it against her so
sharply she was forced into a sitting
position on the bed.

The Kid said, “Get your hat and
coat! We're leaving.”

She almost literally spat at him.
“You wouldn’t dare shoot me!
Mike'd—"

He smiled coldly. “I'm handling
Mike Burgee in my own way later. ..
As for you, no, I wouldn’t drill a
woman. But, by grab, I'd mess up
your face with a gun whipping so
that no man would ever look at you
again. Link Turner got killed with
your help; Grady died because you
double-crossed me out at the settle-
ment and tipped off Haid. They were
good men.” He made himself sound as
brutal as he could. “Now if you want
that face scarred up for life—so even
Mike Burgee wouldn’'t look at it
without flinching.... Well?”

It worked. She threw quivering
hands over her face as if she feared
he might start to work with the gun
beating right then. After all, she was
- a woman who’d lived by her looks
for years. She nodded weakly, rose,
pulled on a sombrero and picked up a
gray coat. The Kid saw her .38 on a
table and tossed it under the bed.
Then he reached into her pocket and
snagged out that derringer and sent
it after the larger weapon. They
stepped out into the hall where the
unconscious man still lay.

.

E WARNED her, “Yelling

wouldn’t do no good, ma’'m. I
got nothing to lose any more. I'm a
ranny with a price on his head.”

Her eyes shot venom at him. She
was infuriated at failing to beguile
him.

He went on with that deadly calm,
“Do what I say and nothing will hap-

pen to you. I promise you that.”

“Mike will nail your hide to a fence
for this afterward,” she flung in a hot
whisper.

“lI never worry about the future
much, ma’m,” he said with that cold
smile. “Now walk, And no yelling!”
He prodded her down that back
stairs at the end of the hall. They al-
most fell-over a drunk in the backyard
of the hotel. Then they were over by

. the horseshed.

“Better git yourself a pony, ma'm,
unless you prefer to walk a heap.”

She led a pony out, a saddleless an-
imal but with a halter. Still keeping
her covered, he waited for her to
mount out in the side road. Then he
swung up, painfully, himself, and
took the halter of her horse in his
free hand. Her sombrero was back on
her shoulders so that her yellow hair
gleamed in the moonlight.

“Where are you taking me?” she
asked defiantly.

“As a hostage,” he told her bluntly.
“And—"

A couple of riders turned up at the
intersection with the main road. Men
from Haid’s band who were seeping
into Headstone for the big showdown.
One of them recognized her and
yelled:

“Doris! Wait! Mike isn’t here yet
and—"

“Hey, that's that damned Kid!” the
other blurted. The Kid’s coat had
fallen back to reveal his second sil-
ver-butted Colts. “Look out for the
little devil! He's got Doris! He—"
He was digging for his hardware.

The Kid triggered once, just as a
couple of other mounted lobos swung
up the main line. One of the men
screamed. And then Doris had kicked
her pony in the ribs to tear the halt-
er from the Kids grip and go swing-
ing down the road.

The Kid wheeled and took after
her. She was the key card in this
game now, the big ace.

Riding bare-backed, she rocked and
almost fell from the borrowed pony,
forced to rein up. The Kid caught up
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to her and grabbed the halter again
as two slugs whined by his head.
Then he spurred on, taking her along.
The firing ceased for a few moments,
Haid’'s gunhands didn’t dare risk hit-
ting the outlaw’s sister.

But Doris Haid Burgee, who'd mas-
queraded under the name of “Holt”
was a nervy woman. She swung her
galloping animal as far from the Kid’s
as she could. And the gun reports
snorted on the night again. One slug
nicked the sleeve of the Kid's right
arm.

He spotted an alley beside a store,
forced both their horses into it. Then
he pulled up and wheeled again. His
right weapon talked its staccato pisce.
The pursuing trio broke for the two
sides of the road and the protection
of the trees, reining down. They had
respect now for the Xid’s weapons.

He thought once, I’m practically
eating lead tonight,

He led the girl’s animal on down to
the back of the alley. “Don’t drop off
and try to escape,” he warned her,
putting harshness into his voice. “If
I lose this hand I'm as good as a dead
man, ma’'m. They’d have me as easy
as shooting fish in a barrel. Don’t
make me—" He gestured with his
smoking weapon.

HE SAID nothing, plainly afraid
of the Kid now. They turned
down behind the places on the side
road at a lops. Then there was a tree-
shrouded lane running off to the left.
The Kid took that course. Haid’s men
came busting into the backyard be-
hind the store. Again the nervy Kid
pulled up a moment and took careful
aim. His weapon spat livid flame
slash from the heavy shadows be-
neath the trees. One of them went up
stiff-legged in the stirrups, cursing in
pain, Solo continued down the lane
with the girl.

They angled off between a couple
of little dark cabins, dropped down a
sandy slope. There was a stretch of
heavy brush with a string of cotton-
woods. Solo cut into that, towing the

girl’'s pony. Then he pulled up. He
aimed to get the girl around to that
place where the Professor was. He
didn’t want to have to flee town and
double around after a chase. And he
could hear them following.

“Remember—I warned you,” he
told the girl again.

Two of the Haid bunch came riding
down past the brush where they wait-
ed, the Kid bent low in the lLak. He
put his gun muzzle against her ribs
though he knew inside himself he
never could have shot hcr.

One of the two riders said, “He'll
be busting the breeze outa town, lick-
ety split—now that he's got Haid’s
sister. He’ll try to slip across the
creek branch.”

“Let’s work down there.” said the
other. They moved off, veering to the
right.

The Kid waited a couple of min-
utes. Then he led Doris down through
the brush that creaked with the
rising night wind. They swung to the
left behind a low sandy ridge and
reached the creek branch themselves.
Then the Kid turned upstream along
it. He heard some yelling behind
once. But they got down to the end
of the road in the dunes hy the Sage
Bar.

Solo had his gun cocked as he
turned back up that side road. Hazid's
men might be prowling the town al-
ready, prepared to crack down on the
Professor. Nothing happened though
and they drew up before the place.
Only a dim light burned inside now
and Mike, the tall gunman, glided out
onto the porch, gun stecl gleaming
in his hand.

“It's me—Strant,” the Kid called. “I
got us a hostage—an ace in the deck,
Mike.... Keep har covered though;
she’s a wildcat. Burgee’s wife.” Then
the battered Xid slid wearily from the
saddle.

“Burgee’s wife, Kid?” Mike was
out there and pinioning the girl by
one arm as she too dropped down.

They went inside. The Professor
was back at that corner table, still in
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his Mex garb of the Spider, when
they walked in. He hit his feet, throw-
ing away his cigar and forgetting the
cards fanned out on the table before
him. He recognized the sullen-faced
girl at once.

“Holy smoke, Kid, how'd you get
her? You've brought me the hole card
in this deck! Now we have a charice
to break Haid.”

FTER A hurried parley, they

put the girl in that little corner

room the -gambler used as an office,

barred the door on the outside. There

was no chance of her escaping by the

one window. It was heavily boarded
up.

The gambler strapped on a black
brass-studded gun belt. “Now let
Pinto Haid and Burgee come,” he
said with new confidence.

But the Kid shook his head. “I fig-
ure it’d be better to find them before
they come smashing at us. Then, in
all the shooting and confusion, it
might be too late to fet ’em know we
got a prisoner.”

The Professor thought it over, then
nodded. “You're boss on this deal,
Kid.”

A few moments later, the Kid and
the gambler with Mike and two other
gun guards of the Professor's were
moving warily down the side road to-
ward the main street of the town that
was beginning to bed down. The
gambler spat into the dust once under
the bright moon.

“Strange how the tide can turn on
a man,” he mentioned. “Word's gotten
around that Haid is a-going to smash
me, that he's coming in. And a heap
of the men I've taken care of and paid
off for years have run out on me.
Just plumb disappeared; they think
I'm whipped.”

The Kid nodded. It was human na-
ture, he knew. “All right. We know
the deal. I want Burgee to clear my-
self; you're out to break Pinto Haid.
That'’s the way we play it?”

“That's the way,” said the gambler.
“It’'ll be better if we can find Haid

and have a parley on it first. Might
save a heap of blbod-letting. I can
make a deal with Haid. Release his
sister after he gets clear of this
piece of country and then Travis
will—"

But it wasn’t to be that way. The
Kid caught a faint moment behind a
tree. Then his gun was up and lick-
ing muzzle flame even as two shots
snarled at them from behind two trees.
Some of Haid’s men had been already
creeping up on the place they’'d dis-
covered was the gambler’s headquar-
ters, the hangout of the man who was

~ also the Spider.

The gun reports were like a tocsin.
Riders burst out of a livery barn
alley a little way down from the main
road. There was to be no parley. The
Kid glimpsed the dark lead-headed
Haid at the head of the horsemen.
Haid was out for blood, set to wipe
out an enemy who was blocking his
game of inciting violence on the
Stovepipe range. The Kid, down on
one knee, sent one of the men afoot
staggering away from a tree. Then he
and the Professor’s little band began
to back slowly.

The Colts whiplashed on the night.
A couple of horsemen tried to dash
down the side of the broad ragged
side road to outflank them. They
were stopped. But tall Mike rocked
on his skinny legs with an arm wound.
He was able to use only one weapon
after that. The Kid caught a glimpse
of the Professor, stovepipe hat gone,
bandaged head bared, as he ducked
over behind a stump to shove a few
fresh shells into one of his weapons.
Then he nicked one of the charging
riders. He was a cool one, plenty
nervy, the Kid realized.

