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Do You Want More Mbéney?
Iearn now to become a Mechanical Refrigeration and -
Air Conditioning Expert. You do not have to give up
y = your present job—you can learn this big-pay profession
at home in your spare time. Mechanical Refrigeration
{4 and Air Conditioning is the fastest growing industry in
{ the world. New businesses opened by wartime develop-
ments have created a crying demand for trained men.
Mechanical Refrigeration and Air Conditioning Engineers
can easily earm up to $100.00, $150.00, $200.00 a week and

more.
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Be Your Own Boss!

Be independent. Choose your own working hours. Decide for yourself how
much money you want to make. Mechanical Refrigeration Service Manual
and Mechanical Air Conditioning Service Manual will help make your dreams

a reality.
No Previous Experience Needed . . . These
Complete Volumes Take You All the Way!

Designed and written by experts, in down-to-earth language which you can easily under-
stand. The illustrations, diagrams, and step-by-step directions are as simple as A-B-C. In a few
hours each week, without taking time off from your present occupation, and without any
previous experience, you can easily pick up this big-pay profession. These simple guide books
are so clear and interesting that you will learn without realizing that you are doing so.

Prepare For Your Future Now!
This may be the means of improving your entire life, may show you
the way to better living conditions, much bigger pay, financial success.
A warm +weélcome awaits the wide-awake, ambitious individual in
this fast-growing field. Act to-
day—mnow !

PARTIAL TABLE OF CONTENTS
Physics of refrigeration—heat trans-
ference—the compression principle—
condenser and receiver compression
cycle—absorption systems — refrig-
erants—automatic controls used on
domestic refrigerators—general serv-
icing tips — trouble shooting — ab-
sorption system type of refriger-
ation. Principles of air conditioning
—effect of temperature, change, and
humidity—heat transmission—meth-
ods of heating—warm air furnaces
— air cooling wmetnods — humidity
control—unit system—filters — prob-
lems of sound control — industrial
air conditionlng—alr conditioning
of moving vehicles-etc., etc.

OVER TWENTY-EIGHT COM-
PLETE CHAPTERS

2R e g ot %, LARCH BOOK COM
on Arithmetic and Math- 8 NS PANY
ematics. Takes you right e /4 42 West 18th St., New York 11, N. Y.

through addition, sub-

traction, multiplication,
division, fractions, de- 5 —_—
cimals, and logarithms. - — B
Shows you how to apply — % 930- ) (5
them % i T Depo‘\‘\( 1. N.
ani
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you must act quickly to
be sure to get your copy.
i 10-Day Money-Back Guarantee!

out and mail the coupon to us today. When your postman brings your
MECHANICAL AIR CONDITIONING SBRVICE MAN%AL‘ together with
copies of‘ MECHANICAL REFRIGERATION SERVICE MANUAL and
your FREE copy of MATH MASTERY, deposit with him the sum of $1.98
plus postage. (If ‘you send $2.00 with order we pay all charges.) Glance
tl}rough these great Volumes. See how clear they are—how interesting, how
simple to understand. Then, if you feel that your future is nmot worth $1.98
to you, return them to us within 10 days for refund. But remember—time
waits for no man. Get these Volumes NOW!
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in my course I show you how to ou get arts to build Radio Circuits;
this N.R.I. Tester with parts I send, E en test them; see how they work; learn.
f goon helﬁk&puﬂxneighbor 0od Radios ow to design’ special circuits; How to "
a_ns earn 'RA money in spare time. Yocate and repair circuit defeots.

gend_you Soldering Equipment apd Barl,
ih dio Partg; %mw yog ho% % do Rntﬁ il
ﬁ)ldenng, W to m and connect

adio parts; give you practicnl experlence.
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§ Wil Train You at Home=SAMPLE LESSON FREE

Do you want a good-pay Job in the
fast-growing Radio Industry—or your
own Radio Shop? Mail the Coupon

Radio Technicians also find profita-
ble opportunities in Police, Aviation,
Marine Radio, Broadcasting, Radio
Manufscturing, Public Address work.

and my FREE 64-page book. Read
the detalls about my Course; letters
from men I trained; see how quick«
ly, easily you can get started. Ng

for a Sample Lesson and my 64-page i

5 : , 5 eo nk of even greater opporfunities obligation!  Just MAIL COUPON
book, ‘‘Win Ri("él Rewards in .}Qadlo, as Television, FM, and KElectronic NOW in envelope or paste on penny
oth FREE. See how I will train  gevjces become available to the pub-  postal. o, SMITH, President,
}'Uil :gt dl'lo‘me—-liiow Y%\lug?t pl‘%c'té" lc! Send for FREE books now! lr?lept GN%?, Natg)ngl Rﬁdl& Ingti)tlut?,
cal Radio experience building, test- oneer Home Siu dy Eadlo Schoo
ing Radio cireults with 6 BIG KiT§  rind Ouf What Nf'g'r o D Por You  Waghington 6, D. C. 3

OF PARTS I send!
Many Beginners Soon Make Exira AEBPNM'OI' Tralnlng underG! Bl

Money in Spare Time While Learning

The day yoeu enroll I start sending
EXTRA MONEY JOB SHEETS that
gshow how to make EXTRA money

fixing neighbors’ Radios In spare J. E. SMITH, President, Dept. BNA
time while still learning! It’s prob- Natmrml Radio Institute, Washington 9,D.
ably easier to get started now than Mail me RFE, {Iur sample lesson and
ever before, because the Radio Re- 84-p: o salesman will cali,

page
pair Business is booming, Trained Pleee Srelie Biastis

NAME sovsomoeanvvonvessasvarsvsnnsss AZe..,

My Course Includes Training in

TELEVISION © ELECTRONICS

Address

Seeestrsersracoagrstannoanatannne

Oty sesvevecnssesis Btate. coern
IR TP OSBRI ETIwOESOO®

esesansee ZOME.,
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ACTION-PACKED NEW BOOK-LENGTH NOVEL
BADMAM BEHIND ABADGE ..........o0ovnnennnn...By T. W, Ford

A hunted, friendless lobo, Sam Kilden found himself forced to take thenro!e
of the famous Boots Kilden tc clean up a ldwless town. But he’d learnad from
experience that a man can’t escape from his past—that it would only be a
question of time before exposure came, and he’d be an outeast again. Siill,
something kept him playing this game straight for all his determination to
do the smart thing . . .

COMPLETE NOVELET
DEAD MAN'SBCOTIS . ........ . ..~ ... .0 By Cliff Campbell

You can take, your pick, Donnel: Shall I gut-shoot you now, or do you
change clothes with me and try to break away before the law closes in on us?

SHORT STORIES
‘HORSETHIEF HERO ...........ci00vvvvvvene....By Judy Zissman

© A fact story of the old west.

THE GREENER ..........By Frankie-lee Weed and Kelly Masters

This geologist hombre was a critter just beyond comprehension—but he had
one thing about him that~any Western man could understand — courage!

ROBERT W. LOWNDES, Editor
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All of us can’t be geniuses. But
any ordinarily talented mortal can
be a success—and that’s more than
some geniuses are,

Now, as in Zsop’s time, the
race doesn’t always go to the one
who potentially is the swiftest.
The trained man has no trouble
in passing the genius who hasn’t
improved his talents.

In good times and bad times, in
every technical and business field,
the frained man is worth a dozen
untrained ones, no matter how
gifted.

The International Correspon-
dence Schools can’t make you into
a genius, For more than 50 years,
however, I.C.S. has been help-
ing its students to become
trained, successful leaders—
and it can do the same for you.

Mark your special interest on
the coupon. Don’t be like the un-
successful genius who wastes his
life in dreaming of what he intends
to do. Act now!

BOX 5994-B, SCRANTON 9, PENNA,

Without cost or obligation, please send me full pnrticulau about the-course before which I have marked X:

Business and Chemistry Courses E Radio Servicing Mechsnical Drafting
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ADVICE FOR

BAD SKIN

Stop Worrying Now About Pimples, Blackheads

And Other Externally Caused Skin Troubles

JUST FOLLOW SKIN DOCTOR'S SIMPLE DIRECTIONS

By %@f@ g/ﬁ/elﬂﬁﬂm

Have you ever stopped to realize that the leading screen stars whom you admire,
as well as the beautiful models who have lovely, soft white skin, were all born

just like you with a lovely smooth skin?

The truth is that many girls and women do not give their skin a chance to show
off the natural beauty that lies hidden underneath those externally caused pimples,
blackheads and irritations, For almost anyone can have the natural, normal com-
plexion which is in itself beauty All you have to do is follow a few amazingly

simple rules.

Many women shut themselves out of
the thrills of life — dates, romance,
popularity, social and business success
—only because sheer neglect has robbed
them of the good looks, poise and femi-
nine self-assurance which could so eas-
ily be theirs. Yes, éverybody looks at
your face. The beautiful complexion,
which is yours for the asking, is like a
permanent card of admission to all the
good things of life that every woman
craves. And it really can be yours—take
my word for it! — no matter how dis-
couraged you may be this very minute
about those externally caused skin
miseries.

Medical science gives us the truth
about a lovely skin., There are smali
specks of dust and dirt in the air all the
time. When these get into the open
pores in your skin, they can in time
cause the pores to become larger and
sizore susceptible to dirt particles, dust
and infection. These open pores begin
to form blackheads which become ine

fected and bring you the humiliation
of pimples, blackheads or other blem-
ishes. When you neglect your skin by,
not giving it the necessary care, you
leave yourself wide open to externally
caused skin miseries. Yet proper atten-
tion with the double Viderm treatment
may mean the difference between en-
joying the confidence a fine skin gives
you or the embarrassment of an ugly,
unbeautiful skin that makes you want
to hide your face.

8 A screen star’s
face is her fore
tune. That’s why
she makes it her
business to proe
tect her come
plexion againse
pimples, black-
heads and blem-
ishes. Your face
is no different.
Give it the dou-
ble treatment it
needs and watch
those skin blem-
ishes go away.

The double Viderm treatment is a for-

mula prescribed by a skin doctor with
amazing success, and costs you only a
few cents daily. This treatment con-
sists of two jars. One contains Viderm
Skin Cleanser, a jelly-like formula
which penetrates and acts as an anti-
septic upon your pores. After you use
this special Viderm Skin Cleanser, you
simply apply the Viderm Fortified
Medicated Skin Cream. You rub this
in, leaving an almost invisible protecs
t;.:e covering for the surface of your
skin,

This double treatment has worked
wonders for so many cases of external
skin troubles that it may help you, too
—in fact, your money will be refunded

if it doesn’t. Use it for only ten days,
You have everything to gain and noth-
ing to lose. It is a guaranteed treat-
ment. Enjoy it. Your dream of a clear,
smooth complexion may come true in
ten days or less.

Use your double Viderm treatment
every day until your skin is smoother
and clearer. Then use it only once a
week to remove stale make-up and dirt
specks that infect your pores, as well as
to aid in healing external irritations.
Remember that when you help prevent
blackheads, you also help to prevent
externally caused skin miseries and
pimples.

Incidentally, while your two jars and
the doctor’s directions are on their-way
to you, be sure to wash your face as
often as necessary. First use warm °
water, then cleanse with water as cold
as you can stand it, in order to freshen,
stimulate and help close your pores.
After you receive everpthing, read your
directions carefully. Then go right to it
and let these two fine formulas heip
your dreams of a beautiful skin come
true.

Just mail your name and address to
Betty Memphis, care of the New York
Skin Laboratory, 206 Division Street,
Dept. a2, New York 2, N. Y. By return
mail you will receive the doctor’s direc-
tions, and both jars, packed in a safety-
sealed carton. On delivery, pay two
dollars plus postage. If you wish, you
can save the postage fee by mailing the
two dollars with your letter. If you are
in any way dissatisfied, your money
will be cheerfully refunded. To give you
an idea of how fully tested and proven
the Viderm double treatment is, it may
interest you to know that, up to this
month, over two hundred and twelve
thousand women have ordered it on
my recommendation. If you could only
see ‘the thousands of happy, grateful
letters that have come to me as a result,
you would know the joy this simple
treatment can bring. And, think of itle
the treatment must work for you, or it
doesn’t cost you a cent. -



TSNS of MEN NOW
Appea Feel Look
SLIMMER BETTER YOUNGER|

with Commander
The Amazing NEW Abdominal Supporter

Yes, instantly you, too, can hegin to feel ALIVE . ON TOP OF THE WORLD py
loining the Parade of Men who are marching up the” Mghway of happier living with the
COMMANDER, the amazing new Men’s abdominal supporter.
GET “IN SHAPE INSTANTLY AND ENJOY A HAPPY STREAMLINED APPEARANCR
The COMMANDER presents the exclusively designed “INTERLOCKING HANDS"
principle for extra double support where you noed it most It flattens the burdensome
sagging ‘‘corporation’ and restores to the body the zestful invigorating !oeung that
comes with firm, sure ‘‘bay window” control. Order this new belt foday and begin
enjoying the ploasure of feeling *‘in shape™ at once.
BREATHE EASIER—TAKE WEIGHT OFF TIRED FEET
The helpful uplifting EXTRA SUPPORTING power of the COMMANDER firmly sup-
ports abdominal uaz. The instant you pull on’ the belt you breathe easfer . . . your
wind is Ionger . . . you feel better!
YOUR BACK l! IIAGID-YOUI CLOTHES FIT BETTER—-YOU APPEAR TALLER
The COMMAND: braces your figure . . . you look and feel slimmer . . . your clomlu
fit you better. Your friends will notice the improvement immediately.
COMMANDER 18 NEW AND MODERN!
. The absence of gouging steel ribs, dangling buckles and bo'.herlome licn will provi
a joy, CO! ER has a real man’s jock type pouch, IT GIVES
PBOTEOTION Try this amazing new belt with full confidence . . . tnd u our mi.
SEND FOR IT NOW!

*THE SECRET OF THE
"INTERLOCKING HANDS™

Only COMMANDER containg this N’EY
principle. A porous non-stretch material
built into the Special stretch body of the
OMMANDER . . . in the outline of tW
lsnltjalglockm nhlond’ for EXTRA DOUR
0u need it most.
BUCKLES, LACES OR STRAPSN .

MAKE THIS TEST =
WITH YOUR OWN HANDS
AND FEEL WHAT WE MEAN

Commander Wearers all over America Say—

@Y am gure you will be ‘‘Enclosed ¢ind order for ag: it on the first thing in the
pleased to know that 1¢ 18 by Je other belt. I wouldre be Wil e morning.  Encloged (s my

far the hest and most practical = 2 o 'ug.‘?pon“

supporter I have ever had, 1 pr. G. C. 8. st. Plul. Minn,

have been pleased to show it 8t. Charles, 111, “y d the Command,

to several of my friends md*"nece!ved the Commander g for whnt it is made for.

they are likewise impressed i\bol\g a ‘:;l&k llgg-“'l' !‘:r ml; fnu:- :n 00. lr?kt help'

with it. You shall pmbnbly i you for

e it mildly—I what it hns don
:A:ta‘:' !r’o'm some of them in th: wo“l;deebthat itﬂ? 1s a é"ﬁ‘g el t hax x% e . mgmcﬂda
O, 1vi) e needed sy ave lw L

Dr. A. M. 8. *wmt’asd :gm comfortable e HEIEE By o
Btandish, Mich. fee]hw I never mils puttln" Fort Knox, Ky,

Above are just a few of the ma T the

that we receive regulariy. Origmull of these and others are on ﬁla-

SEND FOR IT TODAY—USE THIS COUPON

elabdabdalp el latala o i ol el el alstal shgelaa el bl |
= INTRODUCTORY TEN DAY FREE TRIAL OFFER =

10 DAY FREE TRIAL

SEND NO MONEY | EWARD GREEN CO,, DEPT. L-4512
' B T B YO N e s i v gy e
& en 8. * o ’’ for ten 8
Wear COMMANDER o N l. Y o 'speuidngncn of $2.98 plus postage. Ifﬂynot satisfied after weaxlz!nyg gt ten dayl_-
ten dQ s FREE H “ I may return it and the purchase price will be promptly refunded.
€ Y 8. = 3 My waist measure. ., covscoees .My height I1s......... sevan ..
fails to do all we say. S B U on YN e’ Bize’ of walSt if' rensuring tope 18 Mo availabies) * ]
send it back and the & NAME oovocoscasasnssssossossassosossosssnacsansassrasaossssensss

eessseavresaranss sescsoess

[BADDRESS ...

§ purchase price will be
| promptly refunded.  SIZES 28 fo 47 £ BCITY. .vvaietncensvanasrscrasocrnicnisss STATR..oorarcsnosinng

-CX Check here if you enclose $2.88 with this order and we will pay posta
charges. ‘The same refund offer holds.

SPECIAL LARGE SIZES 48 o 60, $3.98 &
S A S Illllllllllil il pae e R A

@ 1941 W. G. Co.
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E PROTECTED

SICKNESS o= ACCIDENT

¢

SAFEGUARDS
ENTIRE FAMILY

for anty
ANY HOSPITAL IN U. 8.

CHOOSE YOUR OWN DOCTOR

it's New! it’s Differont? it’'s a real Security Plan : .5 designed to
@ive you the Protection you'll renily need in case of Hospital confine
#end for sickness or accident. When misfortune strikes, you may go to
any Hospital In the U, 5. or Canada under any Doctor's care. WE PAY
YOUR EXPENSES in full accordance with Policy provisions. You are
assured of expert care and medical attention . . . without any wore
ries whatever about heavy financial burden,

Individual or Family Eligibleé

Why is it that North American tan offer so much wseful coverage for
so little money? Because this Protection is sold direct. Individuals or
mily groups can.enroll from birth to age 70 and get such exceptional
benefits as Doctor fees, weekly eomponwhon for time lost from work,
death benefits, efc. What's more, you're bnck&d up by a mong, reli-
able Compuny operated under the full sup: of the |
Dept. This Plan has won the approval of Hospitals end Physicians
shroughou? the . 5.

No Medical Examination

1 + bt

You are not required o take a medi to get North Amerle
can anha":cnon Protection. Already over ten million persons In
Ameriea hava onrolled for this valuable kind of coverage . . . prov-
ing the p sense of protecting your savings from the
omlpvgm of unexpected Hospital and Doctor bms Send off ot once for
@1l the details about this Plan. No obligation. No Agent will call.

Mo EREE v

>

A DAY

11%¢ FOR CHILDREN

h%&

Hospital Room and Board
for SIeknou or Accldent

Dodor Vlths e
In Case of Accldent,

Surgical Operations’

Time Lost from Work
in. Ccsc of Accident,

A«Idonfcl, Vi
Death/’ !
R w

Physical w

Dismemberment, &

Identification Sery

Ambulance Servied

Dopt. ps.12, Wilmington, Dok

s/

pt

&

*ﬂ-.hlﬁ-———-—

-1
NORTH AMERICAN MUTUAL INSURANCE CO. i

546,00

$2000.00
$2000.00
T100.00

Wn}ﬁ*‘zsooo

10.00

Please send me, without ebligatien, details about your '
“8¢ A Day Hospitalization insurande Plan,” l

Nome

Addre %

State.

it S o s



PLASTIC DENTAL PLATE RELINER

Here’s your chance, to say “Good-bye” to loose rocking,
clattering, chattering dental plates and enjoy talking, eat=
ing, laughing and living. the natural way again! Now, in a
jiffy, you can make your false teeth fit like new. Thanks to
the miracle of modern plastics brought to you in amazing,
convenient, effective Gum Gripper. We guarantee it to
tighten your false teeth or it won't cost you a penny!

EASY TO USE — LASTS 4 to 6 MONTHS

No more fussing with pastes or powders. Just apply “Gum Gripper” to
entures and bite! That's all there's to it! Gum Gripper not only holds “Gum Gripper’ is by
alse teeth tight but also provides scothing antiseptic and comfortable far the best material
cushioning effect that prevents sore spots. Now you can eat cornon. 1 have ever used.
the-cob, raw apples, steaks without embarr t, or.di tort. g:v:; n:teettgun‘e:r mg

CAN BE USED ON ANY DENTAL PLATE—Upper or Lower ““;‘;:"‘"'; > Wi
Vill Not Harm Denfure — Can Be Scrubbed or Washed  Piitsburgh, Penna.

Tear out and mail coupon below for generous risk-free trial offer,
‘Get a full size tube of "‘Gum Gripper" for use’on your own false teeth
®0 you can prove to yourself what a wonderful difference it will make.
As a special introductory pffer, we will include.a generous size packagg
of Dental Plate Cleaner absolutely free, to help keep your mouth an
dentures sweet and clean without troublesome brushing, If you are
not fully satisfied after using the entire tube of Gum Gripper, you
may return_empiy tube for full refund and Keep the Dental Plate
€Cleaner as & Gift! Why not accept this fine offer TODAY, when there
'§8 nothing to lose and All inyourifavor?

SEND NO MONEY — MAIL COUPON NOW !

Remember, Gum Gripper comes to you on risk.iree
_trial. Send no money. Pay postman only $1.00 plus
postage. Réturn empty tube for refund if not entirely
satisfied, Please write name and address plainly to g
avoid delay.

“THINK IT FINR"
“‘Please send me ani~
other tube of Gum
Gripper. I have used
one tube and think it

s fine,
Mrs. Marsh Gunter.”
Benton, Illinois.

“MUCH PLEASED"
““Please ship 8 cube;
of Gum Gripper.
Was very much plessed
with the tube ¥ hsd
o I vent »
. Weninegar,’

Mobile, Alabama,

= Rt . . —
117 K. DEARGORY MAIL THIS NOW!
CHICAGO 2, ILL. " Dept. 79-H

Please Rysh Tube of Gum Gripper on free irial offer =
satisfaction guaranteed or moriey back — with Dental
Plate Cleaner included Free.

S ey 1 1 will pdy postman $1,00 plus postage, on delivery.!
'm.pﬁ“;:‘g?n‘z’;’;n‘}"ﬁ‘fﬁ 3 1 enclose $1.00, you pay postage.

