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A Department for Readers Conducted by CAPTAIN RANGER

OLKS, let’'s get Arizona straight., It’s

a young State, the youngest of the forty-

eight. Admitted to the Union in 1912
Arizona is a lusty, up and coming baby fast
forging ahead to its important position among
the galaxay of glamorous, sun-drenched West-
ern States, Watch it ramble when post-war
planning on the part of a lot of Western-
minded hombres becomes peace-time doing.
The day when dreams come ‘true.

Arizona is a big State. Fifth largest in the
country. Four hundred miles long and about
three hundred miles wide on the average. It's
a celorful land of cactus and contrasts, of
mile high jagged-peaked mouyntains and tre-
mendous stretches of forbidding, parched
desert sands.

Yet, by way of surprise, within Arizona’s
boundaries in the north central portion of the
State is one of the world’s largest stands of
pine forest. Big scale lumbering is an im-
portant Arizona industry.

., Wide Open Spaces

There are wide open spaces in Arizona,
and plenty of them. They are traditional. In
Arizona you can live in settlements that vary
from Indian trading posts to modern cities
like Phoenix and Tucson. You can still find
typical cowtowns with weather-beaten, false
front frame buildings, mining towns humming
with the industry of big business as the great
copper companies get out copper and other
industrial ores the country needs in war and
for peace time goods as well.

You can find ghost towns in Arizona grimly
hanging on for another re-birth and breathing
the potent memory of their past glory as
bustling, brawling, helldorado boom time
mining camps. Or you can find typical farm
villages nestlifg in the Arizona sun.

Fgod Products

Arizona’s vast desert is not all empty sage
and sand. Part of it ships out some $30,000,-
000 worth of fruit and vegetables, dairy prod-
ucts and livestock to the rest of the country
each year. at’s a lot of important food to
add to dur country’s bread-basket.

In normaNtimes it means winter lettuce,
10,000 carloads of it, and cantaloups, and

grapefruit as well as other garden truck sent
out to the Nation’s stores.

In wartime, when every bit of food must

count for the men in the armed services who
come first, and for the lend-lease supplies
needed by our Allies, Arizona’s farmlands are
an essential cog in the country’s food supply
machinery.

Arizona’s desert soil, where water has been
or can be supplied by irrigation, is one of the
Southwest’s richest winter garden spots.
Food can be grown there when other less
favored portions of the country are blanketed
in winter snow and the ground gripped tight
in penetrating frost.

The Desert Area

Whereat is this desert that blooms in the
winter as well as the rest of the year? Much
of it lies in Maricopa county just about dead
center in the State, the Salt River Valley.
Phoenix, capital of Arizona, is likewise the
hub of this amazing desert farming area.

Most of the water for the Salt River irri-
gation project comes from Roosevelt Lake,
and Roosevelt Dam high up in the mountains
along the old Apache Trail eighty miles from
Phoenix.

Incidentally this was one of the first large
scale irrigation projects ever undertaken by
the U. S. Bureau of Reclamation. From a
dollars and cents viewpoint its cost has been
repaid many times in the value of the farm
produce it enabled farmers in the Salt River
Valley to produce.

Water backed up by the dam forms a
twenty-five mile long lake. Controlled release
of this reservoir ot life-giving moisture to
the farm lands further down the valley makes
farming twelve months a year possible on
what would otherwise be barren desert soil.

Nearly a half million acres of farm enter-

rise can be watered from the dam. Down

in the Salt River Valley itself canals cover-
ing 1,350 miles carry the water that makes
the desert fertile.

That’s one side of Arizona. Irrigated des-
ert farming.

And how about the climate? Don’t cheer
too soon. By no means is all of Arizona a

(Continued on page 10)
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14 EXCITING WESTERN

the herder was getting a meal for himself.
Tex Colten drew up near the front of the
small tent. Leaqmg agamst one of the guy-
ropes was a Winchéster carbine.

Tex’s shadow fell across the tent, and the
herder, whiskered and unkempt, thrust his
head outside. For a moment he stared at
Tex, and his hand streaked for the carbine.
Tex’s first bullet smashed into the loading-
gate of the carbine, and, with a howl of pain,
the herder let the gun get away from him.
Then he lifted his hands and came outside.

“All right, all right,” he panted. “But I
still think yuh’re a dirty coward and I—
huh!”

He shut his lips tightly and stared at Tex,
who grinned lazily.

“What are you talkin’ about, Mister?” he
asked curiously.

“Nothin’,” replied the herder.

The two men looked each other over care-
fully. Tex slid cautiously out of his saddle.

“Yore name ain’t Colton, is it?” the man
said.

“Yeah,” admitted the rider. “Tex Colton.
Why?”
“Oh, nothin’.”

Tex inspected the carbine and found it
useless for the moment.

“Good shootin’,” remarked the herder.

“No,” denied Tex. “I missed yore hand.
I'm kind of out of practice. How about
somethin’ to eat?”

“Yeah—sure. I was fixin’ to eat, anyway.”

Tex squatted in the doorway of the tent
and watched the herder heat a pot of pink
beans and chili, pop a pan of biscuits into
the oven of the little, sheet-iron stove, and
stir up the water in the coffee-pot.

“Git tired of my own cookin’,” said the
herder. “Glad to have company.”

“Yeah—I noticed that. Yuh wanted me
permanently, seems like.”

“A feller can make mistakes,” growled the
herder.

DLY Tex noticed that the man’s knuckles
. were skinned, and he also had some skin

off his left cheek, as though struck a glanc-
ing blow.

“How far is it to Curlew?” asked Tex,

“Less’'n ten miles. You headin’ for
Broken Bow Valley?”

“Might be. Headin’ for Curlew now.”

“I was down there last night, Got drunk
and had a fight. Most allus do—on payday.
Mostly allus get licked, too.”

“Didn’t get licked last night, eh?”

“Nope. Well, I reckon them biscuits are
done. Grab a plate and dive into the beans.
Use canned-cow with yore coffee? I ain’t
got much of an appetite today.”

They finished the meal, and Tex rode on,
wondering just why that herder wanted to
shoot him, and why he said he still thought
Tex was a dirty coward. Tex had never

.seen the man in his life.

In fact, Tex had
only been paroled from prison three months
ago, after three years in prison, and none of
those three months had been spent within
many miles of Burnt Fork,

Three years ago Tex Colton had been
convicted of a big train robbery, in which
the express messenger and the guard had
been wounded, and gold coin and currency,
estimated close to thirty thousand dollars
had been taken. A description given by the
wounded messenger and the engineer of the
train fitted Tex, in spite of the mask. A
heavy, seal ring, worn on his left hand, posi-
tively identified Tex, although he did not
have the ring, when arrested. Tex was sen-
tenced to fifteen years, but the loot was
never recovered.

Tex had been a model prisoner, in spite
of the fact that he had been a wild-riding
cowboy, with little regard for the law. Not
being in any position to get inside informa-
tion, Tex didn’t know that three of the real
badmen of the prison had planned a big
break, but when it did break, Tex flung him-
self into the battle to save the life of the
warden who had treated him fairly, and
routed the convicts. Several were wounded,
but Tex escaped injury. Within two weeks
he was paroled, and went away with the
thanks and blessings of the warden.

Tex was certain that the express company
had been notified, and that they would have
men watching, waiting for him to dig up
that money. But he took a job in the city,
where he amassed enough to buy other
clothes, a horse, saddle and a serviceable
gun. Then he headed for Broken Bow Val-

ley.
No one had written him during those
three years. His brother, only a year

younger, was there. Tex had turned his
little ranch over to “Chuck,” when he went
to prison, and Chuck promised to keep
things going. Tex did not have any exalted
ideas of Chuck.

There was a girl, too, Sally Reed. They
were not engaged, but Tex Q{It that it was
understood. Sally never wrote him. After
all, why should she? The law had branded
him. Her father, Toby Reed, had been Tex’s
best friend. And there was Aunt Emmeline,
with her temperance warnings. They were
a great pair,

nd there was “Old Tuck” Ames, and his
Lazy A spread. And “Miracle” Jones, who
worked for Tuck Ames. He wondered if
they were still alive. But as he rode along,
thinking of those folks down in Broken
Bow, his heart skipped a beat. He suddenly
realized that they would not be any too well
pleased to see a man who just came from
prison. Those old friendships were gone
now. He wondered what Nate Peterson, the
sheriff, would say. And “Dude” McFee, the
deputy. Dude was all right—just dumb.
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How long yuh been
How’s everythin’ at the

“No—that’s right.
out?”

“Three months.
ranch?”

Chuck’s eyes clouded. “All right,” he said.
“You—you ain’t aimin’ to stay in the valley,
are yuh?” .

“Why not? I haven’t forgotten how to
handle cows.”

“No, I don’t reckon so.
yuh a job?”

Tex smiled. “Nobody, I don’t suppose.
But what about my own place?”

“Yore place?” grunted Chuck. “What do
yuh mean by that? You gave me that ranch,
and yuh know yuh did. You can’t take it
back.”

“Show me the deed to it, Chuck.”

“Don’t start anythin’ like that,” warned
Chuck. “Everybody knows yuh gave me that
ranch and the cattle. You can’t come back
here and start trouble with me. I don’t know
how yuh got out—and I don’t care—but I
know you ain’t got no rights to that ranch.”

Tex’s lips smiled, but his eyes were hard.

“I told you to take it and run it, Chuck,”
he said. “I said I prob’ly wouldn’t care any-
thin’ about it, after fifteen years. Well, it’s
only three, and you seem to have spent that
three years in raisin’ cain—even to fightin’
with sheepherders.”

Chuck’s face flamed and his clenched right
hand swayed back toward the butt of his hol-
stered gun.

“Keep cool, Chuck,” Tex said. “You know
danged well that I can gun yuh down or slap
yuh down at any turn of the road. We're
brothers, but if you ever make a break at me,
I’ll forget everything.”

“Yuh would, eh? Yeah, yuh would. But,
dang it all, I defy yuh to take back that
ranch. It's mine, and you’ll take it—over
my dead body.”

‘Prob’ly,” said Tex dryly. “I didn’t come
back here to fool around.”

“You better not, or you'll—"

“I'll what?” :

Put squarely up to him, Chuck didn’t

But who’ll give

ow.

“Go dig up the money yuh hid and go

away,” Chuck finally sajd. “Broken Bow
-folks don’t need yuh around hege.” .

“Angd that,” said Tex grimly, “Is somethin’
else we've got to talk about. But not here.”

“What have I got to do with that money?”
demanded Chuck,

“Innocent angel,” said Tex bitterly. “I
served three years of a fifteen year sentence
i—for?you, blast yuh! And what thanks do

et?”’

“For—for me?” whispered Chuck.

“You

served—for me?”
“They recognized me, didn’t they? Who
- looked like me? And who was wearin’ that
ring? You always wanted to wear it—so
yuh swiped it. Keep yore hand away from

that gun! I'm not tellin’ anybody—except
you. I didn’t tell at the trial, and I'm not
tellin’ now—unless yuh make me.”

Chuck swallowed painfully, started to say
something, but changed his mind.

“All right,” he said huskily, and walked
into the store.

Tex went down to the little hotel to get
a room. Old Tom Hefner was still running
the place, a little, tubby, white-haired man.
Tg: told him he wanted a room. Hefner
said:

“Oh, sure—a room. I hope everythin’ is
all right at home, Chuck.”

' He dug up the old, dog-eared register, and
Tex wrote his name. The old man glanced
at the register, started to put it under the
counter, but took another look. It was “Tex
Colton.” The old man gasped and squinted
at Tex.

“How, in the name of By Jimminy, did you
get here?” he asked. “Tex Colton! You—-
you ain’t funnin’, are yuh? I thought you
was Chuck!”

“I’'m Tex all right, Mr. Hefner. They
turned me out on parole. Yuh won’t mind
lettin’ me sleep here, will yuh?”

“Hell’s Bells—no! Welcome back to Eagle
City, Tex!”

“Much obliged, Mr. Hefner. You are the
first one to welcome me—and I shore appre-
ciate it.”

“That’s all right, Tex. Ain’t none of us
perfect. Seen Chuck yet?”

“Yeah.”

“Yuh know,” remarked the old man, as he
piloted Tex up the narrow stairs, “I was
talkin’ about you only the other day with
Toby Reed. We was wonderin’ why nobody
ever heard from yuh.”

“Yuh see,” said Tex, “nobody ever wrote
to me.”

“Didn’t, huh? Here’s yore room. That’s
funny.”

“What’s funny?” asked Tex curiously.

“You not hearin’ from anybody. Huh!
Don’t understand it. Toby said that Sally
wrote yuh a lot of letters, but yuh didn’t
answer. Just before Sally got married, Toby
wrote yuh a long letter—and never got an
answer.” .

X walked over and stared through the
window, which looked out on the main
street of Eagle City. Tom Hefner stood be-
side the doorway, watching him. He added
to his former statement:

“And Chuck said yuh never answered his
letters either. Yuh say they let yuh out on
parole? What does that mean—just a short -
time, Tex?”

Tex didn’t turn away from his grim study
of the street, but he replied: “Long enough
to kill me a few skunks, I reckon.”

“Uh-huh,” grunted the old man, and went
pattering down the stairs, shaking hig head.






20 EXCITING WESTERN

because I ain’t got any deed, he’s goin’ to
take it back. He’d take the roof from over
)l:')re head. Don’t waste any sympathy over

m.’)

Chuck went to his room, where she heard
him banging things around. She sat down
by a window, trying to adjust herself to the
fact that Tex was back in Broken Bow Val-
ley. Most of her married life had been spent
in trying to figure out just why she had
married Chuck Colton, and her only conclu-
sion was—he looked just like Tex. Oh, Chuck
had some good qualities, but they disappeared
shortly after marriage.

Chuck had never made love to her while
Tex was in the valley. All the men seemed
to take it for granted that she belonged to
Tex. That is, all except Sam Howard, who
chummed with Chuck. Sam was a tall, well-
built cowboy, who worked for the Tumbling
K. Sally disliked him and did not care for
his attentions, but he persisted, until Tex
threw him out of the Eagle City dance-hall
one night, and in a few moments proved to
Sam’s satisfaction that the object of his af-
fections was well championed. Later, Sam
Howard disappeared, and no one knew where
he went.

Chuck came out, wearing a clean shirt, but
otherwise unchanged.

“When will you be back?” asked Sally.

“What’s the difference?” he asked coldli. :

“You wouldn’t care if I never came ba
Maybe I wouldn’t either.”

e banged the door behind him, mounted
his horse and rode off the mesa, circling on
an old road to pick up the main road to Cur-
lew. Sally watched him out of sight. “I'm
sorry,” she whispered. “Maybe I wouldn’t.”

UICKLY she changed her clothes, locked
the house and went down to the stable,
where she saddled her own horse. It was
fifteen miles to the old Rafter R, where Uncle
Toby and Aunt Emmeline would be waiting
to welcome her home. She had just about
made up her mind to never come back to the
lonesome Arrowhead spread, and the abuse
of Chuck Colton. Tex could have it, as far
as she was concerned, After all, it was only
“a roof over her head.” Her mother and
father had urged her to leave Chuck. Her
_father, Uncle Toby, had advised it months
ago. .
“Honey, don’t you worry about no di-
vorce,” he had said. “You quit and come
home to us, and just remember this—a grass-
widder don’t need no divorce. . . .”

It was the next day, after Tex’s arrival
in Eagle City, when “Hooty” McClung, one
of the Circle H cowboys, came to town.
Hooty was short, fat, gifted with a great
thirst and a sense of humor. Hooty had sold
a saddle to one of the boys for thirty-five
dollars, and the money was burning a hole in
his overalls,

He found Dude McKee, the deputy, who
was short of cash, but long on thirst, and
together they found Old Miracle Jones, from
the Lazy A. Miracle was an old rawhider,
about as big as a pint of soap, reputed a
magnificent liar when sober, a veritable Mun-
chausen when drunk. When Miracle laughed,
his mustache, which only grew well on one

-side, bobbed up and down. He could also

make his Adam’s-apple do queer gyrations.

“I done heard that Tex is in town,” said
Miracle, as they lined up at the long bar in
the War Bonnet, “and I come to do him
homage.”

“Yuh did, Miracle?” queried Hooty in
amazement. “What’s homage?”

Miracle downed his liquor, bobbed his
mustache, gyrated his Adam’s-apple, and
made up a face.

“Homage?” he said huskily. “Why, that’s
—what would yuh do if yore grandfather
came to town, Hooty?”

“I’d run like tarnation,” said Hooty sober-
ly. “The old gent’s been dead over twenty
years.”

“They hung him, didn’t they?”” asked Dude.
“Seems like I heard they did.”

“They didn’t,” replied Hooty. “And what’s
more—no McClung has ever been hung.”

“No McClung has ever been hung,”
chanted Dude. “What’s the next line?”

“I come to do him homage,” muttered-
Miracle Jones.

“You prob’ly come to do him dirt,” said
Hooty. “Have another drink.”

They had several, which Hooty paid for.
Miracle spoke, apropos of nothing what-
ever.

“Now, f’r instance, yuh take the way the
Gov’'mint is run in Washin’ton,” he said.

“The Government,” said Dude, “is for the
people, by the people, so we will not perish
from this earth. That’s what Lincoln said.”

“And look what we’ve done,” said Miracle.

“That’s right,” agreed Hooty heartily.
“Look what we’ve done.”

“What have yuh done?” asked the bar-
tender.

“Speakin’ of Lincoln,” said Miracle expan-
sively, “my papa knowed him.”

“That makes you one of his descendants,
Miracle,” said Hooty. “I'll buy some fresh
drinks.”

“A descendant of Lincoln?” asked Miracle.

“No—of yore papa.”

“Oh, yeah. Well, here’s cactus in yore
pants, gents.” :

At dark they were still at the bar, with a
greater part of that money yet unspent.
With drinks at two-for-a-quarter, thirty-
five dollars goes quite a ways. Miracle was
at the crying stage, Dude was trying to re-
member the words of a song he had never
heard, and Hooty was giving imitations of
a one-string fiddle, by holding his nose with
one hand, filling his cheeks with air, and
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banging himself on the face with the other
hand. To be honest with a one-string fiddle
—it didn’t. )

Nate Peterson, the sheriff, looked in on
them, shook his head sadly and went out.
He had his own cross to bear—and Dude
was of age. Anyway, they were not doing
any harm—not yet. The bartender was owl-
eyed, too. He took short ones, when they
invited him, and he was wondering what was
holding the trio up. .

“What'’r’ you cryin’ ’bout, par’ner?” he said
to Miracle.

“Over a washted life,” sobbed Miracle. “I
washted m’ youth, washted m’ middle ages,
and now—look at me.”

“You are a spechimen,” agreed Hooty.
“Pos’tively re—repellant. You are a howlin’
’zample of what not to become like, Miracle.
In the school housh they've got a pitcher,
which kind of pulls down like a winder-shade,
and on it is a pitcher of a feller with his out-
sides cut off, so yuh can shee jus’ what’s goin’
on ingshide him. It shows the ef’cts of al-
cohol on the human shystem. They wouldn’t
have to cut you open, Miracle—jus’ hang
yuh up.”

“I,” declared Miracle, “am a failure!”

“Tha’s awful p’lite of yuh,” said Dude.
“I’ve never heard anybody speak that well of
yuh, Miracle.”

HOOTY grew owlish. “Does anybody,”
he asked, “know the wor’s of ‘Wait'll
the shun shings, Nellie’?”

“] know ’'m, when I shee ’em,” said Dude.

“How’d they go, Dude?”

“Oh, all right.”

“You shing’m and I’ll im’tate m’ fiddle.”

“Oh, m’ gosh!” exclaimed the bartender.
“I’'ll buy a drink—if yuh don’t.”

There was an immediate acceptance. Mira-
cle took his drink and became very thought-
ful. He was trying to remember why he
came to town. “I come to bury Sheezer, not
to praise him,” Hooty said.