HEY WERE almost trapped, al-

most surrounded. Scuttling back-
ward on his bad leg as he cannily
held his fire, the Kid happened to
glance over his shoulder. He saw a
couple of lobos just edging around
the front corner of a cabin some yards
behind them. He hopped toward them,
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triggering. Wood jumped from the
raw end poles of the cabin. One of
the outlaws dropped to hands and
knees for a moment. Then they re-
treated frantically back down beside
the house,

One of the gambler’s other gun
guards was hit now, badly hurt. Half
buckled over he went staggering back
toward the Sage Bar. The Kid cursed
the clear light of the waxing moen.
In a running fight like this, out-
numbered as they were, it would be
almost better to play it in heavy dark-
ness. Involuntarily he jerked side-
ways as a slug nicked the rim of his
new gray skypiece, then threw down
on the crouched man by some steps
who’d come so close to getting him.

They were almost back to the bar.
They got a slight bit of aid then;
that gun guard who’d been left back
there was out on the perch with a
double barrelled shotgun. He let go
with a blast, and the horsemen in the
van of the screaming Haid’s bunch
pulled up sharply. The little party
scrambled up the steps and into the
ramshackle barroom, the Kid being
the last to enter. The door was
 slammed and barred.

Solo shifted over to behind one of
the front windows, knowing full well
this might be his last fight. But his
powder-grimed face was calm. Once,
reloading, he plunged a hand into his
pants pocket to finger that silver
skull briefly as a lucky omen. Haid's
bunch were standing off up the road
a few moments, narleying. Then Haid
shouted something.

They came on again, piling lead
into the barroom, fanning out. “I
aim to burn down every last coyote
of ’em!” Haid’s roar came through a
split-second lull in the fire.

And the Kid picked out burly red-
headed Nogales Mike Burgee for the
first time. He was scrambling over
the railing of a house porch across the
road and up a little way. He toted a
rifle, It was going to be a wicked
game to a savage finish.

Lead raked through the shattered
windows of the little joint, crisscross-
ing lethally inside the darkened
room. Mike cursed once. He'd been
hit again. The Professor called out:
“Better save your lead till you got a
clear shot! We ain't got too many
shells here.”

The Kid had already been doing
that. He thought he had one on Haid
in the saddle over by a fence, but the
Kid missed for once. And the spora-
dic but relentless fire from three
sides on the outside kept pounding
into the place. The gunner who'd
used the shotgun yelled from the
rear that men were working through
the brush out there as the night
waned and daylight began to come.

Then there was a brief break in the
firing and the Kid played the hole
card. Risking stepping close to the
lead-riddled front window by the end
of the bar, he called out to where he
knew Burgce was sniping with the
rifle.

“Mike Burgee! Burgee, we got your
wife in here! How do you want her—
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T WORKED, for the moment,
Ianyway.
All shooting stopped. Burgee
jumped up, staring, from behind the
porch railing down the line. He was
pale and gaping-mouthed suddenly in
the mounting light. He yelled some-
thing to Haid, then called to the Kid:
“Ya lying coyote! You ain’t got
Doris. She’s back at the hotel—"

“You didn’t meet her there like you
was supposed to, did you?” chal-
lenged the Kid, cutting in. “She was
not there when you came, was she?
No! Because she’s here, Burgee.
Wait—"

He walked over to the bar and
picked up the girl's sombrero that he
had taken from her when he brought
her in, He held it out through a gap
in the window. “That's her sombrero,
ain’t it, Burgee?”
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Burgee even walked down from
that porch to get a closer look at it,
risking his own life. The killer was
almighty fond of the yellow-haired
woman. He nodded instinctively.
Then he turned and ran back to Pinto
Haid to where he sat his horse. They
could be seen arguing fxerccly Haid
kept shaking his head.

Solo called, “We’re out to save our
own hides, Burgee.... If you aim to
see your wife safe again....” He let
it hang there.

Burgee bawled, “Wait!” There was
no more shooting now. Then Haid
lifted his gun as if to take a blow at
his brother-in-law from the saddle. He
could be heard cursing. He turned
his face toward the barroom.

“You lay a finger on my sister and
T'll peel the hide off every last one
of you alive!” he blasted. “I’ll burn
your damn eyes out and tie you naked
to anthills! I'll flog you till your
dead—every damn last coyote of you
—if anything happens to her!” He
was a brutal man, half crazed now
with his craving for vengeance. His
voice was thick with whiskey too.

“Burn ’em outa there!” he yelled
at his men,

And the battle was on again. Lead
ripped into the dry rotting wood of
the barroom. The Kid felt a sting on
his cheek. When he touched it his
fingers came down red and he knew
he’d been nicked. But he put lead
into the leg of a man creeping up be-
side a house across the way. Then one
of the gun guards inside said: “I
need fresh cartridges! My shell belt
is empty.”

There was no answer because there
were no more, save what each man
toted on him or in his weapons. And
as the first roseate rays of the sun
speared down the road, there was a
rush on the place.

HEY DROVE it ott. Two of
Haid’s men moved back up the
road wounded, and Pinto Haid
boomed down at the place: “Profes-
sor, come out and give yourself up—

or we'll set fire to the place! We'll
burn you out like rats! I'm warning.”

The Kid started to say, “With his
sister here he wouldn’t—

But the gambler said quietly,
“When Pinto Haid’s in a drunken
rage like now, he’ll do anything. And
nobody in Headstone’ll dare try to
stop him; they’re afraid of him. He'll
burn us.”

The firing had broken off again.
“There’s only one way,” the Professor
announced calmly. He drew out a
white 8ilk handkerchief, unbarred the
front door, waved the handkerchief
out it. Then he stepped out himself,
his guns holstered.

“Haid, there’s one way to settle
this thing. We’ll call a truce and
gamble for it,” the Professor called.

Haid rode his piebald horse a little
way down the road. “Gamble? How?”

“Cut the cards, Haid.... You win
—and I surrender to you.... I win—
and I hold your sister till you get
clear of this country permanently.”

Haid sat staring down at the slim
gambler on the porch. He said some-
thing to Burgee and another man
standing close to him. The Kid re-
called then hearing that Pinto Haid,
in the past, had been a slick cardman
himself.

Haid yelled, “I got your word on
a truce—no tricks?”

“You got my word,” answered the
Professor.

After a moment, Haid dropped
from the saddle. He came striding
along with red-haired Burgee beside
him, picking up three more gunmen
on the way. They came up to the
porch,

The Kid wanted to protest fiercely.
It meant he would sacrifice his
chance of getting Burgee now for
that killing. But Solo realized there
were other lives than his own at
stake; and once the lobos fired the
place, the game would be up.

“Tell your men to pen their guns,
Professor,” Haid demanded. And the
gambler turned and called it back
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been hit since she was a little shaver.

Judy whipped about, looked up at
a huge, puffy-faced man and, proving
that a Westmore is a Westmore, fin-
ishing school or not, said, “Watch
what you’re doing, you big lug!”

Gus Greer leered. “Cutie, I was just
leavin’ the joint in a hurry—”"

That’s as far as he got. A smallish
cowboy stepped up, grabbed Gus by
the shoulder and spun him ahout.

“Drift!” said the cowpoke. “I came
to see Miss Westmore home!”

Gus sure looked surprised, and I
guess I did too. The spunky cowboy
was none other than Sandy Samson,
a likable cuss who’d worked for the
Bar O since his knee-pants days. He
wore his mahogany-colored hair in a
long pompadour, and we often ribbed
him about imitating Samson Number

One, the gent who was stronger than

all get-out.

Finally a twisted grin began creep-
ing across Gus’ broad face. “You
aimin’ to horn in on this argyment?”
he asked, his voice eager, almost
pleading for an affirmative reply.

Sandy didn’t bat an eye. “I’ll side
with Miss Westmore any day in the
week,” he said flatly.

Sandy had kind of sparked Judy
before she went away to school, but
he sure must have been in love to
stand up to Gus like that. Gus was
the town tough. And the big man
sure didn’t like Sandy’s attitude,
either; he promptly bellowed for all
to hear, “Maybe you’d like to step
in the back alley and shoot it out!”

A man couldn’t live in Rockville
if he ignored a challenge like that,
and my heart almost stopped beat-
ing as I strained my ears to catch
Sandy’s reply. The suspense must
have been too much for Black Bill,
who stood near me; he swallowed a
cud of chewing tobacco and started
gasping and sputtering.

By the time I'd pounded the breath
back into Black Bill, I heard Sandy
say something about being too busy
just then—he was more interested in
taking Judy home.

This seemed kind of thin,and I was

afraid Sandy was hedging, kind of;

and Gus must have thought so too,
for he folded his arms and kind of
rocked back and forth on his heels.
“I'll wait!” he said.

Then I got the surprise of my life.
Sandy flared up like a pine knot.
“Listen,” he said, “let’s settle this
like men—with bare fists!”

Gus licked his puffy lips. “That’ll
be swell, chum!”’

Sandy glanced toward the alley. I
could see his chest kind of puffing
out, and I knew he was about to make
a rash proposal, even before he nod-
ded toward an old shed out that way
and said, “We’ll settle it in there
next Saturday at 9:00 p.m.—the win-
ner’ll be the one that comes out under
his own power—"

Just then a gang of men came tear-
ing out of the Crow’s Nest, jostling
everybody around, trying to get the
low-down on the fuss., Taking ad-.
vantage of this lull in the proceed-
ings, so to speak, Judy took hold of
Sandy’s arm and they went on down
the broadwalk. The girl seemed kind
of worried, but Sandy was smiling
and talking, apparently unaware that
he’d just made a date to get his head
beat off.