‘foy veal falie teeth comfort as
%cynr before! Mall coupon with NAME
yous name end address TODAY.

ADDRESS

Y s | S

 MAIL COUPON NOW !



Badmen Behind A
Badge
By T. W. FORD

Sweedy didn't
lead his pack; he

moved in the center of
them, small chinless face swiv-
elling around like a bird of prey.

Son of the famous Boots Kilden, he found himself everywhere mistaken

for his father and now he was in a position where he had to be fie

original Boofs or wear a hempen neckiie. He'd play the game, he

thought, take on the lawman's position thrust upon him uniil the

opporfunity came for a break, a chance to light out with a saddlebag

packed with cesh. But, somehow, the destiny which hung over him
 kept on forcing him to play it straight . « .

10
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ACTION - PACKED, BOOK - LENGTH NOVEL
COMPLETE IN THIS ISSUE

ED-TRESSED Jennifer Red-

all rode into Saddle City in

the stage, serene with that

calm smile, a job awaiting her. Sam
Kilden skulked in, a fugitive, wary
as a coyote, bleak-eyed face masked
by the guarded look of a man who
knows no one as friend. jen Redall
let her Iong gray eyes slide over the

throng at the stage station, picked up .

her carpetbag, and headed for The
Lucky Lode where she was to enter-
tain. At once, three-four gents fought
to tote the bag of the demure-seeming
girl. When Kilden came, he dragged

i1

his weary wounded carcass through
the shadows of a side road, wondering
how he could steal a few dollars. At
sight of the figure that prowled like
a human wolf, an hombre rounding a
corner slapped his hand over a hol-
ster.

Jen Redall, before she departed
from Saddle City, would sow the seed
of evil, breed treachery, and poison
the souls of many men. And Sam Kil-
den would be backed against the wall,
fighting like a wildcat to hold the
last shred of Law in a hell-torn range
town, , .
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CHAPTERI1I

ILDEN used the night as a

mask to cover his entrance

into Saddle City He came
walking, none too steadily, down a
gside street toward the main drag.
That hammerhead cayuse he had
bought with his last few dollars had
been left at the edge of the big bus-
tling town. He was afraid it was a
stolen pony; the gent who’d had it
had been shifty-eyed, willing to part
with it at too cheap a price. Kilden
walked none too straight because he
was hungry and bogged down by
nights and days of desperate hard
riding, and because the crudely ban-
daged slug wound over his ribs ached
painfully. His lean hands kept hook-
ing nervously over the gun butts. It
was the way an animal, fearing attack,
would keep baring its teeth.

He was raw-boned, with a fleshless
body that looked as if it had been
whipped flat by life. Black hair, that
had a trick of lying flat in the one-
sided part despite Hell or highwater,
capped the hollow-cheeked face sliced
by a high-bridged nose. His tight skin
was the color of old saddle leather
though underlain by the paleness of
desperate fatigue now. The eyes were
the hue of bleakness, a stone-gray
probing above a strangely boyish un-
sullied mouth. Despite his wounded
condition and his spent vitality, Sam
Kilden moved with a slithery grace,
the grace of a man accustomed to
coming and going without attracting
attention. And behind the guarded
look, an observant hombre might just
suspect the hurricane of emotion bed-
ded in the depths of him, might sense
that here was a man capable of being
a master—or a rabid savage killer.

AM KILDEN thought of himself
only as a saddle bum, a two-bit
lobo; he knew himself as a man who
had always run outside the pack,
often from it.
- So he came walking down the
slight hill of the side street, prepared
to steal and ready to run again., His
runover heels rattled on the stony
path and he resented the sound. Near
the corner of the main road he sped
_up almost unconsciously, crazed for

some grub and the sting of whisky to
break the pain in his body. He jerked
the brim of his battered, flat-crowned
hat lower over his beard-stubbled
face. The glare of a coal-oil torch at
the doorway of a place licked down
his cheek and he swerved away from
it as if he’d felt the flame itself.

There was something wrong; he
smelled it in the air like he always
could. Something was building. Glum-
faced men stood in little knots up and
down the line, grimness stamped in
their watchful posture. There were no
women in sight. A quick glance in a
couple of nearby windows showed no
business. In one of them, a honky
tonk, the hussies sat around dead-
faced at the tables, few of them escort-
ed, the musicless place like a tomb.
Kilden faded in to a big-boled cotton-
wood to become part of its trunk.
They might be waiting for him, the
horsethief!

A man called through the darkness
from down by the bank with the white
pillars at the other end of the street.
Heads turned that way and Kilden
was a wraith gliding over the side-
walk to vanish back into the side road
gloom. But he wasn’t leaving town.
He had to get food, a safe hole in
which to sleep; he couldn’t go any
further. A little way up, a tree-
shrouded lane led to the left. So did
Kilden. He moved behind stores and
buildings of the main road, wondered
perhaps about breaking into a dark
one. Then he spotted the handful of
men standing at the end of a wide al-
ley; they toted rifles. He kept going.

Words from them drifted after him
“—and if we can just keep him from
gitting in an’ hiding in some hole, . .
A killer like that—"

So he was a killer now—he must
have done more than just wing that
pelican in the getaway on that stolen
pony way back at Big Gin Creek.
The wraith that was a man flitted
through the liquidlike shadow faster.
They’d never take him alive; that he
had sworn a long time back. But he
wanted some grub and sleep first,
then he could run again, fight if he
had to. He thought he caught boots in
his wake and cut off the lane, up to
the right, uphill. Around a shed and
through a patch of skinny trees, and
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he was moving again parallel to the
lane. Between a coupie of hovels,
along a wriggling path. His breath
came harder and the wound in his
side hurt worse. He fell over a rock

T WAS very hushed now save for
the faint plunking of a banjo
somewhere ahead. The path bread-
ened, had been beaten smoother by
many boots as it followed alongside a
boarded-up place. His foot caught in
a rusty piece of wire and he half
stumbled out into Saddle City’s in-
famous Whisky Row. There were no
coal-oil torches there, but dull blocks
of ochre light came from some win-
dows along the narrow street of
whisky mills and tough tawdry honky
tonks angling off from the main
drag. Kilden’s head pounded and he
put his hand to it near where that
knife scar slanted down from his left
temple, His other hand was already
sliding for a holster just in case.

A voice slid from his left. “I
wouldn’t if I was you...”

It was the way a buzzard spoke
when he had the drop on you, Kilden
knew. His eyes skidded in his head
and he saw the lank figure flattened
against the building front on his left.
The man was facing him as if expect-
ing him right there, a long venomous
black fnger that was a Colts barrel
facing the same way. He said in the
unhurried gentle voice:

. “Elby across the way has a proddy
trigger finger too.”

At the other side of the narrow
road a plump figure with drawn
weapon stepped from beside the porch
of an unlit hovel. He sang in a low
flat voice, “‘Oh, the blue haze of
Texas....’” And a third gent seemed
to grow around the corner of a sharp
boulder squatting at one side of the
street of sin known as Whisky Row.
He said: '

. “Ain’t he real purty now? Like a
fish in a barrel!”

What a hell of a place to die! That
was all Kilden could think then, be-
cause he would die, he knew. He was
going to make a play, and they had
him from three sides. But what a hell
of a hole to cough out one’s last gasp
of life in. . . the squalid frame places
crouched like a double line of drunk-

en derelicts. . . the foul watery snake,
choked with offal, crawling down the
side of the road. A maudlin snatch cf
rattling laughter from a woman
somewhere before it was choked off.
A limping dog ducking into an alley
before, a piece of carrion in its jaws.

“Steady, mister. Steady,” said the
lank one as he walked out from the
left. “Yeu ain’t no foeol. Ycu wanta
live”

Hope came as suddenlike as a
gopher popping its head from a hole.
The lank man wore no hat, and above
the shallow forehead, a white lock
ran back in the middle of his dark
hair. Kilden knew him by that
Couldn’t remember his name, but he
remembered seeing him scme time
back in a pueblo over in The Terri-
tory. A U. S. deputy marshal had
called upon White Lock to surrender
on a killing charge. White Lock had
pulled a hideout weapon, shot the
marshal, and escaped. This man
would be no John Law or possman.
He was a lobo himself. Kilden’s own
kind.

ILDEN made a helpless gesture

with his hands and croaked.
“They’re after me. Close—danged
close. A gent told me if I got in here
an’ saw the right hombre. . . ” He
let it hang there prayerfully

White Lock nodded knowingly as
he put his gun muzzle against Sam
Kilden’s side, not roughly, hardly
denting the ragged red shirt “Posse
trouble, eh. Well now, mebbeso you
have come to the right place; an’
you’ll see the right hombre, too. .
But just put your dewclaws atop your
hat. That’s right. We gotta be keer-
ful Elby.”

The fat man shambled over., White
Lock told him to go up and see the
boss, to tell Keys that a gent wearing
a red shirt had just drifted in with
posse trouble. The fat man went up
the line at a trot. Beyond the jutting
boulder, he turned in at one of the
honky tonks,

There weren’t even dancehall girls
in sight at that place. A low light
burned over the bar, and over on a
small table halfway back was another
lamp. Behind it sat a fleshy gent with
greasy black hair in a gray frock coat,
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counting some bills. There was for-
eign blood in his background some-
where. His hand jumped to a hogleg
hidden under a hat when Elby’s boots
creaked the steps.

“He’s come, Sleeper. Red shirt an’
all. Pertending like he’s a fugitive
from the Law,” Elby announced.

The heavy lids flickered up from
Sleeper Keys’ fat-hedged eyes brief-
ly. “So that’s the act, eh . . All
right.” The eyes lidded so that he
looked like a white-faced smug cat.
He didn’t bother to rise. He called
and two men came out of the shadows
in the rear. They needed no instruc-
tions. One stepped out a side door
and his head reappeared at an open
window as he removed his sombrero.
The other, with a slight limp, moved
over to crouch behind the empty bar,
easing weapons up from well-oiled
holsters as he did. They had planned
this to the last detail. It would look

- as if the boss of Whisky Row, Sleeper
Keyes himself, had shot down this
Birdsall they were importing to blast
him.

“All right, Elby,” Keys said, al-
ready continuing the count of the
stack of greenbacks. And Elby left
to return down the Row.

In a minute, all three were back
with' Sam Kilden. They came in,
Kilden’s red-rimmed eyes licking over
the place. White Lock said this was
the man. Sleeper Keys paused in the
act of licking a fat thumb.

“Oh, yes. They tell me you got a
little trouble with the Law, mister.
Tch, tch. . . Reckon we oughta turn
you over, but I’'m right careless that
way. Sometimes I can use a man, a
tough man. You look—"” He rose,
dropping the wad of bills on the
table, gestured to Elby and the other
two. “You fellas can go back, I can
read a man’s sign pronto. This fella’s
all right.”

LITTLE taller than Kilden,

twice his size, the heavy-fleshed
boss of the Row stood sizing up his
rig a moment Runover cracked boots,
sweat-caked trail-stained jeans; a red
shirt that looked as if it had been
lived in for a month. The beard stub-
ble. Yeah, the man looked convincing.

Keys chuckled inside; he himself
might have been fooled if he hadn’t
picked up that information Sweedy
and his crowd were hiring Birdsall
the gunman to come in and get him.
Bribing him a cool five thousand for
the job, this Birdsall with his peculiar
superstition about red shirts.

“Pour yourself a drink,” said Keys,
thumbing at the bottle on the table.
There was an unsteady note in his
voice for a moment. Maybe he had
taken too big a gamble. Birdsall was
unholy hell, streakfast and fantastic-
ally lucky with a smokepole. On the
other hand, if it looked as if he him-
self, Keys had beaten a man like
Birdsall—well, he’d be the top man,
the most feared thing in Saddle City.

He walked toward the front of the
room as Kilden rattled the bottle
against the glass with his shaky
hands. The man at the window would
yell warning if the killer tried for
him then, with his back turned. Keys
drew out a stogie and placed it be-
tween his teeth. Both the man at the
window and the one peeping over the
edge of the bar could see him. When
he spat out the cigar, it would be the
signal for the play, would mean he
was going to draw and whirl. And
the two dry-gulchers would cut
loose. Birdsall would be watching
him, of course. Keys heard him half
choke on the whisky.

Kilden was looking at the stack of
green and goldbacks with glazed eyes.
He wondered if it were a mirage. Just
a few of those—not all of them—and
he could get out of here. Some grub,
a few drinks, some shuteye. Then
he could buy a free horse and hit out
again. He didn’t trust this pack; the
boss had ' accepted him too easily.
Something was wrong. Just a few of
those bills, His tongue made the cir-
cle of his lips. His grimed clawed
hand went down. Fingers brushed the
stack of currency, trembling.

And Sleeper Keys started the line
planned to get this Birdsall off guard
momentarily. “I’'ve just been doing

some fast thinking. Yeah. .. Now was
you to take that there dinero—" He
was going on to say, “—and do a lit-
tle favor for me.” He never said it.
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T THE mention of “dinero,” Kil-
den, his own back to Keys,
thought Keys saw him touching the
* money. It put the fugitive between
the devil and the deep; he was nailed
as a thief, His only hope now was to
grab it and smoke his way out. His
right hand taloned on it, and he came
around like a cat, snatching up his
left gun. He was a gaunt wolf of a
thing, knowing only he fanged his
way from the corner or went down,

As he swept about, a corner of the
face and the raised gun muzzle of the
man outside the window came into
his line of vision. Kilden’s Colts raged
in a single thunderclap. The man out-
side swung back, penduluming into
the darkness. Blood from the hole
in his head, a fatal hole, was splashed
on the window sill. .

The stogie had spat from Keys
mouth a split instant before and he
was wheeling, too, hand plucking a
hideout weapon from under the gray
frock coat. He saw Kilden plunging
toward him. Kilden figured to jump
a gun into him, using him as a host-
age to get out of Whisky Row past
those gunmen outside. That was the
only thing that saved Kilden, for the
man stached behind the bar was up
and triggering away.

But the victim was supposed to be
back at the table. Keys’ second man
missed two shots, then Kilden was
too close atop of the boss to fire
again. Stunned, Keys stood paralyzed
a moment. He still might have lived;
all Kilden wanted was to get out.
But Sleeper Keys dropped the der-
ringer from the cuff of his left sleeve
and ‘shot Kilden.

The little bullet took the latter in
the left forearm, knocking the big
Colts from his hand. Kilden flung
the greenbacks in his right hand in
Keys’ face. The cloud of them
blocked his sight. A bullet from the
boss’ big gun droned by Kilden'’s ear,
Then Kilden shot him twice through
the chest with his own righthand
hogleg he had ripped out. Blood like
red rosettes formed on Sleeper Keys’
frock coat as he half spun drowsily
and settled among the greenbacks
carpeting the floor.

Already, Kilden was running to-

ward the bar. If he tried to get out
that front door, the one behind there
would put his light out easily. That
one, losing his nerve as he saw the
boss drilled, dropped. Grabbing up
a chair with his left arm, that had
merely been numbed momentarily by
the derringer flesh wound, Kilden
slung it. It crashed into the bottles
and the back mirror over the spet
where the second gunman was. He
reeled up, gashed, befuddled by the
avalanche of chair and shattered glass
that had showered over him, then he
went down, knocked down by the
slug that smashed into his shoulder,
Realizing he had been in a care-
fully baited and set guntrap, the red-
shirted fugitive, stumbled around for
the door. Muzzle flashes knifed at
him from the steps. He moved back-
ward. It was too late. Those men
outside, and Lord knew how many
others, had him ringed.
_ He ran back to the bar, rolled over
the top of it, and dropped down a
few yards behind the helpless moan-
ing gunman. This would be his last
stand, Sam Kilden knew. ...

CHAPTER II

LAPPING his sombrero back

on his shoulders, the fugitive

cocked an eye over the top of
the counter. A bullet drilled into the
bottles behind him. There were more
gun reports, but no men tried to rush
that doorway. Gradually Kilden’s
dazed senses realized the bullet
cracks now were coming from the
bottom of Whisky Row down near
the main road. He wondered if he
were going locoed.

Through a front window he sighted
the fat one, Elby, of the trio that had
first jumped him. The fat one was |
running for the back end of the Row
as if his hide depended on it. It did,
For Sweedy, head of the rival bunch
in Saddle City, was roaring up the
Row with his gun-slicks. The first
gunfire to them had been the signal
that their hired gunhawk, Birdsall,
had slipped in and made his play.
Birdsall had sent them word he
would do it that way.

Behind snapping lead, they swept
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in. The tall bundle of bones that was
Barton Sweedy did not lead his pack.
He moved in the center of them,
small chinless face of his knob of
head swivelling around searchingly
like some bird of prey. And when he
saw Keys’ men legging it for the back
end of Whisky Row, he knew for cer-
tain Sleeper Keys had gone to his
long sleep..

“Go get them, boys. Clean out the
rats! Yah! Ha-ha-ha!” He laughed.
But it was an incongruous business
for only one half of his face partook
of the grimace of mirth. The other
half was paralyzed. He had a habit
of talking from the corner of the
good side of his mouth.

“Keys is in there—dead! Dead on
the floor, by grab!” one of the men
ghouted as he sighted the body
through a window.

“Where’s Birdsall? Hey, Birdsall!”
Sweedy jumped up on the steps of
the place that had been Sleeper Keys’
headquarters. “Birdsall!”

Coming across the top of the bar,
a bullet slanted out the doorway and
%ust nicked the sleeve of his, rusty

lack coat. He jumped off the steps
so fast he landed on his dirty gray
pants, cracking the pint bottle in his
hip pocket. His hat bounced off and

long greasy hair flopped around his

ears. Though having plenty of di-
nero, he dressed like some barroom
bum.

“Hey, that weren’t Birdsall! It
weren’t!” bawled one of Sweedy’s
men who knew Birdsall personally.
He had glimpsed Kilden when he
came up to trigger. “He had on a
red shirt but—"

Sweedy himself had backed into
the shadows, rubbing his hip. “Prob-
ably one of Sleeper’s rats somehow
got cornered by Birdsall. Swing
around the place and go in after—"

From inside, came the half-crazed
Kilden’s defiant yell. “Sure, come

on an’ get me! You will. .. .Awright,
but plenty’ll die tryin’. . . .Sure I
killed this boss in here. He tried

to take me too. You wanta go where
he’s gone—come on in, by damn!”

HAT stopped
didn’t make

everything; it
sense. Sweedy’s

chief house guard stared back across
the Row at him, bewildered. All fir-
ing had ceased.

“Who's with you?” yelled back
Sweedy in his thin nasal voice. It
must have taken a handful of them at
least to have walked in and smoked
down Keys in his own stronghold.

“Two dead men and a wounded
coyote! And they’s room for a heap
more, pelican!”

Sweedy reached for his ever-pres-
ent bottle, then remembered it was
busted. He hurled some epithets at
the hombre inside because he was un-
able to savvy the situation. More men
were venturing into the Row as the
gunsmoke thinned, a thick stream of
the curious, murmuring, big-eyed.
As if by magic, an alley opened in
the close-packed ranks. A tiny man,
dwarfed by his stove-pipe hat, barely
more than five feet in height, came
through. After him walked two
straight-backed cold-faced men in
black shirts and pants, single guns
lashed down on their thighs. They
looked like the cold efficient breed
who would not need more than a
single gun.

“Don’t you think there has been
enough gunning for one night,
Sweedy,” the diminutive figure said
quietly. It was less a question than
a hinted command.

Sweedy drew himself up and
looked way down at the little gent.
Yet somehow, by some peculiar
magic, Barton Sweedy was not the
bigger of the two. He said there
was a gent in there.

“He ain’t—well, he ain’t the man
we thought he was. And he ain’t a
Keys man, Keys is dead in there,
Curp. So we—"

“Yes, yes,” said Samson Curp im-
patiently. “So you’re not sure
whether or not you should kill him.
The only brains you've got are
located in your trigger fingers. . . .
Hmmmm. . . .,” Setting the stove-
pipe hat at a jaunty angle, folding
his arms on his chest, he marched to
the steps.

EEPING over the bar top, Kil-
den saw this man with no drawn
weapons approach. “Stay the hell
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out—or come in triggering,
fool!”

Samson Curp slowly mounted the
steps. He heard his black-garbed
gunhands behind him and ordered
them back. “I haven’t got a gun,
Mister,” Curp called inside.

“Stay out!” Kilden husked.

a trick. I—-"

“It’s no trick. I am Samson Curp
the gambler. I've never broken my
word yet, and I'm coming in.” He
moved through the doorway.

“T’11 kill you"’

“T’ll give five to one you won’t.”
He started across the floor of the
joint. “Hmmm. . .I've been waiting
to see Sleeper Keys like that for a
long time. A man like him'll be a
credit to Boothill.”

Kilden’s sweaty wild-locoking face
pushed further up from the back edge
of the bar. His eyelids sagged, then
propped wider with an effort as he
stared at this incredible little man
so fastidiously garbed in pearl gray
that half blended with the hue of his
skin. He was a plain-looking man,
this Curp, with a long nose that
beaked almost down to his upper lip.
He didn’t look threatening; mildness
and sadness were stamped on the
face. The eyes were dull impersonal
windows through which his mind re-
garded the world.

Kilden pushed his cocked gun with
the smoke wisp over the sight further
across the bar. “I don’t miss,” he
croaked wearily.

“An excellent habit,” Curp com-
mented.

Kilden’s gun muzzle tipped down
on the wood as if weighted by dis-
couragement.” For he read something
in this almost dwarflike figure’s ugly
face. You couldn’t scare him. Ever.
With anything. Samson Curp was a
gent who’d disciplined himself to be
beyond any emotion whatsoever.
“Well?”

“They say you assisted Sleeper
Keys to his long-overdue grave. Is
that true?” He nodded at the late
boss of Whisky Row.

Kilden followed the nod with his
glance. “Him? Yeah. Look. I
know they’ve come for me. Parley-
ing ain’t worth a hoot in hell now.

you

“Itls

Let ’em come and—and—and try—"
Kilden was almost done for, verging
on collapse.