“I 'member!” exclaimed Miracle. “I came
to do homage to Tex.”

“Tha’s right!” exclaimed Hooty. “I
’member. I'll help yuh homage him. You'll
help, too, won’t yuh, Dude? We’ll jest hom-
age thunder out of him.”

“All m’ life,” declared Dude, “I’'ve wanted
t homage shomebody. How do yuh do it?”

Nobody seemed to know. The bartender,
who is supposed to know everything, didn’t
know.

“I’'m a little hazy ’bout it,” he said.

“It’s to honor him,” explained Miracle.
“Yuh know how yuh sherenade a girl? Well,
tha’s doin’ homage to her.”

“You make it sho shimple,” cooed Hooty.
“We sherenade him, How?”

“°F we had a fiddle,” sighed Miracle. “’S
lf;rd as that goes, I c’'n play anythin'—if I

it.”

“Lizzen,” whispered the bartender. “In a
back room is shomethin’ t’ play on. Belongs
to the honkatonk. Oh, two, three horns,
couple drums—] dunno what else. Slim’d
murder me, But I got a key to outshide
door. You'll bring ’em back and put ’em
away?”

“Cross m’ heart,” declared Hooty. “Slim
ain’t never goin’ t’ know. Give me the key.”

“I hol’ you pershonally reshponshible,
Hooty.”

“I assept the honor you put upon me,
Gimme the key. . . .”

Tex Colton had spent most of the day
around the town. He saw a strange cow-
man, who didn’t even wear high-heel boots,
and was told that he was Al Fairchild, new
owner of the, Tumbling K. Dave Ashley had
owned it for years, and was one of Tex's
good friends. Several of Fairchild’s cowboys
were with him, but they were all strangers to
Tex. In Tex’s estimation, they looked
“plenty salty.”

Nate Peterson was a bachelor and roomed
at the hotel, so he and Tex ate supper to-
gether, and then went to Tex’s room, where
they relaxed and talked over old times. The
sheriff told Tex about Fairchild buying the
Tumbling K from Dave Ashley.

“Dave was gettin’ old,” said the sheriff,
“and wanted to take it easy. He got a good
price, they say. I think he went back to
Ohio. I ain’t been able to get much ac-
quainted with Fairchild. He brought in all
new men for the Tumblin’ K—and they’re
a forked bunch. Jim Corbin is their fore-
man.”

“What became of Abe Harris?” asked Tex.

“I don’t know where Abe went, after he
sold out the War Bonnet.”

TEX lighted the lamp and drew down the
shades. .

“What ever became of Sam Howard?”
asked Tex.

“Shucks, I never did know, Tex. Why he
left Broken Bow—it was before yore trial.
Pulled out and never told anybody where he
was goin’. Maybe Chuck knows. They was
pretty good friends at that time. What do
yuh aim on doin’ down here?”

Tex grinned slowly. “Maybe I came down
here to dig up that money, Nate.”

“Good idea,” nodded the sheriff. “It’s been
buried a long time.”

“If I knew where it was,” said Tex soberly.
The sheriff looked narrowly at Tex for sev-
eral moments,

“I ain’t askin’ questions,” he said quietly.

“Thank yuh, Nate. As a matter of fact, I
don’t know where it is—because I wasn’t the
man who pulled that holdup.”

The shetiff started to say something, but
stopped. , From down in the little lobby, or
in the hallway, there was a commotion. They
heard the hotel-man’s voice, muffled by the
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cloged door, yelling.

“Yuh can’t do that!” he was shouting.
“Come down here, I tell yuh! Well, you
danged—" the rest was lost.

The tall sheriff got to his feet, wondering
what was going on. He was between the
lighted lamp and the shade-covered window.
There was a clatter of footsteps in the hall-
way, the rattle of metal—silence, as the noise
stopped just outside Tex’s daor. Tex didn’t
get up, merely faced the door, a puzzled
expression on his face.

Then it started, the most hideous conglom-
eration of discards ever drawn from brass
instruments, accompanied by the rattling
boom of a drum, while above it all soared
the shrill voice of the hotel-man.

“Stop it, you danged coyotes!
tell yuh!”

“Stop us!” yelled Miracle Jones’ voice.
“When we homage, we homage!”

Crash! .

The window shade flipped inward, and
glass splattered around the room, while fpm
somewhere, pot far awap, came the rattling
report of a niffe. Again it blasted, and more
glass flew, The tall sheriff was falling, strik-
ing the table, and coming dowp with a crash.
From out in the hall came a yelp.

“Get out of here—he’s shootin’ at us!”

Both bullets had smashed through the
door, and one of them had wrecked Hooty’s
trombone. The trio of musicians collided
at the top of the narrow stairs, and came
down together, end over end, amid the
crashing of the trombone, a French horn
and the snare drum. Hooty was the only
one able to leave via the front door, and he
had one foot through the drum, kicking it
along and trying to get loose from it.

CHAPTER III
Bullets from Ambush

Stop it, I

N A few moments the
shooting brought men,
seeking the cause of the
shots. Tex Colton ran
oyt to the top of the
. stairs and yelled for

. someone to bring a

doctor. The place was

quickly filled with in-
quiring people, They
crowded inte Tex’s
room, where Tex was
examining the stricken
man. But the sheriff
wasn’t killed, even if he
was rather bloody about the head, The bul-
let had hit him just dbove the left ear, and
cut a jagged furgtl:w‘ w for abdut three inches.

He sat up, graanipg hejlowly, dazed from
the shock. The dostor mianaged to get
through the crowd and examine the shenff.

Everybody was asking Tex what happened,
or examining the bullet holes in the window
and door. Tex didn’t know.

“It kind of looks like somebody shot from
the roof of the War Bonnet,” a man said.

“Hew do yuh figure that?” asked another.

“The angle of them bullets. If yuh shoot
from the street, they’d go into the winder all
right, but they’d angle into the ceilin’.”

“Why’d anybody try to kill the sheriff?”
asked another. The question was directed
at Tex, who said nothing. .

The sheriff was able to walk out, and went
with the doctor, who insisted on taking him
down to his home and putting in a few
stitches. Tom Hefner, the hotel keeper,
seemed to blame the embryo band for every-
thing,

“I tried to stop ’em, but the danged fools
was too many for me,” he said. “And yuh
should have seen ’em come down the stairs.”

“Who were they?” asked Tex.

“Miracle Jones, Hooty McClung and Dude
McKee, all drunker’n seven hundred dollars.
1 dunne what they was talkin’ about; but
they said they was goin’ to homage you—
whatever that means.”

“Homage?” queried Tex. “Oh, yea-a-ah—
I see. Nice of ’em.”

“Uh-huh—real nice. I've got a busted
front winder and two bullet-holes in' the
door. Nice goin’s on, I'd say.”

The bartender, off duty now, came over
to the hotel. He was still a bit owl-eyed, but
worried. He spoke to Hefner.

“Do you know where them pelicans went,
Mr. Hefner?”

“l don’t know—and I hope they never
come back.”

“Them dad-burned saddle-slickers will
lose me my job,” wailed the bartender.
“There’s a slide trombone tied around yore
porch-post, and the drum is out there, both
sides missin’. When Slim Burnett discovers
I let them three fools have the key to that
storeroom—I'm sunk.”

“What was their idea?” asked Tex soberly.

“Idea? I don’t know. They wanted to
serenade yuh, I reckon. It was Miracle’s
idea—if yuh can call it that. Well, I'}{ just
have to pick up the pieces, but there’s no
use figurin’ out a lie about it. I can allus
go back to punchin’ cows, I reckon. Is the
sheriff dead yet?”

“Not yet,” replied Tex.
the shots?”

“Not very plain. Too much noise in the
saloon. Some ef them Tumblin’ K punchers
was singin’. Well, I reckon it can’t be
helped.”

‘The bartender went eut.

“Do yuh want I siéuld put yuh in another
room, Tex?” Hefner qgked.

“Shucks, no,” grinned Tex. “I like plenty
ventilation.” ’

Tex went back up to his room, where one

“Did you hear



GUN THUNDER IN BROKEN BOW 23

of Hefner’'s maids had made a very wet at-
tempt to clean up the blood and glass. The
holes in the window and the door were evi-
dence that the shots had been fired from the
top of a building across the street, probably
the roof of the War Bonnet.

Tex sat down, rolled a cigaret and won-
dered just who wanted to kill him. No one
would have known that the sheriff was with
him, and they shot at the silhouete against
the window-shade, It didn’t seem to make
sense, The only person he had had words
with was Chuck, and there was no reason
for him to do such a thing. Or was there?

Tex had told him that he was going to
take back the ranch. Maybe that ranch was
worth a lot to Chuck—enough to make him
kill to keep it. Tex had no delusions about
his brother, Tex’s mind switched to what
Hefner had said about Sally writing him, and
never getting an answer. Uncle Toby, too,
had written. Tex didn’t want to write first.
But he certainly would have answered any
letter that had come to him. Well, that was
all in the past now, and the future didn’t
look any too bright. . . .

Eagle City was almost in the exact center
of the valley, which comprised most of the
county. Being the only town in the valley,
it was the outfitting center for all the cattle
spreads in that part of the country. In
Broken Bow Valley were the Tumbling K,
Rafter R, Circle H, Lazy A, Diamond J and
Tex Colton’s Arrowhead brand.

The population of Eagle City had never
numbered over a thousand. The buildings
were all of frame construction, the business
houses, fronting on the one business street
were all of the false-front type, either un-
painted, or the paint worn away until no
color remained. Most of the signs were so
weathered and sand-blasted that the letter-
ing was very faint, or gone entirely.

THE town of Curlew was twenty miles
away, at the head of the valley, and every
twenty-four hours the old stage creaked a
round-trip from Eagle City. The road was
narrow, extremely dangerous at places, but
Broken Bow Valley had no money for road
improvement nor maintenance.

Next morning Eagle City was still excited
over the attempted murder of their sheriff.
No one seemed to consider that the sheriff
had been mistaken for Tex Colton, nor did
they seem to wonder why the sheriff was
in Tex’s room at the hotel. The sheriff
was back on the job, wearing a few extra
stitches in his head, but otherwise all right.

“Yuh’re a marked man, Nate,” declared
Dude McKee. “I can almost look upon yuh
as somebody I used to know.”

“You should have took up undertakin’,”
growled Nate. “And, cuss yuh, I ain’t dead
yet.”

“No, you ain’t, Natie—but yuh’re in the

sere and yaller leaf, as the poet says,” re-
plied Dude. “Yuh know, I've been worryin’
all mornin’ about who’ I'll appoint for my
deputy.” ‘

“Yore what?” snorted the sheriff.

“Well, Nate, when they unseal yore earthly
envelope, I'll be sheriff. It's the law. And
I can’t figure out just who I'd hire. Maybe
you can help me.”

The sheriff put on his hat and went out,
mumbling something about his sister having
queer ideas. He always blamed Dude’s wife
for what Dude did. The bartender at the
War Bonnet wanted Dude to pay for the
wrecked instruments, but Dude had no
money.

“Listen, m' friend,” he said. “The law.
says that when it’s an act of God—"

“Tell that to Slim Burnett!” exploded
the bartender. “And don’t yuh forget—I've
read the Bible, too, Dude.” .

“What does it say?” asked Dude blandly.
“Tell me that, will yuh?”

“Well, there ain’t nothin’ in it about three
blamed fools and some borrowed band in-
struments—I know that much.”

“You read it all the way through, and
you'd be surprised.”

“I'll prob’ly have plenty time—as soon as
Slim Burnett finds out what happened.”

Miracle Jones, out at the Lazy A, was
trying to explain to Old Tuck Ames just
what happened, as they ate breakfast at
the ranch.

“Yuh see,” said Miracle, “I went to town
and met Dude McKee and Hooty McClung.
we__”

“Yuh all got drunk,” finished Old Tuck,
spearing a piece of bacon from a platter.

“Gosh—no!” exclaimed Miracle. “You
didn’t smell no liquor on me last night,
Tuck.”

“No,” admitted the owner of the Lazy A,
“I didn’t, but how could I? You tied yore
horse to the bunk-house door, and slept in
a stall. What happened?”

“Well, we tried to serenade Tex Colton in
the hotel, and the son-of-a- shot twice
at us through the door. e killed some-
body—I dunno who. Dude said it was the
sheriff—I dunno.”

“My gosh!” gasped Old Tuck. “You set
there and—yuh say that Tex shot through
the door at yuh—and killed Nate Peterson?”

“Somethin’ like that, Tuck. They've
prob’ly hung Tex by this time.”

“You wash them dishes!” blurted Old
Tuck. “I’'m goin’ to town!”

Tex Colton didn’t seem much disturbed
over the supposed attempt on his life, He
talked with the sheriff, who was feeling
pretty good, but puzzled by what had hap-
pened the night before. That morning a
stranger rode quietly into Eagle City. He
looked no different than the rank-and-file
of Broken Bow folks. Possibly fifty, slightly
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ly the gang in the saloon was perfectly will-
ing to swear him into jail, and Nate Peterson
could do no less than te jail him on their
evidence, regardless of friendship.

Failing to find his horse and saddle at the
stable, men were going back up the street.
Tex swung around the town and struck the
road to the Rafter R, He wanted a talk with

- Uncle Toby Reed, and after that he would
map out his next move. Tex realized how
easy it would be to convict him. A paroled
convict hasn’t a chance on earth in a case of
this kind, so his best bet was to keep away
from the law.

It had been a long time since he visited the
Rafter R, but the old place was unchanged.
There was a light in the main room, as he dis-
mounted in front of the long porch. There
was another horse tied to the porch, but at
a far corner, and the animal had swung
around into the shadow.

As Tex stepped up on the porch he heard
voices, pitched rather high for ordinary con-
versation, and as he came up to the door, it
opened in front of him, and there stood

huck, his back to the opening. Chuck had
a gun 1n his hand.

“—and don’t yuh forget it,” he was saying.
“When I go back to that ranch, I don’t want
to find you there. I'm through with yuh.
Blast yuh, I'm through with all of yuh. I'm
through with Broken Bow Valley. As far as
I’'m concerned—"

But at that moment Tex’s long arms went
around Chuck, blocking his gun-hand, and
they fell forward in a heap.

Sally screamed as they banged down heav-
ily. Tex tore the gun away from Chuck and
threw it aside. Then he got up quickly and

- glanced around.

Aunt Emmeline, Sally and Uncle Toby
were grouped in front of the fireplace, staring
at him. Chuck sat up, grunting painfully,
flexing his arms and legs. Then before any-
one realized his intentions, he got half-way
to his feet and went out through the doorway
in a diving leap.

They heard him run the length of the
porch, tear his reins loose from the post, and
a moment later his horse was running down
across the yard.

Sally was crying, but Aunt Emmeline and
Uncle Toby were grim-faced. “We are very
glad to see you, Tex,” Aunt Emmeline said.

“Hell’s Bells!” yelped Uncle Toby. “Glad
to see him! Tex, you darned old pelican—
why ain’t yuh been out? Sally, stop cryin’!
Say somethin’, Tex.”

“What was Chuck doin’ with that gun?”
asked Tex.

“Threatening us,” replied Aunt Emmeline.
“He came out here to force Sally to go back
with him, and ended up by telling her to not
come. He's crazy.”

“Mebbe he’s just forgetful,” said Tex
calmly,

UNCLE Toby came over and shook hands
with Tex.

“Emmeline put on the coffee-pot,” he said.
“And round up them doughnuts. I ain’t
forgot what he likes. Set down, Tex, you
old son-of-a-rooster! Sally, don’t yuh real-
ize that Tex is here?”

“Wait a minute,” said Tex soberly. “I
can’:c stay, Uncle Toby. The law is trailin’
me.

“The law?” Uncle Toby looked blankly at
Tex. “Why, I thought—"

“Tonight,” said Tex grimly, “two men were
killed in the Casino. One was a Tumblin’
K puncher, and the other was a detective,
sent here to trail me. The light was shot
out—but I never even drew a gun. That
Tumblin’ K outfit are after my scalp. I
ain’t sure why, but I’ve got a hunch.

“You can’t take any chances, Toby. The
only way sheep can get in, except over the
road, is through my place. I’ll bet dollars to
doughnuts that Chuck sold out to Van
Leuven—and that Van Leuven owns the
Tumblin’ K.”

“Sheep?” queried the old cowman. “Yuh
mean they’re comin’ to Broken Bow Valley,
Tex—comin’ through yore place?”

“That’s my bet—and soon.”

“That is where Chuck got all the money
he’s been spending,” said Sally. “He hasn’t
sold anything, but he’s got a lot of money.
Oh, Tex, I'll bet you are right.”

“But what’s to be done?” asked Uncle
Toby anxiously.

“Get some men together,” said Tex. “Block
that line of fence between the cliff and the

canyon. They’ll have to come through
there.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s right. But what about
you, Tex?”

“I’ll get along, folks. As soon as Chuck
gets to Eagle éity he’ll tell ’em where I
am, so I better not be here. Maybe I’ll be
seein’ yuh again, but it won’t be from be-
tween the bars. I had enough of that.”

“Tex, I can’t say anything,” said Sally tear-
fully. “You—it would take too long to ex-
plain everything.”

“I know,” nodded Tex. “I didn’t get yore
letters, Sally. I never got a letter from any-
body—in three years. Well, I'll be movin’.
Adios.” .

“Wait, Tex!” called the practical Aunt
Emmeline. “I'll get you some blankets and
a little food. You can’t go like that.”

But Tex was already in the saddle and
galloping away in the night. ‘

“Well,” said Uncle Toby resignedly, “what
can yuh do?”

“You can try to stop them sheep,” replied
B Gesh, yeah, thats right, Himamw

‘Yeah, ye that’s right, -m-m,
Two men killed and the li%l‘;t blowed out.
Blamin’ Tex—of course. ait’ll T get a
chance to tell Nate Peterson what I think
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about it. I’ll burn his pants.” .

“You won’t burn nobody’s pants,” said his
wife. “You’'ll throw a saddle on a horse and
high-tail down the valley. Or do yuh want
sheep?”

“Oh, m’ golly, I forgot, Emmeline. Ex-
cuse my French language. B'ile \up some cof-
fee, will yuh? I need a bracer.”

“You saddle that horse, Toby Reed. Sally,
don’t cry. Darn it, I spend half my life,
tellin’ folks what to do!”

“Yeah,” said Toby, “and yuh spend the
other half wonderin’ why they don’t do it.”

Even Sally had to laugh at that, and the
tension was broken,

“Don’t worry about Tex,” said Toby. “He
knows every corner of this valley. Well, I
better saddle that horse and start ridin’, if I
; don’t want wool in my meals. . .

Before daylight next morning Tex had fin-
ished his breakfast in his own ranchhouse.
The wire fence was untouched. He had slept
away from the house, but no one came look-
ing for him. He hid his horse and carried
food to the animal. In the bedroom he found
his old 30-30 Winchester and a goodly supply
of ammunition. It might come in handy
now.

From the front of the house he could watch
the road to Eagle City. Everything was
quiet, but Tex was playing his hunch. He
reasoned that Sunday would be a good time
for the sheep invasion, when the men on the
ranches would sleep late, and few, if any,
would ride the range.

From the window of the lean-to kitchen
he could see the fence and most of the corral,
but the stable was farther to the left, and
rather difficult to see from the window. It
was nearly full daylight, with Tex seated be-
side the kitchen window, when he saw two
men go past the corral and over to the end
of the fence against the cliff. Tex swung
the window open and rested his rifle across
the sill. He didn’t want to commit murder,
but he wasn’t going to let those two men
cut the wires.

One man was starting to use his pliers,
when Tex’s first bullet smashed into the post,
only inches away from both of them. Before
the echoes blasted back from the cliffs, both
men were diving for a pile of rocks at the
corner of the corral. Tex chuckled grimly.
The battle was on now.

The men were only armed with six-shoot-
ers, and the distance was a full hundred
yards, which was not good range for a hand-
gun. However, they soon figured out where
Tex was located and proceeded to throw lead.
Only one shot out of a dozen hit the window,
and that one was up near the top.