Gus stood, hands on hips, looking
at the couple until they turned the
corner, then he walked away, kind of
bouncing on the balls of his feet,
like prizefighters often do.

The crowd was all trying to talk
at once when Hal Dobe, the Bar O
foreman, stepped up to me and said,
“Who's to blame, Rusty?”

“Love is,” I said. “It’s made Sandy
forget he’s not as big and strong as
Samson Number One.”

By now all eleven of the Bar O
cowboys are milling around like a
herd of lightning-spooked steers,
every one trying to tell his version
of the fuss. Finally, Hal singled out
Black Bill and me and said, “Come
on, fellers, let's go square things with
Gus—Sandy won’t have a chance with
that elephant.”

ELL, WE found gGus in the
Blue Front, buying the drinks
for the hoquse and telling a gang
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of loafers how he’s to meet Sandy for
a finish fight, come next Saturday.

We tried to get Gus to overlook the
whole thing, but he scoffed us down
with, “He don’t know how tough I
am—I'll learn 'em a lesson!”

We tried to explain that Sandy was
no match for him, but Gus wouldn’t
listen. He seemed glad for an oppor-
tunity to further demonstrate his
ability as a scrapper.

When we reported back to the boys
at the Crow’s Nest that Gus wouldn’t
call off the fight, their day off was
ruined. The sun had barely set when
the whole Bar O crew crawled on
their ponies and lit out for the ranch,
every last man cold sober,

We were in the bunkhouse, trying
to pass the time playing poker, when
Sandy breezed in abtout midnight, his
head in the clouds. It seems that Judy
had just as good as told him that she
would someday become Mrs. Samson.

The entire Bar O crew tried to im-
press upon the love-struck waddy that
there'd probably be no Mr. Samson,
come next Saturday.

This proved wasted effort, how-
ever; Sandy’s head was higher’'n Pine
Mountain, and there was no getting
him down to earth.

One thing I can say, love—and
Sandy Samson’s predicament—sure
cast a cloud of gloom over the Bar O
ranch. A cow outfit's more clannish
than a passel of hillbillies, and Hal,
being foreman, was head of the clan,
you might say. He realized his res-
ponsibility, and the next morning he
called the boys together for a sort of
council of war—that is, all but San-
dy. That long-haired cowpoke, also
being something of an animal-train-
er, was out back of the barn, work-
ing with a lynx cat, trving to tame
that mess of teeth and claws.

We were mulling over the problem
when Black Bill suggested, “Let’s
bust a laig fer Sandy. They’ll have to
call the fight off fer awhile an’ Gus’ll
probably fergit the whole affair!”

“That'll cost money for a doctor,”
Hal objected promptly; which proba-
bly explains why he's boss of a big
ranch like the Bar O. However, he

quickly thought of a way to stall for
time without spending cash. “We ¢'n
round up the beef an’ start our drive
to market,” he said. “We’ll have San-
dy 200 miles from here when Satur-
day comes—and Gus’ll have plenty
of time to cool off.”

“Them words are spoke like a gen-
uine Solomon,” I said.

The rest of the crew approved
heartily, and Hal said to me, “Rusty,
you go get that animal-trainin’ Ro-
meo an’ go up to the Pine Creek Pas-
ture an’ bring in every horse you
c¢’'n find—we’ll start roundin’ up to-
morrow.”

ELL, SANDY and I had good

luck finding the horses, and
we would have made it back to the
ranch before sundown if Sandy’s
animal-trainer complex hadn’t got the
better of him, so to speak.

The horses were strung out down
the Pine Creek Trail, trotting along
peaceful-like, when they came to a
sharp turn and stopped suddenly,
snorting like they’d seen a carload of
rattlesnakes.

While I tried to hold the horses

.from making a break, Sandy rode for-

ward to see what was causing all the
ruckus. Sandy reached the bend—and
spurred his horse forward at break-
neck speed, yelling like a scalp-seek-
ing Indian. The next thing I knew
the woods were filled with the dang-
edest roar you ever heard.

Then all hell broke loose.

The horses, with tails lifted like
skunks ready to do business, stamp-
eded, knocking down everything
gshort of saw timber in their wild
flight. Darkness would over take us
before we could run down those
broomtails, I knew, and I was won-
dering what Hal would say when
we reported that we’d lost the whole
remuda, when it suddenly dawned
upon me that Sandy was no longer
yelling like an indian. He was yelling
like he necded help. Thinking that his
horse had piled up on him, I spurred
my pony forward.

When I rounded the bend, I was al-
most jolted from my saddle by sur-
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prise. There Sandy was, yelling at
the top of his lungs, his horse danc-
ing around, trying to keep out of
reach of a bear. Then as I gawked, I
saw that, although the bear didn’t
seem interested in escaping, he
couldn’t have if he’d wanted to. San-
dy’s rope was tight around the crit-
ter’s neck!

Despite the bear’s terrific roars and
growls, I managed to understand
Sandy sufficiently to gather that he
wanted me to hurry and also drop my
loop over the bear’s head. That’s all
that would keep the critter from mak-
ing hash out of Sandy and his horse.

By booting my pony’s ribs half in
I managed to get him near enough
to lasso the bear. Held by ropes from
opposite directions, the animal was
as helpless as a kitten, almost.

When I told Sandy what had hap-
pened to the remuda, he shrugged.
“Well, what’s been done can’t be un-
done today. Let’s take this bear to
the ranch. I'll make a pet out of him
before you know it.”

I reckon I should have forseen what
would happen when we showed up at
the ranch with a bear in tow and ex-
plained what had happened to the re-
muda, but T guess I'm just a trusting
soul.

We were half a mile from the
ranch when the entire crew came
rushing out to meet us. It seems
they’d heard the ruckus set up by the
balky bear. Every time we yanked the
critter forward with the ropes, he
would let out a bawl like a carload of
bulls.

The minute Hal came within ear-
shot, he squalled, “What in hell you
nitwits think you're doin’—an’ where
in hell’re the horses?”

“The whole herd kind of stampeded
from hell to breakfast,” I explained
meek-like, “just because Sandyv caught
this here bear.”

This bit of news sure hit Hal solid
between the eyes. He never said one
word all the way back to the ranch.
But his face kept getting a deeper
reddish-blue all along.

Sandy got Black Bill and a couple
of the boys to fasten a chain around

the bear’s neck while we held it
snubbed tight, then we chained the
critter to a cottonwood tree. By the
time we got through, it was getting
kind of dark, but the light was good
enough for me to see Hal waiting
near the bunkhouse. His face was still
the color of a turkey gobbler’s snout,
and I knew he was all primed to ask
some pointed questions.

One thing I can say about Sandy,
he didn’t duck the issue none. He
took full blame for what'd happened,
and ended up by saying, “Keep your
shirt on, Hal; we can get the horses
tomorrow.”

But he was sure wrong, there.

HAL ORDERED every Bar O
rider to hit the leather at the
break of day and help hunt for the
horses. And I reckon it was a good
thing that the entire crew went out.
We found but 18 horses out of the 70
that had stampeded, and every last
one of them were stove-up like they
had rheumatism. They sure must have
tried to run their fool heads off when
the bear spooked them.

It was a bedraggled bunch of rid-
ers that returned to the ranch that
evening—this is, all but Sandy Sam-
son. He didn’t seem to have a worry
in the world. The minute we got in,
he took a jack rabbit he’d killed out
to feed the bear.

Sandy’d no more than turned his
back when Hal called the crew to-
gether and explained, “Well, the
roundup’s off—we can’t get the re-
muda together before Saturday, an’
anyway the horses’ll be too stove-up
to use for a week or two—"

Just then the bear bellowed like a
wart-tailed bull, and we looked to-
ward the cottonwood tree and saw'
the critter slap the rabbit right out
of Sandy’s hand. He didn’t stop
there, either. He followed up with a
fast right and left. The cowboy man-
aged to duck the bone-crushing blows
and scramble out of the bear’s reach.

“Say,” yelped a bug-eyed cowpoke,
“our problem’s solved. Sandy can use
the bear for a sparrin’ partner—
either way it goes the issue will be
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settled to the complete satisfaction
of all concerned. If the bear can’t kill
‘im, maybe he’ll have a chance with
Gus Greer. If the bear does kill 'im,
that’ll cheat ‘Gus from showin’ up a
Bar O waddy as a weaklin’!”

Hal must have overlooked the pos-
sibility of Sandy’s getting chewed up
by the bear and needing the services
of a doctor, for he agreed to this pro-
posal. Backed up by the entire crew,
the foreman laid the law down to
Sandy.

“It’'s high time you began trainin
for the fight,” he said; “an’ the bear’s

_been elected your sparrin’ partner!”

Sandy objected. In fact, he set up
quite a howl; but it didn’t do him no
good. Four of the boys grabbed him
and hustled him toward the bear.

Sandy kept mumbling something
about Philistines, but we didn’t pay
no attention to him. He was always
saying something about foreigners
that didn’t make no sense.

That workout was a sight to see
The boys gave Sandy a shove toward
the bear, and the critter reared up on
his hind feet and came at the cow-
poke with his arms wide, like he
hankered to hug the waddy mightily.
Sandy side-stepped and the animal
hit the end of the chain. I thought he
would uproot the tree. But he didn’t.
And it didn’t hurt him none, either.
He jumped to his feet, and, bellering
at the top of his lungs, started throw-
ing rights and lefts that would have
killed a bull, He had Sandy on the
run, -and would have killed him for
sure if the chain hadn’t again brought
him up short. _

By some miracle Sandy came out

(Continued
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of that first workout all in one piece.