Samson Curp brought out a plain
round gold box of snuff from a vest
pocket. “Your name, my friend?”

Kilden lifted his nodding head.
“K-Kilden.” Then he sagged down,
head and shoulders, on the bar.

“Kil—” The tiny gambler almost
dropped the snuff case. For an in-
stant, his mouth jerked open. Then
he had complete control, was repock-
eting the case. Swinging to summon
his two housemen in. He warned the
others to stay out. e

“Get him,” he told the two men in
black. “Take him to the place.” He
went outside to Sweedy. “It’s all
right. He’s going to my place.”

“Now wait, Curp. Wait a—"

“You heard me, Sweedy. I know
him, I said.” There was the slow
spatter of gunfire in the night from
the rocks beyond the upper end of
the Row. It was the fat Elby, unable
to outrun his hunters, making a
stand. “Better go up there and fin- .
ish the job, Sweedy.” And Samson .
Curp headed down the alley, the
throng opening a way for him again.

“Kilden,” he whispered to himself.
“Kilden. It seems impossible.

Loots Kilden, the great Boots Kil-
den, returned from the grave. .. .”

CHAPTER III

HEN Sam Kilden pushed
open his eyes the next

: time, he tasted whisky in
his mouth. First time he’d ever
heard of them giving a horsethief a
drink in a jailhouse. Shadowy fig-
ures moved about him and the lamp-
light seemed to rise as his eyeballs
cleared., First thing he saw was the
neat clean bandaging around his bul-
let-nicked left forearm. His lifting
eyes took in a window. He frowned,
peered. There were no bars on the
window.

Next to it, on the wall, hung a
striking oil painting of an unbroken
stallion rearing against the rope that
held him to a corral snubbing post.
Beyond that was another oil, a can-
vas of a coyote on a low mound under
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a lemon scimitar of moon. They
didn’t have things like that in a
cuartel, he knew.

“He’s come around, doctor,” a
voice said. Samson Curp moved into
Kilden’s line of vision.

“Got to clean out that wound on his
side. ’S an old one. Festering, too,
Mr., Curp.” The sawbones, a bearded
goat of a man, wiped his spsctacles
and took an instrument from the
black bag on the table. 5

Kilden tried to steel himself
against the pain, but things went
black again. When once more he
came to, a hand was holding a fresh
shot of whisky to his throat. Again
the gray curtain peeled away from
the room. Kilden realized his shirt
had been removed. And a big patch
of bandage, fresh bandage not those
old rags that had been there, covered
that wound over his ribs.

“A remarkable physical specimen
for his age,” the sawbones was saying
as he washed his hands in a basin.
On the table beside it was a pile of
blood-stained cloths. “How a man
of his years could keep going after
the beating his body has taken is be-
yond me.” The doctor shook his
grizzled head.

"ILDEN frowned weakly at that.
Why he was just twenty-two
and they talked as if he must be
crowding forty. Somebody was
locoed. He tried to speak but one of
those black-garbed hombres poked a
tailormade quirly into his mouth.
Struck a match. Kilden sucked on
the inhale with relish and took in
the room. Even though he was half
dead with fatigue, he couldn’t help
but note its richness; velvet drapes at
the windows, heavy leather furniture,
a deep soft carpet on the floor. In
one corner stood a painter’s easel.

“Where am I?” he got out in a
heavy whisper.

“The Monte Carlo Gambling Hall.
My personal quarters.”

As Curp spoke, the sawbones
turned to survey his patient, still
amazed. “I still can’t get over how
a man of his years—"

“I’'ll send for you later if needed,
docter,” Curp cut him short, smiling

slightly. Taking the hint, the saw-
bones picked up his bag and left.

“Give Kilden another drink,” Curp
ordered the black-garbed gent. “Then
tell them to bring up that food as I
ordered it.”

Kilden was able to hold the glass
himself that time. He had never
tasted whisky like that before, hot
yet rich, not the stinging rotgut they
sold in the whisky mills. Though he
was still weak, spent, he felt better.
The old flesh wound in his side no
longer throbbed. And it was half a
relief that the fleeing had come to an
end. They had him now, and that
was that,

He spoke again. “I can’t sabe why
I’m here. When do I go to jail?”
He waited while Curp took a pinch
of snuiff from the gold box, applied
it to one nostril, then to the other.
He sneezed and still didn’t answer.
Kilden felt anger creeping up in him.
“Well? You know who I am. They
call me a horsethief. I—"

“What’s your first name?”

Kilden hated him then. “As if you
didn’t know. Sam Kilden. Sam. And
what’ve you—you got me here for?”

Little Curp walked to a window
and gazed down at the front road.
When he turned around, he shook his
head. “You aren’t Sam Kilden. . . .
No. You're Boots Kilden. . . .If you
want to stay out of jail, you’re Boots
Kilden.”

HILE he wolfed the food that

had been brought up, Kilden
thought. He went through the bowl
of rich meat broth first, finally grab-
bing it up in his two shaking hands
and draining it. Then he assaulted
the big platter of steak flanked by
fried eggs, washing down mouthfuls
with gulps of hot java. When Curp
asked him if he knew who Boots
Kilden was, Sam Kilden merely
nodded. Nobody but a fool would
have to have been told who Boots
Kilden was.

Boots Kilden was one of the most
fantastic figures ever to stalk across
the Southwest, a deadly shot to such
an extent they said he must have
been born with hoglegs in his hands.
Leader of his own outfit, lobos, at
sixteen, Married and a father at



BADMEN BEHIND A BADGE 19

seventeen, Quit the owlhoot to settle
down and operate one of the higgest
barrooms in the Oklahoma Territory,
a place famed from Border to Border.
Fire that destroyed the whole town
wiped him out. That Kilden then
became a gunman, hiring himself out
to clean up helltowns. Twice he was
left for dead, once when he was bush-
whacked.

He seemed to have more lives than
a cat, always bobbing up again. They
called him the man who couldn’t be
killed. His wife had died and he
didn’t seem to care a damn any more,
stalking through the world with a
scornful dlsreoard of danger that
bordered on the inhuman. Folks
marvelled at him, at how he never
lost that boyish look. Black-headed,
he never seemed to age. At thirty
he could have passed for a button
still in his teens.

Somehow, despite his past, he be-
came a John Law, even a Special
State’s officer. Then, after a gent
he had brought in and who had been
hanged was found to have been in-
nocent, Boots Kilden flung his badge
in their faces and rejoined the owl-
hoot breed. Within a week, a cer-
tain politician said to have been in-
volved in framing the innocent man
was shot dead in his office in the
State capital. A slim man with a
pronounced draw! walked into the
local newspaper office and told them
all about it. After he left, a reporter
going through some files pulled out
a picture. It was a photograph of
the man who’d just given them the
details on the shooting, Boots Kilden.

He became a kind of sagebrush
Robin Hood. A two-bit cowman
about to lose a mortgaged outfit
might wake up to find a bag of dinero
tied to his gatepost. Any poor devil
down on his luck could expect help
from Boots Kilden. Once, some of
his band were trapped in a schoel-
house which was set afire to drive
them out. Boots himself, appearing
like magic from nowhere as he had a
trick of doing, rescued them. Later,
the small poer township where the
school was located received money
with a note from Kilden explaining
it was for a new schoolhouse. Two

- next.

weeks later, following the ho]dup of
a gambling hall in the next county,
another sum came. “To replace the
school books for the children,” Kil-
den said in his note.

The Law went half frantic in its
attempts to bring him in, but the fab-
ulous lobo had hundreds and hun-
dreds of undercover allies in the
little people across three states.
They would tip him off about posses,
traps that were set, about where the
badge packers expected him to strike
Like a phantom wolf, Kilden
came and went, appearing where least
expected. A lawman of a tiny settle-,
ment stumbled over him without his
band at a girl’s house once, slammed
him in the local cuartel, left the jailor
to guard him, and rode hellbent for
the sheriff up the creek. When a
posse of two score men returned to
the settlement, Kilden was gene. So
was the Ja1ler who’d been left to
guard him. "

T WAS always like that. The

Law worked a hired killer into
Kilden’s bunch; the killer shot Kil-
den in his bunk one night and got
away. He came down into Gin Creek
Flats and boasted about the deed.
The next morning, he was found
dangling from a cottonwood across
the creek, and when the sheriff prom-
ised to turn the country upside-down
to find the perpetrators, forty odd
men presented themselves at his of-
fice to claim the honor of having had
a hand in the deed. Later it was
learned that it was another gent
who’d been sleeping in Boots Kilden’s
cot that night.

The one thing that marked the man
were his boots. They were hand-
made, from Mexico, of the finest
leather, fancy, the toes inlaid with
silver designs. It was said he had
more than a score of pairs. For when
Kilden had first hit the owlhoot at
sixteen, pulled his first job, he had
been barefooted in the stifrups, too
poor to afford boots. After that,
they had become his single vanity.

And then, suddenly, he had quit
the game and crossed the Rio to van-
ish in Mexico. It was after he
watched his closest friend die as the
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result of a gunshot wound. Boots
Kilden said he was belly-sick of
shooting and killing, had bid his men
goodbye, and gone. A year later,
news came across the Rio that the
famed Boots Kilden had been killed,
shot in the head by a wild bullet in
a cantina brawl in which he had had
no part.

That was the story. This Sam
Kilden knew it pretty well. His late
father, a raild dreamy-eyed man, had
told him it once. It was the kind of
a thing men taiked about at camp-
fires on the open trail under the
stars. The name they mentioned in
comparison when summing up the
speed of other great gunslingers.
Sam, though he happened to have the
same surname, was no relation of the
incredible Boots Kilden, he knew.
His dad had told him so.

Now, he was being told to play the
role of this Boots Kilden.

Finished' eating, he lifted his head
to meet Samson Curp’s eyes. “What'’s
the idee?”

The owner of the Monte Carlo
rubbed the nose that dipped so uglily
over his mouth. “Simple. You’re
Boots Kilden, returned from the
dead—from Mexico. Folks will be-
lieve anything is possible for Boots
Kilden. . . .. And, as acting sheriff,
Boots Kilden could clean up Saddle
City, otherwise known as Hell’s Last
Stand.”

Instinctively Sam Kilden rubbed an
ear with his hand. What he had
heard seemed like a marijuana—
encendered dream. “Me—sheriff?”

“Say you’ll be Boots Kilden—and
I’ll make you sheriff.”

CEAPTER IV

T WAS about two in the morning
E when Kilden was wakened from

his heavy deathlike sleep on the
big leather sofa. PBefore he dropped
onto it, Samson Curp had explained
they’d have to strike while the iron
was hot. Now, Kilden was somewhat
refreshed though still weak after
three hours of shuteye. Actually,

after that good grub and the medical

treatment, he felt like a new man in
comparison to the shambling wreck
he had been when he skulked into

Saddle City close on top of twilight.
Tiny Curp led him to a room in
the back where there was a big tin
tub of steaming water. Keeping his
injured side out of it, the horsethief
gave himself the first bath he could
remember in a long time. It felt
wonderful. While he socaped and
scrubbed, Curp stood giving him
enough details for the time being.

“Saddle City is a welter of gangs
fighting for rule,” the gambling
house boss said, choosing his words
carefully. “Sleeper Keys was boss of
one element. Sweedy—he owns one
of the biggest saloons in town—led
another side struggling for power. A .
showdown had to come.” Sweedy
and his partners had hired the notori-
ous Birdsall to come in and finish off
Keys. It was obvious now that Keys
had been forewarned. “They mis-
took you for Birdsall, Kilden.”

The man in the tub nodded curtly.
Though it was late, Saddle City was
noisy, running wide apen, with busi-
ness doubled this night because of
the excitement. The buzz from the
main drag penetrated even to that
little room.

“Now, as Boots Kilden,” Curp went
on, “your story is this. You came
back to settle an old score with
Sleeper Keys. Let us say he once
double-crossed you. Yes, say that;
Mr. Keys will not deny it. His voice
is too weak. You came back; you
killed him.”

Kilden stood beside the tub, towel-
ling himself. “But I'm not Boots
Kilden. There’ll be men who knew
him or at least saw him. I—”

“I saw Boots Kilden. . . .You are
slighter, but you are black-haired and
look enough like him to be related.
Sure you aren’t?”

As Sam Kilden shook his head, he
faintly heard his name being called
out in the street. Curp smiled faint-
ly.
y“It’ts more than actual features.
You've got that bleak wolfish look
about you he had. . . .Well, anyway,
folks already think you are him.
Only Boots Kilden, they're saying,
could have walked smack into Keys'
own backyard and beaten him and
two planted gunmen.”

“But Boots Kilden is supposed to
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be dead, Curp.”

Curp shrugged. “A man like him
could rise from the grave. Nobody
around here actually saw him shot
down; besides, there’s that scar on
your left temple.”

“What about it?”

“Fine. HExcellent. That was the
shot that was supposed to have killed
you. It knocked you unconscious,
but it was only a glancing wound.
Understand? That scar clinches it.”

AM KILDEN nodded slowly, but
still dubious. It was a tempting
thing, this being acting sheriff. He
could stop running. He would have
power, be safe. Safe for a spell, any-
way. Of course, inevitably, the day
would come when he would be un-
masked. Still, he had nothing to lose,
‘a smalltime outlaw like him. A
frown jerked his brows together.

“But the difference in age,” he
said, remembering the doctor’s talk.

“Boots Kilden was remarkable that
way. He never looked anything near
his age.” Curp took some snuff
fastidiously and sneezed heavily.
“The salary is a hundred and fifty
a month. It will be a tough job.
But—clean up Saddle City and you
get a bonus of five thousand—five
thousand—from me.”

It seemed incredible to Sam Kil-
den. He had crept in like a cur dog,
stumbled into a gun trap, only come
out alive because he had tried to steal
some loose dinero. And here he was
being offered a job as sheriff of the
Saddle Rock country.

“How do you know I can be made
sherifi?” he asked warily.

A faint twinkle came into Gambler
Curp’s eyes. “I've already taken
steps. . . .Certain friends of mine are

around sowing the seed and—” He .

paused, jerking his head toward the
front road whence Kilden’s name rose
on the night afresh. “And though I
can’t stop the warrmg, I have certain
power in this town.”

Sam Kilden still smelled somethmg
wrong on the wind. The instinct of
the hunted man warned him to be
wary. “But these bands—men like
Sweedy—they won’t want to see a
strong Law here. Why should they
let you name a man tliey think could

+
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rod it and—"

“A man who will rod it,” Curp cor-
rected him with an icy note in his
voice. He explained why they would,
why they had to. “It’s the bank, 1
can break it. It was an extraordinar-
ily ingenious arrangement. He was
a very rich man. It was his money
that represented fifty per cent of the
assets of the Saddle City Stockmen’s
Bank. But Curp did not have his
money on deposit there; it would
have been too much of a temptation
to knock off the bank to break him.
His money was deposited up in the
State bank at Hutchins but in such a
manner that it stood to the credit of
the local bank and could be used as
security by them with his permis-
sion,

AM KILDEN didn’t understand
the legal technicalities clearly,
but he got the idea. This Samson
Curp maintained the economy of Sad-
dle City. A word from him and the
local bank would go under, be unable
to pay off.

“So, you see, if I suggest firmly
to certain of the leading business men
such as Barton Sweedy—very firmly
—that Boots Kilden would make a
good sheriff. ...” He drew out the
snuffbox again.

Kilden started ,to draw on his
ragged clothes, appreciating for the
first time how clever a gent this
undersized mild-mannered gambler
was.

“Wait,” said. Curp, halting him in
his dressing. He led the way back
to the Rig front room.

There was a brand new outfit laid
out for the fugitive horsethief. There
was a maroon silk shirt, tight-legged
gray pants, a white calfskin vest, a
black Stetson, flat-crowned like Kil-
den’s own, but a real beauty. And
on the floor were several pair of ex-
pensive boots with silver decorations
studding the toes.

“Try them for size,” Curp directed.
“Boots was always noted for his fine
foot gear. Those are your own guns
on the table. A trigger man like you
always prefers his own personal tools,
I know.”

“Most every gent does.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Curp made a



22 BLUE RIBBON WESTERN

grimace of distaste. “I never carry a
weapon. . . .When you get your
breeches on, the barber will come up
to shave you. And remember. You've
been down in Mexico, outside Noca-
zari, these last few years. That’s
. where Boots died. I happen to know
that.”

Sam Kilden was slack-jawed for
several moments. Curp seemed to
possess some magic. He could pro-
duce almost anything needed. He
seemed to know anything. But Kil-
den kept himself tight-reined a little
longer.

“About this sheriff’s job.
men will be backing me, I reckon.
And I'm to take my orders from you
and—"

Curp walked up close to him quick-
ly. “Neither I nor my gunmen back
you. They are only here to run this
house. Your job is to straighten out
this hellhole—come Hell or high-
water. I want no hand in any gun-
play.” ;

Sam Kilden nodded slowly.

“One final thing,” Curp went on.
“I’'m putting you in, and I can keep
you in, Staying alive is your own
little problem.” .

“I sabe,” Kilden said harshly at
that cold-bloodedness.

“But, Kilden, I back winners. Only
winners. When a man starts to
lose. . .well, I lose interest. I pull
Out‘”

ITH a long unhurried stride,
willowy body undulating
gracefully, Jen Redall moved along
one of Saddle City’s main road plank
walks. A grimace of faint disgust
crossed her face as an orey-eyed cow-
poke in the throng jostled backward
into her. At once, one of her es-
corts sent the man spinning into the
gutter with a sharp thrust of a stiff
arm. Jen had four escorts. They
were going down to see the famed
Boots Kilden who, word had it, was
due to appear downstairs in Samson
Curp’s place.
. The woman had been in Saddle
City exactly ten days before Kilden’s
arrival, and she had already begun to
operate. The russet velvet suit that
molded to her trim figure so per-
fectly was the gift of Old Parvis, a

Your -

retired cowman who liked to drop
into the place and buy drinks for the
girls. But he was just the start, only
small bore stuff. Jen Redall was out
after bigger game. Something like
Barton Sweedy, for instance. He was
after power, Jen had learned. She
liked men who were after power; she
could understand that. Her mouth
stirred into a pout as a big brute of
a man in a rich rig bent his eyes down
on her in the throng on the sidewalk.

“They’s a terrible mob in.front of
the Monte Carlo, Miss Jen,” one of
her escorts said. They were bellied
out into the road with a plowman
cursing them vainly from his wagon
seat. “We'll never get close.”

“Here. Let’s go up this way,” an-
other one of them said. “Mebbe we
can get in the side door of Curp’s
place. I know one of his housemen
pretty well. Eh—be careful of that
mud there!”

The fourth escort, barely more than
a beardless button, had a rush of
courage, swung the slim girl up in
the cradle of his arms, and splashed
through the mud. He was too scared
by his own brashness to speak. But
Jen Redall, lying absolutely supine,
{et her clear gray eyes stare full into
his. The kid was shaking like a leaf
when he placed her back on her feet.
Jer’s mouth curved in an enigmatic
smile. She had made another con-
quest, she knew. Perhaps, one day,
she would be able to use this boy.
One never knew.

They came in behind Samson
Curp’s place and got to the side door.
No more customers were being ad-
mitted but a word to one of the black-
garbed housemen and they were in-
side the long ornate place with its
three-tiered fancy chandeliers. A
couple of minutes later, resplendent
in his new rig with the gray pants
and maroon silk shirt, the so-called
Boots Kilden came down the wide
staircase beside Samson Curp.

VEQHE crowd in the gambling hall
cheered.” Men peering over the
half-leaf doors in front passed the
word into the road and there was a
fresh wave of sound. Curp touched
Kilden’s arm at the turn of the stairs,
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pausing for the dramatic effect. Kil-
den, still probing, still on guard,
spoke from the corner of his mouth.

“Real slick layout you got here,
Curp. . . Wonder you wouldn’t want
to see your rivals in the town put
out of business.”

Samson Curp rubbed his long nose.
“I have no rivals. . . .Thereé are other
gambling establishments. The Monte
Carlo is the big one. There are only
big games here. The other places
can have the crumbs. . . .Samson Curp
doesn’t want that kind of business.”

They came on down, moving slow-
ly, Kilden still weak from his wounds
but walking very straight. Jen Red-
all studied the newcomer to Saddle
‘City coldly. A man’s outfit meant
nothing to her save as an indication
of how much he might be worth.
She scanned the face that wasn’t
handsome but that possessed a pecu-
liar picaresque attractiveness, noted
the strange youth for one of Boots

Kilden’s yegrs. She took in the body .

with its unconscious feline grace.
Her glance went back to the eyes.

“That man’s been hungry,” she told
herself. “And he’s been up against a
wall in his time, too. . . .He’d be
hard to lead.”

Then his glance, accidentally, met
hers. Their eyes fenced, both of
them going on guard inside as if
measuring an opponent. An electric
something passed between them.

“Kilden! Kilden!” roared the mob
in the road, bellying forward en
masse. “Bring him out!”

The customers in the Monte Carlo

jammed back to open a path for the

pair as they headed frontward. A
woman leaped out and grabbed Kil-
den around the neck to kiss him. He
turned his cheek. In so doing, his
eyes again met those of Jen Redall
with the dark red hair. Her calm
oval of face was as unreadably serene
as ever. Then her wide mouth parted
slightly in a half smile, the heavy
lower lip momentarily loose. And
Sam Kilden read evil, deep and
secret, behind that smile even as he
felt his blood leap in response to the
mouth. s

URP took his arm to guide him
/ through the doors. At sight of

the great Kilden, the man who had
walked in single-handedly and set-
tled with Sleeper Keys, the mob went
wild. This was the fantastic incred-
ible Kilden, the man who was a
legend, the Robin Hood of the South-
west. They roared and roared as the
light from a coal-oil torch played
over his face. ;
“Make Kilden sheriff to clean up
the town!” one man started the cry.
Others quickly took it up. A man
shinnied halfway up a tree trunk to
lead them in the chant, waving his
sombrero. “We want Kilden for
sheriff! We want Kilden for sher-
iff! We want Kilden to clean up
Saddle!” , v
Curp raised his hand finally to still
them. “All right, boys,” the gam-
bling king said. “I’ll call a meeting
of the Citizens Committee to see if
we can appoint him acting sheriff.
We’ll see.” The Committee was com-
posed of the leading business men
of the town, including the barroom
owners like Bart Sweedy. “You'll
be wearing the badge in the morn-
ing,” he told Kilden in an aside.
“What happened to the former
John Law?” the latter asked.
“Died in office. Fatal case of lead
poisoning.”
“Why haven’t you elected a new
man?” .
. “No candidates; no man would have
the job. Seems that they had ideas
about a long life....”