T ONCE Tex realized that the men could
crawl behind the rocks and gain cover

at the stable, unless he could stop them be-
tween rocks. He smashed a bullet into the

cliff behind them, but they kept low, realiz-
ing that the range was too much for their
hasty aim. An exposed arm might connect
with a soft-nose bullet.

Tex had hopes that if he could hold them
long enough, Uncle Toby and some of the
cattlemen might show up. Then he heard
one of them yelling orders at somebody. It
was evident that more of their gang had
arrived. This complicated things for Tex.
He could only be in one spot at a time. He -
smashed another bullet into the cliff, down
close behind the rocks, and then ran into the
main room. The road was empty. He darted
into the bedroom, where he could see the
stable. A man was just leading two horses
around the corner. Back he went to the
kitchen window, but his two men were still
there, safe behind the rocks.

For the next fifteen minutes Tex spent his
time, going from point to point, watching the
road to town, the stable, and back to the
kitchen. But not a shot had been fired since
his last one. Tex couldn’t understand it. In
fact, it was disturbing to Tex. He went back
to the bedroom and took a cautious look at
the stable, just in time to see Sally walk into
the stable leading her saddled horse. Then
the door banged shut.

They had seen her coming, and that was
why there had been no shooting. Now she
was in the stable, right into the hands of the
enemy. He ran into the kitchen and took a
look. The two men were trying to worm
their way in behind the corral. Tex was not
trying to scare anybody now. He notched
his sight on a small section of a crawler, and
squeezed the trigger. In answer to his shot,
the window began to disintegrate, as shot
after shot poured through, wrecking kitchen
utensils and dishes. They were shooting from
the stable, and the window-angle was bad.
Tex took a cautious look, and that bit of
color between the rocks was still there.

“That’s one I won’t have to worry about,”
he said grimly.

Suddenly the shooting started again and
he heard the bedroom window being shot
into shreds. The shooting was coming from
the stable, and Tex didn’t dare shoot at the
stable. Tex didn’t realize that the heavy fire
was a cover, allowing some of the men to take
a new position, where they could fire into the
front and side of the house. But he found
that out, when he went to the front to see if
he could get a view down the road to Eagle
City. The bullets came through the window,
and some of them came smashing through
the door. A framed picture was cut loose
from the wall, and crashed to the floor. A -
vase on the fireplace mantel was shattered
into bits.

There was a man down behind a fence-post
and some piled boulders, working a rifle as
fast as he could pump in the shells. Tex took
a quick aim through the shattered window,
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and he saw the man go backwards, his rifle
toppling off the rocks and inside the fence. -

“I’'m gettin’ more of them than they are of
me,” he said grimly, and raced back into the
kitchen,

The shooting slacked again and for pos-
sibly ten minutes not a sound was heard, ex-
cept the peaceful calling of a mocking-bird
outside the kitchen window. Tex’s ears were
tuned for any unusual noises, but he was
watching the fence between the cliff and the
canyon,

. Suddenly a rider came around the cliff and
halted against the fence. He stood in his stir-
rups and looked all around, as though expect-
ing somebody. Tex drew a bead on him, but
waited. The man yelled loudly, and lifted his
hat high in his right hand. Tex shifted his
aim and squeezed the trigger. The man still
sat there, hand upraised, but the hat was
gone. Then he whirled his horse and went
lurching back out of sight. It was evidently
some man from the sheep outfit, surprised to
not find the fence all cut away, and men
waiting to welcome him,

“Now, what good did that do me?” asked

Tex, as he levered another shell into the
chamber, and replaced it in the magazine.

A bullet came through the front of the
house, tore through a side of the door-frame,
and smacked into a copper kettle on the wall.
Tex dropped to his hands and knees, trying
to keep below the line of fire, and started to
crawl into the main room. A bullet sang over
his head and smacked into the wall. Tex
turned his head to look at the bullet-hole,
when gomething smacked against the side of
his head, and everything turned upside down
for him. A soft-nose bullet had torn a chunk
off the front door, and that chunk of oak hit
Tex over the left ear, knocking him senseless.

Tex had no idea how long he was uncon-
scious. He awoke to find himself tied tightly,
and blindfolded, lying on the ground. It was
long before his.mind began to function prop-
erly, and he realized that he had been cap-
tured. He seemed to feel all right, except for
a dull ache in his head and a great thirst.

But he did not attempt to move nor make a
sound. He could hear voices at a distance,
and the shuffle of boots, as someone came
over close to him. But the man walked away,
and_ he heard a man complaining.

“Cuss him, he filled my eyes with rock-dust,
and I don’t know if I'll ever see again,” the
man said. :

“Ain’t much to see, anyway,” said someone.

THE men evidently moved in closer to Tex,
because he could hear their voices plainly
now.

“Aw, quit kickin’ about rock-dust,” said an-
other man. “Look at Corbin—he’s through.”

Then a voice, which seemed to carry au-
thority, and which Tex believed belonged to
Al Fairchild, owner of the Tumbling K, cut
in harshly.

“Load him and that woman on hosses as
fast as yuh can. We’ve got to get ’em out of
sight.”

“There’s a good place up the canyon,” said
a man. “Them old cliff houses.”

“All right, all right! Any place—but shake
a leg. We'll cut the fence and drift the sheep
in. Two of you go with the prisoners.”

“They’ve got her all loaded,” said one of
them. “Ed’s got her.”

“All right, fine. Bill, you pile this hombre
on a hoss, and follow Ed. And don’t be slow
about it. We've got to clean up here.”

It seemed a long time before the man came
with the horse, and he had trouble with the
animal which didn’t like the idea of a trussed
load. The man cursed the job they had given

———
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him, and was just trying to lift Tex to a sit-
ting position, when Tex heard the rapid beat-
ing of hoofs.

The man let Tex fall back., Then he
heard Chuck’s voice,

“Don’t cut that fence!” Chuck was yelling.
“Don’t cut it, I tell yuh! Get out of here!
There’s a posse comin’! They ain’t a mile
away now!”

“Cut it, you stupid fools!” yelled Fairchild.
“We've got to get out that way!”

There was no time to put Tex on the horse.
The man sprang into the saddle, and the
horses’ hoofs kicked gravel over Tex, as it
surged away. Tex heard the posse ride in, and
they came fast.

“Look at them winders!” someone yelled.
“All shot out! Hey! There’s somebody!”

They found Tex beside the corral fence and
cut him loose. The posse was composed of
the sheriff, deputy, Uncle Toby, Tuck Ames,
Miracle Jones and Hooty McClung.

Tex had a swollen temple and one discol-
ored eye, but he was quite able to get to his
feet unassisted.

“Hang it, we didn’t git here soon enough!”
wailed Uncle Toby.

They found Jim Corbin. He was badly
hurt, but conscious. In a few words Tex
told them what happened—told them that
Sally was a prisoner. They all went to
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Corbin. The sheriff was grim over the affair,
%ut said nothing about his all-night hunt for
ex.

“They all pulled out on yuh, Corbin,” said
Tex. Corbin cursed everybody concerned,
and said he knew he was going to die, but
wanted a doctor.

“You’'ll get a doctor, Corbin, if yo’re hon-
est,” Tex said. “Why did you kill Creedon,
the detective?”

“Why?” whispered Corbin. “Cuss him,
he recognized me. I wasn’t goin’ to let him
—what are you talkin’ about? I didn’t—"

“And you killed Andy Miles,” accused Tex.

“Clumsy fool!” gasped Corbin. “I shot
at you, Colton. It was an accident—the
killin’ of Miles. Get me a doctor, I'm dyin’.”

“What was Chuck’s part in this sheep
deal?” asked Tex.

“He sold out to Fairchild, the poor fool.”

“And got licked by a sheepherder in Burnt
Fork.”

“That shepherd,” said Corbin painfully,
“used to be a puncher, and—he—knew—
Chuck—sold—out—Broken—"

T“Faintcd,” said- the sheriff. He turned to
ex.

“That clears you in that shootin’, Tex—
and I'm glad.”

“What’ll we do about Sally?” asked Uncle
Toby anxiously.

Tex rubbed his sore head, as he looked
at the sheriff. “Lend me yore gun and belt,
Nate,” he said. “They got mine.”

“What for, Tex?”

“Im goin’ to find Sally—and I'm goin’
alone. They might shoot her to keep her
from talkin’. She seen all of 'em. I'll go
alone. She’ll be somewhere in the canyon
—and I've got to find her. Mebbe I can’t
make a move in there until dark.”

“Tex is right,” said Dude. “If we all go

boilin’ into that canyon, we might never git
her back.”
. “All right,” conceded Uncle Toby, “but
remember this, Tex; if you and her ain’t out
of there tomorrow mornin’, there’ll be the
dangdest posse yuh ever seen comin’ up the
canyon.”

“Suits me,” nodded Tex.

“Take my hoss, Tex,” said Hooty. “He’s
sure-footed as a goat.”

“I'm goin’ on foot,” said Tex, buckling
on the sheriff’s gun. “Take Corbin to a
doctor, but leave enough men here to block
that fence.”

“We’ll handle all that, Tex.
goin’.”

They watched the tall cowboy go angling
down through the brush toward the mouth
of the canyon.

“One thing’s in his favor, anyway,” Miracle
Jones said quietly.

“What’s that?” asked the sheriff.

“He w,c’)n’t have to shut one eye to take
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CHAPTER V
Secret of the Gorge

OLLOWING a search,
the baffled sheepmen
found their sheep about
a mile from the fence,
and the man in charge
was properly indignant.
Somebody had shot his
hat out of his hand,
down there at the fence.
But his indignation
meant nothing ‘to Al
Fairchild. They had
played an expensive
game, and lost. There
was no use to make an-
other try for Broken Bow Valley. The men
grouped around the edge of the canyon,
watching their back trail. Fairchild checked
his men.

“Bill, I thought you brought Tex Colton
along,” he said.

“Not with a posse that close,” said Bill.
“I came with you fellers.”

Fairchild indulged in some plain and fancy
profanity, but it was without any effect on
his disgruntled crew. Tex Colton had
blocked them, and they had no stomach to
meet the punchers of Broken Bow Valley.

“One man, blast him!” raged Fairchild.
“It cost us a fortune to buy out that Tumblin’
K. It cost money to pay Chuck Colton.”

“Yeah,” said a cowboy dismally, “and if
any of us ever show up there again, they’ll
hang us.”

“No, they won’t,” denied Fairchild. “Gosh,
all we done was try to get sheep in there.
No law against tryin’.”

“Yeah, that part’s all right, Al, but they
do hang yuh for stealin’ a woman. Jim
Corbin wasn’t dead yet, and I wouldn’t trust
him as far as I could kick an anvil. He’ll
talk.”

Fairchild was silent.
man was right.

“We was crazy to molest that woman,”
another man said.

“That was Corbin’s idea,” growled Fair-
child. “Where’s Chuck?”

“I think he went the other way. He
didn’t know we got his wife.”

“Cussed little he cares about her. All right,
let’s get action., Take the sheep back to
Burnt Fork. Hold ’em in Curlew for cars.
I'll lose every blamed cent I've made on
this deal, thanks to Tex Colton. Why didn’t
we shove a hot bullet into him when we .
had the chance?”

“What about Ed?” asked Bill. “He’ll wait
for somebody—down there in the canyon.”

“Let him wait,” growled Fairchild. “He’ll
come out when he gets hungry enough. He
must have that much sense.”

He knew that this
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“But what about the woman?” said man.
“She’ll have to eat.”

“You go feed her,”
castically, “I won’t.”

“All right,” sighed the man, “but count
me out of holdin’ sheep in Curlew. I'm
headin’ for Mexico pronto. I think a lot
of my own neck.”

The men turned the five thousand head
of sheep, and they started back along the
canyon, a cloud of dust billowing up from
their line of march. The sheep were thirsty,
hungry and tired, but there was no help for
them short of Curlew.

Nightfall found Tex Colton high up on
the cliffs above the eld cliff dwellings. From
here he could look down upon the old ruins,
but was unable to see anyone. Tex reasoned
that Sally’s captor would watch the canyon
from below, and that his best chance was
to come in from above—if possible.

So far it hadn’t been possible. Evidently
the man who took Sally into the canyon
didn’t know about the posse nor the changed
plans of his companions, as he had gone
away ahead of Chuck’s warning. Tex knew
that the sheep men, foiled in their attempt
to break into Broken Bow Valley, would
not make another attempt soon—if ever.
He wondered what Sally’s captor would do,
when no one else came to tell him what
to do.’

Tex snaked along the ledge, where a fall
would drop him a hundred feet against
jagged rocks, and tried to figure a way down,
before the light was all gone. He ﬁnally
.reached a chimney-like fissure, which an-
gled down to one of the old ruins. It would
be a dangerous way to get down, but as far
as Tex could see it was the only way. By
wedging himself into the fissure, hanging on
with hands, elbows, knees and feet he might
get down safely. If the walls crumbled—
well, that was something to worry about
when they started crumbling,

Carefully he let himself into the fissure,
and began wedging his way slowly. It was
difficult going, because his clothes and belt
would hang up on obstructions, and he
would have to lift back, unhook and go on.
It was too dark now for him to see just
where to make his moves now, and he was
obliged to move very carefully. He could
look up and see the sky far above, and won-
dered 'how he had ever come down that sort
of three-sided chimney.

Suddenly a lot of loose rock broke below
him and went banging down, followed by
loose rubble. Tex thought for a moment that
everything was coming loose below him.
Then he heard a man let out a yell.

“What the devil was that?”

The voice didn’t sound so far away. Texz
held perfectly still, waiting for the man to
speak again. It was too dark for Tex to
see him, and Tex was glad it was so dark

said Fairchild sar-

that the man couldn’t see him. He would
make a fine target, hanging there in the
fissure, unable to use his gun.

AFTER a space of time, in which Tex

heard the footsteps moving away on the
rocks, Tex started down again. All went
well for possibly ten more feet, when more
rocks and rubble went spewing down, mak-
ing a loud clatter. The man was running
back, swearing in a frightened voice.

“What’s doin’ that?” he said. “Blast yuh,
can't yuh talk?”

From his voice he couldn’t have been more
than twenty feet below Tex, who decided
on a ruse.

“All right, men!” he yelled loudly. “Close
in—I've blocked this side!”

The man whirled and went stumbling
away over the uneven footing. He was
going while the going was good. Twice
his gun blasted, farther down the rocks, and
Tex laughed.

“Shootin’ at shadows, eh? All right,
Mister, go ahead and save yore own skin,
if yuh can.”

A few moments later Tex came down,
along with a lot of loose rock and gravel,
but landed right side up, both elbows and
knees torn and bleeding, but thankful to
be down there. It was so dark he couldn’t
see anything. Moving carefully he went
through a broken wall of one of the ancient
dwellings. There was a little starlight here.

Across the canyon the moonlight was glint-
ing on the cliffs, and Tex knew that in a
shert time he would have light enough to
make a search for Sally. He moved farther
along, listening, watching. From back
across the canyon came the chattering wail
of a coyote. A wild-cat, hunting along a
ledge, snarled at the shadow of an owl,
which passed silently overhead.

Tex moved out to the edge, where he
leaned on some broken sandstone, looking
into the dark depths of the canyon. It was
part of an ancient window. Hundreds of
years ago a skin-clad warrior may -have
stood in that same spot, watching for an
enemy—or a friend, and listening to the
ancestors of that,same coyote and wild-cat.
Tier on tier stood the old dwellings, their
old walls sheer into the canyon.

Sally could be in any of them, but Tex
felt that she was close. Her captor would
not be doing much wandering in the dark.
He called her name, but there was no re-
sponse. They had probably gagged her.

He moved slowly around a projection,
feeling with his feet for safe footing, and
his toe struck a yielding object. Cautiously
he lighted a watch and looked down into
the eyes of Sally, bound and gag ged, sitting
on the floor, her back against the ancient
masonry.

It was only a matter of moments, until
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she was untied, the gag removed.

“Tex, I heard you!” she gasped. “I heard
you call for the men. And then I heard
you call my name. I knew you'd come—if
you could. Where are the other men?”

“There aren’t any, Sally,” he said gently.
“It was just a trick. I came alone.”

“Alone? But Tex, that man said they
were bringing you here, too, if you were still
alive. When no one came he got worried.
He kept me farther down the canyon, until
it got dark. He was afraid things were going
bad, so he brought me up here. He untied
my feet and made me walk. He said he
knew a way up to the top of the cliffs, but
he couldn’t find it in the dark. Just before
he heard you, he told me he was going to
leave me here.”

Sally was almost hysterical in her talk.
Tex quieted her and told her what happened
at the ranch. Corbin’s confession had
cleared him of any guilt in the shooting at
the Casino.

“Oh, I'm so glad, Tex, so glad,” she said.
“I came back to the ranch, thinking you
might be there, and I walked right into those
men. They didn’t hurt me. But you stopped
the sheep, Tex. You saved Broken Bow
Valley. They should reward you for that.
If it hadn’t been for you—"

“Savin’ the valley and you, Sally—that’s
enough reward.” :

They sat there in the darkness, talking of
things and people.

“Tex, I believe I've figured out about the
letters,” Sally said. “Tommy James worked
at the post office, and he was Chuck’s friend.
Maybe he destroyed the letters.”

“Where is Tommy James now, Sally?”

“Oh, he's been gone two years. He could
have destroyed them. He and Chuck were
close friends. Oh, Chauck could do the most
despicable things!”

“Sally,” said Tex gently, “I've never told
anybody else, but I believe Chuck robbed
that train. He stole my ring and wore it.”

“Tex! You mean—you served three years
—for Chuck?”

“Well, yuh see,” said Tex quietly, “I told
our mother I'd kind of look after him, and—
well, that’s the way it was.”

“And he let you do it,” she whispered.’

“It’s all right, Sally. Let’s forget it. He's
havin’ his troubles.”

The moon swung farther out over the«an-
yon, and a chill breeze whispered through
the old ruins. Tex’s arm crept around Sally,
and they sat there. After awhile she slept,
exhausted from her experiences. Tex slept,
too. He wasn’t afraid of anyone now. They
could go home in the morning. It wasn’t
over three miles to the ranch.

Then he awoke, chilled, staring around. It
was daylight. His eyes shifted to the old
walls, the piles of broken rubble. Across
from him was part of an old wall, which had

recently fallen down, and not over six feet
away, looking over a chunk of the broken
wall, was a human skull, leering at him. Tex
shut his eyes, opened them again, but the
skull was still there. It had some hair on it,
too, hair that lifted in the breeze.

“You ain’t exactly pretty,” remarked Tex.

His words awoke Sally, who straightened
up quickly and glanced around.

“Where on earth!” she exclaimed, and
looked at Tex.

“I didn't know where I was,”’ she said
huskily. Tex laughed and pointed at the
skull. .

“Do you see what’s lookin’ at us?” he
asked.

“Oh, mercy!” she exclaimed.
horrible, Tex! Why, it’s a skull!”

Tex flexed his cramped muscles, got to his
feet and went over. It was not only a skull,
but the rest of the skeleton, plus shreds of
clothing, a cartridge belt, warped and twisted,
a rusty six-shooter in a holster, two boots,
green and twisted.

_“Sally!” said Tex huskily. “Come here!”

She came gingerly and looked. There was
not only the skeleton of a man, but in the
rubble were two canvas sacks, still sealed,
and a canvas-covered package. Sally stared
at Tex, who had dropped to his knees and
gicked up a skeleton hand, detached. On a

ony finger was a ring. Tex stared down at
it. Sally almost screamed;

“Tex! That’s your ring!”

“Yeah,” he whispered in amazement. “My
ring. Yeah, it shore is.”

“Sam Howard,” said Sally.
ard.”

“Huh?” Tex looked up at her.

“It’'s—it’s

“Sam How-

“Sam

.Howard?”