HE NEXT morning, when the

training was resumed, Sandy
again acted like a balky horse. He
didn’t want nothing to do with that
bear. To get Sandy to face the animal,
we had to stand in kind of a circle,
keeping him and the critter in the
center. This time Sandy was luckier
—or more careful. The bear never did
come closer than a foot of taking the
cowboy’s head off.

And that’s the way the next few
workouts were. Sandy kept strictly
out of the bear's way and didn’t give
the critter much chance to do his
stuff. The cowpoke didn’t have his
heart in the workouts, you might say.
This caused us no end of worry—
until Black Bill came up with what
seemed like a real good idea.

“Let’s feed Sandy raw meat an’
cayenne pepper,” he said. “I used. to
train fightin’ roosters an’ that’d make
’em fight their shadders!”

When we proposed this diet to
Sandy, he objected promptly, and
with vigor. But it didn’t do him no
good. We had to throw him down. I'll
admit, but we got some meat and
pepper down him. He even chewed
Black Bill's thumb half off, but even
that didn’t change him any. He still
wouldn’t get near the bear.

That’s how things stood when Judy
Westmore showed up at the Bar O
one day, hankering to have an au-
dience with Sandy. That wasn’t hard
to get, seeing as we kept him kind of
under guard. We were taking no
chances of him skipping his work-
outs.

On Page 61)




64 DOUBLE ACTION WESTERN

She had a lot on her mind, it seems.
but what really hurt Sandy was when
she told him that everyone in Rock-
ville was laughing about him using
a bear as a sparring partner. He would
‘be the laughing-stock of the whole
valley if he didn’t watch out.

He didn’t tell her that this bear
business hadn’t been his idea. “Peo-
ple ought to tend to their own busi-
ness,” was all he said.

“But they aren’t,” she insisted;
“and I don’t want them to laugh at

ou.”

“That’s all right,” he said. “The
Samsons usually get the last laugh!”

Whether Judy’s visit gave Sandy
new spirit, or whether the raw beef
and cayenne pepper finally took hold,
we weren’t sure, but he showed
plentv of spunk in his next workout.
Fact is, he seemed to have too much
nerve for his own good. He bounced
around the bear like a rubber ball,
duckling and weaving, keeping out
of the critter’s reach but tantalizing
him into charging. That sure was an
exciting show; but most of the crew
opined that Sandy’d been too reck-
less. They allowed we’d given him
too much meat and pepper.

However, Sandy seemed to get
more reckless each time he faced the
beast. The bear also showed decided
improvement each time he tried to
kill the cowboy.

The last few workouts were a
sight to see. The critter'd silently
stalk the cowpoke, walking on his
hind feet, taking his time until he
was about within reach, then he’'d sup-
was about with in reach, then he'd
suddenly leap forward, slapping
rights and lefts with the speed of a
hurricane-whipped windmill. How he
kept from killing Sandy, the Lord
only knows.

When Saturday morning finally
rolled around, Sandy refused to go
to town with the rest of the Bar O
crowd. “I got to take care of myself,”
he said; “but tell Gus I'll be there
at nine, sharp.”

Some of the boys figgered Sandy
might skip out and leave the country,
but Hal reminded them that Judy

Westmore would be there—and no
love-struck cowboy would let his girl-
friend down.

HEN FIGHT time drew near

it sure looked like Gus would
win—by default. At 8:30 Sandy had
not put in his appearance, and the
Bar O boys grew nervous. It looked
king of like Sandy had sure enough
rode over the hill.

When 8:45 rolled around and no
Sandy showed up, the whole Bar O
bunch was fit to be tied. We kept
our eyes glued to the clock on the
Blue Front back bar as it ticked off
the seconds.

Just at 8.50 the doors swung open
and in stepped Sandy. “Well, Gus,”
he announced calmly, “I guess we
better be going.”

Gus licked his lips. “I was afraid
you’d tucked your tail an’ run.”

“I can see you are the same old
Gus,” Sandy said easily.

Both men seemed to ooze confi-
dence, but the crowd was as jittery
a herd of mavericks. And the proces-
sion down the dimly lit street to the
shed was a sight to behold. Even
women and children luged heavy ker-
osene lanterns and fell in and stepped
right along with the men.

The minute the crowd reached the
shed, Sam Crudy, the marshal, cleared
his throat like he was going to make
a political speech. “I'll open the door
when the winner knocks twice,” he
said.

Both contestants nodded, then Gus
opened the door and stepped into
the ink-black room. Sandy was right
behind him.

The door barely slammed shut
when all hell broke loose in the shed.
First, there was a sickening
“Splaatt!” as a mighty blow connect-
ed with bare flesh. Then, almost im-
mediately, the shed shook to the tune
of “Rummetty-thump, rummetty-
thump,” and the crowd sucked in
their breath in horror. Somebody was
getting the beating of a lifetime,

Black Bill pulled his pistol and
yelled, “Let me in there—I got as
much right to shoot Gus as he has
to kill Sandy!”
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December 25, 1879, at the age of
thirty-one, smiling and husky and
fresh from the Comstock district of
California, with $2,000 in gold
strapped around his waist, that the
genial Chinam#&h arrived in Tomb-
stone.

At that time, the place, which with-
in a year was to blossom into “Tomb-
stone, the Magnificent,” and govern-
ing seat of Cochise Country, with a
populatjon of 20,000 was only a sparse
collection of miserable shacks and
raggedy tents.

" . Spectacular was the descent of the
Chinese cook upon the mining camp.
He brezed in, driving two fractious
mules attached to an old chuck wag-
on which had one time belonged to
Uncle Sam. The rattle-trap vehicle
was not only laden with all the equip-
ment for a small restaurant, but also
a goodly supply of edibles, includ-
ing even two crates of live-fowl.

Within an hour of his arrival, the
enterprising Oriental had swapped
his mules and wagon for a shack. He
had come to stay. At noon, Quong
¥ee was serving ham and eggs at
$1.75 a portion.

From that day until his death a
fcw years since at the age of ninety,
his life story was to be but a paral-
lel of the tragic history of Tomb-
stone. During the mining town’s
short-lived era—exactly six years—
of affluence and prosperity almost

2yond the imagination, Quong Kee
amassed a huge fortune. |

In 1885 a miner’s pick started water
flowing in the silver “diggin’s.” It
was a fateful day. The doom of a live,
hustling and wide awake city had
been sounded. Almost over night
Tombstone's population shrunk from
its boom-days peak of 20,000 to a mere
1000 souls.

Only the hopeful remained behind,
banking their all on the day when
the water would be drained out of
the mines. Heartening to them was
the fact that at a depth of only 500
feet lay amazingly rich stores of sil-
ver. Quong Kee was one who stuck
to Tombstone to the end. As the
town faded and shriveled, so did the
Chinese cook and his fortune.

E FIRST mine in that gegion
was discovered in the spring of
1879 by the hardy prospector, Ed-
ward Schieffelin, who became a mil-
lionaire along with a host of others
who were early on the scene. But
seven years after making his stake,
Schieffelin and all the wise ones
had shaken the dust of Tombstone
from their feet. They well knew the
meaning of water in the mines.

A few good producing surface
holes, like the “million dollar stope”
in the rear of the old courthouse on
Fifth Street, were, however, to post-
pone the complete collapse of the
town for several years. But in 1890
Tombstone had definitely taken its

place among the ghost cities of Amei=——

ica.

The first to move out upon learn-
ing that the pay-dirt era was at an
end, . were the gamblers, gunmen,
crooks, cattle rustlers, horse thieves
and painted ladies of the dance halls.
Soon the saloon-keepers were on the
move and then the business men. The
town awoke one morning to discov-
er that. it was no longer the county
seat of Cochise and that the judges,
the sheriff and the political somebod-
ies had also vanished.

Indeed times had changed! The
Crystal Palace was closed. During
the early eighties it would have been
ablaze with a wild, whiskey-drinking
mob—would have been ablaze with
lights from dozens of kerosene re-
flector lamps. And outside, the cor-
ner of Allen & Fifth Streets would
have been thronged with as rough and
ribald a lot of humans as ever dodged
the law.

Just before it closed its doors the
Crystal Palace was robbed of $400
by safe-breakers, who made a clean
getaway. For some of Tombstone’s
former residents that would have
been “small change.”? Those were the
laddies who specialized in the stop-
ing of stage coaches and frequently
escaped into the sagebrush country
with as much as $50,060 in cash.

There were also the boys who used
to get a thrill, as well as a lot of
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coin, in driving a herd of cattle—
sometimes as many as 500—into the
Mexican fastness just across the
border.

Had he been around to hear the
story, Quong Kee would probably
have gotten a great laugh out ef the
cheap robbery of the Crystal Palace
Saloon. It was in that same institu-
tion, one November night in 1883,
that the Chinese cook quit a “three
card monte” game with $27,000 in
cash and a one-sixth share in a pay-
ing gilver mine.

It was during those days that
Quong enjoyed the friendship of
Wyatt Earp and his brothers, as
well as being on chummy terms with
the frail and tubercular Poc Holli-
day, the quick-shooting dentist from
Georgia.

Since the mest noted killers of the
town were steady patrons of Quong’s
restaurant, they were ever on the
alert to protect their Chinese friend
from visiting gunmen. Because of
his competency as a chef, the Orient-
al was regarded as a c¢hef, the Orient-
treasure of the whole community,
regardless of factions.

Between the Earp-Holliday group-

and the Clanton boys there was dead-
ly enmity. When the Clanton crowd
—Billie and Ike Clanton and Tom
and Frank McLowery—decided to
shoot it out with the Earps in the O.
K. Corral, there was a hasty and un-
dignified flight to cover on the
part of all those without interest in
the quarrel.