CCOMPANIED by her escorts,

the strangely fascinating wom-
an walked back to the Lucky Lode.
Ben Clarritch, the good-looking
flashily-dressed jewelry drummer,
squeezed her arm. Jen gave no sign
of feeling it. Then her head came up
suddenly.

“I've seen him before. Yes. Not
more than a year ago, too. I think—
I think it was in Ajo, but I'm not
sure,” she said.

One of the men smiled, shook his
head. “No, Miss Jen. You couldn’t
have. Boots Kilden just came back
acress the Line. He’s been in Old
Mex for years.”

Jen Redall’s jaw jutted. “I’ve seery
him before. .. .”
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CHAPTER V

WEAT ran in little rivers down
) the sides of Bart Sweedy’s

chinless face from beneath his
greasy hair as he paced the smoke-
blued backroom of the two-bit whisky
miil across the creek from Saddle
City. It was almost dawn and he
had been drinking steadily ever since
the killing of Sleeper Keys up in
Whisky Row earlier that night. The
whisky was almost literally leaking
from his pores. Yet the rail-like
hembre was steady on his legs and
his voice unthickened by the vast
quantity of alcohol he had consumed.
Sweedy always doubled up on his
drinking when he got mad.

And he was mad about that killing.
He had wanted Keys dead all right,
but he had wanted him slain by Bird-
sall, the man he had hired, to demon-
. strate his power to Saddle City. In-
stead, this Kilden had to come out of
the grave. And Samson Curp had
practically adopted him. A couple
of hours ago, Kilden had been ap-
pointed acting sheriff.

“I say the only thing to do is wait
_our chance and drygulch Kilden,”

said Ira Tanner, another barroom
owner:

Sweedy spat disgustedly on the
spur-slashed floor, started to swear.
His hat hit onle of the beams of the
low ceiling and he broke off to
launch a fresh string of oaths. His
chinless face jerked vehemently as
he flung them out.

“Ya tallow-headed fool! Burn down
an idol like Kilden from behind and
you’d have the whole town on your
tail! By grab, Tanner, you’re so
dang dumb you wouldn’t know how
to pour water outa a boot if the di-
rections was written on the heel!”
He stormed up to the other end of
the room. “I teld you the governor—
"cordin to a rumor—is thinking of in-
vestigatin’ conditions here in Saddle.
Put Kilden in his grave and the
place’d be filthy with Special State
officers”

WEEDY paced some more. The
Y others seated around the table
shifted restlessly. The bottle was

-make good to the owners.

passed; smoke from quirlies and
cigars wafted in thicker layers. Fore-
heads knit and mouths worked with-
out speaking. They were worried
about this Kilden being made acting
sheriff, as he had been.

“Well, Samson Curp says with law
and order in Saddle, amigos, business
would be better for all of us. More
dinero for everybody, he says,” slow-
ly enunciated Vasco Jones. Jones
was half Mezican, owned two eating
places in Saddle as well as a livery
barn plus being a partner in the hay
and feed store.

The others were all business own-
ers in Saddle City too, with the ex-
ception of the one who was Sweedy’s
tophand gun-slick. There was Slow
John Wing who also had a saloon in
Saddle; Cal Byman who owned the
Saddle City-Teconah stage-line;
Bortley, boss of a dancehall and a
money lender on the side; Link
Thomas, handsome and weak for the
women; he ran his father’s General
Merchandise Store. And Dockers,
owner of a small spread up the valley
with none too clean a reputation as
brands went. Others.

“Samson says. . .Samson Curp says,”
mimiced Sweedy in answering Vasco
Jones. “And who the hell is Sam-
son Curp?” The richest man in Sad-
dle. He’s got his, so he don’t want
to see anybody else get any more be-
cause they might git as big as he
thinks he is! Samson Curp!”

Nobody replied to him. - There was
some uneasy shuffling. Some of
them didn’t want to be there, but they
had no choice. Sweedy bossed the
show; this was the band he had
formed to grab power in Saddle City.
They took his orders and they con-
tributed dinero for the hire of trigger
slammers. Some of them had pro-
tested in the beginning, had tried to
stay out. Then they had run into
trouble in their places. Strange sad-
dle stuffs drifted in and started
brawls. There were thefts, disorders
that ruined their trade. Twice every
horse was stolen from the livery barn
Vasco Jones owned and he’d had to
If a man
wanted to stay in business, he found
it wiser to come over to Barton
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Sweedy’s side once the latter had in-

vited him. That’s the way it was.
“Whisky Row won’t take this lying

down,” said young Link Thomas.

“And that Kilden’s going to be hell

(}){n enforcing law and order, by grab!
e_’)

“HERE was a furtive rap on the
door of the back room. Sweedy
nodded to his gun guard, easing one
of his own hoglegs half out of a hol-
ster. When the door was opened it
was to reveal another of Sweedy’s
gun hawks. The man had been
snooping around up in Whisky Row.
“They’re holding a meeting too,” he
told his boss. “Up in the Row, seems
like they believe you hired this Kil-
den as well as Birdsall. They're
blaming you for the death of Sleeper
Keys, boss.” ‘

Sweedy drew up his pole-thin bony
frame. “Yeah? Who'’s running that
meeting of theirs?”

“Christman.”

“Him? That lop-eared loose-jawed
wingbag? Hell, we got nothing to
worry about. . . .Hey, Jed, wait.” He
walked over to the man. “That cou-
sin of yours still up there in the Yel-
low Pony Hills?” When the man
said he was, Sweedy clapped him on
the shoulder. “See me in the morn-
ing. Mebbe I'll have a message for
you to take to him.”

When Jed had gone, Sweedy faced
the room, his birdlike face working
with excitement. “Gents, I think I
know how we’ll handle the little
problem of Boots Kilden. I—think—
I—know.” He pulled a cigar stub
from a vest pocket and fired it up.
“I think I know how we’ll handle
Kilden. ' After all, he was once an
outlaw, wasn’t he?”

“A different kind of a wan,” put
in Vasco Jones.

“Still, an outlaw. At heart, a
thief!” Sweedy smashed a fist into
an open palm. “So we’ll play him
that way. Once an outlaw, always
an outlaw at heart. Now, that Jed’s
eousin. . < .

Jed’s cousin, he told them, was one
Red Norman, a rustler who had
drifted up from the Rio with his
bunch when things got too hot for

them down that way.

“We can use him. We’ll bring him
in here and let him start operating.
Then we’ll have him approach Kilden
with a proposition of a split. Boots
Kilden will jump at it, being an ex-
outlaw himself. And then we’ll have
him!” Sweedy did a dance step on
the floor in exultation. “Then, by
grab, we’ll have him as a double-
crossing John Law!”

CHAPTER VI

HE LUCKY LODE was closed

for the night. It had been
named that when Ben Lucian
originally opened it as a gambling
hall. Business had fallen off and he
had brought in some dance-hall girls
plus a three-piece orchestra. And
then he had brought in this Jen Red-
all, whom he had seen in a town up
at the north end of the state, to sing.
He had sensed it when he first saw
her, that peculiar something she had
without possessing a flaunting
beauty. It was something behind her
casual matter-of-fact way of singing.
And since she had arrived, business
had picked up heavily. Now, Lucian
sat at a table in the quiet place hav-
ing a drink with her and his son, Gil.
When he looked at Gil, Lucian
sighed inwardly. The boy was good-
looking in an almost effiminate way
but as weak as they came. The soft-

.curved self-indulgent mouth beneath

that thin streak of black mustache
told the whole story. Lucian sighed
again and let his eyes rest on the
woman, Jen. Resigned to a lonely
half-invalided middle age, he had felt
a new interest in life since she had
come to the place. Lucian himself
was a great mass of flesh of almost
two hundred and sixty pounds with
a dangerously bad heart. Doctors
had warned him against undue exer-
tion or excitement. No female had
looked at him with interest in a long
time.

Then, suddenly, he realized that
Jen Redall’s gray eyes were sparkling
at him over the top of her glass.

“What’s so funny?” he asked
wheezingly.

“Nothing,” she said gravely. “Noth-
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ing.”
He said, “Then what are you laugh-
ing at?”

Jen shrugged in the low-cut ma-
roon evening dress she wore, “I
wasn’t laughing.”

HERE was something in the gray

eyes that fascinated him now,
but he assumed truculence. “If
they’s something funny about me,
say so.” He dusted the stub of his
cold cigar on the plate.

She held a match for it. “There’s
nothing funny about you, Mr, Lucian,
Nothing. Far from it. A man as
impressive as you and. . . .Oh, wel],
I guess you know. You must have
attracted plenty of girls in your
time.”

“ ‘Impressive’?” he repeated slowly.
“Shucks, I’'m just a big fat cow wait-
ing for death to catch up with me.”

“Yes, big! That’s the word, Ben.”
She used his first name with calcu-
lated softness. “Who wants these
little flap-jawed pipsqueaks anyway?
Most of them haven’t lived long
enough to tell the time of day. A
woman likes a man who has had ex-
perience, who has seen life, a man
like you, Ben.” She reached over
and refilled his glass from the bot-
tle, her hand brushing his as she did
it

He was still trying to be wary but
he drowned half the stiff drink in a
swallow, “What makes you think I
used to attract women, Jen?”

She looked enigmatic as she
smoothed back the red hair. “I
didn’t say used to attract them. ...
Ben. Anyway, I've heard some of
the girls who work for you talk.

And—well, I'm a woman myself, after

all. I have feelings, feelings that I
try to deny sometimes. But....”
Lucian patted down his ‘gray cravat
and sucked on his cigar and studied
her. A gleam came into his eyes.
Jen Redall hummed a soft haunting
love ballad under her breath. He
leaned closer to catch the words.
She lifted her eyes and looked full
into his bloodshot ones and some-
thing like an electric shock jumped
through him. He finished his drink
and watched with a fatuous look as
she poured him a fresh one. It would

be nice to have her close to him,
pouring his drinks. He could slip
an arm about her slight waist and—

“Gil!” - He looked over at his son
who was busily polishing his finger
nails on a coat sleeve. “Better go
around and see if I locked up every-
where’ ’specially the shed out in the
back.” :

Gil put aside his banjo, said
“Hunh?” and then nodded as he rose.
It was all right with him. He’d have
an excuse to slip outside and maybe
meet one of the dancehall girls from
one of the other places as she came
home late. He was always running
after a pretty face. This Jen; he
liked her, but he was afraid of her,
She had put him in his place when
she first came onto the job. And
there was something else about her,
something behind the demure cast of
the face, that scared him. He went
out the back way after checking on
the shutters of a side window.

EN LUCIAN had another drink.
He and Jen talked softly, inti-
mately. He put a plump hand on her
shoulder. It made her curl inside but
she concealed her reaction. She felt
she had to work swiftly. She had not
expected this Boots Kilden to come
into the picture, and intuition told
her he might get in the way of her
plans. Like some of the men in Sad-
dle City, Jennifer Redall wanted po-
sition and power and money too.

When Lucian kissed her bare arm,
she jerked away sharply. “Don’t—
don’t do that, Ben. It—it does too
much to me. I—I should be getting
to bed, anyway.”

“Wait.” He clutched her arm des-
perately. He was like a man who
had been returned to the living. He
had nof imagined for years that a
woman—and a young attractive girl
like this—could feel for him. His
heavy voice came hoarsely from the
depths of the massive hulk of flesh
that he was. . . .He panted for breath,
face growing purplish as his excite-
ment mounted and taxed his feeble
heart.

“Wait, Jen. . . .Listen. Maybe I
haven’t much longer to live. And—
well, I'm mighty well fixed. You—
you could have lots of things-—more
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‘money by a heap than you’re getting
now—and things if we could be—
well, real good friends.” His chair
scraped as he shifted closer to her to
put his arm around her waist. “1
want affection, a woman like you to—
to like me.” His wheezing breath
fanned her neck. “You know what
I mean, Jen?”

She turned shocked eyes on him,
feigning astonishment. “Ben—I—I
never dreamed of—"

He grunted another promise. “I'll
change my will. You’ll be left a pretty
penny, Jen. That Gil’s a weak fool
anyway. He’d lose it all. You'll get
something, something nice. You—why
you won’t even have to work any
more if you don’t want to. And—and
we can have such fun together. Say

es!”

: She put an arm around on his
shoulder. “Ben—Ben, I can’t resist
you! I can’t!” But she avoided his
heavy lips with her mouth and let him
kiss her cheek instead. Then she was
up and out of his arms. “No—no, you
mustn’t, Ben. Not here!”

Nimbly she darted over to the stairs
that ran to the balcony of the second-
floor living quarters. Turned a minx-
like provocative smile over her
shoulder. “Catch me, Ben! You’ve got

to catch me first, Ben-n. . . ” She
swung up the steps.
Lurching from the chair, half

drunken from the stiff drinks he had

downed in rapid succession in his ex-
citement he came after her. Haliway
up the flight, she pretended to trip
and he almost caught her. Then she
again darted away from him, along
the balcony and into the dim corridor
leading to the back of the building
and the rear stairs. Careening off a
wall, he called heavily after her in the
darkness, the effort almost choking
him. Her mocking laughter came back
to him from ahead.

“Catch me, a man has to catch me,
Ben!” :

She did not turn in at any of the
rooms as he expected. Then he heard
her light feet on the rear stairs. Or, at
least, it sounded that way. Those back
stairs ran down from the side of the
hall at the end, narrow stairs and
steep. He saw her at the bottom of

them, smiling tauntingly back up at
him, skirts lifted to run on, He
lunged down, blind to all else but his
eagerness to get to her.

UT Jen didn’t flee any further.

" Turning suddenly, with a single
puff she blew out the little lamp on
the wall bracket at the foot of the
flight. The stairs were plunged in
darkness, and Ben Lucian never had
seen the small stool laid across the
stairs part way down. One of his
boots hit it and he lost balance. The
whole two hundred and sixty pounds
of him went into the air and came on
down headfirst. It sounded like a
landslide. He hit on the bottom, on
the first floor, with a crash that
rocked the building, That was the
only noise he did make. Neither
moans nor oaths came from his throat.
He couldn’t have made either; his
neck was broken,

Jen Redall saw that when she
quickly relighted the lamp. He lay
face down, head twizted at a crazy
angle that would have been impossible
with an intact spine. She stooped to
listen for his breathing. There was
none. She was already replacing the
little stool in the hallway at the top
of the stairs when Gil Lucian, who
had just let himself in at the fronat,
called out.

“What was that? Pop? Jennifer,
Miss Jennifer, where are you?”

When he got up there, she was sob-
bing and pointing down the rear
flight at the body. Gil Lucian looked
as if he would be sick for a moment.
When he got down there, one look
told him his father was dead.

“He was chasing me,” Jen Redall
explained it, shoulders shaking. “He
—he went crazy. I was scared. We
had been flirting. But—but I never
expected he’d go so wild.” She told of
running down the hall and jumping
into a rear room. Then of hearing the
crash. “He must have had a heart at-
tack on the stairs and—and fell.”

Gil could hardly believe it. He
fussed with his dudish mustache on
his now ashen face. “B-but Pop knew
how bad his heart was. I-—=I can’t un-
derstand—I can’t understand how
he’d run like that and—and—"
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Their eyes met, Jen’s long gray
ones perfectly dry and cold. “You
don’t think I pushed him, do you?
Why would I?”

“Why, no. N-no. But—"

“And you own the Lucky Lode out-
right now, don’t you? That’s the way
you told me his will was written,
Well, don’t you?r” ;

He moppad at his forehead. “Why,
sure, yeah. I-—I own the place.”

Jen Redall drew herself up “And
we’ll run it together. We’ll both make
money, a lot of money, Gil”

-He swallowed, then stared back.
“We’ll run it—why, say, I own this
place now, I—"

ER eyes were like levelled
stones. “We’ll run it, I said, I
take half the profits. Or maybe you’d
rather be questioned by the Law and
face an irate mob of citizens. - Your
late father was well liked, you know.”

The weak Gil was dumbfounded.
He gurgled before he could get out
words, gesturing vagely, senselessly.
“I? Me face the Law? But you just
said—y-you—you just told me how he
died and—"

“And I’m the only one who knows
how he did die.
father have had two arguments in
public this week, Gil. Everybody
knows—when they hear about the will
—you could have had a moctive, too.
It would be my word against yours.
And out here in the West, a woman’s
word is never questioned. . . I think
we’ll be partners, secretly, Gil. I—
take—half.”

He stared at her frigid exterior
like a man plumb smack-dab up
against a stone wall. He tried to

draw himself up and scowl. It didn’t

come off. He finally whispered
wildly, “By Gawd, I believe you did
kill him somehow.”

Her smile was withering.
be a bigger fool than you were born,
man. Of course I didn’t. Everybody
knew your father had a bad heart. ...
But I'm smart enough to take ad-
vantage of a situation. I've worked
hard in my life, and I intend to get
somewhere. Anyway, he was going
to give men part of the place.

He wavered, unconsciously recoil-

“All—all right.

But you and your

“Don’t

ing a step. “I still got a feeling that
somehow you—"

“Idiot! How could a slim girl like
me kill a brute like he was?”

“I don’t know. But I got a good
idea to go to the Law and tell them
how youw’re demanding Lalf the—"

“Go ahead—and see who they be-
lieve. Remember, I don’t know where
you were when this happened. You
could have been on the back stairs.
Perhaps you were jealous of your
father over me.” She shrugged as
she placed her cards with the icy vi-
ciousness of a killer. “Can you prove
where you were?”

His eyes jumped guiltily. He tried
to firm his mouth. But before the
battery of her stony stare, he finally
broke. =

“Half the profits for me,” she said.
“And T’ll see we make more money
than you ever could have.”

And he broke, shoulders dropping
and mustached upper lip working.
You win. Half the
profits. But I'm still suspicious that
you might have—"

“Haven’t you got the place you
would have waited years for?”

His eyes took on a shrewd light.
“Well-1, yes.”

“Then get down to the sheriif’s of-
fice and report his death so they’ll
have nothing to suspect you about,
Gilt”

He moved toward the front to obey,
not yet fully aware he had sold him-
self into thralldom. ... :

CHAPTER VII

ILDEN strode back into the

two-story block of yellowed

dobie jail building, un-
buckled his heavy-weighted shell belt,
sat down at the rolltop sheriff’s desk,
and proceeded to clean the weapon
he had so lately used. It was the
night of his second day as acting
sheriff. He had just had his first
trouble, a gun ruckus in a little joint
down by Barton Sweedy’s big whisky
mill. A gun tough named Del Wil-
lowes had gone on the prod. Word
had reached Kilden in time. He had
strode in there, jumped Willowes
who was with two friends. Jumped
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him fast and put a bullet in his shoot-
ing wing before anybody could do
anything.

It had been blunt decisive action,
harsh straight-from-the-shoulder jus-
tice so promptly executed trouble was
side-tracked before it could build.
Up and down the main drag, in the
side-road bars, they were talking
about the new law boss with awe and
respect. Saddle City might actually
know order mighty soon. The
wounded Willowes’ nerve had run
out his boots like sand. When Kil-
den had warned him to be quit of
Saddle before next sun-up, he had
sworn he would be. Samson Curp
had come out of the Monte Carlo to
personally congratulate Kilden,

But down in Sweedy's Redeye Pal-
ace, Sweedy was nodding sagely to
a few cronies. “That’s just the start.
Uh course, Willowes should’ve done
a better job for the dinero I paid him,
but that’s just the start. They’s go-
ing to be plenty of trouble, trouble
and more of it in Saddle for that law-
man. Norman the rustler is my big
ace, but I got a heap of cards to play.
Wait. . . .

Back in the jailhouse, Hare, the
young eager-eyed deputy, surveyed
the new boss admiringly across the
desk. Kilden had two deputies, he
had learned. The other was an ex-
perienced hand named Ruchter, a
hard-bitten gent in his middle
thirties, the type who made it a busi-
ness to work for the Law. But what
he had seen in Saddle had turned him
cynical. He didn’t expect to see any
man, not even the reknowned Boots
Kilden, clean it up. Ruchter simply
intended to see that he didn’t catch
any lead himself. Kilden understood
his breed; he wasn’t sure he’d even
trust him in a tight. Hare was dif-
ferent; he packed nerve and was
hopeful and ready to follow a real
leader.

“You sure did a bang-up job down
there, Mr. Kilden,” he said admiring-
ly. “You cracked down on that Wil-
lowes afore he knew what hit him.”

“Yeah?” Well he’s small-bore stuff
anyway.” Kilden calmly worked an
oily rag into the muzzle of his Colts.

“You sure whipped your gun fast.

You threw it on him like it was part
of your hand.” :

“It was him or me.” Kilden checked
the chambers to make certain they
were empty, then checked the trig-~
ger action,

FTER a little, Hare went out.
Kilden wiped sweat from his
neck; it was a hot humid night with
big thunderheads stacking: up over
the ridge barrier that marked the
east side of the Saddle country
range. Kilden let his gaze range
around the lamplighted office, swing
to the corridor running to the stairs.
In one of the cells above, that breed
in on a charge of stealing some table
beef broke out afresh into his sad
tuneless singing. Sam Kilden could
still hardly believe he was here in
his capacity. He never had expected
to see the inside of a jail save as
a prisoner. A
He had skulked into Saddle to
steal. And now, he realized, if he
hadn’t started to reach for that
dinero on the table at Keys’ place, it
probably wouldn’t have happened,
this being made acting sheriff. If he
had not started for the money as
Keys said those” words about it, he
himself wouldn’t have made the gun-
play that put him here. And they
doubtlessly would have learned he
was not Birdsall, the hired killer. He
fired up a quirly thoughtfully.