“Look at that front tooth!” she whispered.
“Remember? Sam had it broken off on an
angle. He went to Phoenix and had it fixed.
Half gold. Tex, that is Sam Howard, And
we thought he went away.”

SLOWLY Tex got to his feet, slightly
dazed.

“Sam Howard—Chuck’s friend,” he mut-
tered. “Same height. He stole my ring—
and I blamed Chuck. Sally, that last shot
the express messenger fired hit Sam. He got
here—and died. Why, Sally, I'm cleared!
Sam Howard robbed that train!”

“Listen!” interrupted Sally. From down
in the canyon came sounds. 1t was the passe.

Tex ran to the edge and yelled at them.
He waved his hat, and they saw him. There
were at least a dozen men in the posse, and
Uncle Toby was at the head. They came
piling up over the rocks, laughing and talk-
ing, when the word had been passed that
Sally was safe. They crowded into the old
dwelling, asking questions, shaking hands
with each other and patting Tex on the back.

They were very quiet as they watched the
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the reputation of sticking by any of his men.

But Cudlip—or Trace, as he preferred to
call himself now—was just another rannihan
who'd come to one moment in his life when
he got up against something too tough for

im,

That “something” being B. T. Lang, the
dead-shot marshal. So they told it in Wagon
Tongue.

And they said, “I told you so” when they
saw his nerve break that time in the Last
Stop. He’d just clambered down from his
buckboard, loaded up with supplies, nodded
to Lonquist who was crossing the street
from the other side. Both he and Lonquist,
the town sawbones, were wearing flat-
crowned gray sombreros. That was what
did it. Coming first, the taciturn Trace
stepped under the wooden awning and trot-
ted quickly up the flat steps to the batwing
doors of the side entrance of the place. Han-
ford, peeping over the top of the batwings,
sighted the gray hat and took it for Lon-
quist and eased to the side. It was a prac-
tical joke he planned.

Then the tall stringy-bodied Trace shoved
through the split doors and Hanford jumped
out and shoved a gun in his side. “Pick
yourself a piece of ceiling, mister!” he
blurted in his always loud voice. “Fork over
your roll!”

Without a jerk, with no sign, eyes simply
twisting sidewise in his flat face, Trace
looked around and down on him. Hanford
was bull big with shoulders fitted for ram-
ming down a barn door. But he was an
inch or so shorter than Trace. Trace looked
down as if he were something a gila monster
wouldn’t waste spit on.

“Get that gun off me, mister, before I kill
you,” Trace answered. He said it softly yet
somehow there was iron behind the words.
Iron that struck with cold harshness on the
atmosphere and weighted it with threat.

HE brick hue of Hanford’s face was

turned to the shade of gully wash. His
big jaw moved silently. Then he lowered
the gun, the muzzle sliding down as if the
strength had gone from his wrist. He still
seemed unable to speak under the battery of
Trace’s unblinking faded eyes.

“Thanks, mister,” Trace said. “A man’s
dead a long time.” Imperturbably he walked
on to the bar, ordering a drink, Only Clem
Smith the bar boss noticed how his face was
coated with sweat film. Trace’s hand seemed
rock steady as he poured himself a shot of
whisky.

Talk began again. The breed over in the
corner took up the drowsy strumming of his
banjo once more. Life seemed to come back
into the air of the place. Gold-toothed Clem
Smith started to say how it was a joke. But
Trace shook his head a scant half-inch,

“There’s nothing funny about a six-gun—

- ever,” he said. There was no answer to that.

The burly Hanford, customarily jovial
and breezy, said nothing for a spell. He re-
joined his friends at the bar, drank, and
watched the blue smoke twisting up from
his stogie. Just once he skinned his eyes
down the line at Trace. Trace stood staring
straight ahead as if nothing had occurred,
an obviously young man but with something
old beneath the siin of his face and hair
prematurely shot with splinters of gray. He
bought another drink. He acted as if he
didn’t know Hanford was alive, much less
in the same room.

Hanford, a newcomer to town, had said
he was a horse rancher waiting for his part-
ner to come through from the south with
some new stuff he’d bought. He was a loud-
talking, loud-laughing amiable fellow, free
with his dinero at the bar. He seemed to
pack plenty of it on him. His left wrist was
bandaged. Said it happened over at Ander-
son’s Station in a bar when some deputies
tried to jump Stub Dowsey, the outlaw. As
everybody knew, Dowsey had been operat-
ing in those parts lately.

It was funny, the way Hanford told it.
“There I was, a couple of sheets to the wind,
having a time on that chunk of dinero I'd
won at faro,” he said. “Me, I'm feeling
great, buying drinks for the bar and shoutin’
around. And all the time there’s this quiet
gent down at the end of the bar, saying noth-
ing to nobody. Shucks, I figured he was
just some trail bum riding the grub line.
Then the doors bust open and the three
deputies come in a-yelling for this Dowsey
to surrender. And this quiet gent has his
hands filled afore you can spit—and is smok-
ing his way out. He was Dowsey, the feller
I picked for a two-bit saddle tramp. Haw-
haw! And pardner, did I dive under a table
fast!”

His wrist had been nicked by a stray slug
in the melee, ‘

He began laughing again now. Fat red-
headed Hagen, another newcomer to town,
had just breasted the front doors. Another
man, known as Burdee, came out of the back
and sat down at a table and:began to deal
a solitaire layout. Hanford let his eyes run
over those two, then went ito a story about
a time a card sharp licked him for fifty dol-
lars at cutting a deck. And he got talking
about Dowsey the outlaw again.

“Of course, he’s playing a losing game,”
he opined loudly. “They’ll catch up with
him, some tough John Law any night, may-
be. He'll force Dowsey to smoke it out.
And Dowsey’ll either get himself a ride to
Boothill on a shutter or have his nerve
busted—like some hombres I could mention.
Har-har!”

He waved to Clem to set them up for his
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group. But he was looking directly at Trace

all the time. It was evident that he’d heard.

the rumors about how Trace was actually
Cudlip.

“Yeah, I heard about this lobo, Cudlip,
who went yellow,” he snorted. “He’s an ex-
ample. Big. talker.’ Always boasted about
how tough he was. But when that B.T.
Lang cornered him and let him know the
chips was down—well, what happened? As
you and me all know, Cudlip crawled! Yeah,
- crawled!” ,

He was watching Trace again. Hanford
guffawed, raising his voice another notch.
“Set up another round, Clem. .. . Sure.
Cudlip ate crow and showed the stripe an’
_quit like a dog! That’s what he did, by
grab!”

Everybody in the bar knew what was going
on. They were waiting to see how much
this Ben Trace would take. Not that any-
body really expected him to do anything.
He’d probably just leave. Then he sur-
prised them all by calmly shoving a bill
across the bar and having another. He put
his hat on the counter beside him., He
looked like a gent prepared to stay a-spell.

Hanford grew more boisterous. And more
insulting. But Trace appeared as impervious
to it as a deaf man. Half a dozen freighters
came in for a quick one and Trace moved
closer to Hanford’s party to make room. It
was a few minutes after the freighters that
Hanford forced a showdown.

“Yes-siree, boys, I've mixed ’round them
gents of the lobo breed just enough to
know,” he was proclaiming. “And the great
pack of ’em—the general run—they'’re tin-
horns and dead-beats who’re brassy as all
get-out when they got their bunch at their
backs and a shootin’-iron in some poor
devil's middle. But when they’re faced with
an even break and a jasper without his hands
tied—then they hunt their holes like skulkin’
coyotes and—"” He had just bought more
drinks. Glass half-raised, he pawed at his

inge, bills and silver, on the bar. “Hey,
I had another ten-spot there, by gosh!”

CLEM protested he had given him cor-

rect change, said maybe it had fallen to
the floor. Hanford waved him silent, set-
ting down his drink,

“T reckon I know what happened to that
money.” He wadded his thumbs in his shell-
belt, staring at Trace. “Do you know,
Trace?”

The long-bodied Trace twisted his eyes
around. “Are you saying I do, mister?”

“Now maybe I 'am. Maybe I’'m doing more
than just hinting that—""

“He never put a hand near your dinero,
Hanford!”

It was Young Brady talking. Nobody had
noticed him come in the side door a minute

or so before. He was scarcely more than
a younker, a rawboned bold-faced kid, son
of old “Tiger” Brady who'd left him the
Box B up to the north. Young Brady had
been a bit of -a wild hellion but had settled
down to the job of operating the outfit since
his dad’s death. Though hot-tempered, he -
had a ready grin with a hint of the Devil in
his eyes and everybody liked him. Now he
stood at the far end of the bar counter, arms
folded across the front of his fancy blue silk
shirt with the silver buttons. He was a great
kid for duding up.

“Who asked you for your two-cents?”
Hanford snorted.

“I saw him. Trace never touched your
money,” Young Brady came back firmly.
“He hasn’t moved.”

Trace spoke to him then. “This is my
game, kid. You can’t buy chips. Thanks.”
He gave him a quick smile. Then he was
abruptly around and facing burly Hanford
without seeming to make it fast. “Don’t go
no further, mister! No man can call me a
thief.”

“I’'m missing ten!” Hanford expectorated
a yellow stream on the spur-scuffed floor.
“You was standing right next to my money.
You could of slipped your hand under your
hat and done it.

“You're naming me a two-bit packrat of a
thief?” Trace’s voice was no more than a
loud whisper.

“Take it as you want,” Hanford bellowed,
“you lily-livered washed-up tramp! By
grab—"

He made the first move for his twin guns
with their bone handles and got them half
out of their tied-down scabbards.

Some of the men around grabbed Hanford
then., Kept his guns pinned down. They
felt sorry for Trace, the ex-outlaw, as they’d
pity any man who’d lost his nerve. Big-
chested Hagen had a gun half-drawn too.
At the table, Burdee’s hands had disappeared
from sight beneath the top. Then every-
body realized Trace had his big Colts navy
revolver out, sitting level in his hand. He'd
had it clear and cocked for some seconds.

“Lemme at him!” Hanford was raging
as he was held, interspersing it with oaths.
“}’ll'whittle that no-good tramp down to
size!”

Trace cut in. “No man can call me what
you have, Hanford,” he said passionlessly.
He motioned toward the door and the road
beyond it. “You can pull your pin and get
out of town or—"

“Or what?” thundered Hanford.

“Or I'll be coming round that corner up
the line in ten minutes. If you’re still in
town, I'll shoot on sight, Hanford.” He
turned on a heel and strode out.

Wagon Tongue was dumbfounded. Trace
was supposed to be the one-time outlaw
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who’d lost his nerve. Yet he had called for
the showdown when he could have walked
out. Now, Hanford had no choice!

CHAPTER II
- Drygulched!

UTSIDE the main road
was cleared, deserted
. save for the eyes watch-
ing from behind shut-
ters or almost-closed
doors. A yellow-spotted
hound came out of an
alley but vanished when
a man whistled hur-
riedly to it, At the
main corners where the
General Store and the
bank and the big saloon
where Clem Smith con-
sulted his thick gold-

cased watch.
“A mite over ten minutes now,” he an-

nounced. “They ought to be here.”

Trace’s flat Sphinxlike face appeared
around the end of the building forming the
corner up the line. He turned into the mid-
dle of the empty road, striding slowly yet
purposefully. Beneath hunched shoulders
his hands were hooked in his cartridge belt.
His boots left little puffs of alkali floating
in his wake. The clink of his spurs sounded
clearly on the stillness. )

Hanford came and looked over the half-
leaf front doors of the barroom, sighting the
approaching Trace and scowling. Hanford
downed the shot of whisky he held, cough-
ing and flushing up: Just before he had been
speaking privately with red-headed Hagen,
who now was waiting across the road, close
into the buildings. Burdee had vanished
ri%:t after Ben Trace left the Last Stop.

anford wiped his mouth and stepped out,
loosening his weapons in the holsters. He
stood in the shadow of the wooden awning,
watching Trace come.

The group at the main corners, began to
edge back behind the saloon building.
Peering out, they saw Trace halt briefly in
mid-stride when he spotted Hanford edging
forward. “Get out in the middle of the road,”
Trace called and came on again.

Not thirty paces separated the pair. It
would come any time. A gust of sultry wind
twisted in from the browned grass of the
range, kicking up the powdered dust of the
street. In another instant both men were
blotted from sight in the dancing cloud of
alkali. “Watch that Hagen!” Young Brady
snapped to those around him. “He’s up to
something.”

Then the gust of wind was gone, carrying
its front of alkali out the other end of the

town. And the antagonists were revealed,
crouched, arms upthrust before their faces.
Hanford had sidled over behind a tree. He
moved out from its cover reluctantly but ad-
vanced no further, standing rooted with
hands clamped over his holsters.

Suddenly it was done with, over. Trace
was diagonally across the road from Han-
ford. A man, crouched just inside the big
door of the blacksmith’s barn, caught the
lo“fr-spoken words Trace said, half to him-
self,

“It isn’t worth killing for,” Trace mut-
tered.

Then he half turned and went by the horse
trough at the roadside and into an alley.

It was so unexpected it left everybody
frozen and gasping. Hanford, too. For a
long moment they were all struck dymb.

One moment Ben Trace was there,
poised and deadly. The next, he was gone.
Then Hanford’s triumphant guffaw smashed .
out.

Before anybody had a chance to even talk
about it, hoofs drummed down the side road.
Hawk-faced Vince Delcarte, owner of the
Double Stirrup, rode into sight at the head of
a handful of his hard-case ranch hands. His
sombrero flopped on his shoulders behind his
shock of white hair. As he picked out Young
Brady in the group at the corner, his face
flamed with temper. He stabbed an accusing
arm at Brady.

“By Godfrey, Brady, I’'ve had enough of
your high-handed tricks,” Delcarte sang out.
“You can’t go on forever accusing me of
being a sneakin’ rustler and my men of cut-
ltin'g fences! I've had enough of your upstart
lp."

He hit the ground and advanced on bandy
legs, bristling with belligerence.

Brady had already come around, boyish
face set grimly.

“Those men of yours was on my land last
Tuesday, Delcarte! And like I told you,
when they cross my line, they do it at their
own risk! That'’s it with the bark off. An’
if you don’t like it, you can go to blazes.”

The other threatened gun duel was for-
gotten for the moment. Nobody thought
of following Trace, who’d eaten crow, then.
Back in the old days there had been some
feuding between Brady’s father and Del-
carte. But matters had been ultimately
patched up after a few killings as the country
quieted down.

Then a couple of months ago it had broken
out anew between Delcarte and Young Brady
over a fence-line up to the north. Bad feel-
ing had been mounting with counter-charges’
of rustling and brand-blotting. And then,
during the last week, while Delcarte had been
driving a herd to the shipping point the other
side of the pass, there had been a water-hole
brush between some Brady hands and Double
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Stirrup men. Young Brady himself had
nicked Delcarte’s segundo.

It looked as if the bad blood of old was due
to come to a head again.

“Telling me where I can head in, huh,’you
young whipper-snapper!” Delcarte yelled.
“Blast it, we can settle this here and now.”
It;Iis gnarled hands dropped toward his gun

utts.

YOUNG BRADY edged his legs wider
and reached toward his own holster.
The sun glittered off the silver buttons of
his fancy shirt.

“Name what you want, Delcarte!”

Clem Smith, the respected saloon pro-
prietor, side-tracked trouble then. He
stepped smack between the two antagonists
and then faced Delcarte, grinning. Speaking
loW-toned he told the latter Young
Brady had been drinking, and that he knew
Vince Delcarte wouldn’t want the blood of
any gray-eyed younker on his hands. He
put his arm around the old rancher’s
shoulders and steered him in the side door.
Meanwhile a couple of his friends, at a sig-
nal from Smith, had swung Brady around
and were leading him off the other way.

“Hey, what happened to Trace?” some-
body wanted to know.

“Where did that yellow snake crawl to?”
the swaggering Hanford roared down the
main street.

Coming along from the other end, Burdee
shook his head . . .

It was sometime after nightfall when Ben
Trace reappeared in Wagon Tongue, swing-
ing in off the trail that ran along the desert
edge to the west. He wanted to get “Doc”
Lonquist to come out and see his crippled
friend at the ranch. Trace cut onto the main
street and found it crowded with excited
riders gathering at the head of the livery
stable alley. He asked questions.

A one-legged old timer told him about it.
Vince Delcarte had been found shot in the
back out on the north trail. Also he had been
robbed of the dinero, more than two thou-
sand dollars, which he had brought back with
him after selling that last herd. And Young
Brady was obviously the killer. A silver but-
ton from his fancy blue shirt was found be-
side the corpse, And he had been spotted
riding hell-for-leather down the southbound
trail that skirted the desert.

“Sure looks like Young Brady lost his
head,” a man opined sadly. “Of course, it’s
well known he was hard-pressed for cash.
But gunning a man in the back—it’ll have his
pop, Old Tiger, spinning in his grave for
sure!”

“No question but it was him! The dead-
wood’s hung on him for fair. And he ain’t
got much chance of getting away!” -

A rider had already pounded up the east

trail to the railroad spur where the telegraph
office was. Word would be wired to Gal-
braith, the other side of the desert. So if
Brady tried to cross the desert, they’d be
waiting for him.

“And the boys’ll push straight south.
They’ll be bound to pick up his sign!”

“And when they do—” An old-timer
shifted his crutches to indicate a loop across
his throat. “—well, they’ll save us the
trouble of a trial.”

Vince Delcarte had been a highly-respected
man in the country, a square-shooter and
a man who always paid his debts.

“Who found Delcarte’s body?” Trace
said quietly.
“That red-headed gent, Hagen. Hed

headed out for Elson City and then come
on Delcarte and returned with the news .
Nope, it’s all over with Young Brady. He
crosses the desert, they grab him. He cain’t
stay out on that waste with nothin’ big
enough to shade a lizard. And if he keeps
on south, he’s a goner.”

There was a lot of yelling down by the
livery barn. Hanford was hopping around
the mounted men as they milled, promising
to buy the bar for the gent who plugged that
drygulching coyote of a Bradg. The pursu-
ing party set out for the southbound trail to
the accompaniment of cheers. Nobody no-
ticed Ben Trace turn out behind the build-
ings of the road and also head for the desert.
At the edge of the town he paused to pick
up a pair of filled leather water bags at the
Mexican dobie shack.

Then he was gone.

CHAPTER III
Facing It Out

NDER the early risen
moon, after Ben Trace
had put a strip of mes-
quite between himself
and the town, he rode
at a steady hand-lope.
At times he drew up on
the trackless dunes to
pick out a landmark. A
stark chimney butte
here. A shallow gully
where the wind had
scraped the yellow sand

) clear of a rocky cut. His
usually emotionless face was stamped with
purpose now. Once he brought out a small
burnished piece of metal that no man knew
he toted ony longer. When he paused to
let his dun horse lap brackish water from
a tiny pothole, he adjusted’ the .38 in the
shoulder holster under the faded hickory
shirt. He hoped he wouldn’t have occasion
to use it because he was certain the Brady






LAW IN HIS BLOOD 41

where the bullet had come, leaped away, and
dodged sideward behind the trunk of a scrub
oak. Ground mist was seeping up from the
spring that broke surface in the middle of
the hollow as the temperature changed with
the daylight. The mist half-blanketed him.
Swearing in hoarse desperation, he fired
twice more with one weapon.

“I’m sorry,” Trace’s voice carried across
the hollow.

Then the report of his gun stamped a pe-
riod to the words like a blow. The bullet
knifed the left leg of the besieged Brady
and sent him spinning backward. His Colts
ﬁev{v from his hands as he tried to right him-
self,

Trace’s head and shoulders emerged from
a small hole up beside an overhanging bulge
of rock on the hollow wall. He knelt on a
narrow shelf there. His heavy pistol was
leveled, his .32 half drawn from the shoulder
rig inside his shirt. Pain-torn Brady sighted
him and, still nervy, dived toward one of his
fallen guns.

“Don’t!” Trace barked. “I’'m a dead shot,
boy . . . And I guarantee that when I bring
you back, nobody’s putting a hemp slip-
noose on you till you been proved guilty.”