HROUGHOUT that famous me-
lee, which ended with all of the
Clanton crowd but one being carried
to the Boothill graveyard, Quong
Kee, apparently unmindful of the
flying lead, was a most interested
observer. All through the battle he
remained perched on the corral’s
swinging rail gate, as cool and calm
as if he were turning an amelet, As
they were carrying the dead out,
the Oriental blandly remarked to the
sheriff:
“Me lose three customers, velly
quick, right now!”

In Kee’s restaurant eccurred quite
a few shootings. But the Chinaman
never allowed “Amelican man’s bus-
iness” to interfere with his culinary
duties. Cooking, not shooting, was
his chief concern in life.

Came the time then, not so many
years ago, when the old chef was
found in a comatose state in his
Tumble-down Tombstone shack, from
where he was removed to the county
hospital at Douglas. When he passed
away his body was dumped into a
pauper’s grave in Bisbee.

When Tombstone learned of the
treatment accorded the remains of the
aged Chinese, a fund was quickly
subscribed and Quong Kee's body
brought home and interred with
pomp and ceremony in Boothill -
Graveyard.

In the deserted burying ground of
the old ghost city—the resting place
of mest of Tombstone’s professtonal
bad men—there had not been an in-
terment since 1906. Strangely, too, the
last person buried in Boothill was
a Chinese woman. Often had Quong
Kee voiced the hope that when the
end came he might be laid beside her.

Quong’s friends of the gory yes-
terdays were not among those pres-
ent at the obsequies—many of them
having preceded him to Boothill. Yet
his funeral cortege attested the es-
teem and affection in which he was
held by his later friends and acquaint-
ances. Notable figures in the public
life of Arizona were among the pall-
bearers, while officiating at the com-
mital services was the Reverend Ru-
pert Wirt of St. Paul's Episcopal
Church of Tombstone, assisted by
Ronald Bridges, rector of the Con-
gregational Church.

From the scene of his fame, glor-
ies and triumphs—as well as bitter
soirrows and disappointments— Old
Quong had departed. The last link
between the past and present of
Tombstone had been severed.

For Boothill Graveyard, the burial
marked an event in its history. Tomb-
stone had since decreed the closure
of the historic cemetery. It will al-
ways be remembered that Quong Kee

By
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was the last to be received in the old
grounds. In the days when the Chi-
nese cook was growing rich in feed-
ing the citizens and floating popula-
passed without a funeral at Boothill
—usually a victim of six-shooter
trouble. Some of the most notorious
outlaws of the Southwest are bur-
ied in that little patch of rough and
rock-strewn ground which Tomb-
stone dedicated to its dead in 1880.

The decision to place a granite
shaft over the final resting place of
Quong Kee was to let the world at
large know that Boothill also guards
the bones of at least a few worthy
and respectable individuals.

TRANGE as it may scem, “The

Town Too Tough To Die” has
long maintained Boothill Graveyward
to refute all rumors to the contrary.
Approaching the town from the West
one learns of arrival within the cor-
porate limits through a sign bearing
the legend:

“Welcome to Tombstone and Boot-
hill Graveyard.”

Truly informative is the sign. It
records not only the names of all
the desperadoes enjoying their last
sleep in Boothill, but also the man-

ner in which they were gathered -

into their fathers. For instance,
“Tom McLowery, Frank McLowery
and Billie Clanton, killed in Earp-
Clanton Dbattle, September 26, 188L"
“Dan Down, Red Sample, Tex How-
ard, Billy De Laey and Dan Kelly,
hanged legally by Sheriff J. E. Ward

for the Bisbee Massacre.”..“John
Heath, lynched by the Bisbee mob,
February 22, 1884,” and continuing
in such fashion with other sudden
endings.

But beneath the rocks and gravel
of Boothill there rests no Earp. Only
one of the five Earp brothers “Died
standin’ up and shootin’,” and his
bedy was shipped out of town. The
rest of them like Doc Holliday, died
in bed.

Holliday, hailing originally from
Georgia, was a cold and merciless
killer. Nothing ever happened to him
in Tombstone, since the law always
held his shootings as perfectly just-
ifiable. The survivor in a gun battle
simply had to prove—often by liv-
ing witnesses—that he fired in self-
defense.

For quite a while after the leave
taking of the Earps and Holliday,
Tombstone was to maintain its rep-
utation as a place where life was most
uncertain. Then came the day when
a new and dominant personality was
to grace the scene—one John Slaugh-
ter, appropriately named, too—
last of Tombstone's fighting sher-
iffs. He came to clean up the town.
He succeeded beyond words.

Slaughter was the sole embodiment
of the law. Except when he had to
shoot quickly and without time for
questioning, it was his custom to
offer a desperado two choices—boots
and saddles or Boothill. Only fools
were rash enough to hesitate.
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iron shagged down toward the crowd
waiting for the night stage from Ara-
pahce.

Gil Martin and Shorty McGill had
saddle-bummed all over in the six
years since they had shaken the first
placer mucking mud from their boots.
The oddly matched partners might
have stuck it out and made the S-G
iron pay out by feeding the suddenly
booming town; but the hell-roaring
riffraff, tinhorns and other out-and-
out crooks hadn’t fitted into what had
been the tough, drought-and-blizzard
fighting, but otherwise good and
cheerful life of the S-G mountain
meadow spread.

Sure enough, the cowhands of the
Sallejo valley spreads put on their
hell-tooting payday nights in town.
But the town hadn’t been much then
except a couple of saloons, two stores,
a saddle shop and a few other shacks.
Almost overnight it had swelled to a
hell’'s trail tent city, then to a jam-
packed, lawless town of several thous-
ands,

The ever-flowing creeks of the Sal-
lejo, including the Hawk Nest lake
supplying the S-G, were diverted to
the sluices that changed goat-whis-
kered Deacon Carnes suddenly from a
long-praying, leader of religion into
a banker, a land speculator and a mort-
gage grabber.

“Don’t be forgettin’, Shorty,” cau-
tioned Gil Martin, “that me an’ you
have been reported in the weekly
Sallejo Salute as everything from
stage-robbin’ owlhoots to gunslicks
an’ saddle bums. An’ with the gold
placer flurry fast slippin’ out from
under Deacon Carnes, we’ve got a
bank ratin’ a few notches lower than a
sheep-herder. You look after the new
bride while I'm talking loan.”

“Same as sayin’ I'm branded to kiss
some wornout old gal the way I'd
glrab some nice honkytonker with a

ex accent after the second quart of
hooch,” growled Shorty.

Gil Martin’s sleepy, quizzical eyes
viewed him with a cynicism that
would have turned a palsied, half
blind grandma into a busher with mur-
der only on her mind.

At the moment of this rawhiding
between the pudgy. Shorty and the
long-geared, lean-flanked, wide shoul-

dered Gil Martin, the stage from Ara-
paheoe arrived in a flurry of dust. Nev-
er perturbed or bending dignity, tall
Deacon Carnes, with his sparse, goat-
like chin whiskers, the only known
silk topper in Sallejo, and his long-
tailed black coat and freshly down
white shirt, marched down the dusty
street. His pale eyes reflected his hy-
pocritical meanness.

EEING THAT about all of their
dinero was in the Decacon’s bank,
the hoorawing, sky-shooting towns-
folk made way for him, Gil Martin,
in spite of his need for fifty thousand
to put the S-G iron into new beef pro-
duction had a twitch of a grin on his
mouth, that was too wide for his long
face.

Out of the stage now stopping was
to emerge the future Missus Carnes.
Shorty’s idea of a sour-faced old maid
or a drab widow wag not Gil’s pic-
ture of things to come. Hell! She’d
have found out that Deacon Carnes
owned everything in sight. He was
parsimonous, true, and had his own
residence built into a second story
up over the bank.

Gil was watching the stage door to
see a beruffled, much painted, prob-
ably a bit faded, but still a pretty gal.
Gil was shocked more than Shorty.
He’d expected a smart, gold-digging
hussy.

Guns banged and there was a crowd
roaring. Into this stepped a young,
sweet-faced, calm-eyed girl. She was
something that Gil had secen in pic-
ture books, with her coiled hair and
her perfectly fitted gray dress with
the somehow snow-white neckpieces.

Gil was still looking into the stage.
But she was the only woman passen-
ger. Moreover, her warm brown eyes
settled upon Deacon Carnes. There
was a sudden hush.

“You’re Mr. Carnes,” the girl
stated rather than questioned. “I'm
Alice ‘'Ladd. I'll call you Matt. I've
only two carpetbags for you to bring
along. It being 'most sundown, I'll go
to the hotel for tonight.”

Gil felt his hackles start to rise.
The girl extended her hand. Deacon
Carnes held his back as straight as
if he’d seen somebody grab a penny
out of the church collection plate, He
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tin with snake-like quickness.

The flat-nosed Jim Ensler came
into the center of the group the other
way and Gil Martin swore under his
breath. There was a sudden fading
away of the hoorawing crowd that
had met the stage to welcome the mail
ordered bride of Dcacon Carnes.

Gil Martin didn’t move. He was
wearing only the one gun and he
didn’t rate himself any too fast with
that. He was watching the beady-eyed
Ace Fonde. Sherty had heard Bart
Danvers’ warning, and he was squared
around facing the flat-nosed Jim Ens-
ler.

Gil Martin rated himself a first.

class lunlkhead for having returned to
Sallejo without informing himself
more of the general setup. But Shorty
and he had slept out up on the S-R and
they’d heard about Deacon Carnes’
having a bride-to-be on the way from
the East only after hitting the rap-
idly dissolving boom town this morn-
ing.