Outside a woman passed through a
splash of torchlight with two men,
He recognized her as Jennifer Redall
who worked at the Lucky Lode. His
first morning here he had gone down
there to check on the death of the
proprietor. Somebody had saidat the
time that that was Saddle’s sixth
straight day of at least one death.
But of course that had been no kill-
ing.

His young mouth tightened around
the cigaret. Well, there had been no
way it could have been a killing.
Still, there was something about that
woman. A hunch more than anything
else told him her usually demure
smile masked a cold ruthlessness.
Through the barred window he
watched her move from sight, mental-
ly noting that every time he had seen
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her she was escorted by men, usually
geveral.

His thoughts ranged back to the
events preceding his arrival in Sad-
dle, leap-frogged still further back to
his boyhood, to how he had become
the kind of hombre, wanted by the
Law, he was. His resemblance to the
famed Boots Kilden still amazed him
as his eyes dropped to the fancy boots
inlaid with silver. Because, after all,
as his dad had told him several times,
their family was no relation to Boots
Kilden, gunman and onetime lawman.

Sam Kilden couldn’t remember his
mother, It seemed she had died when
he was very young. His dad. .. .His
eyes slivered up as if to mask even
his thoughts from some cursory
glance. His dad had been a gentle
lovable man with a two-bit ranch and
a great love for horses, had raised
him carefully and with great affec-
tion as if to make up for the lack of
a mother, had always preached
gentieness to him, warning him
against the violent whiplash of a
temper packed in his frame.

Then, one day, the shock had come.
It was when his dad was away on one
of his “little business trips,” as he
called them. A posse led by a
deputy had ridden up. They wanted
Dad Kilden, said he was a horsethief.
In his rage, Sam Kilden had yanked
a gun and shot the deputy through
the leg. Then he had had to flee for
it, riding for the broken country be-
yond the .desert strip. The worst
shock had come then. A friendly
neighboring rancher who helped him
escape told him the charge was true.
His father had been a horsethief.

&AM KILDEN had been hounded
.3 and hunted after that for gun-
ning- the John Law. He had tried to
take the straight trail, but when he
got work, sooner or later, the story
caught up with him. It seemed at
times as if he were perpetually rid-
ing on over the horizon. Twice
folks had tried to turn him in for the
puny reward. Once he had heard a
man in a General Store telling about
the hanging of Dad Kilden and young
Sam had half killed the gent with his
bare hands before he had been

dragged off him. And it had been
flight again. '

A band of rustlers had saved him
when he got cornered that time, and
he had ridden with them for a con-
siderable spell afterward, embittered,
giving up all hope of going straight.
Then, a few days ago, over in Big
Gin River, he had been spotted again.
This time it was by a saloon tough
from back home who was hungry for
bounty money. Sam Kilden had
winged him after the other had tried
to jump him first with his gun. Cut
off from his own pony, Le had
grabbed the first horse handy.

That had made him a horsethief
like his father. He discovered they
had branded him that as he rode wild-
ly with a posse hot on his coat tails,
And now—now he was sheriff of Sad-
the City, posing as the great Boots
Kilden.

He rose and went to the window at
the side, staring sightlessly up to-
ward the white double-galleried
Grand Hotel. He had to come to a
decision. His bleak eyes turned bit-
ter. This looked like a chance to
make himself, to go straight if he
lived through it. But he knew bet-
ter.

The day would come when he
would be recognized. It might be
another John Law, somebody who
knew Sam Kilden, son of a horsethief.
Or it might be by a man who had rid-
den with the noted and real Boots

Kilden himself. Somebody like that

latter was bound to turn up. Then
he would be exposed, run out, if not
turned over to the Law himself. He
shook his head again. No, there was
no use. It might be days, even
weeks. True. But in a hellhole
roost like Saddle City, all kinds came
down the trail. Time was against
him. It was only a question of how
long before the sands in the glass
ran out. :

He had to find some other answer
than to play it straight.

“Whew!” Squat Ruchter waddled
in on his bandy legs and headed for
the water bucket in the corner.
“Things is too danged quiet in
Whisky Row tonight, boss.”

Kilden buckled on his hoglegs
again and went out to look over Sad-
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dle in the flare of the coal-oil torches
of the dancehalls and whisky mills
and gambling joints. His wounded
side bothered him little now. His
bullet-nicked left forearm was only
slightly stiff as a memento of the
fight in Whisky Row. It was good
to be clean and well-fed, togged out
in a real rig. It was good not to be
running. This would have been a
slicker-than-slobbers setup for a gent
handy with his gun irons and pack-
ing some nerve.

But it wasn’t for him. Not for
long, at least. . ..

HREE days later he woke in the

bare room behind the sheriff’s
office in the jailhouse to stare out
at a rain-drizzling morning-and knew
he had the answer. Whisky Pender,
the gnarled old jailor, stuck his head
in the door to say that Mr. Curp the
gambler was out front to see the sher-
iff. Pulling on a pair of jeans and
his fancy boots, Kilden knuckled
sleep from his heavy eyes and went
out.

He had slept late after having rid-
den the better part of the night. His
wounded side was quite sore now
from that much saddle work. There
had been a short gunfight in Whisky
Row. Nobody had been seriously
hurt but the aged town barber, an
innocent passerby, who now lay be-
tween life and death. The whisper
was that a couple of Sweedy’s toughs
had gone in there and started the
ruckus. But they had hit the saddle
and made it into the brush-choked
mesquite-thicketed flats some miles
below Saddle before Kilden reached
the scene. The rain that came after
midnight had completely obliterated
any trail, and Kilden had no evidence
.to connect Bart Sweedy with the
hombres.

When he and Haje rode back in a
little after dawn empty handed the
word had jumped around quickly.
And the mutterings and complainings
mounted even .as they gulped some
breakfast with the town’s business
life just taking down its shutters.
Seemed like the same old disorders
and frequent shooting brawls were
to still be routine in Saddle. That

was the general tenor of their words.
So Kilden figured Samson Curp had
come to enter a complaint.

As he entered the office, the fastid-
ious boss of the Monte Carlo was just
applying a second pinch of snuff to
his nostrils. He sneezed and said
good morning with a calm smile.

“Picked up a tip from a source of
mine-—from several sources, as a mat-
ter of fact, Kilden,” Curp went on.
“And I thought you ought to know.
Gun toughs, strangers, are easing into
town on the quiet. By the ones and
twos. I can’t find out who is bring-
ing them in. But they’re coming, and
they are newcomers here.”

Kilden nodded. “Thanks, Curp.
Things sure aren’t due to get any
better right soon, I reckon.”

“No. This is hardly an overnight
job, sheriff. Too bad "you couldn’t
get those men last night.”

Kilden agreed with a dropping of
his eyelids as he fired up a smole,
said nothing. He waited for the
criticism, '

URP fingered the gold snuff box.

“It was hardly to be expected.

The whole incident was undoubtedly

planned by somebody interested in

seeing more disorder, and their get-

away would be planned in advance,
too.”

He left. Kilden watched the in-
credible little man get into the buck-
board outside. The driver was one
of his stony-faced black-garbed house
guards. They went on up the road
for the open country beyond the
town.,

A big slouching man with a band-
age around his head and a bleary-
eyed look pushed open the door. He
was, he said, a horse-breaker from
over Nerido way. Said he’d been
clubbed and rolled for his dinero up
in Whisky Row last night. Woke
up this morning in an alley. They’d
even taken the silver spurs from his
boots.

“Were you drinking?”
asked a little wearily.

The man rubbed a bearded jaw.
“Well, I had a few.”

Kilden gave the man a dollar for
breakfast—Curp had already handed

Kilden



3z BLUE RIBBON WESTERN

him, very casually, a couple of hun-
dred to run on—and said he would
look into it. But he knew there was
little he could do. The only final
answer would be to wipe out Whisky
Row, to clean out the denizens of
every tough joint in the big range
town.

His thoughts switched back to
Samson Curp. Curp had put his fin-
ger on it when he’d said it would be
no overnight job to clean up Saddle.
That was why he, Kilden, couldn’t
stay and try to collect the five thou-
sand for the task. More than ever,
he knew the answer he had wakened
with was right.

It was to wait as long as he dared.
To watch for a chance to double-cross
the Law at a price or to grab some
bunk of dinero or booty, and light
out. That was what he would do. ...

CHAPTER VIII

T WAS that day that the first
l report of rustling came in from

the broad plains above Saddle.
It was a cowhand from the Rafter-H
who rode in to report it. About a
hundred head had been driven
through cut fence up on the Old
Man’s north section, one of the
Rafter-H spread receiving a slight
wound when he ecame upon the
rustlers.

“Did they leave any sign?” Kilden
asked, leather-hued skin tightening
as he sensed he had more trouble on
his hands.

The man shook his head. The
wounded man had come in with the
news and a bunch from the bunk-
house had hit the saddle leather. But
by the time they got out to the spot,
there wasn’t much to follow, “We
figure they run ’em inta one of them
sandy river beds leading to the
Sentinels.”

The Sentinels was the long barrier
ridge of saw-toothed chopped-off
peaks bounding the plains of the Sad-
dle cow country on the east.

“’S the only way they could safely
git the stuff out,” the man explained,
gnawing the end of a tobacco-
browned mustache. “If they went fer
the north, they’d leave plain sign, and

they’d be spotted by the other out-
fits too easy. To the west, they’s
the desert. So....” :

That last was a question. Kilden
said he’d be out as soon as he could.
He couldn’t leave Saddle then, not
with that seething feeling under the
‘surface and somebody running in gun
slicks. He saw the hope die in the
cowhand’s eyes. They expected great
things of the famed Boots Kilden.
But night was already settling; and
Saddle had to be watched.

T WAS when he was on one of
his patrols that he dropped into
the Lucky Lode on the side street,
hands thumb-hooked in his gunbelt.
The knuckles of the right were red
and slightly skinned. In a honky
tonk down the line, an orey-eyed
freighter had pulled a knife on a gent.
Kilden had simply stepped in and
felled the man with a blow, then
ordered his friends to get him out of
town. _
As the sheriff sidled unostenta-
tiously along the wall bheside the
emptied dance floor, a hush fell over
the place. Jen Redall came around
the edge of the stairs and stepped
onto the upper end of the floor to
sing. The three-piece orchestra with
‘the tinny piano struck up. She was
a picture, not striking at first, but
somehow like a clear-etched cameo in
the long gray dress, high-cut. It was
slit over the tops of her shoulders so
just an inch of flesh showed. Above
that, her dark red hair was drawn
severely back to a knot at the rear,
gleaming sleekly in the flickering
lamplight. She parted her lips to
sing, then paused.

An impatient yet graceful gesture
with her hand and the pianist eased
down from his thumping. Her voice
flowed over the place and Kilden
felt himself stiffen. The voice was
low yet carried throughout the place.
And it had a teasing don’t-care quality
as if she were almost unaware of her
audience. At moments, when the
voice became almost throaty, her lids
lowered drowsily. It was as if she
were challenging every man in the
place to awaken her, to make her
aware of him as a male. And yet,
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somehow, as she stood motionless,
hands on her slim hips, her faze had
a little-girl look about it.

When somebody nearby whispered
with a giggle, Sam Kilden found
himself wanting to slap them in the
mouth. Jen ended her song and he
realized he couldn’t remember a word
of what she’d sung. He shook him-
self like a dog emerging from water,
remembered his job, and checked on
the gents around the place. He was
surprised to see grayish Byman,
owner of the stageline, over at the
bar. Byman was noted for spending
seven nights a week playing draw
poker. Over at a table, there was
young Link Thomas, son of the big
General Store owner too. One of
the dancehall hussies had her head
on his shoulder, but he ignored her
completely as he sat with his bright
eyes fixed on Jen Redall. Kilden
failed to see his deputy, Phil Hare,
step behind a post guiltily, then slip
from the place by a side door.

Jen began to sing again, “Kansas
City Sal” that time. The applause
was even louder when she finished
that one. She smiled and started to
leave the floor. Men shouted and
stomped. A big horse trader ran out
with a bottle of wine and a glass.
The red-haired woman took a sip,
poured demurely, then returned to
sing once more. It was a love ballad.
% HEMN she finished that time,

Kilden walked out and inhaled
the night air deeply. Back home,
- when he was just a beardless button,
he had wooed a hoeman’s daughter
down the creek. But now he realized
that had been nothing, just the moon-
ing of a calf of a boy over a girl with
yellow pigtails. He must have been
mistaken. in his first appraisal of this
Jen Redall the night he came down
the stairs at Curp’s place, he told
himself. Suddenly he felt regretful
that he would be quitting Saddle
shortly.

He didn’t hear the splash of gun-
fire from Whisky Row a few min-
utes later. Some orey-eyed cowhand
was swaying atop the watering
trough in front of the bank, trigger-
ing away with two guns at the

smudged yellow stars. Kilden went
over, took his hardware away from
him, and booted him down the road.
Then a man came running down out
of the narrow Row, shouting that
there was trouble. The new Law boss
of Saddle went knifing through the
main drag throngs, jumped up onto a
buckboard and across it to get to the
Row.

The quaking one-eyed man from
the Row, a barroom swamper, ex-
plained excitedly. “Some gent—a
strange feller—drygulched ol’ Doc
Pettus. They—they got the feller
venned in an alley when he tried to
git away. He—"

Already a roar was gathering
through the crowd, a welling caco-
vhony of anger like the forerunner of
a storm. The aged doctor was
universally loved even in tough
violent Saddle City, he and his crip-
pled daughter. Even in his short stay
there, Kilden had learhed to recog-
nize the wizened little man as he hur-
ried along the street with his bat-
tered black bag, hurried to ease the
nain of some suffering mortal. Old
Doc Pettus treated them all, the gun-
men and the well-to-do citizens and
the poor hussies. And if a person
couldn’t pay, Doc would just shrug it
off, say, “Some other time, mebbe.”
His one weakness was to go on a
spree occasionally. They usually last-

. ed a few days, then they would carry

him home and his daughter would
take care of him. -

He had evidently been on one of
them when he had been shot.

“Let’s go in there and git them
dirty snakes!” a man bellowed. “Let’s
clean ’em out an'—"

Kilden stepped over and gave the
man a straight-armed thrust in the
chest that sent him stumbling back
into the throng. “I ain’t appointed
you my new deputy yet, fella!” he
said sharply but without excitement.
“I still happen to be the Law here.
Everybody stay out of the Row.”

He turned and strode up the alley-
like street between the shacks and
hovels of Whisky Row, the dim-lit
honky tonks that crouched like lurk-
ing animals behind either gutter. And
he was trying to explain to himself
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why he had done this. It didn’t make
sense. He could have let the mocb go
in and vent its rage on the denizens
of the place. Plenty of blood would
have been spilled. He could have
claimed he was helpless to stop them.

But that wouldn’t have solved any-
thing, There were the words of the
swamper that none of their people in
the Row had done it. And it wasn’t
logical anybody would have gunned
old Doc; no sense to that. Unless—
unless they wanted it blamed on the
Row. It hit Kilden smack between the
eyes as he pushed up the rough grade
past the place where he had put out
Sleeper Keys’ light. He was acting as
a real honest-to-the-bone John Law
would.

s S THE grade steepened, the

Row bent. Ahead Kilden made
out a little bunch of men opposite an
alley. Near them, on the porch of a
miserable little cabin, lay Doc Pettus’
body.

‘He’s down there in the alley sher-
iff,” one of the bunch called at sight
of Kilden and his star. “And he ain’t
none of us, I swear.”

The lawman hauled one of his
black-butted hoglegs, peering down
the alley. It was long and narrow be-

tween a shed and another building.-

They told him that the killer, escape
cut off, had backed down it. And he
had taken one Montana Joe, a card
sharp, with him as a human shield.
~ They couldn’t get at him from the
back end of the alley because behind
that side of Whisky Row, the ground
dropped off sharply to the creek be-

low. .

“We threw a few hunks uh lcad at
him as he went inta the alley,” one
man said. “But when we tried to fol-
low in, he was still shooting. So I
reckon we didn’t git him er he’d uh—"

Kilden advanced, his left hand slid-
ing to the thigh holster and coming

. up with the shiny black butt gripped.
He cocked both guns and called into
the alley:

“Fella, you can come out alivel. ..
Or I come ‘n and you’ll come out
dead!”

He thought he caught some faint
sound from back there. But no words
reached him. So he went in, thumbs

poised on cocked gun hammers. One
of his boots struck a tin can noisily,
but nothing happened. He got to the
rear of the alley where the shorter
building ended. Over on his left back
of that building, in the glow of the
moon, lay the ‘wo bidics 01 the creek
bank in the scrubby grass. Instinc-
tively Kilden ducked back. But there
was no crash of lead. He mcved out
again, went closer,

The bigger man, flat-bodied and
wide-shouldered, lay nearer the build-
ing. There was a moist red splotch on
his checkered shirt where he had been
shot in the side. But his legs twitched
and he breathed heavily; he wasn’t
dead. And the moon played fully on
his cruel broken-ncsed face with its
vicious little .lit of mouta. Kiiden
felt the sweat start all over him.

He knew the man and the man knew
him. It was Yurca Joyce, an outlaw,
who had ridden with that rustle: cut-
fit when he had been with them. Kil-
den didn’t kunow what to ds. It had
come, the day when an homoce would
siope in who knew either th: real
Beots Kilden or him.

Automatically he turned t; the
cther, a shoct plump gent in rich garb,
obviously the gambler, Montana Joe.
He lay half on his side. The sheriff
pushed him flat to see how badly he
was hit. Kilden had waster time being
gentle. Shot dead center through the
chest.,, Joe had gone to meet his an-
cestors. The story was plain. Feeling
himself going down, the drygulcher
had shot the card sharp.

And then sheriff noticed something
else. In his death spasm, Montana Joe
had clawed at his chest, ripping open
his coat and tearing apart his shirt.
Next to his skin was a fat-packed
money belt.

ILDEN bent and pulled open
Lis one of its pouches. Inside was
a wad of neatly folded goldback bills.
One hundred dollar bills. He opened
another. There wa sanother bunch of
hundreds. Pushing the dead man’s
shirt wider, he tore at other pouches.
There were more packs of hundreds.

Threat suddenly dry, he stood up
and peered over the twenty odd foot
drop to the half dry creek below.
Nodded. It was the enly way. He had
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to get out nuow, had to run azain.
Yucca Joyce would recognize him
when he came -o. And there. were
thousands. iu thet dead gamber’s
money belt. He could take it, roll the
body over th: bank into the creek
ard then —

There was a ouise behind hin Hs
whirled.

“Just me, s.uify,” called one o1
Samson _.i1r> black-garbed thouse
guards. tHz was coming down frcm
beyond ¢ae ail. - He had cat'in irom
the Row !urtner i1 the line to cover
K:lden’s ba .x,

The tact2r :joke automari:ally,
woodenly. I+ w=s too late to ma'se his
geiaway wit1 that dinero now. “The
gamblec s got a 3cothill claim already
staked. Jo—+u2 iner one is a'- and
half uncoiscious”

Curps mi1 ‘ocked down at the
Lushwhazker scovs fully. “T'll get a
coupla men ircm out front. W: can
slip hin do v to the jail by th: lanc
behind the main street afore the
crowd kn)ws it. Don’t look as if he’s
hit serious.”

Samson Curp, who seemed to know
everytaung ehinust before it haprenea,
was waitia~ in tie jail office when
they toted him in the rear door of wire
bulding. Joyce . .czned uninteiligibly
as they laid him cr the cot in the ui-
fice Curp nodded.

“Just worz sorne whisky in:) him
and I believe he’ll be abie to talk,
Kilden. He’s and outsider. Somebody
hired him.” .

Kilden stood staring at the silver
tiligree work of his boots a long mo-
ment. Yes, Joyce would talk. And
talk loud when he recognized him,
Sam Kilden. And then, not even Sam-
son Curp would be able to save him,
Kilden knew full well. He had stayed
too long. They’d learn he was a want-
ed man, a horsethief, not the famed
Boots Kilden. The string was about
ran-out.. =

CHAPTER IX

L. YUCCA JOYCE talked all
right. They worked some

whisky into that vicious little

knothole of a mouth and his eyes
flickered slightly. He croaked:

“Gawd in heaven, Yucca ain’t going
to die yet. .. No, Gawd. Not Yucca,
he can’t—" Then he lapsed off though
he still stared at the ceiling, appar-
ently unaware of the men around him,
Curp, Deputy Hare and Kilden, plus
the two black-garbed guards from the
Monte Carlo.

They gave him more whisky and
Curp gave his sheriff a sign. Sweat
budded Kilden’s forehead; he said
how about looking at the gent’s
wound. They opened up the check-
ered shirt. It was worse than they
had thought, far more than a hole
plugged through the flesh between
the ribs. There was the blood-welling
spot where the slug had entered the
body. But it had not emerged; in
stead, deflected by a rib, it had
veered off inside.

Curp swore gently. “He’s undoubt-
edly bleeding internally. And Pill-
bottle Mason,” he was the town’s
other doctor, “hasn’t returned from
the settlement down on the flats yet.
Better get him talking, Kilden.”

Kilden leaned over the man, squeez-
ing his lower jav. to get his attention.
“Rannyhan, you’re in a bad way.
We’re  the Law. Mebbe you’ll be
cashing your chips soon. Hear? Who
hired you to do this job on Doc Pet-
tus?”

Joyce hard though his eyes did not
switch from the ceiling  directly
above. “I’'m dying?” he asked.