It was that last that halted the kid and
made him pause. Trace drew the rest of his
body into sight, slung his legs over the ledge,
and dropped to the hollow floor. He had
Brady covered all the time. Red ran from
Trace’s left forearm where a wild shot of
the fugitive’s had nicked him. Trace seemed
unaware of it. He marched over, brusquely
ordered Brady to turn his back, ran over him
expertly for a hideout weapon, kicked the
fallen guns well out of reach.

“Too bad you didn’t know about the tun-
ael, younker. An old stream hollowed out
this place. A branch of it went underground
back in the defile and made a tunnel into
here. Squat and I'll take a look at that hurt
leg of yours.”

‘How’d you know about this place?”
Brady demanded sullenly.

“In the old days, Dutchman Schuler and
his bunch used to use it as a hideout. Put
your claws behind you. You ain’t got much
sense, so I reckon T'd better tie you up.” *

“So you used to ride with the Schuler
bunch, eh?”

“No,” said Ben Trace bluntly.
smoke ?”

Brady tried to put a sneer in his forced
unsteady laughter. “Well, you’ll sure be a
big hombre when you drag me in, Cudlip.”

Trace interrupted coldly. “Ain’t inter-
ested in that. You claim you’re innocent.
So I'm making you go back and face ’em
and smoke the guilty coyote out of his hole.”

“Yeah? Why you lyin’—” :

“Just one thing. How’'d you know Vince
Delcarte had his chips cashed? Who warned

“Want a

you to flee?” He already had the kid’s
trouser leg up and was studying the shallow
flesh wound.

Something in the matter-of-factness of
Trace’s tone robbed Young Brady of his de-
fiant rancor. He told how he’d been riding
up to the fork of the north trail after being
over to the setlement to spark a girl.

“Then that feller, Burdee, he come around
the bend and tipped me off.”

“Burdee, eh . . .”

Over on the western horizon, the next day,
there was a vermilion splotch where the sun
had been before it dipped beyond the rim.
Purple tongues of shadow were already
creeping out from buildings and objects
along the usually somnolent road. Some of
the pursuing cowboys had already drifted
back into Wagon Tongue with news. There
was no sign of Young Brady. Not south-
ward, anyway, for if he had crossed the des-
ert he would have been picked up at Gal-
braith and word would have come in.

“We got fresh mounts down at Knox
Crossing like we planned,” one of the re-
turned men said. ‘“Rode hell-for-leather
most of the way. Met up with plenty of
gents on the south trail, too. And none of
’em had cut hair nor hide of Brady. It had
been raining down that way, too. So if
there’d been track, we’d have found it. But
there was none.”

HAN‘FORD was pounding the bar at the

Last Stop. “Well, maybe he doubled
around and hit up north,” he declared. “The
point is, he ain’t at his ranchhouse and he -
ain’t showed in town. He’s fled—which
proves he’s guilty as the devil! And the
thing to do is catch him to deal out justice!”
He paused to refill his glass. “Outside of
anything else, the money was gone from
Descarte’s dead body, and Young Brady is
gone from the country!”

“That’s right, Hanford!” said red-headed
Hagen stoutly. “No gettin’ away from them
facts.”

“We can organize another posse,” Han-
ford said.

Down at the edge of Wagon Tongue,
Trace rode back through the dusk from a
house where he had talked with a man. He
drew a Bowie blade and slashed the rawhide
binding Young Brady’s wrists. “You give
me your word you won’'t try to escape,
Brady?”

The youth stared for some seconds, un-
able to answer. Trace was evidently keep-
ing his promise not to take him in just to
see him hung. Brady’s head jerked up and
down,

“You got my word. But why’re you doing
this, Cudlip?”

“Maybe I just got an old itch to see the
law carried out. Now, get this. You never
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high-tailed it—or tried to—out of the ceun-
try. You was just up in the hills combing
the hoghacks for strays.” He leaned closer
and wettt on speaking rapidly, accenting his
instructions by banging the saddle horn with
the heel of his hand.

They finally rode up the road to the heart
of the town. A little beyond the glow of the
light from the Smith barroom, Young Brady
dropped to the ground and took the guns
Trace handed him.

“Run a stiff bluff,” Trace said.

A few moments later, Hanford was snort-
ing, “We’ll form another hunting party and
get him.”

The big front batwing doors of the place
were pushed open. Young Brady stood in
the doorway, sombrero perched jauntily on
his head, arms akimbo with his hands on his
gun butts,

“Howdy, gents,” he said easily, playing it
out just as Ben Trace had ordered. “I got
word folks was looking for me. So I came
right in. What’s it all about, gents?”

CHAPTER IV
Six-Gun Showdown

T FIRST, they stared at

him as if he were a
phantom. His boyish
face twitched once.
Then he had control
again, letting his eyes
run over them care-
lessly. All talking had
stopped like a thread
broken off. Some of
the men backed away.
Hanford had sputtered
over his last swallow of
whisky and his cigar
stub fell from his hands.
He went bug-eyed, staring. Then he let out
a bellow as he checked on Hagen easing
over to one wall at the side.

“By gosh, you got a nerve showing your
face in these parts, Brady, you back-shoot-
ing killer! It’s a swell bluff you’re running!
But you ain’t fooling me—or any other gent
here! Is he, gents?” He was inching his
hands gunward.

Brady said, “I haven’t killed anybody—
much less shot ’em in the back. Who saw
me do it?”

That last question crackled on the electric
atmosphere. “Well, killers usually take care
to strike when no witnesses are clutterin’ up
the landscape,” Dr. Lonquist said gravely.

“Sure!” Hanford roared. “Why don’t he
ask us to show him the blood on his hands?
Or maybe he wants the poor dead devil to
lift his voice from the grave and call him
by name, huh?”

“Where you been all this time, Brady?”
Clem Sipith asked.

Br, ygaﬂ, as Trace had told him to, that .
he’d been cembing the hogbacks for strays.
Hanford guffawed and other men began to
press forward.

“Sure, sure. Nice story. And a nice lone-
some place to hide the dinero stolen from
the dead man, too, boys! He went alone,
too, so nobody would see what he was doing
that time, either. What in blazes are we
waiting for? We sure got a spare piece of
manila rope in the town, ain’t we, gents?”

“Nobody’s got you hogtied, Hanford!”
Brady snapped.

Hanford screwed his face into an ugly
grin. “You aiming to take on the whole
town, Brady? All the guns in this room?
You'd ruther be shot down than stretch
rope, eh?”

“Mebbeso he just aims to make sure the
right gent is strung up, Hanford.” Ben
Trace said that. He stood down at the cor-
ner of the bar, having entered the side door.
He had jack-knifed his long body beneath
them without stirring them so that nobody
had seen him come. His presence was a
shock.

Especially so to Hanford. His head
jumped around and his face purpled with
rage. “Why you lily-livered dog, what'’re
you cutting in for?”

It was the way Trace’s Colts jumped into
his hand that shut off Hanford. Trace went
on in that flat voice that sliced through
everything,

“Young Brady hasn’t been around, so you
condemn him. But where were you, Han-
ford, around the time Delcarte must’ve been
cut down?”

Hanford spat yellow juice, smirked around
the room. “Well, I don’t just know. Seems

now like I might’'ve been catching some shut-

eye over to my room. Or—hey, are you ac-
cusing me?”

" Trace, face bland, nodded toward Hagen
over by the wall.

“Where was he? Hagen says he found
the shot man. A coincidence, wasn’t it?
The killer could’ve ridden back and said the
same thing.”

Hagen spat curses. Hanford shouted that
this yellow-livered ex-outlaw was trying to
trick them.

“By grab, maybe he had a hand .in it?
Where was he?”

Trace smiled coldly and said his bunk-
hands, both of them, could prove he was out
at his place.

. “And where was Burdee, another stranger
to these parts, gentlemen?” Trace asked.
“Out on the trail somewheres. He even
came across Young Brady and warned him
to jump the country. Nice of him, wasn’t
it? Maybe he didn’t have no motive for
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doing it, huh?” Cannily he planted the seeds
of doubt. - ‘

The stillness was like a brittle shell over
the room. Men who’d known Young Brady
and his late father looked thoughtful. Han-
ford watched Trace’s gun lower and moved
out from the bar to shout some more. But
Clem Smith banged the counter with a bung-
starter.

“What'’re you driving at, Cudlip?”

The shadow of a smile flicked Trace’s fea-
tures. “Find the stolen dinero—and we got
the killer, Maybe we ought to go over and
look in Hanford’s room at the boarding
house. Under the floorboards, specially.”

Hanford only grinned and shrugged. He
threw a key on the bar.

“You won’t even have to bust down the
door, boys. Sure. Send a committee over
and see for yourselves.”

Trace eased his gun barrel inside the waist-
band of his pants and shrugged.

“Well then, maybe we ought to take a
good look-see in that cabin on the creek
where Hagen’s been living,” he said. “May-
be if we dug into that dirt floor and hid it.”

“Wait, now—" Hanford began.

Harsh now, Trace’s voice slashed through.
“No harm in looking in that dirt floor, is
there? An innocent man wouldn’t kick.”

SOON Hanford started to bellow again.

A table crashed against the wall as fat
red-headed Hagen tried to sidle into the back
room. Somebody grabbed at his arm and he
" went for-his six-shooter. Then burly Han-
ford was digging for his weapon too, an in-
stant after he slung a whiskey bottle at
Trace. Gunfire ripped the barroom.

One moment Trace was just standing
there. The next he was in the deadly gun-
man’s crouch with the big Colt spitting from
his steady hand. He winged Hagen as the
fat man triggered wildly. Hagen vanished
behind an overturned table. Hanford’s weap-
on fanned fire-flame toward Youny Brady
in the front doorway. Everybody seemed to
be screaming and cursing through the gun
thunder. A bald-headed man, hit by a stray
slug, winged a chair at one of the lamps and
stampeded for the main door, charging into
Brady.

Trace hurled himself sideward to get clear
of the angle of the bar to fire at Hanford.
But a tide of men, fighting to get outside to
safety, slammed him back around the corner,
spilling him off balance. Shots extinguished
the second lamp. Trace battled his way out
to the middle of the floor, dropped to his

knees as a bullet from Hagen, entrenched be--

hind a table top, howled past his ear. He
saw Clem Smith’s bleeding head rear into
sight behind the bar. Then Smith went down
again, struck from behind as the shotgun
clattered from his grip. Trace knew where

\

Hanford was then.

“Take Hagen!” the deadly calm Trace
bawled at Brady. Trace himnself went flat on
the floor and pumped a couple of slugs
through the top of the overturned table. A
scream from there pierced the slam of guns.

Flaming oil from a fallen lamp licked up
on the floor and dyed the interior in a fitful
treacherous unholy light. And a six-shooter
began to spatter from outside in the road.
The tow-headed gambler fighting alongside
Brady went down with a smashed leg. And
then Brady staggered sideward, caught by a
bullet from the outside gunman. Yelling to
him to stay down, Trace scrambled to the
side door and out.

He ran around the corner and saw Burdee
outside the front and firing in. Trace’s smok-
ing gun bucked in his hand twice. He saw
Burdee jump into the air, eyeballs bulging
under the moon as if he had been struck an
invisible blow. Trace tried to fire again but
the hammer pinged on an empty shell.

Leaping back behind the corner of the
building, he reloaded hastily. When he
peered out again, Burdee was on his back
in the moon-laved alkali, awaiting a ride to
Boothill. Then he spotted several hurrying
figures moving down close to the building
fronts. One was Hagen, hunched with the
agony of a drilled shoulder. The other was
Hantord. A third man, Brady, who had re-
covered from the bullet which had creased
his scalp, was dodging toward a horse-
trough.

“Throw in your cards, gents!” Trace
called as he jumped out and glided after
them.

The wounded Hagen at once dropped be-
hind the nearby horse-trough. But Hanford
twisted and sent a bullet whistling at Trace.
Trace took after him, zigzagging himself,
closing in inexorably. He passed the front
door as another bullet from Hanford jetted
the dust close to Trace’s boots. Trace kept
going.

In the meantime two horsemen had dashed
around the corner from the side street, rein-
ing up their sliding ponies to observe what
was going on. One was a deputy sheriff
from Elson City. At his side was a U. S.
marshal,

“Careful, feller! Wait! That’s that killer,
Stub Dowsey, by grab!”

But the implacable Ben Trace was waitin
for nobody and nothing. He ducked behin
a barrel as Hanford pulled a second gun
and fired again. Then Hanford ran up on
the dark porch of a little house and dropped
in back of the solid plank railing. Trace left
cover and darted in toward him. Muzzle
flame spurted and licked over the top of the
railing. Again and again. And one lucky
slug smashed the ejecting lever off Trace's
gun, driving the weapon from his hand. Han-
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holes in the wall behind him. His exploring
hands pulled out an old cartridge belt, its
loops filled with shells. Old Mat paused.

unny, he thought, how things this morn-
ing keep centering on Andy. A weary ghost
of a smile twisted his lips as he looked
at the belt. Andy couldn’t shoot shucks be-
side Ted. Never could, and he’d had to take
a lot of good-natured chaffing from Ted be-
cause of it. That is, until one day Andy had
fixed up that box of shells. That had si-
lenced Ted.

The door of the shop opened and the at-
tached bell gave its warning tinkle. Old Mat
turned to the patron.

The stranger held out a Colt, a .41 calibre
model. Mat laid the belt on the counter and
took the gun.

“She’s new and stiff,” the man said. “Needs
honin’ down. The boys up to Chamita said
yuh’re the man to do it.” He unbuckled his
cartridge-belt and slung it on the bench.
“The buckle’s bent. See if yuh can straight-
en it too.”

Chamita. Old Mat took the gun. It had
‘a single notch cut in the butt. A recent
notch, judging by the raw look of the cut-
out wood against the dark polish of the wal-
nut surface.

The stranger interpreted old Mat’s glance.

“Some kid up Chamita way,” he grinned.
“No whiskers and no gun savvy. Like shoot-
in’ fish in a barrel.”

A KNIFE turned inside old Mat. Strange
that Mordeciah Blackwell, Andy’s killer,
should be in his shop. Still, it wasn’t strange
either. The same stage that had brought
the letter probably had carried Blackwell.
These gunnies didn’t stay anchored long.
They rammed around most of the time.

Slain men usually have friends. But Black-
well, old Mat thought, obviously didn’t know
his relationship to Andy.

Worriedly the gunsmith’s thoughts turned
to Ted. If Ted learned this stranger in
town was the killer of his brother—

Slowly the old man began disassembling
the gun, thinking. Some of the ache went
out of him as he became immersed in the
task. Guns were precision instruments,
beautiful in their mechanical perfection.
Only man abused them, made them instru-
ments of treachery.

Old Mat worked with a file and then with
a hone and pumice stone and oil. He
smoothed off the spring, honed down the
trigger dogs, worked over the pull until it
operated at a hair’s touch. The hammer slid
like quicksilver under his thumb. Slaught-
erer of his son this man might be, but old
Mat’s love of guns, his uncompromising
craftsmanship, wouldn’t let him deviate from
his standards.

That aiming for perfection wouldn’t even
let old Mat hurry, though he craved to get

this job finished and Blackwell out of the
shop and out of town. A stranger couldn’t
come to a place the size of Painted Robe
without someone recognizing him and word
getting around. Ted would hear of it. And
Ted, old Mat knew, would no more be a
{)neatch for this gun sharp than Andy had
en,

Old Mat screwed on the: butt plate—the
notched one—finishing the job. He raised
his head to hand the pistol back.

Blackwell was holding the letter—the one
from Chamita—in his hand. He had picked
it up from the counter where old Mat had
laid it. He was looking at Mat queerly.

“So yuh’re the kid’s dad?” he asked. “The
small-town kid with the big ideas? Funny.”

Old Mat thought of Andy, cut down as he
stood with his good-natured appetite for life
on manhood’s threshold. That knife within
him turned again. “Funny?” he echoed.

Blackwell’s eyes narrowed at the tone. He
snatched the gun from Mat’s hand.

“Don’t be getting ideas, pop.” His voice
turned ugly. “Did yuh monkey with this
gun?”

“I'd not damage a gun for any man—or
any reason,” old Mat said with simple dig-
nity.

Blackwell tried the gun’s action. It worked
like a jeweled watch.

Old Mat, out of the corner of his eye, saw
Ted coming toward the shop. He was walk-
ing fast, his head forward. Old Mat sudden-
ly prayed inwardly that he would not have to
lose his other son to this murderer. Des-
perately he sought a way out.

Then Mat had it. His hand clenched over
a heavy eighteen-inch rasp. He would get
Blackwell to turn his head. Then he would
lay him out with a blow of the rasp.

Blackwell balanced the gun approvingly
in his hand. He was satisfied.

“Don’t that beat all?” He grinned and re-
peated, “So yuh're the kid’s dad?”

“Yeah,” old Mat said. He nodded toward
Ted coming up the plank sidewalk, and his
muscles tensed in readiness. “And there
comes his brother.”

Blackwell turned his head, all right, as old
Mat had figured he would. But the self-
preservation instinct of a predatory killer
saved him, Automatic reflex caused him to
step back out of Mat’s reach as he looked
around.

Mat cursed himself inwardly with a tired,
aged bitterness. Not only had he failed but
he had tipped Blackwell off, thereby robbing
Ted of any advantage of surprise. He had
condemned his second son to death.

Ted was close now.

Blackwell’s eyes were calculating slits.

“Looks like e’s got a burr under his saddle,
the way he’s walkin’. Probably the stage
driver told him who I am.”

The gunman clid open the loading gate of



GUNNED FROM THE GRAVE 47

his hogleg. He reached over the counter.

“Give me that belt. Quick!”

Ashen:faced, old Mat automatically slid
him the belt he had reached for. But not
quickly enough. Blackwell’s face went dead
and ugly. He swung that Colt like a blud-
geon. It caught old Mat alongside the head.

Things started going around and around
and old Mat was able to keep erect only by
a great effort. He could feel hot blood spurt-
ing out of the gun-opened cut and cascading
down his face. He was conscious of the
snick of cartridges going into the cylinder,
the snap of the loading gate going shut.

THE bell tinkled then as Ted came through
the door. Old Mat forced himself to
remain conscious.

Blackwell stood with the gun concealed by
his body. As the door opened, he raised his
hand and fired, and the detonation rocked
the tiny shop. Surprlse and pain and a des-
perate urgency showed on Ted’s face.

Blackwell’s gun blasted again. It was
point-blank range but somehow Ted still
stood. He had collected himself now and
his hand was diving for his holstered gun.
Before he could draw, Blackwell’s hogleg
blasted again.

Ted’s gun was out and level now. The two
guns went off at once and the double deto-
nation rattled the windows of the shop. Ted
still stood after that fourth shot. Blackwell
jerked, and his gun flew out of his lax fin-
gers.

Blackwell’s gun hand came down slowly.
He took a step forward. His knees buckled.
He started to crumple. He made a futile
grab for the counter’s edge, then slumped to
the floor, the mark of gun lead square be-
tween his eyes.

Suddenly the room was full of townsfolk,
with Sheriff Tim Monahan in the forefront.
Ted was bending over old Mat who, dizzy
from blood loss, had collapsed to the floor.

“Are yuh hurt bad, Dad?” he demanded.

Old Mat rose above pain and age. “I feel
fine,” he said. And he did.

“I was just comin’ back—" Ted said.

He stopped, groping. A silent breed, the
Garrisons. He couldn’t explain that he had

gained control of himself, had returned to
be with his father.

“I was just comin’ back for a pair of gloves
I forgot,” he finished. “Who’s this hombre?
How come he started blastin’ me?”

“He’s the man who killed Andy,” old Mat
explained. “He thought yuh was comin’
shootin’. He thought yuh knew he was the
one who killed Andy. His name’s Black-
well. Mordeciah Blackwell.”