There had been enouzh news of the
Sallejo valley filtered to Gil and
Shorty to keep them informed when
the creek placers began to wash out
with no sign of any paying lode being
discovered. With that had come some
word of the financial rise of Deacon
Carnes, and this had included strong
hints that the good, long-praying
Deacon had given over the general
gtore for the collecting of dust and
nuggets from the numerous streams
originating in Hawk Nest lake.

HERE WAS another angle. Num-

erous good cow ranches were left
dry by the mucking of the creeks. Be-
low the secured and amply snow-fed
Hawk Nest lake had lain the Cliff
Fanchard mustang training spread, It
seemed to get in the way of a big
washing ou:fit.

The range had thrce abundant
creeks. By a bit of firancial magic
all three creeks were turnzd into one
sluicing stream. As Gil Martin got
the story, Cliff Fanchard owed Deac-
on Carnes on loans with which he was
intending to bring in sturdy Percher-
on stock.

By odd coincidence Fanchard’s sad-
dle horse broke through a bridge rail
into one of the larger creeks. Then,

although the Sallejo Salute an-
nounced that Deacon Carnes had ad-
vertised for some Fanchard heir, it
had appeared the Juckless Deacon was
left with all of the Fanchard horse
ranch on his hands.

Odd accidents, fatal rustler raids
and strange coincidence like that had
given Deacon Carnes nearly fully
control cf all such land as could be
turned back when the hell roaring
gold rush would be over. The Deac-
on’s sudden desire to hitch up and
share his wcalth with some cultured
Eastern woman came as a surprise.

Apparently it had worked out, and
here was a prize bit of womanhood
that Gil Martin had abruptly decided
shouldn’t become a slave to the whims
of the churchgoing scoundrel who
prayed the loudest and the longest
now in the Sallejo church, built by
the easy money that had for six years
mired down the valley cattle business.

But here was Deacon Carnes spit-
ting out loose teeth from his bleeding
mouth. Even under such stress the
pale eyes of the town boss oozed
benevolence. However, Gil Martin
analyzed the Deacon’s expression in
the same class as that of a cotton-
mouthed moccasin about to do a help-
less frog the favor of swallowing it
alive,

Alice Ladd, the girl whose sharp
tongue had razooecd Gil Martin, was
helping the still stunned Deacon to
his feet. Gil hooked a thumb above his
.45 as he saw the Deacon’s eyes dart
from the snaky gunman, Ace Fonde,
to his uglier cohort, Jim Ensler. A
side jerk of the Deacon’s head indi-
cated this was not the time or place
to start a shoot-out with the partners
of the S-R range, where the Hawk’
Nest lake really controlled the future
rebuilding of the valley.

Alice Ladd gave Gil Martin a sud-
den, brief glance. His snappy come-
back at her reference to hitting an old
man may have been the reason for the
sudden attempt to probe into Gil Mar-
rin’s mind.

Gil's usually quizzical, mocking
eyes were out of harmony with his
long, bony face, but they were nearly
always a good throw-off as to what he
might really be thinking. Gil had been

_lightning in reading the Deacon’s sig-
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pocketed somewhere in her sedate
dress.

But when he recalled the flashing
storm in the girl’s brown eyes after
he had punched Deacon Carnes, Gil
wasn't so sure. “Ygu never can rightly
brand that quiet sort of a gal,” he said
to Shorty. “The ones that do the
killin' ain’t the same breed that gives
you a hint by raisin’ hell with their
mouths.”

“What the seven devils yuh talkin’
about?” questioned the puzzled
Shorty McGill.

“I ain’t so sure myself,” grunted
Gil. “But put an eye on the Deacon’s
latest, with them bank windows so
damn’ clean for once you can’t miss
what’s goin’ on. An’ all the lamps lit
up like a church sociable.”

Sallejo wasn’t yet a ghost town.
With the arrival of the evening stage
and the somewhat violent welcome to
the Deacon’s mail ordered bride, the
bright lights of a dozen or more sa-
loons and honkytonks added to the
illumination of other places that made
the straggling main street like day.

EORGE HAYES, the driver of
the Aropahoe stage, came along
with Sam Mall who was still toting
the mean sawed-off gun he’d had as
the stage’s shotgun guard. Hayes
held a flat package under one arm.
Hayes hadn’t seen Gil Martin and
Shorty until now and he held up.
They were almost directly across
from the Deacon’s brightly lighted
bank.

“H'lo, Gil,” greeted Hayes. “Good
for sore eyes to see you an’ Shorty.
Buy you drinks as soon as I deliver
this damn’ passel of foldin’ money
to the Deacon. Reckon you know the
creek holes is nigh done. ‘Most a half
o’ the boom rushers has drawed their
dinero an’ pulled out.”

“Heard it was that way, George,”
said Gil Martin. “I'd surmise there’s
been a heap o’ gold washed out in
six years. I suppose them that made a
killin’ has sent out the heavy stuff
an’ exchanged for foldin’ money they
can handle.”

Hayes nodded, and added, “The
Deacon ain’t too happy over the end of
the boom neither, I'd guess there’s
been up to three to four million in

washin’s went through his bank. He’s
stil]l holdin’ maybe four, five hund’ed
thousan’, but that’s comin’ down to
the last nubbin. Why, we brung in
'most sixty thousan’ in foldin’ dinero
this trip.”

Gil Martin laughed shortly.

“Hell! The Deacon’s holdin’ a
heap o’ valley land that’ll be put back .
to grass,” said Shorty McGill. “He
don'’t stand to lose nothin’. Maybe the
town'll cut back down to cow raisin’
size, but the Deacon’s still the top
dog, includin’ gittin’ the purtiest gal
ever seen in Sallejo valley.” .

Gil Martin had been riding some
that day and he wasn’t surprised at
what Hayes said then. He wanted
his own opinion confirmed.

“Leavin’ out the old S-R, an’ maybe
the Fanchard hoss spread close up
under Hawk Nest lake, damned nigh
all the Deacon grabbed for little or
nothin’ ain’t worth hell room, Gil.-
The whole damn’ creek valley’s been
stone mud it won’t root enough grass
so bad washed over by placer lime-
in the next ten years to raise sheep.”

Hayes and Mall, the guard, took the
package of folding money across into
the bank, promising to come back and
buy the drinks.

“An’ that sanctermon-eous prayer
spouter wasn’t thinkin’ we knowed
that, figurin’ on buyin’ the S-R an’
runnin’ us out!” spat out Shorty.

“An’ when didja find that out,
Shorty?” said Gil Martin with a
crooked grin. “Nev’ mind. He ain’t
honin’ to see the last o’ all that easy
money to get away. I'm thinkin’ he’s
had a holdin’ in all the gamblin’ dives
an’ such, an’ he’s been writin’ his
own interest on all the placer gold
that’s passed through that bank—say!
Do you notice somethin’, Shorty?”

Shorty rolled his eyes over toward
Ace Fonde, the little gunman, slant-
ed a look at the brightly lighted bank
and the rest of the town.

“You ain’t inferrin’ I didn’t know
what Hayes said an’ I've been missin’
anything, Gil?”

“Not inferrin’, Shorty,” - said Gil
Martin crisply. “Lookin’ it over, the
Deacon’s changed his religion or
somethin’. Never knowed him to make
a show of his dinero before, no more
than he could git under cover. But
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maybe he’s gone an’ fallen in love
with his mail order bride. Have a
look-see over there, an’ keep an eye
out for that other gunnie, Jim En-
sler.” .

Some of the townies stopped for a
look inside the brightly lighted bank.
The lower floor extended to the now
wide open door of what Sallejo con-
sidered the latest in iron safes, a built-
in vault. But the bank building was
of light red pine, matching the other
structures in the boom-built town.

¢

IL MARTIN watched George

¥ Hayes shove some flat packages

of folding money through a window.

Half a dozen coal oil lamps were shin-

ing upon this and some other folding

dinero., At the moment the Deacon

evidently had been proudly showing

Miss Alice Ladd all of the bank, and

they were coming eut of the open
door of the vault.

If what George Hayes had guessed
was correct, there must be a few hun-
dred thousand in placer gold and
folding money in that vault. Gil Mar-
tin was thinking back to where Bart
Danvers, the blacksmith, had men-
tioned having a notion, but had not
told it.

The calm, oval face of the bride-to-
be shewed plainly. Gil Martin had an
idea she was watching Deacon Carnes
more than the deposited wealth of
others he had been so openly display-
ing. Gil Martin couldn’t be sure but
he imagined the girl’s right hand
touched a ruffled part of her simple
dress several times.

“It ain’t nowise decent,” blurted
Shorty McGill. “They ain’t been
hitched yet and it looks like she’s
staying at his rooms over the bank.”

“Go scrub your mind, if any,
Shorty. Can’t you see Carlina, the
Mex housekeep, waitin’ to tuck the
visitor in bed an’ chaperone the hide
off her if she don’t behave herself.
That ain’t the game, you lunkhead.
Most of that gold never left Sallejo.
The bulk of it is buried in Hawk
Nest Lake.

“That’s why we’re as welcome as
a skunk cabbage in a Ladies’ Aid
Society. And keep low, Shorty. That
Ace Fonde ain’t got doughnuts in
them tied-down irons.”

Shorty exclaimed. “Now what'’s
comin’ off?”

Hayes and Mall were leaving the
bank, its main structure built of the
universal pine of the hills. It seemed
to Gil Martin that Beacon Garnes
dropped the coal oil lamp that ex-
ploded.

There was the gunman, Jim Ensler,
who hadn’t shown until then. Gil
Martin s: w Jim Ensler stuff packages
of folding money into one of Alice
Ladd’s bags. The Deacon was dashing
toward the open vault.