“You’re hit bad; odds’re against
you. Who hired you?” Kilden shook
the man’s head slightly. “You wanta
make your peace with Gawd, don’t
you?”

“Yes—y-yes. I was brought in here
by Sw—" And then his eyes dropped
to focus on Kilden’s face. The little
mouth jerked. A faint hopeful grin’
came over his face. “S-Sam Kilden, . .
Sam. . . This ain’t the Law then. N-
No.” He sank back after the effort
his surprise brought on.

More whisky failed to rouse him a
third time. . Phil Hare, the deputy, re-
corked the bottle, shaking his head.
“He knew you, boss; but he got mixed
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up in your name, didn’t he?”

Kilden and Samson Curp crossed
eyes as the latter toyed with his gold
snuff box. Both were thinking the
same thing. Joyce had been on the
point of naming Sweedy when he
recognized Kilden.

Curp spoke. “If we can keep him
alive till that doctor, Mason, gets in,
he might be able to pull him through.
Anyway, he could get the slug out,
then perhaps stimulate him with
drugs so he could make a statement.”

AM KILDEN nodded as he fol-
lowed the train of Samson Curp’s
thoughts. Kilden’s hands shook
slightly as he fashioned a Durham
tube and fitted it into his dry lips. If
Yucca Joyce lived long enough to
talk, he would mention more than one
man. Curp must realize that, Kilden
thought. But the gambling king
seemed to choose to ignore that pos-
sibility. .

Curp made one of his few gestures
even suggesting violence. His hand
contorted around the snuff case, fin-
gers twistin~, ‘“Then, it it’s the man
we think it is—"

Again Kilden nodded as
paused.

The latter went on, “—we’ll have
the deadwood on him. .. We’ll have
the evidence that will put him against
the wall. This whole town will rise
up at last and run out the man who
ordered the killino of Doc Pettus—
run him and his whole pack of jack-
als out Yes!” He put on his stovepipe
hat. “Pray he lives till Mason gets
back.”

He went out. Men swarmed in the
road before the jailhouse, awaiting
some report. In his calm unimpas-
sioned voice, Samson Curp told them
that the prisoner was between life and
death, that there was nothing further
to be done till Pillbottle Mason re-
turned. The men began to disperse,
grumbling that it was a danged shame
if the polecat didn’t live to be
hanged. . . .

In a back room of his Redeye Pal-
ace, the gangling Barton Sweedy was
already in action against this latest
contingency. When he had planned
to have the killing hung on the deni-

Curp

€

zens of Whisky Row, he had counted
on savage bloody retaliation by the
town’s citizens. It would have been
retaliation that would have cleaned
out the Row gang and left him the big
potato with his hands free to handle
Kilden. Now Kilden held that damn
Joyce, and if Joyce lived to talk—
The very thought itself made Sweedy
bat his pale eyes and catch at the
mouth of his chinless face. Then he
emptied the glass on the table, stead-
ied, and gave the word to those hired
hands there he trusted.

“Git out. Move around an’ spread
the word that the John Law is a-lying.
Sabe? Spread the word that Joyce
was just scratched by a slug. And that
Kilden is a-lying ’cause he don’t want
no lynching party. Git it?”

“And we do, Bart?” one of the men
asked.

Sweedy nodded. “We do. Git that
mob fired up. You boys know how to
spread things around. Git going.
They’il tear that jailhouse down!
Then even if he’s half dead, they’lly
tote him out an’ swing him. . . ” He
did a little clog step.

“Sure, we can handle it, boss. Easy.
We’ll just keep reminding ’em of
what a great gent the Doc was!”

“That’s it. And tell ’em too,” added
Sweedy, “that the prisoner is in ca-
hoots with the sheriff—playing
possum about his wound. See?”

“We’ll have ’em yelling for a
hempen necktie inside of an hour,
basseri ¥ =

P IN the Lucky Lode Jen Radall

J quickly got wind of what was
due to take place. A necktie party
after they busted in the jail. The
orchestra had stopped playing be-
cause there was nobody dancing. In-
stead, men stood in little sober-faced
knots at the bar, ignoring the girls
and talking among themselves. Occa-
sionally she would catch'a, “But that
Boots Kilden.” And she realized that
was the only thing holding them back.
Gradually they began to drift out,
in twos and threes, joining with
others on the wooden sidewalk for
more muttering. They..moved down
toward the main drag. Jen had
noticed the Sweedy man working
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amongst them at the bar. Retiring to
her own room upstairs, her agile wily
mind went to work. She arrived at a
cold-blooded decision shortly. The
inside story of the situation was
known to her. The smitten Cal By-
man, the stage-line owner, had
dropped a hint at her subtle prodding
right after the latest shooting in
Whisky Row.

Drawing on a cape she went down
the rear stairs where Ben Lucian, now
laid out up on Boothill, had met his
fate. Gil caught her going out the
back door. He held up a nervous hand.

“Better not go out, Miss Jen.
Uh—they’s going to be some trouble
brewing and—"” he started with a
weak smile.

She scoured him from his pretty
face to his boot toes with scornful
eyes. “Have you found a bed to hide
under yet?” Then she slammed the
door behind her.

By the time she was in front of
the impressive Grand Hotel she was
forced to work her way through the
spectators watching the black mass of

men down in front of the jailhouse.

Those men weren’t milling or bellow-
ing. They were really dangerous,
standing in little groups, watchful,
hands on gun butts, all facing the
front of the now darkened jail. Then
a leader stepped out into the wan
moonlight from the shadow of a eu-
calyptus and raised his voice.

“Kilden,” he called, “we don’t want
no trouble with you! But we want
that prisoner, and we’re aiming to
git him if we have tuh—"

Sam Kilden’s voice cut him off
from behind one of the heavily-barred
front windows, short and harsh. “Git
yourselves a bellyful of lead, maybe?”
he finished it for the ringleader.
“Joyce is a prisoner of the Law. And
I aim to hold him. Sabe?”

P IN the Lucky Lode John Radall
locoed. He could step the hell

out of this.’ Samson Curp wasn’t
doing anything to help. No, Curp
didn’t dirty his hands in it when gun-
play and violence were involved, But
Kilden knew he wasn’t going to let
them have Joyce without a fight, a
bitter last-ditch fight. If Doc Mason

came in in time to bring Joyce around
so he could say his piece, they’d have
Sweedy and?the power of his breed
broken in Saddle. Somehow, for scme
reason, Kilden wanted that—the way
a real hard-bitten honest lawman
would. In the meantime, this jailhouse
wasn’t going to get leaky if he could
help it.

They had already removed the un-
conscious prisoner to the safety of
an upstairs cell. Back from one open
window, Kilden himself stood with
his six-guns ready and a hatful of
fresh shells on the desk beside him.
At the other window was Ruchter
with a double-barrelled shotgun and
his Colts on a nearby chair. Kilden
didn’t figure on him being much help
if a rush carried them in close
enough. At the backdoor was the in-
experienced but loyal Hare.

“Remember Doc Pettus!” cried
somebody in the road. The little knots
stirred, edged forward. It was touch
and go. Some men drifted behind
trees to be ready to pour accurate
fire through the windows when the
others rushed the door. Down to the
left on the other side of the road a
wagon was drawn un hefore the
blacksmith’s barn. And Kilden knew
there were men behind that, too. It
would come soon.
© “Don’t make so much noise, boys!
Doc Pettus’ killer wants to catch
some shut-eye!” a mocking .voice
taunted them.

“Kilden,” the ringleader
again, “you’d better—"

“Be careful there, ma’'m! Stay back
—stay back!” another gent yelled as
the woman appeared.

Jennifer Redall calmly came walk--
ing on along the sidewalk by that end
of the road, the cape wrapped around
her. Moonlight touched her red hair
with a silvery finger. She was recog-
nized and others warned her back,
but none tried to stop her. She turned
in at the path to the jail.

“What do you want?” Kilden asked
through the window.

“Let me in, please, Sheriff.” After a
moment, the heavy bar slid back and
she entered, smiling slightly as she
passed Rutcher’s shotgun barrel. “I
was a nurse once. Mr, Kilden. I

tried
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worked close to docters for some
years. I hear you have g wounded man
here, and I thought perhaps I could
help.”

He looked down at her before he

cut his eyes watchfully to the window,

again. “Better get out, ma'm. They’s
going to be lead flying.”

She slid out of the cape. “I’'m not
worried about that. Where is he? T’ll
see what I can do.”

Kilden’s face swivelled toward her
once again, plain admiration on the
leather-hued features. She had nerve.
“Upstairs. Keep him alive if you can.”
He listened to her steps, steady and
sure, as she went down the corridor
and up the stairs. Almost simulta-
neously he sensed the indecision out-
side. They didn’t want to slam at the
jail with a woman inside. Some of
them drew back and formed in a knot
to talk by the hay and feed store

Upstairs in the open rear cell, Jen
Redall paused only to listen to see if
she was being followed up. Then she
moved over to the cot where the
wounded Joyce lay. Seeming to feel
‘her presence, he lifted a hand from
the bed as if seeking succor. She
stepped back a trifle as it brushed
her skirt.

“Get Sam—S-Sam,” Joyce husked,
vicious mouth, ashen-lipped now. “I-—
T'll tell him—anything—anything he
w-wants to know.” He tried to reach
her with his hand again. When he
failed, the arm dropped limply.

She stood scrutinizing him with a
face like a stone mask in the moon-
light slanting in a cell window. His
eyelids dropped halfway and she
moved closer. She wondered who Sam
was. Bending, she pulled a corner of
the blanket off his shoulder, lifted it,
wadded it. He lifted the hand, groan-
ing slightly, as if to stop her. She
struck down his arm and it lay with-
out rising again. He was too weak to
resist when she pressed the wadded-
up piece of blanket down over his
mouth and nose.

Kilden looked over his shoulder
from the window as she returned
downstairs. In the dimness she made
a helpless gesture with her hands.

“He died just after I got up there,”
she said softly.

Kilden's face darkened with the an-
ger of frustration. “Did he talk—say
anything? Did he mention a name?”

She shrugged, head bent as if in
sadness. “He mumbled something. .
I couldn’t understand it though—that
was all.”

Kilden dropped his hardware on the
desk with a clatter and went over and
unbarred the door. The road was
hushed as he moved onto the steps.
He called, *“You gents want to hang a
dead man, then come in and get him.”

Two of them stepped out as a com-
mittee. They entered the jailhouse
and went upstairs. When they
clumped down, they were carrying
their sombreros, looking sheepish.

“We’re right sorry, Kilden,” one of
them muttered. “You see—well, being
a stranger here, y° wouldn’t under-
stand. We was all mighty fond of Doc
Pettus.”

“Even in this hellhole, Doc didn’t
have an enemy,” the other man said.

Kilden looked as if he would curse.
“Sure, nobody. But he’s dead—and
somebody hired that Joyce upstairs
to get him that way. Get the hell out,
will you?” He was savagely bitter,
realizing he had lost a big hand in
this game.

UT in front, Ruchter was busily
officious now as he ordered the
mob to move along. Young Phil Hare
was out there too, talking with some
older men about notifying Doc Pet-
tus’ daughter. The killing had been
kept from the crippled girl thus far®
Kilden strode over to the desk and
thumped the roll top softly with a
dxscouraged hand. He had been ready
to give his life to defend that jail. If
Joyce had only lived, they could have
broken this Bart Sweedy
It was strange, he realized. He and
Sweedy scarcely knew each other. He
had spoken to the boss of the Redeye
Palace only a few times since coming
to Saddle, barely more than a nod and
a howdy. Yet they were foes; Kilden
knew that. And he hated Sweedy with
a cold implacable hate. He began to
curse, pounding the desk top with his
palm. Then he discovered he was not
alone.
There was the rustle of a dress.
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And in the still unlighted office he
saw the girl standing over in the hall-
way leading to the rear. He moved

over to her. Her upturned face
seemed pale.
“It’s terrible to see a man die,” she

whispered. And swayed slightly so
that she had to put a hand against his
chest to steady herself.

“You were brave to come here, Miss

Jen.” The burnished red hair was
just below his face. He wanted to
touch it.

Her head shook. “They wouldn’t
have hurt me, a woman. But you—
—they’d have killed you to get him,
Mr. Kilden.”

He shrugged, feeling himself trem-
ble imside at the closeness of her.
“It’s part of the job,” he said drily
and felt stupid.

“If somebody only could clean up
Saddle,” she said with a little sigh.

“We almost did it tonight, maybe.
1f that killer had only lived—" He
ran a hand over his always flat black
hair. “And you sure tried to help,
Migs Jen.”

Her eyes lifted to meet his with a
magnstlike quality, drawing him. She
murmured, “Boots, I'll do anything I
can to help.”

Then he had her in his arms and
was kissing her. His mouth was kard
against hers, like @ blow at first.
Then the fire of her ran into his
blood and his lips eased. For the mo-
ment, all the bitterness and pain of
his life was washed away.

A little later, as he watched her
walk away from the jailhouse with
that strange dignity in every line of
her, he put aside the idea of Saddling
up and disappearing. He had decided
upon that after they brought in Joyce,
Now, he knew he had to stay a little
longer. .

HOUGH apparently as serene as

ever when she entered the Lucky
Lode again, Jen Redall was exultant
-with secret triumph. Up in her room,
she got ink and paper and began to
write. It was the confession of the
dying Joyce that she wrote. How he
had told her he had been hired by one
Barton Sweedy to kill Doc Pettus,
and how she had been afraid to re-

-
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late what he told her in fear of re-
taliation. She put those things down.
She would get that fool, Gil, to sign
as a witness to her signature. He
wouldn’t have to know what the docu-
ment contained. And in the morning,
after ‘sealing it in an envelope, she
would have it put away down at the
bank. They knew her there quite well
now; she had an account and made
many fat deposits.

Her game was going beautifully.
She had taken care of that Joyce be-
cause she didn’t want to see the Law
get Sweedy. Not yet, anyway. That
would leave Kilden in full control, in
a position to run out the ragtag and
cheap toughs and gunmen. And Jen
Redall preferred viclence and disor-
der in Saddle for her ends for a spell
too. ‘

Smiling, she reread the document.

‘This was going to cost Mr. Sweedy a

nice large sum of money, just the
threat of it.

The smile turned to a frown as she
saw the spot of dust-on her dress. She
brushed at it. She’d gotten that when
she was in Boots Kilden’s arms. She
smiled slowly, coldly, again. Yes, and
tonight she had added another man
to her string. ...

CHAPTER X

THE muttering was already
building when Sheriff Kilden
made his rounds of the town the
next night. Men, apparently, had
hoped for a miracle, had thought
that just the threat of the guns of the
famed Boots Kilden might bring
peace to Saddle, But there had been
disorder, more trigger slammers com-
ing to town, and now this slaying of
the doctor.

“Sure they got the killer,” they ar-
gued, “but that was no fault of
Kilden’s. And who was behind the
killer? Kilden don’t seem to be doing
nothing much since putting lead into
Keys. Yeah. And. .. ” That was where
the ugly rumor, the innuendo came in.
Nobody knew who started it; it came
like a snake out of the grass. Perhaps,
it went, Boots Kilden didn’t want to
stop the trouble. After all, he had
been an outlaw once, an hombre who
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defied the Law. Maybe he was getting
paid by somebody not to clamp down.

As he circulated, looking in one
place after the other, Kilden knew
men were talking. They broke off too
abruptly when he appeared on the
their nods, their howdies. Then young
Hare told him about the insinuation
that had begun to get around.

Kilden’s jaw muscles bunched and
the thin fires licked in the backs of
his black eyes. In a moment, the re-
action was gone. He remembered what
he was himself, a lobo, a one-time
-rustler, an accused horsethief. And he
was going to get his chunk of dinero
somewhere, somehow, out of this and
then hit the trail. Let them say what
they would.

But when he marched into the
Redeye Palace and the gangling bird-
faced Sweedy had the nerve to come
over and talk to him. Kilden had to
struggle for self control. Sweedy of-
fered a drink, smiled when the sheriff
refused bluntly, then started talking.

“Kilden, I know you done all you
could, but I sure feel a heap bad about
the shooting of Doc Pettus. A fine
character, that old fella. Now if that
dang killer had only lived—"

The danger light flickered in Sam

Kilden’s eyes. The wolfish look crept

.over his face. “Yeah, Sweedy?” he
said hoarsely. “And if he had, you'd
either be in that jail or dancing on
air under a limb right now!”

Sweedy’s jaw sagged as if he’d bit-
ten into thé rotten meat. “Now wait
a minute! If you’re accusing—why
that’s plumb crazy. I—"

“Why did you want the Doc dead,
Sweedy?”

The barroom boss essayed a smile,
sunken eyes steady. “He threatened
my life Sabe?”
thin jangling laughter. The hangers-
on echoed him.

“Joyce was your man, Sweedy,
brought in from outside. If he’d lived,
we’d have had you; he was about to
name you.” Kilden’s shoulders lifted
as the gorge inside him rose. He him-
self had lived by the threat of the gun
at times, but he had been driven to it.
This cold-blooded killing, killing by
a hired hand, was sickening to him.

Then he broke into"

“You wanted something big blamed
on Whisky Row, Sweedy. So you—"

“Wait!” the barroom boss
screeched. “Please pen them insults
an’ charges less’n you got proof, Kil-
den. I won’t draw ’gainst you ’cause
you’re the Law! But as a decent citi-

zen I got some rights and—"
‘ ITH a quick motion, Kilden
unhooked the badge on his
shirt and shoved it in a pocket. Then
he spat on the floor in disgust as he
folded his arms on his chest, well
away from his thonged-down weap-
ons. “All right. Go for your hoglegs
now, you oversized yella buzzard!”
There was a terrible, a deadly calm-
ness about him.

Sweedy stood puffing up, face

-ochre-hued. Somebody jumped away

from a table, spilling a glass, to seek
cover when the lead flew. The glass
hit the floor, spattering loudly in the
tension of the hot room. A single
sweat drop hung on the end of the
statuelike Sweedy’s sharp nose. And
again he managed a smile as he
looked around as if to say, “See, this
lawman is locoed.”

“Kilden, don’t lose your head,” he
said gently in his twangy voice.
“Sure, I know you’re under strain. It’s
a tough job. But—"

“Draw or shut up,” Kilden said
slowly.

Sweedy shook his pin-sized head.
“You’re plumb wrong about me hiring
that gunman, Joyce. But if you don’t
aim to listen to sense, all right. I'll
have to ask you to git the hell off my
premises. Why, my Gawd, sheriff, I
even,” he looked around at his gun
slicks at either side of him as if for
confirmation, “I even sent word to the
undertaker to give Doc the best cof-
fin in the house and charge it to me.
Go ask him!”

That piece of hypocrisy was too
much for Kilden. He lashed out with
a fist and the tall Sweedy stretched
his length on the floor, hat flying.
Hands leaped to gun butts. One of
Sweedy’s toughs jumped behind a
post.

Kilden sneered. “Go ahead, two-
bits! Clear leather when you're
ready—but be sure you're damn sick
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of living. And if that fella behind the
pole so much as spits, I'll give him a
winda in the skull!”

Sweedy sat up, a ribbon of blood
drooling down his chin. “Don’t touch
gun irons, none o’ you! That’s the
Law there!” With the aid of a chair,
he drew himself to his feet unstead-
ily. And again the chinless-faced man
smiled. “But it’s a danged strange
kind of Law that comes into an in-
nocent gent’s place and starts kicking
him around, by grab. Yes. Still, I'm
helpless.”

HEN Kilden turned his back
- and walked out through the
men staring in the big double door-
way, he knew he hadn’t won any-
thing. He had made himself and the
Law look bad. By not resisting,
Sweedy had gained public support.
And he had a peculiar feeling that
Sweedy had not done anything be-
cause he had an ace uphis sleeve, be-
cause he knew of something due to
happen.
“Boss!” Young Hare ducked under
a hitchrail. “There’s been two more
rustling jobs out on the range.” A
rider from the Stirrup-D had just

come into the jail with the news. .

Some of the Stirrup men, coming in
from the south after having been
down combing the brakes for strays,
had run head-on into them as they
moved off a band of critters. There
had been a skirmish. Outnumbered,
the cowmen had to draw off.

“But they got one of the bunch,”
Hare went on excitedly, talking foud-

ly. That one had been badly wounded,

knocked from his pony. He had died
shortly afterward, but not before they
had learned from him that the boss
was Red Norman. ~

Something drew Kilden’s head
around before he started for his of-
fice. In the doorway of the Redeye
Palace, within earshot, stood Bart
Sweedy, hands stuck in the pockets
of his shabby pants, teetering back
and forth as he laughed quietly but
with evident satisfaction. His face
went dead-panned as Kilden’s eyes hit
him.

Down at the office, the Stirrup-D
man, wounded arm in a sling, added a

few details between expectorations of
tobacco”juice into the spittoon. “It’s
the Red Norman outfit, all right. He
was a big potato, and a tough one,
down along the Rio. Even got him-
self elected mayor of- Caballo down
there ance.’

Kilden nodded. He knew th Nor-
man was. “But did you pick up any
trail?” he said as Samson Curp en-
tered. The word had gone around. -

“That’s it,” the gaunt cowhand said
eagerly. “They was driving the stuff
east toward the Sentinels—like they
done both times afore. Hit into some
of them ol’ river beds.”

Kilden nodded 1mpat1ent1y “And
it rained today so—

The cowhand shook his head.
“After we was driven off, we took
one of our boys who-was shot up
pretty bad back to a plow chaser’s
place. Then we struck out again.”
They’d pushed  eastward, then
wheeled in a big arc. They had
pxcked up the track in one of those
dry river beds cutting the plains
country, had followed it in to one of
those tortuous canyons that snaked
into the wall-like Sentinels.

“No man ner devil can swing cow
critters ’cross the Sentinels,” the cow-
hand affirmed. “’S impossible. So
they’re in there somewheres.” But
Norman’s bunch were known to be
wire-tough gunslingers, and there
were too few Stirrup hands. They
hadn’t dared go into the labyrinthic
fastnesses of the Sentinels after the
rustlers. They were waiting at the
canyon end out there now to see what
help came.