Sheriff Monahan didn’t get it. “But I've
heard of this Blackwell. He's sudden death
with a gun. What made him miss all them
shots at that range? How come Ted could
cut him down? Ted’s no hand with a hog-
leg.”

Old Mat rose to Ted’s defense. “Ted’s
right handy with a gun,” he said loyally. “He
always was. Better'n Andy. He used to
tease Andy about it. Andy got tired of it,
too. One day Andy took a box of shells and
pried all the leads out of the cartridges. Then
he took some soap and shaved up some pen-
cil leads and mixed it up and molded the
stuff in a bullet mold. Then he stuck them
back in the casin’s. They looked just like
the real thing. He loaded Ted’s gun with
’em on the sly and challenged him to a shoot-
in’ match. Naturally, Ted didn’t hit nothin’.”

Monahan had a warm understanding of
the way age makes a man’s mind wander.
But he had an Irishman’s quick impatience,
too.

“I know—I know,” he cut in. “But about
this shootin’.”
“This is about the shootin’,” old Mat said

firmly. “The belt with the trick shells Andy
passed off on Ted somehow got tucked away
in a bin here. I ran across it today and laid
it there on the counter, beside Blackwell’s,
when I was fixin’ his gun. When he thought
Ted was gunnin’ for him I—well, I must
have handed him the wrong belt. It was
them shells he shot point-blank at Ted.”

The sheriff held his face sober and credu-
lous.

“A mistake, Mat,” he said gravely. “Yes,
sir, a lucky mistake.” He turned to Ted. “I
reckon, Ted, that since Blackwell shot four
times at you first, yore killin’ him was plain
self-defense.”

Old Mat resumed his search for the miss-
ing tool. That ache over Andy was there.
It always would be.

But he felt better.
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the man plunged savagely to his feet. The
killer’s hand stabbed under his coat, and
Raine drove in close, trying futilely to put
power into his chill-deadened muscles. He
crowded against the killer he could only
vaguely see, and heard the man’s low, throaty
oath.

The impact of a fist drove Navajo Raine
back off balance, and through the haze in
front of his snow-blinded eyes he saw the
blur of the killer’s gun sweeping up. Raine
rocked desperately to one side, and that was
when the gun blasted.

Something as light at first as the tap of a
small finger touched the Ranger’s temple.
Then that lightness changed abruptly to a
heavy blow that jarred into his brain, knock-
ing the world itself out from under him.
From somewhere, Raine thought he heard a
man’s shouting voice.

“That sounded like a shot!”

But that was the last Navajo Tom Raine
knew—then . . .

A voice floated into Navajo Raine’s brain,
pulling together the broken threads of his
consciousness. “The wind died down for a
minute, or mebbe I wouldn’t have heard it.
It was a shot all right. The slug clipped the
side of this feller’s head, and cold as he was,
it didn’t take much to lay him out.”

“An Injun, ain't he, Sheriff?” a deeper,
heavier voice asked.

“I reckon. Looks like a Navajo, but there’s
somethin’ about him ., . . Wait a minute.
He’s beginnin’ to come out of it.”

Navajo Raine opened his eyes on a wall
that held a single barred window. So it was
the sherif who had heard the killer’s shot,
and had brought him in off the street! He
must have been carried into the office of the
‘town'’s jail.

For a moment Raine lay without moving,
remembering the icy hammering of the bliz-
zard, his sluggish attempt to fight, the red
flare of the killer’s shot. There was a pulse
of ache beating in his left temple, and the
room’s heat had melted the numbing chill
from his body. He felt stronger than he
would have expected.

He shifted his glance slowly, picking up
the weathered faces of the several town citi-
zens and range men who crowded the jail
office. One man, tall and raw-boned, spoke
out his blunt curiosity.

“I'm Jacob Kern. Who are you, and what
happened?”

Raine looked at the man without answer-
ing. Silence, he had long ago learned was
one of a lawman’s best weapons, and he was
wondering if the man who had tried to kill
him was in this room. Certainly the killer
coyld not have gone far in the blizzard raging
outside.

But there was no hint of gunlt or strain
in Jacob Kern’s rugged face. Nor in the
features of any other man present.

Another man, younger than Kern, and
with a lean body, spoke up easily.

“Yuh’re goin’ at him wrong, Jake. He
can’t understand yuh.”

A lazy grin broadened Jake Kern’s mouth,
“It’s the first time I knew Jeff Kedrick could
speak Injun. Let’s hear yuh ask him what
this is all about, feller.”

The man called Jeff Kedrick shook his
head. “I don’t speak Navajo. Anyhow, this
is the Law’s job.”

Navajo Raine sat up on the cot to which he
had been carried, and a short, square man
who wore a sheriff’s badge came toward him,
frowning slightly.

“Me Sheriff Benbolt,” the Sheriff sald
slowly. ‘“Me white chief here, yuh savvy?”

The Arizona Ranger nodded. Amusement
cut through the grim thoughts in his mind.

“Me find yuh on street. Yuh shot” The
Sheriff made motions with his hands. “Bang-
bang—hit-um head. Yuh savvy? Yuh tell-
um white chief what happened.”

“Shore,” Navajo Raine drawled. “I was
jumped out there by some n-quxck jasper,
and danged near killed. That’s what hap-

pened.”

Amazement struck the lawman’s square
features, then a red flush of anger.

“Hey, you’re no Injun!” he flared. “Why
didn’t yuh say so?”

“Yuh didn’t ask me.”

Navajo Raine had no time for more than
a moment’s idle amusement. He took his
laughs where he found them, enjoyed their
full flavor with the deep relish of a man for
whom life had been more bitter and violent
than humorous. So his smile at Sheriff Ben-
bolt’s discomfort faded almost as quickly as it
had come.

“It's not the first time I've been taken
for an Indian, Sheriff. I lived with ’em long
enough to look like ’em, I'm Navajo Tom
Raine.”

His name had its effect on the men in the
room. If he had hoped that identifying him-
self would startle a look of guilt into the face
of one of the men, he was disappointed. He
read surprise and curiosity, respect for his
reputation as a lawman, but no sign of cring-
ing guilt,

“So yuh’re Burt Mossman’s tophand
Ranger!” Jacob Kern’s grin was broad.
“Yuh may be the toughest hellion on high
heels, but I'll remember yuh for stringin’ Sam
Benbelt along.” He mimicked the Sheriff:
“‘Me white chief here, yuh savvy’? Sam,
yuh shore can talk Injun!”

“Lay off, Jake,” the Sheriff growled. He
kept his dark stare on the Arizona Ranger. -
“Yuh ain’t explained yet who bounced that
slug off yore noggin’,” he remipded.

“If T knew I wouldn’t let you square the
score,” Navajo Raine answered. He :told
what had happened in a grim, tight voice. “I
figger the jasper who tried to drill me is the
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CHAPTER III
Timber for Trouble

*EFF KEDRICK swung
with a sudden and sav-
age flare of temper,
But Navajo Raine was
no longer half-blinded
by snow, his muscles no
longer cramped by chill.
He rolled away from
that first blow, slipped
inside the second. He
kicked the heel of his
hand hard against Ked-
rick’s left shoulder, then
caught and jerked in
sharply on the man’s left

arm. It was a trick of balance and leverage

that spun Kedrick’s back to the Territorial

Ranger, after which Navajo Raine put his

boot against the seat of the man’s pants and

shoved hard. . . .
The townsmen had been starting grimly

across the room, but the stumbling plunge

of Jeff Kedrick’s body halted them. Navajo

Raine pulled his gun deliberately, and put

his back against the wall.

“Now we'’re all goin’ to relax and talk
things over,” he said grimly.

Jeff Kedrick came up from the floor sav-
agely. His lips were thin and bitter, and a
blaze of temper was in the glance he threw
at Sam Benbolt. . )

“Are yuh lettin’ him get away with this,
Sheriff ?” Kedrick demanded harshly. “Pull-
in’ that gun ought to be enough to show
yuh what he really is.” .

The lawman’s stare at Navajo Raine was
as stony as his expression,

“Yuh’d better put up that shootin’ iron,
mister,” he said slowly. .

A faint edge of mockery was in the Ari-
zona Ranger’s brittle laugh.

“For the time bein’, this gun will make up
for yore lack of judgment, Sheriff,” he an-
swered coldly. “I’ve told yuh who I am, but
yuh don’t seem to want to believe me.”

“After all the trouble I've had around here
lately, I'd believe the President was a liar
until he proved who he was,” Benbolt grated.
“And don’t say anything about showin’ yore
credentials. I told yuh papers can be forged
or stole, and—"

A man kicked the door open and entered,
his face ruddy from the chill of the blizzard
outside. He looked at Raine’s gun with a
start of surprise, then a slow grin split his
lips.

p“I reckon yuh can put away that persuader
now, Ranger,” the man said. “Benbolt saw

16 papers in yore pocket; and sent me out
to wire yore headquarters. I just got Moss-
man’s answer.” The man looked at Sheriff
Benbolt. “He’s Navajo Raine all right.

Sam, some day yuh’re going to get a scab
on yore nose for not believin’ what yuh see.”
Navajo Raine sheathed his gun. Now that
his identity had been verified, the reputation
he had built across the Territory had its ef-
fect on the townsmen. Anger drained out
of Jeff Kedrick’s eyes, leaving only the hurt
and bitterness over the murder of his father.
“I reckon I ought to apologize,” he began,
but Navajo Raine broke this off with a move-
ment of his hand.

“Forget it, Kedrick. I'd have done the
same thing.”

Raine crossed the room, and shoved a log
into the iron stove. Outside, the storm
whined around the eaves of the building, and
snow swept against the windows. The
Ranger’s face was as expressionless as that
of a Navajo when he turned back to the
townsmen. But the relentless glint of the
man-hunter was in his green-flecked eyes.

“I rode into this town to wait out the
storm,” he said slowly. “The man who
knocked me out must have been the one
who murdered Jeff Kedrick’s father, but I
was too near snow-blind to see who he was.
So far I don’t know why old Kedrick was
killed, or anything about this trouble here.”

Jeff Kedrick furnished the details.

“Jacob Kern here,” he explained, “owns
a ranch next to Luke Crosser’s Three C
about ten miles west of town. About a year
ago Dad and I leased timber rights from
Kern, and Crosser didn’t like that.”

“Crosser is an old-timer who won’t admit
things are changin’,” Sheriff Benbolt put in
grimly. “He still believes the world was
made to grow cows in, and nothin’ else.”

The rest of it followed a pattern that was
familiar to Navajo Tom Raine—an old
rancher fighting to protect his range against
outsiders. Crosser was a cowman to the
core, and Raine could understand the man’s
stubborn desire to keep the range as it had
always been.

The knowledge that this land would in-
evitably be changed by the tides of civiliza-
tion rolling in from the east and west was
somehow distasteful to the Ranger himself.
For he had lived as a Navajo, and had the
Indian’s love for a land that knew no roads
or fences or settlements.

But there was a fair streak in Tom Raine,
a part of the old Navajo chief’s wisdom and
training, and he knew the changes would be
for the good of the Territory. Arizona
needed schools and bridges and railroads,
and for that it needed lumber and men like
Jeff Kedrick and his father.

QQWE STARTED cuttin’ timber on the

land Dad and I leased from Jake
Kern,” young' Kedrick went on. “We didn’t
have much dinero, and Luke Crosser tried
every trick he knew to drive us bankrupt.
He blocked a road across his land, and we
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had to build another. Then he started
wreckin’ our wagons, and makin’ night raids
on our camps.”

Navajo Raine’s green-flecked eyes were
cold and hard.

“Yuh’ve got proof of this?” .

Jeff Kedrick jerked his head. “They hit
- us without warnin’, and they was always
masked.”

“Did yuh ever hit back?”

Kedrick’s laugh was harsh. “We’re lum-
bermen, not gun-fighters, and we wanted to
keep peace. But my men are from Minne-
sota and Michigan, and they’re not afraid of
a fight. They've been wantin’ a crack at
Luke Crosser, and when they hear what’s
happened to Dad nothin’ I can say will stop
’em.”

Navajo Raine listened to that in silence.
He had a burning memory of the violence
and injustice of a range feud that had
brought death to his lawman father. He
wondered grimly if anything he could do
could prevent such a war from flaming on
this range.

“If our telephone was finished, I'd call
camp now and tell the men what happened,”
Jeff Kedrick broke out.

Navajo Raine’s eyes widened slightly.
‘“Telephone?”

“The one we’re tryin’ to run through from
town to camp,” Kedrick answered. “It’s an-
other thing Crosser has been fightin’. He
claims telephone wire will draw lightning

and start range fires durin’ the dry season.

-But in spite of his pole-choppin’ and wire
cuttin’, we’re within half a mile of camp
with it.” ‘

Navajo Raine turned his brooding glance
toward the frost-printed windows. He could
feel restlessness beginning to take hold of
the men behind him. They were honest men
who wanted only to live in peace as free
men, but they would be hard to handle un-
less old Kedrick’s murderer met with swift
justice. They lived by a code of tolerance
for their honest neighbors, and swift pun-
ishment for law-breakers.

“Well, what yuh aim to do, Raine?” Jeff
Kedrick demanded.

The Territorial Ranger turned slowly away
from the window.

“That storm may not let up till mornin’,
and I couldn’t find my way through to
Crosser’s ranch.”

“All yuh’d have to do is follow the tele-
phone line to Chimney Rock, then turn
south into Shadow Valley,” Kedrick said
impatiently, “Yuh couldn’t miss it.”

The Ranger shifted his glance to Sheriff
Benbolt.

“What do you figger on doin’?”

The Sheriff’s mouth was a hard trap that
let out each grim word. “Morgan don't
know old Kedrick named him as his killer,
so there’s no rush bringin’ him in. Jeff, you

and Raine find yoreselves a hotel room.
We'll wait till the storm blows out, before
we go after him.”

Once settled in his hotel room, Navajo
Raine waited an hour before leaving it. He
went past the room young Jeff Kedrick had
taken, and turned down the rear stairway,
careful to let no one see him. The stormy
darkness that had ended the afternoon so
early made the hour seem much later than
the eight o’clock Raine’s watch showed.

Outside, the icy gale struck him with un-
diminished force. Raine groped his way
along an alley until he came to the livery
stables at the edge of town, and the livery
manager grumbled as he got out of his chair.

“Seems like a man can’t get no rest around
here even durin’ a storm! I reckon yuh
want yore hoss, too.”

Navajo Raine nodded, and let no curiosity
show in his green-flecked eyes.

“Yuh mean somebody else picked up his
hoss?” he asked mildly.

“Yeah—Jeff Kedrick!” the livery owner
said disagreeably. “Yuh’d think he wanted
me to catch my death of cold, the way he
rustled me outside! At least you promised
to pay double for freezin’ me,” he reminded
pointedly.

Impatience rode with Navajo Raine as he
swung his giant roan out of town. The
knowledge that young Kedrick had slipped
away from his hotel room and ridden to his
lumber camp promised nothing but trouble.
He wondered how long it would take for
Kedrick to gather his men and raid Luke
Crosser’s ranch.

THE wide circle Navajo Raine cut picked
up the line of telephone poles west of
town. He followed them, with the storm
shoving hard against his back, plowing
through drifts of snow and unseen tangles
of brush. Two hours had passed before he
made out the snow-blurred spire that would
be Chimney Rock. Here he swung south,
into the widening gap of Shadow Valley.
He came up to the Three C guardedly, and
left Wampum in the cramped shelter of a
saddle shed. Then he closed in on the ranch-
house, swinging his arms to restore circula-
tion to chilled muscles. The wind was begin-
ning to die out, and he knew another hour
would bring an end to the storm. = .
With the tip of a finger he rubbed the frost
away from a window, and through that
cleared space he could peer into the house.
Several weathered punchers were seated
around the room, grimly watching the oldster
who paced the floor in restless, choppy
strides. This would be Luke Crosser, the
Arizona Ranger knew, a stocky man with
headstrong pride in every line of his rugged
face. Through the window, Navajo Raine
could catch snatches of the rancher’s words.
“It’s time we settle them saw-shovers once
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him on the jaw, and he went down heavily.

But the timber man’s warning had already
reached the raiders. They were milling
away from the ranchhouse now, firing only
t9dhold Luke Crosser and his punchers in-
side.

“Morgan, get out of here!” Navajo Raine
called sharply over his shoulder.

The Masked Rider’'s voice came from
close behind the Arizona Ranger, calmly
stubborn.

“‘I’'m givin’ myself up, Raine.”

“Yuh danged fool! You didn’t do that
murder, but yuh can’t prove it. They’'ll
lynch yuh ” -

Wayne Morgan’s tone was inflexible. “If
I slipped out now, Kedrick’s men would stay
here to hunt me. Crosser and his men
would attack, and a lot of good men would
be killed because of me. I'm lettin’ ’em take
me.”

“Blast it, man,” Navajo Raine burst out,

He looked at the man who had brought
him back to consciousness, and saw a Yaqui
Indian with a crimson bandeau circling his
forehead, helding back long raven hair from
his sharp-cut face. The Yaqui’s eyes were
black and almost savage in their intentness.

“I am Blue Hawk, friend of Wayne Mor-
gan,” the Yaqui said. “Find you here on
floor, and make you come awake. You are
the only man I found on the ranch.”

Navajo Raine’s stare narrowed grimly.
“Yuh mean Luke Crosser and his cowhands
are gone?”

“Si, senor.” The Yaqui made an impa-
tient movement with one brown hand. “Now
you tell what happened to Wayne Morgan,
savvy.”

NAVAJO RAINE shook his head for-
lornly.

“I don’t know what happened,” he said,

and a deep fear was sinking into his mind.

The Masked Rider and Blue Hawk are at their fighting best
in OKLAHOMA GUN SONG, a complete action novel by

" Oscar J. Friend, featuring Wayne Morgan in the Fall
issue of MASKED RIDER WESTERN—10c at all stands!

“all I need is time and I think I can prove
you didn’t do it!”

“Get out of my way, Navajol”

The Arizona Ranger tried to stop Mor-
gan with a blow, but the darkness was thick
and he could only vaguely make out Mor-
gan’s moving shape. He felt his knuckles
scrape across the man’s cheek, then heard
the man’s soft voice.

“I don’t like to do this, Raine.”

Then a blow came out of the darkness
and struck the pomt of Navajo Raine’s jaw,
suddenly filling his brain with a roaring
swirl of lights. He knew he was falling, but
he couldn’t stop himself. Then the lights
changed to utter blackness, and the Arizona
Ranger passed out cold. . ..

The darkness that clouded Navajo
Raine’s brain faded slowly, changing at first
to a dim gray, and then to the yellow of
lamplight flooding the bare walls of the
bunkhouse.

The hands that shook him were rough
and insistent, as was the voice in his ear.

“You come awake now, quick, savvy?
You tell where Wayne Morgan go!”

Raine sat up, rubbing the point of his
jaw where the blow had struck. Now that
the haze was leaving his brain, he remem-
bered the raid by Jeff Kedrick and his men.
So Wayne Morgan was gone! Then Ked-
rick had taken Morgan somewhere else for
the lynching. That knowledge sent a sud-
den grim urgency for action through the
Arizona Ranger.

“But I've got a hunch I don’t like to think
about, Blue Hawk.” -

He identified himself to the Yaqui, told
about what he was sure was a murder frame
and his fight with Wayne Morgan, then

-about the night raid by Jeff Kedrick’s lum-

bermen.

“After the Masked Rider knocked me out,”
he said, “I don’t know what happened. But
he was giving himself up to keep a lot of
honest men from gettin’ killed. Chances are
Kedrick took Morgan back to his lumber
camp for the lynchin’, and I reckon Crosser
got his punchers together and followed.”

“Then we better ride quick, senor,” Blue
Hawk said grimly.

Early dawn was beginning to drive a
wedge of gray light into the horizon when
Navajo Raine and the Yaqui left the Three
C ranchhouse. They rode hard, and because
Raine was unfamiliar with the country, he
let Blue Hawk set their direction.