With the first explosion of the coal

_oil flame from the lamp inside the

Deacon’s bank, shots cracked from
across the street. In one instant Gil
Martin was seeing Alice Ladd’s white
scared face, and in the next the girl
had fallen behind the bank counter
as if pulled down by some unseen
force.

As always when gunsmoke rolled
the main street was fast being de-
serted by all brands of townies and
miners, not even the flare by the
blaze at the bank having sufficient at-
traction to hold the miixed citizens
in the possible pathway of whistling
lead.

It was true that Gil Martin wasn’t
a gunslinger. Neither was his part-
ner, Shorty. Both were setting ducks
for the vicious Ace Fonde, being be-
tween the thin-faced killer and the
lights and the sudden fire in the
bank, or they would have been.

Gil Martin wasn’t usually slow
thinking, but he was several seconds
getting the truth. Ignoring the S-R
partners, the Deacon’s self confident
gunman had sent lead from both his
guns sizzling past them, The cold
killer had deliberately taken the long-
er shots at the unsuspecting Alice
Ladd, and at least one bullet had
reached its target.

T SEEMED incredible, but it 1ad
to be that way. For Enscler. the
Peacon’s eother gunhand, had iust
been stuffing folding money into the
girl’s carpet-bag setting on the coun-
ter, throwing out its other contents
to make room for the money.
At the same time, while the Deacon
had apparently been making a dash to

“close the iron door of the vault, the
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senger whose appearance suggested
the schoolteacher or clerk. The pale
young man stuck his head out and one
of the owlhoots fired a gun. He quick-
ly withdrew.

Calmly Homer twisted about on the
scat. It was a swift movement of his
hands that dropped the trunk into the
road. Dust swirled up.

*“Git!” cried the bandit leader.

Homer lashed his horse and scream-
ing like an Indian, sent them around
the bend in the road.

“That trunk,” he muttered to him-
self, “saved the gold, provided they
don’t discover their mistalze and over-
haul me.” It was about five miles to
a stop called Cottonwocd. Homer let
the horses have it.

He zave no thought to the danger
of losing his job for surrendering the
passenger’s trunk instead of the Wells
Fargo box. That was the least of his
worrizs. “There can’t be ten thousand
dollars in that school-teachers trunk,”
he said. “I'll bet all he’s got in it are
clothes and trinkets. It's better to
pay him for his stuff than to lose ten
thousand in gold.”

He reached Cottonwood without
mishap. He opened the door for his
only passenger. “We’ll have time for
coffee here,” he said. “We’ll be in
Winfield before very long.”

The passenger was about thirty
years old, a blond young man with
sideburns and a pale handsome face.
He had a decided nervousness of
manmner.

“That bandit almost got me,” he
complained. “What were they after?”

“The strongbox,” said Homer. “A
shirment of gold for the Winfield
banks.”

“You threw the box down in the
road and they got it,” the teacher in-
sisted. “How will they get it open?”

“Brother,” Homer said, “that’s not
my worry.” But inwardly he was
shaking. He’d made a quick decision
and, for all he knew, a poor one. Fun-
ny those bandits hadn’t pursued him.
Maybhe they’d carried the trunk to
their hideout before trying to open
it, certain they had the gold. There
was a good deal of similarity in the
teunk and the strongbox. But in the
shimmer of moonlight the owlhoots
couldn't have missed seeing the dif-

ference. “Something funny.” Homer
muttered.

They soon were on their way again.
The passenger made no inquires about
the trunk. They had picked up an-
other traveler and the young man was
entertaining her. She was young and

- very attractive and bound for Win-

field.

All the way to Windfield Homer
Ketchum thought about the quick de-
cision he had besn forced to make. A
cold sweat drenched him. He’d had
no right to relinquish the passenger’s
baggage. Of course he could always
say that he had mistaken the trunk
for the strongbox, if it came to a
showdown. But even then, there was
danger of losing his job for incom-
petency.

E DRAGGED his horses to a

stop in front of the Winfield
station. Homer turned his horses over
to the aitendant there. He sauntered
into the depot. Three heavily armed
peace officers were waiting to escort
the gold to the bank.
the town marshal.

Homer talked to Captain Rankin,

“I guess I'll get hell when I go in
there and the expnress agent finds out
what I dcne. Your gold’s all right.
The strongbox is safe and sound. But
that fellow coming this way with the
umbrella—he’s out a trunk full of
personal property. .

Rankin stared at the passenger and
then looked at Homer Ketchum. “You
Missourians have a remarkable sense
of humor,” he said. “It was a funny
idea, giving the bandits the passen-
ger’s trunk instead of ton thousand
dollars in gold. I swear to thunder it
was.”

Homer frowned and pulled ata lock
of curly black hair. “I don’t see where
it was funny,” he snapped, pulling
away from Rankin. ¥He then strode
vigorougly into the office of the ex-
press company.

The man in charge was Claud El-
liott. He knew that something was
wrong and quickly came forward to
meet Homer. Sweat gleamed on the
latter’s square face.

He explained in deail about the
robbery. He said he hadn’t had much
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blacksmith shop, a twenty pound
hammer forgotten in his fist and
staring as though he couldn’t trust
his old eyes anymore.

Two or three kids playing in the
dusty street froze and popped their
eyes nearly out of their heads at
what was dead certain the strangest
sight they’d ever seen,

Directly across the street Sheriff
Ty Edwards took his hat off for the
tirst time in forty years and revealed
what everyone had always suspected
but never been able to prove; that he
was bald as a plucked chicken. He
just stood there on the porch of his
empty jail and gaped like the rest
of us.

Not a one of the punchers who had
been so all fired sure they would
just naturally die of dryness if I did
not open up and get ’em a drink with-
in the minute had moved since Ed
Newcomb first pointed to the strang-
ger. They watched him dumbly as he
pulled the blue mule to a stop in
front of the saloon’s hitch rail and
dismounted. They goggled—and 1
helped ’em—as the stranger took his
sweet time about tying up and loosen-
ing the saddle girths,

I came to just a little bit ahead of
the rest of ’em and opened up the
barroom. I headed straight for a
special bottle I kept under the bar
for emergencies, I tipped it to my
lips and took a deep pull, I don’t
usually drink and I thought the
stuff was going to eat its way out
through the lining of my stomach.

I wiped the tears form my eyes
and took a quick look outside. The
bluebird stranger had stepped to the
salocn porch and was on his way in-
side. To look at him you would have
thought there was nothing at all un-
usual about his appearance or his
mount.

He stepped right up to the bar and
said, “Whisky, please.”

1 breathed a mite easier. At least
he drank like a human being, even if
nothing else about him was like any
man ever before seen in Silver eity.

1 didn’t rightly notice what went
on in the saloon for the next few

minutes, I was too busy sizing the
stranger up. I do seem to racollect,
thought, that there was a considerable
stirring, stamping and milling around
of punchers and townspeople crowd-
ing into the place to get a closer look
at Mr. Bluebird.

“Yes, sir,” I told him. “Whisky it
{s,” and I poured him a tolerable por-
tion of my best and set the bottle on
the bar in front of him. He sipped the
whisky first, as though he’d been
burned before by barroom red-eye
and wanted to experiment before he
endangered his tonsils, then he tossed
it down his throat as neat and smooth
as an old-timer.

Except that he wasn’t an old timer.
Not at anything. He couldn’t have
been much over twenty, if the light
yellow down on his smooth pink
cheeks and chin were any indication.
Asg he pushed his big white hat to the
back of his head and looked at me a
couple golden curls fell down on his
forehead. His eyes were blue, too,
and they danced with a hint of fun
hiding behind them. He didn’t look
to be but about six feet tall, figur-
ing boots and hat and he didn’t carry
much weight. Not skinny, but slim.
Slim and dainty-bones as a girl.

oo OT BAD,” he said. “Have

one yourself. He pushed the
bottle toward me and I tcok it. I
couldn’t see how one more drink
could make anything more confusing
than it already was.

He said, “Know anyone around
these parts named Cantrell? Owen
Cantrell?”

Well, sir, the silence in the saloon
became suddenly very heavy. I don’t
know whether it was the slight edge
to the stranger's voice, tke tiny hint
of danger behind it, or whether it was
just natural in Arizona in those days
to.... But, shucks, no, he probably
wanted to hit Cantrell for a job. That
was it. Imagine a man going up to the
owner of the Rocking T on a blue
mule and asking for a job!

“Cantrell?” I repeated. “Yes. There
is a feller named Owen Cantrell runs
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the Rocking T Ranch. 'Bout a mile
out of town, straight north.”

“Thanks,” the youngster said. “I
undzrstand he claims to have the fast-
ast string of blooded race horses in
the country. “Is that right?”

“Ye-es,” I said, slow. “I reckon you
are right that he claims to have the
fastest ponies. Don’t know as they are
not, though.” I wasn’'t going to
commit myself.

“Well,” he said, “I came up from
the Lost Valley country to show him
how wrong he is.”

I stared at him for a minute. He was
serious, all right. His face was
innocent as a baby’s. Only his blue
eyes twinkled, and I guess they
always did. “Wh-what did you figure
on doing to prove...”

I didn’t get any farther. Before I
could finish my sentence Sheriff Ty
Edwards came busting through the
crowd like a hill of red ants had
crawled into his boots.

“Let me through,” he shouted.
“Stand aside, doggone it,” and he
elbowed his way to the bar.