(‘URP spoke up crisply. “Deputize
/ a posse, Kilden. It’s within your
powers, and the town will foot the
bill. You can put a deputy in charge
and—"

Kilden was already shaking his
head as he went to the rifle rack on
the wall. He was remembering how
Sweedy stood laughing when Hare
brought the news of the rustling
depredations. “I’ll lead them myself.
This might be a bigger thing than
we think.” He was wondering if it
could be tied into the thmgs happen-
ing in Saddle itself.
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Gathering a posse was easy. With
wages of five dollars per day, there
were plenty of men in Saddle willing
to ride behind the sheriff. He se-
lected come fifteen, including a man
whom he was sure was a Samson Curp
house guard though the gent had
shed his black garb. Leaving the two
deputies in charge of  the town,
Kilden rode c¢i:t to the north under a
yellow moca that sat poised like a ball
on a stubby craggy peak of the
Sentinels.

They pushed across the great roll-
ing plains of the lush grazing coun-
try, bearing eastward toward the
Sentinels. In the night, the long un-
even ridge looked like a ragged fence
built by some drunken giant, forbid-
ding and a little eerie. As they drew
closer to it, they repeatedly struck
the dried-out beds of pre-historic riv-
ers that slashed the range. They'd
come upon them suddenly, just over
a swell, or perhaps hooking out from
a splotch of mesquite jungle. Or they
might worm from the center of a
mass of brush, broad shallow beds
where the one-time stream had sunk
into the earth to expire. They twisted
and angled snakelike as they ex-
tended eastward, deepening, the bot-
toms boulder-strewn, shaly, with
stretches of drifting sand as they ap-
proached the mother hills. They nar-
rowed into gulches, became rock-
sided defiles in spots, before they
dived into the Sentinels.

They pulled up once and quit the
saddles to munch on some jerked beef
and puff on a quirly late in the night.
For the first time since coming to
Saddle City, Sam Kilden felt relaxed,
unstiffened. It was a little hazy and
when he lifted his face to the stars
they seemed like smudged holes burnt
in a blanket. They made him feel bet-
ter too. He was used to being out un-
der the stars, sleeping under them.
Sometimes with one eye open, of
course.

“Won’t rain before tomorrow night.
Betcha two-bits,” said one of the
posse column behind him and Gideon,
the Stirrup-D man. “Tomorra will be
h(;f and damp, sure. But no rain
ti —7’ ,

ILDEN returned to his

thoughts, thoughts of the open
trail, of hitting it again before some-
body else who knew him sloped inte
Saddle. Or before the trap closed
on him, before he stopped that last
chunk of lead an hombre never knows
hit him. He felt deep inside him
that a trap was being built. The
lawless element didn’t dare oppose a
figure like the famed Boots Kilden
openly, wouldn’t dare to call him gun
muzzle to gun muzzle. But he was
equally sure they weren’t going to
take it lying down..

Gideon grunted and they left the
fence-line they had been'following.
Then, just beyond a chimney butte,
they dropped into one of those dried-
up watercourses that scarred the face
of the range. “We’ll reach ’em about
dawn,” the cowhand said. “Less’n,
of course, Norman’s bunch turned
back an’ run ’em out.”

Out. That word stuck in Sam Kil-
den’s mind. There was still time for
him to get out. Up there in those
hills, he could quit the posse, turn
south, and head for the Border.
South of it, a man could use any han-
dle he fancied and not too many ques-
tions would be asked. Maybe he
could find work down there and for-
vet things. Then the serene oval of
Ten Redall’s face rose before him. A
little pulse began to drum in his
temples.

Yesterday afternoon he had been
unable to stand the tension of the
town any longer. He had hit the sad-
dle and gone up the side street past
the Lucky Lode toward open coun-
try, craving to get away from men
and the evil they spawned for a short
spell. “ He had been out a few miles
where the creek bowed over to the
narrow trail when he saw the dust of
an approaching rider behind. He
waited, figuring it might be one of
his deputies with a message. It was
Ten Redall. She’d seemed surprised
to come upon him.

They had sat on the bank of the
creek over the slow-purling water
and talked till the shadows length-
ened. She’d told him about her life,
the bitter poverty, the drunken hoe-
man of a father. Of being farmed
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out to work in a ranch-house. Of
being forced to flee that because of

~ the unwanted attentions of the fore-
man. Then there was the unfortunate
marriage to-a man who turned out to
be a tinhorn card sharp who had de-
serted her when she was with child.
A boy, it had died shortly after birth.
And she had been on her own.

“I’ve had some hard times,” she had
told Kilden in the low voice, idly
plucking grass blades. “It’s been
hard to keep decent and honest. But
T've got a nice job here in Saddle. I
mean to stay; and I mean to stand on
my own feet—like—like a man.”

His admiration for her had surged
in him. He had felt an overwhelming
desire to protect her, to shield her
from the rawness of life. But he had
no right to tell any woman those
things, not him, a wanted man, an
imposter. Then he had seen that
single tear sliding down her cheek.
And before he knew it, he had her in
his arms again. Together they had
ridden back to town through the
warm dusk, stirrup to stirrup. She
had asked one question before they
varted. .

“Boots, did you come directly here
after you crossed the Border from
Mexico?” she had asked.

And when he had nodded curtly
and said he had, he had sensed she

knew he was lying.

Now, thinking of her, he knew he
wouldn’t cut for the Border yet. He
wanted to see her a little longer. His
head jerked up as Gideon, riding be-
side him in the old river bed, said
something.

CHAPTER XI

HE DAWN was a gray tongue
licking over the tops of the
saw-toothed peaks when they
rode into the camp of the four Stir-
rup-D men at the base of a bluif of
the precipitous Sentinels. ~When
their identity was known, the four
cowhands bearing Winchesters
moved out of the gloom back in to-
ward the embers of the campfire.
They had little to tell save that after
dusk last night one of them had
scouted up the tunnel-like canyon,
followed trail sign into a branching

defile of the labyrinthic hills. He
had located the rustler camp, had
seen the smoke of their campfire in
the moonlight, had even caught the
lowing of cattle. But he had been
unable to get close because of out-
nosts they had stationed up on the
ledges. ‘

After a two-hour rest, the posse
moved into the Sentinels under an
overcast sun. It was a gloomy land,
bleak, savage, dismal. Heavy crags
and stubby dark peaks overshadowed
them. There was little vegetation;
clumps of brown grass, greasewood,
occasionally some yucca with its
clusters of drooping lily-white blos-
soms. Sometimes a stunted gnarled
tree growing from the fissure of a
rock wall. Sporadic winds, some-
times rising to blast violence,
nrowled the canyons and stongewalled
corridors that bit into the m ntains
like vagrant ghosts, :

They found the abandoned camp
of the rustlers in a small bowl under
an overhanging bluff. It was plaic
that cattle had been bedded down in
there by the brackish water hole.
They followed the trail of them,
angling deep into the maze. There
were long stretches of sandy floor,
then reaches of hardpan. In spots
where the wind had raked, all sign
on the sand was erased.

HEY came to a place where a
i gorge split into forks and where
rustlers seemed to have split the herd
too. © Tracks went up - both forks.
Kilden chose the left one, having
little alternative because the posse
behind him refused to split up. They
didn’t know how big the band they
ran into might be. On the other side
of a little stream, that herd seemed
to have been split again. Again the
sheriff flipped a coin, took the left
trail when it came up tails again.
With the sun refracting from the
rocks cn all sides,~it grew as hot as
the inside of an oven there in the
corges and canyons of the Sentinels.
Men’s shirts turned black and became
nlastered to sapped bodies. The reek
of horse sweat moved with them.
Then they came to a cul de sac, a
dead end of blank rock around a
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sharp bend in that passage. Against
it, penned in by a makeshift fence of
brush and rawhide, stood a few cow
critters.

The hot wind flapped a piece of
naper attached to the rude corral. It
had pencilled on it crudely, “Did yuh
have a nice ride?”

Tempers flared. There was noth-
ing to do but turn back and pick an-
other trail. The rustlers knew they
were being followed. That sobered
some of the braggarts in the party.
But back at the stream, the second
trail soon grew faint, then ran out
all together. The gusty winds in the
entrails of the Sentinels had had too
long a time to fling the sand akout
in eddies.
ly, deeper into the ridge cuts. climb-
ing at times, figuring they had to
nick fresh sign somewhere. But
whenghey fmallv made night camp
with a bunch of bogged-down ponies,
they had picked up nothing.

“They’s no way of gitting a herd
through the Sentinels,” one of the
cowmen insisted. “No passes low
enough. No trails over ’em. And
grazin’ an’ water’s too score to hold
a bunch uh cow critters in here long.”

“They gotta be holed up in here
somewheres,” agreed one of the older
men from town. “It’s rough deserted
country up here. No man knows it
stubby peaks. But they picked up
accepting a proferred drink.

Many bottles made the round in the.

camp that night. Kilden - watched
with cold disgust as the redeye fired
them and they boasted wildly what
they’d do when they caught up with
Red Norman’s outfit. In the morn-
ing he had to boot most of them out
of their sougans at dawn. All that
day they worked around in the
ragged hills, even climbing so they
were at the base of some of the
stubby peks. But they picked up
neither hide nor hair of the rustlers.
And when a cold-smearing rain began
to fall, the grumbling began in earn-
est. They insisted on turning out of
the Sentinels and back toward $ad-
dle. Glancing back at the dour crags,
Kilden couldn’t shrug off the feeling
that they had been under surveillance
repeatedly.

Kilden led them on grim-
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HEY cut over onto the stage

road that ran down through the
grazing country to Saddle. It was
a little after midnight when the be-
draggled column came upon that
rider emerging from a side-track
along fence-line.

“Hear about what just happened
back to the Rafter-H?” the man
called to them. A masked band, ob-
viousy Norman men, had hit the
nlace, penned the four hands of the
small spread in the bunkhouse, then
dragged out Old Man Hinch-and
larrupped him half to death with a
bullwhip, had left him unconscious.
“Reckon it’s ’cause he reported the
rustling to the sheriff. Mrs. Hinch
said there was a real big bunch of ’em
all right!”

Kilden asked a few questions, then
turned his pony down the side track
leading to the Rafter-H.. But his
nossemen stolidly sat their ponies .
back on the road; they weren’t fol-
lowing. :

“No sense in wastin’ good horse-
flesh er time,” one of them explained
weakly. “They’ll have made tracks
outa there pronto.” It was a patent
lie. They had heard the words “real
big bunch,” and they feared the bold
Norman riders might just not have
cleared out of the vicinity.

Kilden sleeved rain from his face
and cursed them. “All right, you
mangy coyotes! Drag your tails back
to Saddle then!” And he sent his own
cayuse at a gallop down the muddy
side track.

The rain was thinning when he
came to the Rafter-H, a small outfit
tucked in a hollow on the lee side of
a low knob of hill. The outbuildings
were dark but a crack of light es-
caped around a curtain at a front
window of the small paintless main
house. When he drew up before it in
the wet, he was challenged by an un-
seen figure from a dark window of
the upper story. The outfit was on
guard against a return trip of the

‘marauders.

When Kilden identified himself by
holding a cupped match before his
badge, he was allowed to enter. The
two gnarled cowhands in the hall
kept their hands close to their gun-
butts though till Mrs. Hinch came
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down from above. She wasn’t pros-
trated; she hadn’t even been weeping
though her eyes were red-rimmed
with strain. She was a typical wom-
an of the range, hardy, self-reliant
always prepared to take care of her
man when he went down.

Tall and slim with gray hair, she
shook hands firmly with the sheriff
and led him into the kitchen to brew
up a pot of coffee. Her capable
work-worn hands chunked faggots
into the stove so there would be heat
enough for him to get partially dried
out at least. In a weary but steady
voice she told how she had been
wakened by the yelling of the pack
out front.

“They told Noah that if he didn’t
come down and parley, they’d burn
tlze place down over our heads,” she
related. The bunkhouvse had been
covered by gunmen. Her husband
had gone down, been dragged out in
the rain, had his shirt torn from his
back, and been flogged half to death
in the light of a lantern. He had
recovered consciousness after being
carried inside. Now, he was upstairs.
out of pain in a drugged sleep from
a herb tea the woman had made for
kim.

“His back is cut to ribbons.” She

lifted her apron to her eyes but

‘quickly recovered herself.

Kilden's fisted hand twisted the
ralico table cloth. “And that was be-
cause he reported the rustling to the
Law, to me.” Fury had whitened his
lips drawn back hard against his
teeth. Again, instinctively, he was
thinking of himself only as a lawman,
pushing away his past for the mo-
ment,

Mrs. Hinch shook her head as she
poured the coffee. “Oh, no, it wasn’t
that. They wanted money. Noah
had refused them.”

“What?”

“Yes, that’s right. They were here
yesterday. They said if Noah didn’t
give them money, he’d have more
stuff rustled. They said if he paid
them that they would protect him be-
cause the Law couldn’t.”

ILDEN bent over his cup of
java, aware of the questioning
accusing eyes of the woman on the

back of his neck, but there was noth-
ing he could do at the moment with
the rain having obliterated all tracks.
He hated himself because there was
nothing he could do at the time He
himself was labelled a criminal, a
fugitive from the law, but fighting
in this manner he could not under-
stand. He asked one question.

“They were masked, eh, Mrs.
Hinch. . . . Are you sure they were
some of the Norman bunch?”

She nodded vehemently. She was
very certain. In the light of the
lantern held by one man while they
beat her husband, she had picked out
the white sombrero of a man who
had come with the party demanding
dinero. And another one of them
had limped; so had a member of the
party that had called the day before.
There was no question who they
were.

“We’ll dig them out somehow,” was
all he could offer her. But ke meant
t as he stared into his cofice.

He spent the night there on a
horse hair sofa in the little parlor of
the place. There seemed no sense in
riding on back to Saddle City in the
drizzle. A little before dawn he was
roused by one of the cowhands still
standing guard. The rain had fi-
nally ceased, and the cowhand had
thought he had seen a horseman
s:lhouetted agamst the waning stars
on a rise down the track. In his
stocking feet, Kilden eased out onto
the little porch and watched for
some time. But there was no further
sign of anybody lurking about.

The acting sheriff of Saddle was
hardly up in the morning, sticking
his shirt tails inside his gray trous-
ers, when one of the men came®in ex-
citedly, waving an envelope. He had
discovered it stuck in the ranchyard
gate. And it was addressed to “Boots
Kilden.”

He ripped open the envelope, damp
with the morning dew. Inside was
a ragged piece of paper with a few
words rudely printed on it. It said: @

IF THE SHERIFF WANTS
TO LEARN SOMETHING
ABOUT RED NORMAN COME
TO THE STORE ON SMOKY
CREEK AT MIDDAY
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That was all. There was no signa-
ture. Kilden’s hands clamped on the
paper; he wasn’t deceived. This
hadn’t been written by any friend of
the Law or by somebody who meant
to double-cross the rustler leader. It
was from the Norman bunch. And

it proved they had been watching the-

posse, that they knew where he was.
It was enough to scare any gent, and
Sam Kilden knew it could be a trap.

But he was going to the Smoky
Creek store. He had to.

CHAPTER XII

when he rounded the bend of

the wagon trail and sighted the
store. It was a squat ugly structure
with rags plugging broken panes in
its front windows. A branch stage-
line ran past it. Its trade came from
a little valley, running off the rim
of the plains country, inhabited most-
ly by hoemen. Cutting into a stand
of yellow pine. Kilden surveyed the
place. -He moved deeper among the
trees to get a look at the back. In the
horseshed were three saddle animals.

He waited some time, loathe to
walk into a gun trap. A rider came
down the line from the other direc-
tion, entered the store. After a few
minutes, he re-emerged and stood
chatting with the storekeeper, a
wizened little man with a cane and a
patch over one eye. The breeze car-
ried a smattering of words to Kilden.

“Them fellers inside. . .. drinking a
/” heap. . . cain’t say as I like the cut.of
’em,” the storekeeper was saying.

After a little, the horseman re-
mounted and came on down along the
creek past the spot where Kilden was
hidden. Loosening the blackstocked
guns in his lashed-down holsters, Kil-
den removed his badge, and rode on
openly to the placee. When he
climbed the rickety steps and walked
in, a voice said:

“Hello, you lowdown sheepherder!
Howdy. Come on in and spend some
dinero. Spend some dinero-”

Kilden tautened as he sought to
locate it. Then he saw the green par-
rot in the cage swung over the coun-
ter. There was a slight tittering

lT WAS a.little after high noon

sound and he saw the man seated atop
a hogshead and idly whittling back in
the shadows of *the rear. From a
door in the back, the club-footed
storekeeper came hobbling in on his
cane.

“Howdy, palgnm” he called out
cheerfully. “What can I do you for?
We aim to please. Dang fancy prices
and dang poor merchandise. Credit
cheerfully -given the sixth Wednes-
day of every month—pervided it’s
raining.” He chuckled at his own
humor as he clumped around behmd
the counter.

Kilden bought a sack of Durham.
“Came here to meet a gent who was
going- to tell me about Red Norman,”
he said loudly.

The storekeeper just shook his
head. He didn’t know anything
about it. “I just hope aw’ pray Red
Norman stays clear o’ here. Them
bad uns, I don’t want no truck with
’em. Here’s your change, friend.
Make yourself at home. Squat a
spell. I got some chores to ’tend to
out back.”

Kilden had cut his eyes guardedly
at the whittler when he had spoken
out. The man gave no sign, indolent-
ly knifing away at the stick in his
hand. He wore only one gun in sight
in an open-topped holster on his hip.
but Kilden noted the bulge of the
shoulder holster beneath his wvest.
And the man’s rig was too good for
either a hoeman or some forty per
cow nurse. Kilden went and stood in
the doorway, back to the man, idly -
eyeing the creek. ;

“Real fancy pair of boots you got
there, mister,” said whittler.

Kilden gave no answer.

moments passed.
[ EAR Sheriff Kilden was up
B this way with a posse,” the

whittler tock it up again. “After
some rustlers, they say.”

Kilden nodded without turning.
“He was.”

“Didn’t see no $ign of that posse
around.”

“They went on back to Saddle

“Sure about that?” The man, mov-
ing silently, was closer to Kilden
now.

A few
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It took nerve, but the sheriff made
no move. “I oughta be. ...You didn’t
see anybody coming along the trail

* with me, did you?” He was gambling
on the fact that few men would dare
to even try to take the famed Boots
Kilden from behind.

“All right,” said the man, sheath-
ing his Bowie blade. “Mebbe my
friend inside can tell you something
about Red Norman.”

They walked to the back of the
store, then turned through a cur-
tained doorway on the right that led
into a musty little parlor. Two men
sat at a table in the dimness, but the
metal of their guns on the checkered
tablecloth glinted. One of them said,
“Howdy, Kilden.” The other merely
nodded. He sat with a black sombre-
ro on, shadowing his face heavily, one
arm propped on an elbow, the hand
against the corner of his mouth with
a bandanna in the fingers.

The hombre who’d brought him in
pulled out a chair. Kilden hooked it
with a boot still further back till it
was against a cabinet, then sat down.
The first man at the table, a thin
long-faced gent with a reedy voice,
smiled thinly. The other, big,
fleshy, garbed in rusty black, just

stared sullenly. He looked sluggish.

Yet his tiny bright eyes that bi% into
a man’s very flesh gave the lie to
that. ‘

The reedy-voiced one began to
speak. “Reckon, sheriff, you'd like
to bring in the Norman bunch, spe-
cially Red himself, eh?”

“That’s my business as a John
Law,” Kilden said coldly.

“The Law weren’t always your
business, Kilden.”

_ The latter shrugged. “Nope. But
- when a man gets years, sometimes he
sees things in a different light.”

The club-footed storekeeper caine
clumping into the store from the back
then. Without moving the hand with
the bandanna at his face, the heavy-
set one in black brought out a ten-
dollar goldpiece and rolled it across
the table.

“Tell the old fool to find some-
thing more to do out back,” he
drawled in a voice that befitted his
sullen demeanor.

The man who’d brought Kilden in
went out. There was no more talk-
ing till they heard the storekeeper go
clumping out again. Then the reedy-
voiced one took it up once more.

“They’s no reward out for Norman.
Kilden.”

“I thought you were going to tell
me something I didn’t know—some-
thing about Norman,” Kilden snapped
impatiently.. “Where’s his hideout?”

The thin one smiled. The other
didn’t stir. “Not so fast, mister. Not
so fast. Information is worth dinero.”

Kilden made as if to rise. “I
haven’t got any to pay you with.”

“That’s what we figgered.”

“What?”

“That Boots Kilden, fresh back
from south of the Rio, could use
some dinero. That he’d be plumb
busted.” :

Kilden put a match to the quirly
he had built while standing in the
doorway. He was quivering inside
as he sensed what was to come.
‘(Yes?’) <

“Yes. An’ mebbe he could use
some dinero.” &

“I'm listening.” This, he realized,
was the opportunity he had been
awaiting. To clean up and get out.

HE thin man leaned across the

table, rumpling the neat cloth.
“Mebbe—now mebbe if Norman felt
he could operate without interfer-
ence—an’ mebbe if he was sure the
Law wouldn’t git in the way of his
rustling—well, mebbe there’d be some
dinero in it.”

Kilden sneered. “Quit wasting my
time talking two-bit stuff. Norman’s
gotta get that rustled stuff outa the
country to sell it. How much dinero
is he going to have now? How
much—"

“Might surprise you,” the other put
in, rolling a homemade ' toothpick
across -his slice of mouth. “And
mebbe Norman don’t have to git the
stuff out to cash in. Mebbe—"

Kilden stood up abruptly. “Sure,
he’s going to thrash it outa the hides
of poor devils like Noah Hinch.” Re-
calling that, he got mad and hated
himself for even mentally consider-
ing going in with Norman.
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The thin man made a deprecatory
gesture. “A lashing’s easier on a
man than a bullet in his hide, ain’t
it? Anyways, that was just a little
example to other brand owners on
this range—so they won’t give no
trouble. Norman don’t want trouble.
He just aims to git dinero, and he’s
a big-hearted feller. He’d cut in the
Law—say for two thousand dollars.”