They pointed their mounts through the
narrow mouth of the valley and onto a
broad meadow where the snow, already be-
ginning to melt, made riding treacherous
with slush and mud. The unfinished tele-
phone line quartered the first bulge of a
mountain beyond the meadow, slanting
toward a dark belt of pines above and to the
west.

“Lumber camp, that way,” Blue Hawk

called out. “If we go there as the bird
flies, we will be seen. We ride this way,_
senor.”






60 A EXCITING WESTERN

men for what they wanted to do to man
they believed to be a murderer. And Raine
knew he couldn’t shoot to kill if they forced
his bluff,

-Then Jacob Kern brought things to a
head, his brittle laugh cutting through the
silence. - :

“Raine, yuh’re tryin’ to play a pair of
deuces against a full house!” he mocked.
“Half of my men and Kedrick’s men are
facin’ yuh, and the other half is ready to
take care of yore Injun friend. Yuh can’t
live to stop this hangin’, and yuh know it!”

“Mebbe I'm not tryin’ to stop the hang-
in’,” Raine answered grimly.

He saw a look of surprise cross Wayne
Morgan’s face, the frown that pinched Jacob
Kern’s brows. Uncertainty that was not far
from open distrust struck Blue Hawk.

Violence had been ready to explode at the
least word or act, but now hard-eyed men
stared at the Arizona Ranger with a new
" interest. No expression was in Raine’s face
as he sheathed his guns, and he heard the
faint edge of derision that was in Jacob
Kern's low chuckle.

“Danged if Burt Mossman’s top Ranger
ain’t with us in this!” the man crowed.

Navajo Raine spoke calmly through the
waiting silence.

“I’ve got to admit all evidence is against
this man Morgan. Old Sam Kedrick named
Morgan as his murderer, accordin’ to the
ledger in Kedrick’s office, and you men are
actin’ as a court in passin’ judgment on this
hombre. I want it as a matter of written
record that yuh all voted and condemned
Morgan to death.”

The Yaqui Indian shifted his rifle toward
Raine in sudden vicious hatred.

“Don’t do it, Hawk!” Wayne Morgan
called out sharply.

Navajo Raine stood quietly while slips of
paper were passed to all of the men. Jacob
Kern collected the votes, and delivered them
to the lawman. -

“There they are, Ranger, all signed and
proper. If I know these men, yuh won't
find one vote against this lynchin’.”

Raine didn’t. He read each verdict that
had been signed by the waiting men. All
of them pronounced Wayne Morgan guilty
of murder, sentenced to hang until dead.
The Arizona Ranger strode past Jeff Ked-
rick to the crate under the pine limb.

Now that their votes had been cast, the
men were growing impatient. Raine si-
lenced them with a jerk of his hand, and
when he spoke a cold and driving force was
behind each word.

“Not ene of yuh voted to spare Wayne
Morgan’s life. Yuh ought to be plumb
proud of yoreselves for considerin’ it yore
right to pass judgment on whether this man
lives or dies.” He used every trick he knew
of tone and word to cut them to the core.

“If yuh’d lynched Wayne Morgan, yuh'd
been as guilty of murder as the man who
shot Sam Kedrick to death!”

Murmurs of anger came from the lumber-
men. Jacob Kern’s men, half a dozen hard-
visaged individuals, began fanning out,
puzzled by this sudden change, warned of a
danger they knew was coming but couldn’t
understand.

Jake Kern cursed savagely. “So now
yuh’re on the other side of the fence!” he
accused, and there was a deadly threat be-
hind his words. Navajo Tom Raine pulled a
crumpled envelope from his pocket, handed
it to Jeff Kedrick.

“Look at this close, Kedrick! Yuh ought
to recognize it as yore father’s handwrit-
ing. Look how he spelled Wayne Morgan’s
name—W-a-y-n-e.”

Then Raine handed one of the death bal-
lots to the young lumberman. ’

“Now look at this, Kedrick! This was
written by a man who has been playin’' you
and Luke Crosser against each other. He
wanted yuh to ruin Crosserin a range
war so’s he could take over the Three C.
Look how he wrote Morgan's first name—
W-a-i-n-e—the same way he wrote it with
yore father’s blood on the company ledger!”

RAINE let the full impact of his con-
tempt strike Jacob Kern as he glared
at the man.

“If yuh want it plainer, Kern, when yuh
tried to frame Morgan for murder, yuh mis-
spelled yoreself into a hang-noose!”

Kern’s move was as sudden as though
something had snapped inside him, blood
and voice and hand leaping at once.

“Get him, men!”

Navajo Raine felt the whip of the killer’s
close-passing slug as his own weapons swept
up.
“Morgan—catch!” he yelled to the man
on the packing crate, and with his left hand
sent a gun spinning through the air to the
man he knew to be the Masked Rider.

He faded to one side of Kern’s second
savage shot. He fired once, and then he
fired again, throwing each slug with the sure
care of a man hunter methodically doing a
job. Jake Kern went down, but other killers
were still up, cursing and yelling through
the roar of their shots, until suddenly it was
all over.

Blue Hawk brought the Arizona Ranger’s
horse out of the pines, and they swung into
saddle while old Luke Crosser rubbed his
wrists where the ropes had chafed them.

“Kedrick,” the old rancher said, “I reckon
yuh owe me a good healthy boot in the
britches, and I'd be proud to have yuh pay
off here and now. Jake Kern may have
done all the dirty work against yuh this
la?:l year, but I shore done my share of
talkin’.”
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Raines, Alamo?” brawny, good-natured Pete
Wilmer, the station agent, asked the jockey-
sized man beside him. “He’s twenty mjnutes
late.” i

“Alamo” Paige, top-string rider of the
Pony Express, frowned. He was a short
man and compactly built. There was a de-
ce;;tive breadth to his shoulders, and his
wrists and hands were unusually large for
a man of his small stature. As he stood
there he hefted the handle of his Dragoon
.44 which reposed in a basket-weave holster
thonged against his right hip.

“Yore guess is as good as mine,” he re-
plied to the agent, and suddenly held up a
hand. “Wait! I hear a hoss!”

“Yuh're right, Alamo,” Wilmer agreed,
tensely listening. “If it’s Raines, he’s shore
takin’ his time. That hoss ain’t hurryin’
none.”

Paige said nothing, but a feeling of alarm
had shot through him. Tugging his flop-
brimmed hat lower over his dark blue eyes,
he ran forward into the darkness. He had
covered thirty yards before he sighted the
horse cantering toward the relay station.

“It’s Josh, all right, Pete!” Paige yelled
over' his shoulder. “Looks like he’s been
hurt!”

A buckskin pony clattered along the trail.
Raines’ body was a limp, shapeless mound
in the saddle. He was bent over the buck-
skin’s mane, his fingers locked in the coarse
hair.

PAIGE reached the buckskin in swift

leaps. He grabbed the bridle as Wilmer
came panting up. Together they Jed the
pony into the yard, then lowered Raines to
the ground.

Even before Paige saw Raijnes’ glazed,
sightless eyes and the pallor of his skin, he
knew that his fellow rider was dead.

“Too late,” he muttered. “Raines is gone.”

Hunkering down beside Raines, Paige
gently turned the man over on his side.

“Shot twice through the back,” Alamo
said grimly, and suddenly the misery that
had gripped him changed to a torrid rage.
“Josh Raines never had a chance! A rifle

- done this job, Pete! The slugs tore clean
through him.”

Paige stood up. The glitter in his eyes
bespoke his true feelings more than his
words.

“Josh started with me on the Pony Ex-
press,” he said slowly., “He was one of my
best pards. If it’s the last thing I do, I'll
settle with his bushwhackers.”

Wilmer had mowed back to Raines’ pony.
Now he yelled to Paige.

“Here’s a hunk of paper that was stuck
to Raines’ saddle!”

Paige took the paper from Wilmer. A-

crudely printed message which covered the
wrinkled sheet read:

Thanks for the five thougind in cagh. You
can have the mail -back, It’s no to us.
You can have Josh Raines, too—for burying.

Paige crushed the note in his fist, and
the expression in his face now was a dan-
gerous one. Three strides took him to the
buckskin. He jerked the bullhide mochilas
from the saddle, but was not surprised at
what he saw. Both mail containers had been
slit open, but none of the letters had been
tampered with except the thick manilla en-
velope addressed to the Cheyenne Pony Ex-
press office. It was this envelope which
most likely had contained the five thousand
dollars.

The empty envelope which deliberately
had been tossed back into the mochilas by
the owlhooters seemed to mock Alamo Paige.
Wordlessly, he stepped to his own waiting
black, vaulted into the saddle.

“Wait!” cried Wilmer. “Yuh’re forgettin’
the mochilas.”

“Pete,” called Paige, “I'm goin’ to leave
Josh to you. I reckon he'll understand my
wantin’ to count coup on his killers. Dig a
grave upon the knoll behind the corral. You'd
better pack the mail the rest of the way into
Cheyenne. Tell Ed Brian, the agent there,
about Josh and the stolen dinero. He can
put Bill Hume, the relief rider I’'ve been
breakin’ in all week, to finish the rest of my
route to Kirkland.” :

“But where are you goin’?” Wilmer de-
manded.

“Back toward Kimhall where Raines came
from,” Alamo Paige snapped. He appeared
to be cool and determined enough, but be-
neath that exterior a fierce excitement boiled.
“I’ll be servin’ Russel, Majors and Waddell

~ just as well if I land Josh’s killers and get

that money back.”

Wilmer nodded silently, then watched
Paige whirl his fleet black pony and speed
off into the night.

Moccasined heels digging into the animal's
flanks, the Mail rider struck the first long
grade into timber without any slackening
of pace. After ten minutes the trail dropped
into a low-walled pass rimmed by brush.

Paige pulled the black in. He watched
each mound of rock, each clump of brush.
This was good ambush coun He was
positive that it was somewhere in this area
that Josh Raines had been attacked.

As the moon’s silver crescent broke
through a rift in the clouds an eerie bril-
liance spread over the chaparral. And with
it came an intangible threat of peril. There
was a hollow, strained feeling inside of him
as he noticed that before him the cagyon
floor widened. He began to wender if the
note on Raines’ saddle had bgen Biit far a
trap. ' A trap designed to lure kim to the
same bushwhack death!

Suddenly he believed his canny instinct was
right when a horse whinnied ‘a few yards be-
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hind and to the right of him. Brush crackled
sharply. He hauled back on the reins. His
right hand stabbed toward his Dragoon .44.

Too late he heard the warning hiss of a
rope swishing through space. A noose set-
tled over.his head, dropped to his upper arms,
pinning them to his sides.

A savage jerk on the rope hauled Alamo
Paige out of saddle. He toppled to the
ground. For a moment the lariat loosened
and instantly his right hand sped to his
holster.

Twenty yards away a horse and rider
spurred out of the brush. Paige’s'gun swept
from leather in a smooth blur of speed. But
the rope tightened, heaving him upon his
chest as the drygulcher’s %un exploded in a
fiery blossom of flame. ot lead churned
past Paige’s ear. He struggled up on one el-
bow. He centered his sights on the waver-
ing figure in front of him and squeezed the
trigger.

MMEDIATELY the rope again slackened

itg pressure around Paige’s arms. The

ambusher stood in his stirrups, then fell side-
ward to the ground.

Alamo Paige freed himself from the rope
and ran forward. He cocked his gun, pre-
%ared to shoot again. It was not necessary.

he drygulcher was dead. Paige’s bullet had
entered his chest right above the heart.

The man was bearded, heavy-browed and
coarse-featured—a total stranger to the Mail
rider. With a caution born of long experi-
ence, Paige scdnned the trail, waiting to see
if the ampusher had any friends. Three min-
utes passed without any further challenge.

Satisfied that the outlaw had been alone,
Paige bent down to search his victim’s cloth-
ing. In the pocket of his flannel shirt he
found a folded paper with a message scrawled
on it, It was a brief note to one Ed Garth—
evidently this drygulcher—some weeks ago
and-sent by Pony Express from Cheyenne to
St. Joseph, Missouri. It read:

Dear Ed:

Come to Cheyenne pronto. Some good
prospects lined up here. Easy money and
plenty of it. Maybe a chance to get back at
same of my Pony Express friends. You know

who I mean,
Brad Dekker

A spark of excitement leaped through Al-
amo Paige when he came to the signature.
Brad Dekker! He knew the man. A for-
mer Pony Express rider who had violated the
rigid pl%dge of the company, then had turned
thief and renegade, robbing his own mochilas.

Alamo Paige and Josh Raines had been
instrumental in exposing Dekker and send-
ing him to prison. That had been eight
months ago. Qnly now did Paige remember
the rumors he had heard concerning Dekker’s
escape from prison. The rimors were obvi-

ously true for Dekker was around again—
and seeking revenge!

Raines must have blundered into an am-
bush of Dekker’s owlhooters. They had tak-
en the money from the mochilas, then left
Garth on the spot to wait for whoever rose
to the bait contained in that note tied to
Raines’ saddle. :

Knowing the close bond of friendship be-
tween the two Mail riders, and knowing that
Paige was due to relieve Raines, Dekker had
counted on Paige coming back to hunt
Raines’ killers.

But the ambush had failed. They had un-
derestimated Alamo Paige in leaving only
one man behind to capture the Mail rider.
Now Paige was free—free to go after Brad
Dekker. And since the letter mailed to Ed
Garth had been sent from Cheyenne, that
was where Paige decided he would find the
renegade leader. . . .

Cheyenne’s night life was in full swing
when the Pony Mail rider reached the rugged
frontier settlement. Big, four-horse freight-
ers rumbled through the deep ruts of the
main street, churning up clouds of dust. From
every saloon came the shouts and laughter
of men, the clink of glasses, the occasional
tinny clangor of a piano.

Dismounting in front of the Pony Express
office, Paige rushed inside. Big Ed Brian
got up quickly from his desk behind the
board counter. He had a fat-cheeked, ruddy
face and pale blue eyes with deep shadows
beneath them.

“Was Pete Wilmer here?” Paige demanded
brusquely.

“Yeah.” Brian scowled. Some of the rud-
diness went out of his cheeks. “Too bad
about Josh. I liked him a lot.”

“No more than I did. He was my best
friend and I know who was responsible for
his death. Brad Dekker.”

“You mean the Pony Mail rider who used
to be on the Baxter-Sanderson run?” de-
manded Brian.

“The same,” Paige said, his voice low and
grim. “And I'm shore he’s right here in
Cheyenne.”

Brian’s pale blue eyes widened with inter-
est.

“Then yuh picked up some sign after leav-
in’ Wilmer?” he querted.

“More than sign. After back-trackin’ along
Josh Raine’s trail I ran into an amabush. One
of Dekker’s owlhooters tried to rope me out
of the saddle, but I gunned him down. Dek-
ker left him behind, I reckon, to trap the
man who came in answer to that note on
Raines’ saddle.”

Paige fumbled in a shirt pocket, drew out
the letter he had taken from Ed Garth. He
harfded it to Brian. :

Read this,” he said briefly. “It’s from
Dekker to the gent who tried to rape me.
When yuh’re finished I think yub’ll agree
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that Dekker is holed up somewheres in
town.”

Paige turned and walked to the door.
Brian’s quick call made him pause.

“Where are you headin’, Alamo?”

“I’'m goin’ after Dekker and that five thou-
sand dollars.”

“Hold on, Alamo.” Brian’s wide lips
tightened. “That ain’t yore job. I'll get the
marshal—"

“I’m makin’ it my job,” Paige said quietly.
He was cold and resolute. There was no
compromise, no softness in his eyes. And
none in his voice. “Don’t forget, Josh was
my friend. I aim to settle this thing myself
without help.”

HERE was a worried look in Brian’s face.

“I understand how yuh feel,” he mur-

mured, “but I still don’t like it. You don’t

know how many gunnies Dekker has sidin’
him.”

“] don’t know and I don’t care,” snapped
Alamo Paige and walked out of the office.

Lamplight glittered from dusty store and
saloofi windows. The street was alive with
a moving tide of men and wagons and horses.
A stiff wind came down out of the hills and
stirred up the dust in the interlacing ruts.

Tiny particles of dirt lashed Paige’s cheeks,
There was a raw, cutting edge to the wind.
But Alamo was aware of neither wind nor
dust. At the moment he looked thoroughly
hard and tough. ' Rash impulses goaded him.
There was room for only one thing in his
mind. He wanted to find Brad Dekker.

With dogged persistence he prowled
Cheyenne’s streets, visiting one saloon after
another. Not until he reached a deserted
section of town frequented by gamblers and
hardcases did he find his man.

He had entered a gloomy, smoke-filled
saloon. There were only' three men in the
room, including the bartender. Brad Dek-
ker, drinking alone at the bar, was one of
the other two occupants, The ex-Rony Ex-
press jockey’s dark hair was sleekly combed
back from a narrow forehead, and his brown
eyes were half veiled by thick lids.

Paige halted beside the bat-wing doors.

" His nerves tingled as he realized that in. short
order that place likely would be the scene
of violent action. He‘saw Dekker turn, saw
the hot rush of recognition in Dekker’s eyes.

“Hello, Paige,” drawled Dekker. He low-
ered the whisky glass in his hand to the bar.
“Lookin’ for somebody?”

For a moment Dekker appeared uneasy
and alarmed. Then he smiled. But behind
the smile flickered a hatred that nothing
could alter.

Paige’s angswer was low and deadly, a de-
liberate challenge as his words shot across
the room. ,

“Yeah, Dekker. I'm lookin’ for you.”

Dekker’s long, sallow face registered sur-

prise. But Paige saw how wariness nar-
rowed the man’s brown eyes and thinned the
falsely smiling lips.

“What for?? Dekker asked.

His voice, too, was low. Yet the strained
sound of it echoed back from the walls in a
silence that was ominous.

The bartender moved nearer. His reund,
moon-face was hostile. Paige ignored him,
letting his attention slide past Dekker to the
pale-skinned man seated, at a card table. The
man was occupied with a poker deck. -He
never glanced up. Yet instinct warned the
Pony Mail rider that the card player was
primed for trouble,

“Quit stallin’, Dekker,” Paige rasped. He
strode across the room, without hesitation
and without hurrying. “I’'m here to square
accounts for Josh Raines.” -

“I don’t know what yuh’re talkin’ about,”
Dekker insisted.

Paige gestured impatiently with his left
arm. This was the moment for which he had
waited. Nothing could stop him now.

“No time to argue with yuh,” he snapped.
“Make yore pass or die.”

Dekker’s right arm jerked. Paige palmed
his Dragoon .44, swung it up. Abruptly the
card player moved. As his right hand yan-
ished beneath the table, Dekker stepped back,
not drawing.

Paige leaped against the bar. He swiveled
his gun around as the card player slid out of
his chair and upended the table. A gun
flamed above the table edge. Paige was hard-
ly aware of the bullet thudding into the
mahogany behind him. He notched his sights
on a white wedge of forehead behind that
bucking gun and let go with his 6wn answer-
ing shot. A dark hole punctured the card
player’s forehead. He dropped out of-sight.

There was movement behind the'bar. Paige

_started to turn. Dekker yelled, then, draw-

ing Paige’s attention as he charged toward
‘the Mail rider. At the same in;é*ant Paijge
caught the flash of the bartend®’s down-
swinging arm. Almost at ofice something
struck the back of his head.

He staggered forward, hands waving
blindly in empty space. “Then #ll resjstance
wévashed out of him and he slurnped to the

oor. . . . .

When he regained consciousness he was in
a large bamnlike room in which were half a
dozen straight-backed chairs. A smoky lan-
tern propped on a rough-hewn table pro-
vided the only illumination. The room was
an abandoned‘store ro6m, Alamp thought.

Brad Dekker and another man stooda few
paces away, regarding the Pony Mail rider
with a malicious enjoyment.

“Well, Paige,” murmured Dekker, “you al-
ways were the one to play a lone hand. This
time yore luck ran out.”