Ty’s entrance must have brok-
en a spell. Everybody started to talk
all at once. I guess they realized
they’d been staring and they felt
ashamed. There they stood, gabbing
away, trying to look as though they
always filled the saloon to over-
flowing in the forenoon.

Ty Edwards shoved right up along-
side the stranger, bent his head back
on his short, scrawny neck and bell-
owed, “You the feller came ridin’ into
town on that there blue mule?”

The bluebird looked at him for a
moment. His pink and white face
with it's nice firm mouth and clear,
clean look was just as polite and
attentive as it could be. He took in
the sheriff’s star and said, “Why,
yes, I am. What can I do for you?”

I guess Ty didn’t expect such a
courteous answer. He blinked a
couple times, then recovered. “Do fer
me?" he yowled. “You can’t do nothin’
fer me but you can do the whole
blamed town a favor by gettin’ that
ungodly critter out of here!”

HE STRANGER looked only

mildly surprised. I wondered if
he ran into the same request from the
sheriffs of all the towns he rode
through. “What for, Sheriff? Some
law against riding into your town I
haven’t heard about?” His blue eyes
looked at the sheriff questioningly, as
though he wanted to right any wrong
he might have unknowingly done.

Ty gasped. “Well, no. Don’t know
as there’s any law again it.” He looked
uncertain. I could see that Ty
would have much preferred to deal
with a brace of bank robhers or rust-
lers than this polite young man in
blue. “But there ought to be! That
there blue mule is just raisin’ hell in
general. Look!”

Every head in the saloon swivelled
as though on the same neck. Ty
pointed to the blue mule standing at
the hitching rail. It wasn’t doing any-
thing. As a matter of fact it looked
to be asleep, but Ty was right: hell in
general had broken out on the wide,
dusty street. )

The widow Baker was standing
up in her two wheeled gig yelling at
the top of her lungs. The old, moth-
eaten bundle of bones she used for a
horse had fallen down on his nose
and lay there in the street, his rump
in the air, his head in the dust, not
moving a muscle. Later Doc Hardesty
said the old buzzard-bait had faint-
ed from the shock of seeing a blue
mule. I don’t know as T blamed him.

Down in front of Sam Hiler’s
General Store three cowponies tied
to his hitching rail were kicking up
the biggest ruckus of fighting, scared
horse-flesh ever seen. Just as 1 looked
they pulled the hitch rail plumb out
of the ground and high-tailed it down
the street, stirring up a cloud of dust
that looked like one of these here
modern smoke screens.

Here and there punchers who had
unsuspectingly ridden into town
since the bluebird’s arrival were hunt-
ing leather to keep from letting sun-
light between them and their pitching
horses.

Right square in the middle of the
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street, not fifty feet from the blue
mule Reverend Michael O’Hara clung
to his horse with a look of astonish-
ment on his broad, red face equalled
only by the look of complete surprise
on the face of his mount. The animal
had come to such a sudden halt that
his rear end had dragged him into a
sitting position. He sat, feet spread
wide, ears laid back on his head,
snorting in disbelief.

- The widow Baker fainted, fellow-
ing her horse’s example.

“See what I mean?” Sheriff
Edwards squeaked, his usually firm
voice somewhat undermined with the
excitement.

The stranger nodded. “Can’t under-

stand it.” he said. “What’s the matter
with folks around here? You’d think
they'd never seen a mule before!”

At that, Tim Keaton, the town jok-
er, burst into laughter. He flung his
head back like a full grown lobo and
howled until I thought his head
would tear off. His laughter was like
the itch. Pretty soon everybody in
the whole durned place was holding
their sides. Everybody, that is, except
the bluebird and Tv Edwards. I took
another look at Reverend O’Hara’s
horse and started to chuckle myself.
The chuckle turned into a live and
kicking hellow and before I knew it
the tears were streaming down my
cheelks in rivelets,

When finally breath and strength
gave out the laughter jerked and
wheerzed to a stop. Tv fastaned a look
on the vonngster's face that wonld
have paralvzed a lasser man on the
spot. ‘

“What in tunket do you mean, vou
young wipnersnapper? Nyver seen a
mule—Gosh all hemlock, didn’t any-
body ever ses a blne mule before.

"

that's for sura!

Y WAVED his hand at the hitch-

ing rail. Sunlicht glinted from
the silver mounted saddle. Occasion-
ally a long ear twitched to scare off
a fly; other than that the mule stood
quiet, not paying the least attention
to the rumpus going on all around

him. The big hunk of stubbornness
was asleep!

The stranger took his hat off, held
it in his hands and turned it over
slowly as though he were looking for
an imperfection in it, or suspected
that it might have something to do
with all the trouble. He looked even
younger bareheaded. His hair was
about as nice as a man’s hair can be,
without attracting a lot of nasty re-
marks. “That’s funny,” he drawled.
“you mean to tell me that they don't
have blue mules in this part of the
country?” )

Ty sputtered behind his teeth with-
out managing to get out anything
that resembled English. I answered
for him.

“No, stranger, they don’t. First one
I ever saw, and I've lived here all my
life. How come you ride such a
critter?”

“How come?” He looked at me as
though I'd asked him how come the
desert’s full of sand. “Why because
a blue mule is the fastest animal on
four legs, that’s why. And because
Blue Streak out there is the fastest of
all the blue mules in the country!”

One thing about me—I know when
I'm licked. I've heard some mighty
smooth attacks on the truth and I've
maybe stretched a point myself now
and then but this was the first time
I ever had a feller stand up to me and
lie, and make me willing to fight any
man that dared call him a liar.

“Stranger,” I said, “have a drink.
It's on the house. You can’t buy a
drink in my place if you stay here for
a hundred years.” I filled his glass for
him, “My name’s Windy. They call
me that 'cause I don’t talk much.”

“Thanks,” he grinned. “My name’s
Dacre. Jerry Dacre. I appraciate your
drinks but I don’t reckon I'll be stay-
ing here any longer than it takes to
show this Owen Cantrell boy how fast
a blue mule is.” Dacre jerked a thumb
at Ty Edwards. “What are we going
to do with the sheriff?”

I noticed for the first time that the
latest information given out by the
unperturbed Mr. Dacre had heen too
much for poor old Ty. His face was
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of smoke rose out on the road that
came from Rocking T.

“There comes Cantrell now,” Luke
Tolliver said. He still couldn’t get
used to the blue mule and I guess he
was on Cantrell’s side because the
disappointment in his voice was heavy
when he saw that it wasn’t Cantrell.

It was Clint Bellew, one of
Cantrell’s riders. He pulled to a stop
in front of my saloon, the nearest he
dared push his cayuse toward the
Blue Streak. Everybody was shouting
questions at him all at once.

“Where’s Cantrell?” bellowed Luke
Tcliver beside me.

Bellew stood up in his stirrups and
. waved his hat until people quicted
down,

“Cantrell’s gone!” he said. “He’s
left the eountry!” He clapped his hat
back on his head with disgust “Ic’s
the damndest thing I ever heard of,”
he =aid, at the top of his voice for all
to hear. “Along about seven this
morning we heard a horse pounding
away from th= ranchouse as fast as
it would go. We got up to see who
it was in such a hurry and I’ll be
cussed if the ranchouse wasn’t on
fire. The boys are back there now. I
think they got it just about put out

“F . what about Cantrell?” I asked.

“He’s gone, I tell you. That chest-
nut stallion of his that no one else
could get near is gone to. He's left
the country for sure. His safe was
open and a lot of papers in it burned

“Come with me.” The voice at my
elbow was that of Jerry Dacre. Beside
him was Ed Newcomb. They looked
like old friends. Dacre nodded at Ed
and said, “Windy, I want you to meet
the new owners of the Rocking T
Ranch!”

I suddenly felt perfectly certain
that I had lost my sanity. “Let’s go
get a drink” I said. “I need an
explanation.”

*. ...s0 you see,” Jerry Dacre was
saying over the third drink, “Ed and
I have been friends since we were
kid’s. When Ed came down here from

Montana he recognized Owen Can-
trell as the man who nearly killed my
father in a bank robbery. Candrell’s
name had been Jameson Rutledge
then and he didn’t have a beard. He
didn’t recognize Ed because Ed and
I were just kids when it happened
seven years ago.

“Ed wrote me about it but I could
not come until just a little while ago
after my father finally died.

“Ed and I cooked up the whole
plan so we’d be sure Cantrell would
race. We arranged it so he wouldn'’t
have enough cash on hand and would
have to put up the deed to the ranch.
Ed did a lot of suggesting to him that
helped, too.”

“How ‘about the liquor?” Ed
grinned. “Tell him about that, Mike.
That was my idea, too.”

“Mike? Who’s Mike?” I asked.

“Me,” said Jerry. “My real name is
Jerold Dacre Michaels.”

“And the liquor?”

“Doped,” said Jerry. “We figured
Ed was the only one who could plant
it without arousing suspicion.”

“What about the clothes? And the
Lost Valley?”

“Just a part of the bait.”

“How about the mule? Whose
idea was that?” I demanded.

“We went fifty-fifty on that idea,”
Jerry laughed. “I supplied the blue
paint and Ed supplied the mule.”

“All right,” I said. “Fine. You're
the new owners of the Rocking T.
But there’s one very important thing
you haven’t told me. Why did Can-
trell leave the country? He wasn’t
that type of man. He would have shot
it out with you.”

Jerry poured another drink and put
it in my hand. “Windy, he said, “It
was too perfect to be passed up.
After you went to bed last night I
made sure that as soon as Cantrell
woke up he’d hightail it out of the

" country. You know what I did?”

“No! Damn it. That’s what I'm ask-
ing you!”

He leaned over closer to me and
said, “I shaved off his beard!”