“I came here to kill you, Dekker,” Paige
told him bluntly, “I still mean to do it.”
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“Yuhill never get the chance. This is the
payoff. Jash Raines was first. Yuh're next.”

A DOOR opened behind Dekker. A lanky

pasty-facéd igdividual etherged from a
smaller, faintly iluminated room. He was
carrying a glass filled with a colorless liquid
in one hand, and two small bottles in the
other hand.

“Did yuh get the stuff?” Dekker asked
eagerly.

“Yeah. There’s belladonna here and some
other things.”

Dekker grabbed the two bottles from the
lanky outlaw. He glanced at the labels. The
smaller bottle contained about a dozen white
tablets.

“Heck, yuh've got some strychnine tablets
here and Some spirits of ammonia. I just
wanted belladonna.”

-“I know,” growled the other man uneasily.
“I was just stealin’ the belladonna from Doc
Miltner’s shelf in the room behind his office
when he came in the front door. I had to
move fast. I knocked some things over next
to the belladonna. I grabbed all the stuff
and vamosed.”

“Clumsy fool!” Dekker said, his face dark-
ening with rage. Anybedy see yuh?”

“No. I got away clear.” The lanky man
indicated the glass of colorless liquid. “I
mixed that stuff accordin’ to directions on
the label.”

Dekker nodded surlily and drew his gun.
He faced Paige with a wicked grin.

“Remember when you and Raines got me
thrown out of the Pony Express for robbin’
the mails?” he inquired gently. “I said I'd
get even with yuh both. Raines is already
dead. ButI've got somethin’ special planned
for you—somethin’ I found out about while
I was in the pen.

“Since I busted out, I learned through a
clerk in the Cheyenne office that plenty of
money has been comin’ into town every day.
It’s to be used for repairin’ relay stations far-
ther west artd for buyin’ new horses. Must be
quite a heap of dinero in Ed Brian’s office by
this time. At least, that's what my friend,
Tod Ellwood here, who got fired by Brian
last week, told me.”

Dekker paused to indicate the squat, heavy-
set man beside him., The ex-clerk had a
pock-marked face and hollow, calculating
eyes.

“Lucky for me,” Dekker went on, “that I
never had the Cheyenne-Kimball run. No-
body knows e here or even recognizes me
as an ex-Mail rider. But you and the Pony
Express are goin’ to pay for the months I
spertt in the pen. Me and my pards are goin’
to raid Bridn’s office tonight. And you’ll be
helpif? us.”

“Like blazes I willl” Paige retorted.

“There afe ways and {ays,” Dekker said
laconically. He switched the gun to his left

hand, turned back te the table. Eliwood,
meanwhile, toveréd Paige with his .44. When
Dekker faced Paige again he was holding the

: lorless %\g “Yul're goin’ to
diink this' here belldidfina. Aftet it starts
workin’ inside of yuh, $uh’ll be so bleary-
eyed and with such a don’t-give-a-hoot feel-
in’ yuh won’t be able to help yoreself.”

Paige sprang from the chair, ignoring the
guns that menaced him. He struck out at
Dekker’s arm. The rider turned outlaw
stepped back, avoided the blow. Immediate-
ly, Ellwood and the other renegade pounced
on the Mail rider and forced him back to
the chair.

“Yuh’re not givin’ me any of that stuff!”
Paige roared as he struggled to get free.

Dekker pouched his .44. While his two
men wrestled with Alamo Paige, he trans-
ferred the belladonna to his left hand and
moved into the fray. Deliberately he waited
for an operming. When he saw it his right
arm shot out. Bunched knuckles cascaded
against Raige’s jaw.

The Mail rider fell backward. He sank
weakly to the chair. Ahlmost at once it
seemed to him that there was an oddly steep -
pitch to the floor. Faces and objects in the
room began to gyrate crazdy. His arms were
pinned behind him. Dekker forced his mouth
open and poured the belladonna down his
throat.

Paige gasped and choked, trying to keep
from swallowing. But the effort was futile.
He stopped struggling. The outlaws with-
drew, watching him warily.

“Nothin’ yuh can do now, amigo,” chided
Dekker, his rugged fedtures glowing with
brutal satisfaction. “I could hive had yuh
killed right away, but that’d be too easy for
yuh. Shore, yuh’ve got a big rep in Chey-
enne. But after tonight the whole town will
be brandin’ yuh as a renegade and skunk.

“I’'m goin’ to let the town kill yuh. Once
that belltadonna takes hold of yore muscles
yuh’ll be little better than a bunch of rags.
Yuh’ll hate us and try to-resist, but like I
said yuh won’t be able to help yoreself. Yet
to Ed Brian arfd anybody else in that Pony
Express it’s goin’ to look like yyh’ve turned
owlhooter. And after we’ve looted Brian’s
safe, I'll see that yuh're left behind as buz-
zard bait for Cheyenne to pick over.”

PAIGE sat straight and still and made no
reply. His bronzed features looked
bleak and unyielding. He considered the
viciousness of Dekker’s carefully .contrived
frame-up with a coldness and detachment -
that masked the surge of his angry emotions.
Five minutes dragged by. Then ten min-
utes more. The outlaws lingered in the
room, never relaxing their vigilance. They
were like vultures hovering above desert car-
rion. They watched him with a hungry im-
patience, waiting for the drug to take effect.
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The shadows in the room seemed to be
coiling into knots. Grotesque and crooked,
they slid waveringly up and down the walls.

A gray film dropped over Paige’s eyes. He
noticed that objects in the room began to
fray off at the edges. He shook his head to
clear his vision. He shifted in the chair and
was amazed at the length of time required
to complete that movement.

A dreadful listlessness was creeping over
his muscles. It was like a stifling flood inun-
dating his entire system. His eyelids be-
came heavy. The drug was sapping his en-
ergy, his resistance.

Cold sweat cracked through Paige’s -skin.
There was an empty washed-out feeling in-
side of him. He knew enough about bella-
donna, without Dekker’s taunting prophecy,
to realize what would happen to him. He
knew, because he knew that was the name
doctors used for the deadly nightshade, with
which anybody out here was familiar,

The lethargy he was experiencing would
increase. The will to fight, to resist would
remain. But the belladonna would render
his muscles incapable of heeding the com-
mands of his brain., He would become an
animated dummy at the complete mercy of
Dekker and his gun-slingers.

He stared dismally at the bottles on the
table. Then hope flared briefly within him,
There was a chance to break out of this
trap. But did he have enough strength to
make the attempt?

The question ran its brittle disturbance
through Paige, leaving him desperate. Yet,
slim as the chance was, he had to take it.
And if it worked he would have to thank his
long-standing friendship with Doc Miltner,
Cheyenne’s elderly sawgones, and the mem-
ory of the talks he’d had with Doc about
deadly nightshade.

Dekker turned away from Paige to speak
to Ellwood. Paige left his chair in a sur-
prise leap that he had meant to be swift, but
which was somehow labored and awkward.

Dekker whirled around, saw the Mail rider
Sharging him. The outlaw’s gun lifted,
‘chopped down toward Paige. Paige’s rush
carried him against Dekker. His shoulder
struck the outlaw’s chest, drove him side-
ward even as Dekker’s gun barrel grazed
Paige’s arm,

Then Paige lurched against the table. One
swe;:{):f his left hand knocked the lamp to
the r. There was a bright glow of flame,
a crash of splintered glass before darkness
descended upon the room.

With a feverish haste Paige’s hand quested
across the table. His fingers closed about the
bottle containing the aromatic spirits of am-
monia- just as someone lurched against the
table and upended it.

The bottle of strychnine tablets fell to the
Buncheon floor and brokes A bony fist grazed

aige’s cheek. A hurtling body struck him

?ehind the knees, sent him sprawling on his
ace.

“Don’t shoot!” Dekker yelled to his men.

The outlaw’s .order told Paige that this
store room must be right in the heart of
town if he didn’t wish to risk the noise of a
shot. Then he was groping along the floor
for strychnine tablets from the smashed
bottle.

He found one tablet near the broken frame
of the lamp. Quickly he shoved the tablet
into his mouth, uncorked the ammonia bottle
and took a swallow. Suddenly two bodies
hit him. He rolled over slowly, threw the
bottle away from him. It splintered against
the wall. The reek of the medicinal am-
monia set him coughing, and the outlaws
with him.

Fists began pummeling his face and body.
At first, he struggled, striking back at his
attackers with blows that were feeble and
ineffectual. They overpowered him afier
twg. minutes and hauled him to his feet.
Someone stumbled out of the room and rs-
turned with another lantern. It was Dekl:2r.
He scowled at Paige. The scowl changed to
a triumphant grin when he glimpsed Paige’s
bedraggled appearance.

“I reckon yuh’ve shot yore bolt, Paige,”
he said. “But we’ll wait ten minutes more to
make shore.”

At Dekker’s signal the two outlaws forced
the Mail rider back into the chair. All the
fight had gone out of him. He sat loosely,
shoulders slumped, narrowed eyes blinking
wearily at the renegades. He moved an arm
to wipe sweat from his forehead. The effort
required so much time that Dekker laughed.

“Time to go, gents,” he murmured. “That
belladonna’s done its work. Friend Alamo
will just about be able to stand up wiftn we
start that raid. Won’t' Ed Brian be sur-
prised!”

DEKKER and Ellwood hauled Paige out

of his chair, led him through a darkened
rear room to four saddled horses picketed be-
neath a cottonwood. They boosted Paige
into the hull. Dekker swung aboard a horse
and drew up beside the Mail rider, then gave
the signal to proceed.

They rode slowly through the darkness
that shrouded this deserted section of Chey-
enne. Following back streets, they contin-
ued past empty stores and barns until they
came to a narrow alley.

They turned. up the alley and left their
horses a dozen feet from the main street.
Dekker helped Paige from the saddle. He
staggered when his boots struck the earth.
Dekker steadied . him. The outlaw’s laugh
was low, amused.

They were, Alamo saw, in the alley next
to the Pony Expreas office. Paige decided
that the hour was late since some of the sa-
loons had closed. No one appeared on the
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board walks. But there was a light in the
office as they stépped to the porch.

Rellter, oné Band under. Paige’s elbow,
hgad @ﬁ‘W&e joMitgy's fist.

niy, ' Alame,” whispered the out-

la ' ‘Q

nt on it bein’ leaded, though.”
hen all four men were hitting the un-
logked door, :ga.shing it open and shoulder-
. ing inte the office, Ed Brian, busy with ac-
¢ count sheets at his desk, rose hurriedly.
Dekker’s rasping voice froze him into immo-
" bifity,

“Lift yore dewclaws, Brian! This is a
hold-up. Get over to that safe pronto and
open it up. Alamo Paige says there’s plenty
of dinero inside. And he should know.”

he mention of Paige’s name shifted
Briar’s attention to the slumped, wavering
figure aliriost hidden by Dekker’s broad
shape.

“Alamo!” thundered Brian. His voice was
hoarse with shock. His eyes widened at the
sight of the Mail rider regarding him through

blinking eyes. A gun hung limply from
Paige’s fingers. “What yuh doin’ with
these—"

“

ige is workin’ with us,” broke in Dek-
ker. “His cut out of this haul will give him
more cash than he could earn in three years
workin’ for the Pony Express. Hurry, Brian!
Open that satel”
wood and the other outlaw moved
ahead to the railing, their weapons centered
on Brian. Growling and cursing, Brian
shuffled to the safe.
stared at Alamo Paige.
Suddenly that grin turned to a horrible

Dekker grinned and

gritmace ef surrise. Fear muddied Dekker’s -

eyes. A sfrangled shout burst from his
thtoat.

Paige was no longer an animated dummy.
Hig eyes looRed clear. He straightened out
of his stouch. Al of his movements were
swift and sure now. He flung himself at
Delkker. The empty gun which had dangled
so limply from his fist rose and fell in a
-short arc.

The long barrel slammed against Dekker’s
skull before the renegade could swivel his
gun asound te Paige. Reeling drunkenly for
a brief moment, the escaped thief finally bent
at the middle and collapsed to the floor.
Paige ed with him as Ellwood whirled
from ths railing near Brian’s desk and put
a shot in the space where Paige’s head had
been.

“Get down, Ed!” Paige warned shrilly, as
Brian lunged for his belt and gun hanging
from a hoak above the safe.

Ellwood fired again and missed. Then
Paige’s fingers closed around the butt of
Dekker’s. gun which had fallen from the out-
lawjs hand. Propped~up on one knee, Paige
brought up the .44 and dropped hammer on
a squalling shot. He felt the recoil of the
weapon kick against his wrist. But he was

too busy to think about it, for he was watch-
ifng Ellwood clutch at his reddening shirt
ront.

Elweed staggered two steps and toppled
against his er. That accidental collisien
speoiled the other outlaw’s shot at Brian, and
the bullet meant for Brian’s back merely
slashed his ribs.

The force of the heavy-calibered slug tear-
ing through his flesh spun Brian against the
wall. His hands groped for the belt and gun
above him. He caught the belt and was pull-
ing it down when Paige’s yell pulled Ell-
wood’s outlaw pard around.

The renegade fired as he turned. But Paige
was moving out of the way. He had got to
his feet, leaped to one side. Then, halting
momentarily to center his sights on the out-
law, he squeezed the trigger. The outlaw’s
bullet droned harmlessly past him. But lead
from his own gun drilf’ed through the out-
law’s chest, sent him crashing to the floor.

Brian stumbled through the low gate in
the railing that separated the outer office
from the smaller inner one where the desk
and safe were located.

“That was some fancy shootin’, Alamo!”
he breathed. “Yuh shore had me fooled.
For a while I thought yuh really was helpin’
them buzzards—though yuh looked mighty
queer. What happened?”

“I found Dekker without any trouble,”
said the jockey-sized Mail rider, “but first off
I bit off more’n I could chew.” He re-
counted the fight in the saloon. “While I
was tallyin’ that card player the bartender
beefed me. When I came to they drugged
me and dragged me along on this raid. The
drug was supposed to make me helpless.”

“Yuh shore did look helpless or drunk—I
couliin’t tell which—till yuh started yore fire-
works.”

BRIAN’S eyes were puzzled and curious.
He started to ask another question, but
Paige cut him off.

“Dekker wanted it to look like I’'d turned
owlhooter,” he said. “Then they was goin’
to see to it that I was left behind after the
raid so I'd be hangnoose bait for the mob.”

Behind Paige, Dekker stirred. A low moan
escaped from him. Then he began cursing
savagely.

“That jasper’s got a hard head,” Brian
observed, finally slumping into a chair to
have a look at the shallow wound in his side.
“Yuh should have killed him.”

“I’d rather see him hang,” Paige said
bluntly.

Dekker’s dark, malevolent glance seemed
to burn right through Alamo Paige.

“Blast yuh, Paige,” he growled hoarsely.
“Yuh tricked me. The belladonna yuh drank
should have kept yuh hobbled for hours.”
He was bewildered and angry at the same
time. (Concluded on page 75)
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thinking and after I’m through he questions |
me. Finally, I have him convinced.

“I took yore word and experience for a lot
around here, Buck,” he says, as he leaves me,
“until yuh failed me in yere judgment of
that hoss, but if things go the way yuh figger
they will, I'll admit I'm a fool and did wrong
in lettin’ my faith in yuh slip.”

HAT afternoon Frank is buried and it’s

after supper that night when Rance calls
Jim and Holden into the living room. I'm
with Rance.

“Tell him, Buck,” says he.

“I told yuh that stallion ain’t a killer and I
still mean it, boys,” I say to Jim and Holden.
“But I’m goin’ to point out who did kill
Frank. He wasn’t killed accidental-like. He
was murdered!”

When I say this, Jim gets a surprised look
on his face and Holden’s mouth sags open
while he licks his lips. E

“More of yore talk, hey, Brenner?” he says
finally. “Yuh mebbe have proof of this wild
talk yuh’re spoutin’?”

“Yes, I have proof,” I answer, “and tomor-
row I'll show you boys the murderer.”

“Why not now?” snaps Jim,

“I have my reasons,” I say, “and tomorrow
will be the day.”

Holden sneers in disbelief.

Rance says he was going to turn in as he
didn’t sleep much the last few nights, and
goes over to his room. Jim and Holden stroll
outside. I go into my room and just sit there
watching the hours go by.

. Two o’clock passes and I am beginning to
get drowsy when I hear a slight noise at the
door. The knob is turning. The door is
opening slowly and I can see a dark form
slinking into the room half crouched and
with the light-footedness of an Indian. The
form springs towards the bed and I hear the
thud of something thumped into the blan-
kets I had fixed up like a sleeping man. I
shiver as I rise up like a shadow from the
corner where I have been quietly waiting. I
reach out and pull the black cover off the

- lighted lantern I have ready.

The man by the bed whirls with a curse,
snatches a gun from holster and fires. But
I thumb the trigger of the Colt I am hold-
ing, first, and the slug rips into his chest,
knocks him backward against the wall, where
his knees cave and he crashes to the floor.
Footsteps come pounding down the hall, and
Rance Elton dashes into the room.

“Did yuh get him?” Rance asks, waving a
shotgun.

“There’s yore man, Rance,” I say grimly.
“There’s the rotten lobo of a killer,”

I walk over and, reaching down, rip the
~ six-gun from the hand of Dave Holden.

“It all come out like you said, Buck,” says
Rance, still & bit unbelieving.

“It couldn’t be any other way,” I answer,
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“especially when he thought I knew who he
was.”

Holden is trying to push himself to a sit-
ting position and finally manages it, cough-
ing rackingly. His face is white and a look
of fear is on it.

“Am I goin’ to die?” he mumbles.

“Mebbe yuh are, Dave,” I says. “Why
don’t yuh come clean with the reason be-
hind what yuh done?”

“It wasn’t me,” he blurts, breathing hard.
‘f‘I won’t go without the right one gets paid
Or—))

Out of the corner of my eye I see the
movement by the window, even as the room
is filled with the sound of a shot and the
moans of Holden as a slug hits him.

Still holding my Colt, I snap it up and
thumb the hammer. From outside the win-
dow a loud, wailing cry comes, and two
hands suddenly grip at the sill. I rush over
and, reaching far outside, grab onto a pair
of arms and heave back. A body drags
through the window and falls in a loose heap
at my feet. I turns it over and the hate-
filled eyes and face of Jim Elton looks up at
me, as he puts both hands to his neck that is
streaming blood.

“Broken collar-bone,” I say. Then I turn
again to Holden. “He tried to do yuh, Dave,
tried to stop yuh from sayin’ somethin’, I
guess. Are yuh goin’ to come clean now?”

“The dirty, doublecrossin’ sidewinder!”
Holden gasps over and over again. Then he
nods. “I’ll come clean, all right.”

Jim Elton says nothing, and sets his lips
as pain gnaws at him.

“That skunk, Jim Elton, hired me,” Holden
goes on. “Told me to get a job here. I'm
an owlhooter from up Montana way and I
got to know him through buckin’ roulette at
his place. I owed him dough and when I
got full one time I talked too much. Told
him I was wanted. He offered me five thou-
sand dollars if I killed Rance and Frank. The
will his uncle left says that when Frank dies,
Rance gets the place and, after him, Jim.

“This lobo wanted it right away, so’s he
could sell it, take the money and open a big
gambling place in the East. He hates yuh
all. I took the job ’cause one killin’ or an-
other was nothin’ to me. That's my busi-
ness, for a price. Rance was to be done away
with next. I got the idea when I saw the
stallion, figgerin’ I could put the blame on
Black Thunder that way, and tried to make
you think he was a killer without anybody
findin’ out. When yuh said yuh knew who
the real killer was, Buck, we decided to put
yuh out of the way.” «

“I figgered yuh would, Holden,” I tell him.
. Then I turn and walk over to Rance, who
is staring down at the weapon Dave used,
and which I have brought to my room. I'd
found it out near where Jim was killed. Dave
has hid it till he can get rid of it. Itis a
twelve-pound sledge-hammer. On the side
of it two holes are bored. Bolts go through
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