Kilden felt the blood jump in his
veins but kept a poker face. Casually
he flipped ashes onto the worn
carpet.

The thin man leaned further over
the table. “Mebbe even for two
thousand five hundred.”

Kilden’s brain was in a whirl, rac-
ing, thinking locoed things. He
could feel Jen Redall’s lips against
his again. Sure he was a fugitive
from the Law, with a bad past. But
a man could go somewhere new,
change his name, and get a decent
start with that kind of dinero. He
could take her out of that honky tonk
dancehall where she didn’t belong.
They could get married down the
line somewheres, then— °

“I'm waiting,” the thin man szid.

*“What do I have to do for it?” Kil-

den asked hoarsely.

“Nothin’—just plumb nothin’, She’s
as easy as spitting in the crick.
Easier! You just don’t interfere
with Norman’s bunch. You just can
never track ’em down or find 'em.”

“I haven’t—yet,” Kilden, suspi-
cious, reminded him.
The thin man shrugged. “If the

cowmen on this range see that the

Law can’t stop Norman, they’ll fall

into line. Norman’s willing to pay.”
“When?”

The thin man cut his eyes tri--

umphantly at the silent one in black.
“Come here night after tomorra.
That’ll be Thursday night. Meet us
here after dark. We’ll have the
dinero—two thousand five hundred,
Kilden, I knew you’d have sense.
They always said ol’ Boots was slick-
er ’'n slobbers!” :

- This was it, Kilden knew. His
mind was like a stampeding horse as
he thought of what he’d say to Jen.
How he’d ask her., How they’d clear
out in the night., Where they’d go.

He nodded, heard himself saying it
was a deal. He took the hand the
thin man stretched across the table
to seal the deal.

CHAPTER XIII

“B UT HOW—what guarantee
will Nerman have that I
won’t cross him up?” Kil-
den asked, on guard again. It seemed
too easy; something didn’t smell
right.

- The heavy-set man at last took the
bandanna down from the corner of
his mouth. “I’ll take Boots Kilden’s
word any time,” he said, smiling at
last, and when the bandanna came
away it revealed the jagged wide
knife scar, a strange always-angry
red, angling down from the corner of
his mouth. At first, it almost looked
as if he were bleeding. It was from
that he got his name, Red Norman.

“You play with us, Kilden, and we
both can make dinero.”

Kilden couldn’t savvy it. “But
even if the Law holds off, the cow-
men’ll track you down and smoke
you_’7 S

But already Red Norman was shak-
ing his head. “Not a chance of that,”
he said. The two big outfits on the
plains hated each other, would sooner
blow to Hell than co-operate. None
of the little fellows trusted either of
the big outfits., So there was little
to worry about.

“But how’re you -going to get the
cow stuff outa the country?” Kilden
persisted.

“Ain’t,” said Norman, habitually
sullen but with a note of smug tri-
umph now. “We aim to sell ’em back
to the original owners—and sell ’em
pertection against being rustled some
more. It’s a pretty little game.” He:
explained how it was worked. When
they grabbed a bunch of cows, they
swung them into one of the dried-up
river beds and into the fringe of the
Sentinels. Of course, they couldn’t
be driven across the mountains. In-
stead, under cover of night, they
swung them back across the plains.

“We drive ’em into that brush
country off to the northwest. Sabe?”
Kilden still couldn’t see how it
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worked. “But to the other side of
that is the desert. You’d have nothin’
but hide and bones if you pushed a
herd over the desert.”

“We ain’t. We just hold ’em up
there in the brush where nobedy’d
cver expect to find ’em, and we sell
‘em back to the original owners.”

It was a slick scheme. And it told

Sam Kilden more than Red Norman
meant it to. He had heard of this
Norman, knew what he was: a bully-
ing trigger slammer never loathe to
smoke his .way out of a tight. He
liked women and gay times but
couldn’t think much behind his trig-
cer finger. Somebody, somebody
e'se, was behind this whole scheme of
Red Norman’s.
_ He wasted no time in asking who
©t was. It wonld mean nothing to
hin anyway. He was going to col-
lect, then make tracks. They had a
drink, then shook hands zs Kilden
prepared to head on to Saddle.

“Thursday night—here,” Norman
grunted. “And Kilden, come alorne.
Bring one man if ya must. But—no
‘tricks.” !

“You have the dinero,” Kilden said
drily. . ..

LP2ART SWEEDY was standing in
248 the doorway of his place when
Sheriff Sam Kilden rode back into
Saddle that night a couple of hours
aiter sundown. Sweedy had talked
to the posse when they had come in
earlier that day, so he figured every-
thing had worked out according to
his plan. Red Norman would have
_talked to Kilden. Soon one of Nor-
man’s riders would slip in to give him
the word that the stage was set. But

Sweedy was not jubilant at the mo-

ment; a new element had entered this
game for power in Saddle City.

She was Jen Redall, he had dis-
covered. He still rankled from that
private session he had had with her.
It was still hard to believe that such

a demure-faced girl was, beneath the -

surface, as wolfish and hard-bitten
as any man he had ever bucked. And
her price had been high; he cursed
at the thought of it.

But there was that letter in the
bank she held over him. It might

' that some more.

not have been hanging evidence in a
court. But coupled with what that
damn sheriff already suspected, half
knew—well, he couldn’t chance it.
He had given her a chunk of a thou-
sand dollars. And each week there
was to be further payment. Sweedy’s
deepest eyes burned.

Yes, continued payments—until the
day he had settled Kilden’s fate.
Then he would turn and handle that
hussy. And Kilden’s time would
come soon, very soon. He watched
the back of the John Law as he rode
up the line, A

At the jailhouse, Kilden got a sur-
prise. Both Ruchter and Phil Hare
told him there had been no trouble,
save for a few personal barroom
scraps, in Saddle since he’d left. It
should have been a pleasant surprise,
but Kilden was no fool. He read be-
tween the lines. The magic of:the
name, Boots Kilden, had driven the
small fry to cover, caused the cheap
gun toughs and tinhorns to behave
or hunt cover elsewhere. But the
big ones, who wanted trouble, led by
Sweedy, had stirred up nothing in his
absence because then, as the Law, he
could hardly be blamed for it.

When he turned in after patrolling
the town that night, he speculated on
Sweedy, he knew,
was the big ace on the other side of
the game, but he couldn’t prove it.
And meanwhile, he was getting no
closer to hanging the deadwood on
Sweedy. That was the danger of this
game. Time was on Sweedy’s side.

- He could make his undercover moves

and—

Then Kilden remembered. Soon
he would no longer be a lawman, no
longer be responsible for what hap-
pened in Saddle. He was quitting.

In the morning he had breakfast
with "Ruchter at Chino Joe’s res-
taurant across the street from the
hotel. The veteran deputy for once
volunteered some information.

He said he’d noticed a gent hang-
ing around up in Whisky Row, a
newcomer to Saddle. Only he wasn’t
a stranger to Ruchter. “I figger it’s
Sleeper Keys’ brother, Kilden. Al
Keys, his handle was. Years back he
was here in business with Sleeper.
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Then he went away. He’s got a black
beard now. But I'm danged sure it’s
A‘ ”

“Yeah » Kilden stirred his cofiee
imperturbably.

“Better keep an eye' peeled, boss.
Them Keys got bad blood on ’em.
They don’t like to have no score un-
settled or—"

NE of Samson Curp’s black-
garbed housemen came in. He
told Kilden Mr. Curp would like to
see him as soon as possible. * Kilden
realized it was as good as a command.
After another gulp of java, he hitched
up his gunbelt and went down to the
Monte Carlo. He was taken upstairs
to Curp’s luxurious living quarters.

The little gambling king was hav-
ing his breakfast up there. He greeted
Kilden friendlily an dinvited him to
sit down and have some fresh java.
“Tell them to send up some of that
special whisky of mine too, Joe. One
shot won’t hurt us even this early.”
He smiled, then took a pinch of snuff.
After a heavy sneeze, he went on,
“Too bad that rustler hunt was a wild
goose chase, Kilden.”

Kilden nodded through the smcke
of his quirly. “They just seemed to
have vanished into thin air back in
the Sentnels.” He felt uneasy.

Rising, the gambler walked over to
one of the bedraped front windows
and gazed down into the main street
Beside him stood the painter’s easel
that Kilden had noticed before. But a
picture stood on it now, an oil. And,
in a vague way, he realized it was a
freshly painted picture.

“Say, are you a painter too, Curp?”

“Oh, I daub away at it sometimes.
Everyone to his secret sin. . . If you
could even have brought in one of the
rustler bunch, it would help to silence
this loose talk in the town, Kilden. I
know you did your best, of course.”

Kilden had risen, drawn toward the
painting for some reason. Curp still
stared out the window. The painting
was a range scene, a little building
standing by a creek. Another stride
and Kilden recognized the building.
It was the store out on Smoky Creek,
the store where he had met Red Nor-
man and made the deal.

Curp glanced over his shoulder.
“It’s not my best, by far. Some day I
must show you some others.”

“It’s right good. I even recognized
the place. I've—I've seen it.” It was
out before the astonished Kilden
could stop himself.

“I’'ve got a cabin on a quarter-sec-
tion claim up in Smoky Valley,” Curp
explained. “Sometimes I go out thtre
in the buckboard and then paist the
country as I see it.”

Kilden was staring more closely at
the picture. The details of the store
were remarkably clear. There was the
horseshed behind it. And in the shed,
the painting showed three ponies.
Kilden felt the blood rush to his head,
and going up the front steps of the
place was a single man, a man who
might have been him. He swallowed
hard. : ,

There was a final clincher. The
tree out by the creek bank threw no’
shadow. Which meant that it was:
high noon.

There was no sound save for the
tap-tapping of Samson Curp’s finger-
nail against the lid of his gold snuff
box.

Finally Kilden strode back to the
table and crushed out his cigaret in a
saucer. He got the tacit warning. Sam-
son Curp, who always seemed to know
and hear and see everything, had been
out there along Smoky Creek. It was
a good bet he had seen Norman and
his two men arrive. And he had seen
him, Kilden, enter the place too. This
was Curp’s way of telling him.

Sam Kilden knew now he could
mnever go through with the deal. Ac-
tually, there was still nothing to stop,
him. But from the first, Samson Curp
had trusted him. He couldn’t betray
him and the Law with the little
gambler knowing it. The deal with
Red Norman was off. .

CHAPTER XIV

URP poured whiskey from the
squat square bottle and they had
a drink, then he beckoned
Kilden to follow him. He had some-
thing to show him. The outlaw-sher-
iff felt better when they got out of
the room where the portrait of the
Smoky Creek store was. Curp led the
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way down the hall and opened the
door of a back bedroom. ,

A man, snoring heavily, was asleep
in the cot in there, He was a tall
hombre, his bare feet sticking out
from the lower end of the bed. And
handsome in an almost effeminate
way in the bargain. He had delicately
chiseled features with an acquiline
nose and a long silver of blond mus-
tache over hs “curved lips. His hair
was a fierce bright yellow, falling
back from a high narrow forehead.
His rig, slung over a chair, was that
of a dude, fancy and flashy including
a blue silk shirt and a pearl-gray
sombrero with concha-spangled hat-
band. : -

“Know him?” asked Curp, not
troubling to keep his voice down. He
added that the man had so much red-
eye in him, a clap of thunder would
not rouse him.

“No, never saw him before,
Kilden answered.

“It’s Pretty Jim Flowers, and he
krnows you mighty well. You see”
Curp explained, rubbing his long
drooping-tipped nose, “he rode with
the Boots Kilden bunch for years. As
a gunman, he was Boots’ right bower.”

Kilden started, then
“Looks as if I pick up my pin and
move out of Saddle then.”

“Not at all,” Curp said as he closed
the door. They went back to the front
room,

Kilden asked what this Pretty Jim
Flowers was doing in the Monte
Carlo and Curp explained. Flowers
had hit town, boasting that he had
come in to see his old saddle pard,
Boots, and get a job under him as
deputy. Curp’s house guards had
heard about it and brought him into
the Monte Carlo and filked him up
with plenty of free liquor to keep
him under surveillance. When he
finally passed out, they had put him
to bed.

Curp paused to take a pinch of
snuff. Again Kilden had cause to ap-
vreciate what a slick organization
this little gambler had, how he knew
everything that was happenmg

“I still think I’d better clear out.
He knew the real Boots well and—
Kilden started.

Sam

-enough—though slic

shrugged.,

Curp shook his head curtly. “No.
Make him a deputy. You can use a
gocd one. Pretty Jim can throw a
gun as slick as any man who ever
came out of the Panhandle.”

“But he’ll find out I’'m not Boots,
All he has to do is talk a little and
ask a few questions. Then—"

“Please,” snapped Curp. Then his
voice became mild again., “It is very
simple. When you received that bul-
let over the side of the head,” he
pointed to the scar at Kilden’s temple,
“tkat almost killed you, it affected
your memory. Things in your past
aren’t very clear to you any more.
Yeou don’t like to discuss them.”

‘But—yes, I might bluff that But
—my looks.”

Curp said, smiling, “Don’t worry
about that. Remember, I’'ve seen the
late Boots Kilden, You resemble him
nor-—to be his
brother or his son. And dont forget-
that Boots was remarkable for the
way he never showed his age.”

“I don’t know,” Sam Kilden wa-
vered. He was only vaguely conscious
of the subtle peculiar change that
came over the gambling boss’ face.
It was a danger sign. Curp wasn’t ac-
customed to have his ace change spots
on him,

“I think you’d better,” Curp said in
the same casual voice with which he
would give an order to one of his
housemen. “I’d hate to have to un-
mesk you, Sam Kilden. But—"

Kilden didn’t even hear the threat.
He had walked over to the open win-
dow. In the street below, there was a
heap of shouting and cursing as a
freighter, turning his heavy wagon,
was almost run down by a pair of gal-
loping horsemen. Instinct told him ta
get clear. He wasn’t going to make
that deal with Red Norman anyway.
The odds were stacked too heavily
against him in this imposter’s game
he was playing.

Then he thought of the red-haired
woman, Jen. He turned on a heel,
smiling crookedly, “All right, Curp.
T’'ll take the chance.”

“It won’t really be a gamble,” the
gambling hall king assured him, “Per«
centage runs all in your favor.”
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T WAS a couple of hours later

that Samson Curp brought Pretty
-Jim Flowers down to the sheriff’s
office. On his feet, dressed, Flowers
was an even more striking man. He
stood two inches over six feet with
the willowy narrow-hipped body of
a matador. His eyes were large and
dark and luminous with a soft oily
light that had women turning on the
sidewalk to stare after him. His teeth
flashed as brightly as an unsheathed
knife when he smiled which was
often. He looked as if he found life
amusing, as if he were accustomed to
getting what he wanted from it.

“Well, you claim you knew Boots
Kilden?” Curp said, feigning sus-
picion as they entered the sheriff’s
office,

Sam- Kilden stood beside the roll-
top desk, one of his hands not six
inches from a Celis that lay out of
sight. His first reaction was that it
seemed - impossible this fair-haired,
silk-shirred dude could be a top-hand
trigger slammer. His own eyes were
guarded and he was watching Flowers

like a hawk for the first telltale.

move. :

The Ilatter’s tall slim body re-
mained poised in the doorway for sev-
eral . moments. The lumious eyes
blinked. Flowers’ put a gauntleted
hand indecisvely to his mouth. Then
he was coming acoss the office, long
arm outstretched.

“Boots Kilden; by grab! Boots—
from outa the grave,” he cried en-
thusiastically in a musical voice.
“Holy Jehosaphat, Boots, danged if
you don’t look younger than ever!
Danged if you ain’t plumb like a
mirage!”

Then he was flinging his arms
around Sam Kilden, beating him on
the back, swearing with delight.

“Howdy, Jim! Sure right glad to
see you again,” Sam Kilden returned
the greeting, trying to put some fire
into it.

“I might've known they couldn’t
kill you, Boots!” He stepped back to
study Sam Kilden. “Was drunk for
two weeks after I got the news you
was dead. Seems like you’re thinner,
Boots. And, by damn, if anything,
you look younger, a heap younger.”
Pretty Jim Flowers looked puzzled a

moment. “Never seen a man like you
fer keeping young, Boots.”

“You’re looking right slick your-
self, Jim. Been keeping outa jail, I
hope.” Kilden forced a grin. “But
chasing the fillies like always, I
reckon.”

“Danged nigh got hitched over to
Tres Pinons but the preacher man
took sick and I got sense afore he got
well and hit the saddle. Say, you re-
member the time that dancehall girl
in Hondo pulled a gun on me to make
me promise to marry her? That was
the night afore you duelled it out
with Chuck Younger and—"

2 ILDEN figured it was better to
v get it settled before he was
asked a direct significant question.
He touched his temple with a vague
gesture. “Can’t remember things so
good any more—since getting hit by
that stray slug down there in Mexico.
Can’t even seem to remember the
names of some of the boys who rode
with me. Their faces, yes, I can re-
call them. But—well, it’'s like there
was a cloud between me and the past.*

Pretty Jim Flowers looked sym-
pathetic as he adjusted the silk neck-
erchief held in place by a hammered
silver ring. “Oh, I see. Well, by damn,
just so long’s you’re alive, Boots! And
speaking of that, we always strung
pretty close together. Could you use
another deputy?” He flicked a side
look at Curp. “I always play it how-
ever Boots is dealing ’em.”

“Don’t see any reason why Kilden
shouldn’t take you on,” Curp said.
“More trouble is in.the offing. And
a good man. ., ”

Kilden swore in this man who was
supposed to have been his * first
lieutenant in some bygone day he had
never know. Tall Preity fim stepped
over to a cracked wall mirror to ad-
mire the badge pinned to his white
calfskin vest. Then he pushed his hat
back onto his shoulders, produced a
comb, and carefully raked his yellow
locks into place. Kilden’s lip curled
in scorn. A dude like that wouldn’t
be worth a dang in a gun ruckus; you
couldn’t tell him otherwise.

When Curp had gone, Pretty Jim
looked down the corridor to the rear,
made certain nobody was around,
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then asked Sam Kilden, “All right,
Boots. How’re we playing this?”

“What do you mean?” stalled the
sheriff,

Pretty Jim winked. “I'm always
with you, no matter which side you're
on, Boots. Are you really rodding the
Law here—or—"

“Playing it straight from the
shoulder, Jim. . . So far, anyways.”

Jim Flowers looked slightly disap-
pointed but nodded. “However you
say she goes, Boots. . . Say, do you
ever hear from that young un of
yours?”

That was a complete surprise to
Sam Kilden. He had never heard of
Boots Kilden having any offspring.
He shook his head and said no. “Nary
a word.”

- Pretty Jim patted him on the back.

“That’s a dang shame, Boots. You
sure was crazy about that boy.
Around the campfire at night you’d
always tell how you was going to
send him East to college and make a
smart un out of him.” He cocked an
eye out the open door as a pretty
young filly in matching pink calico
dress and sun bonnet passed.

“Same old Jim,” Kilden said, trying
a shot in the dark. He got a chuckle
and a wink in return. Young Phil
Hare came in then and Kilden intro-
duced the two.

He encountered Hare again that
afternoon when he dropped into the
Lucky Lode to ask Jen to take a ride
with him. The place was almost
deserted. Weak-faced Gil Lucian rose
unsteadily from a table where he had
a bottle. He grinned slyly when the
sheriff asked for the girl.

“Go right on back, Mr. Kilden,
Sure, it’s all right,” Gil said in a
stage-like whisper. “The first room to
the right in the hall there. She—she’s
just writing a letter.”

ILDEN went back, knocked,
shoved open the door when he

was told to’ come in. He walked in to
find Jen Redall and young Hare con-

versing at a table in the private room.

The deputy went as rosy as a sun-
set after a hot afternoon, but Jen met
him with a cool smile.

“Good afternoon, Boots. I called in

Mr. Hare to tell him about semething
I overheard last night at the bar.”
She related a tale of a conversation
between two men, strangers to her.
One of them, according to her, said
he had been offered a thousand dollars
to kill Kilden. And he had boasted
he would collect the thousand. “He
said it wouldn’t be the first money he
had earned that way, Boots. You've
got to be careful.”

Kilden laughed easily but his eyes
darkened with emotion. Her being
worried over him touched him. “Don’t
worry, Miss Jen. They’s always a
heap of flap-jaws like that around.
They can talk a bird off a bush—if
you listen. It’s the silent ones a man’s
got to fear.”

Young Hare shuffled out, saying
he had some business to attend to.
Jen agreed to go riding with Kilden,
They would meet in half an hour. He
left the building by a side door and
cut down an alley to the main drag.
As he moved away, he caught jeering
laughter from the Lucky Lode.

It came from a couple of the dance-
hall hussies watching from the bal-
cony. For Jen Redall, coming out
front, knowing who had sent Kilden
back to see her without warning, had
thrown Gil Lucian’s glass of whisky
in his face. ...,
VE‘HEY sat on the creek bank up

beyond Saddle at the same spot
as before, Jen Redall and Sam Kilden,
talking in low intimate tones. Riding
out, the sheriff had mentally cursed
Curp and his all-seeing eyes and that
tell-tale portrait of the store on
Smoky Creek. If it hadn’t been for
that, he would have gone ahead on the
Norman deal, then taken this soft-
spoken red-headed girl out of the
sordidness of Saddle City. Or Hell’s
Last Stand, as Curp had branded the
place.

Emotion and indecision wrestled
inside him as he watched her plait
long blades of grass into a band with
long supple fingers. His voice was
slightly hoarse when he spoke.

“Takes an hombre a long time these
days to get a little stack of dinero to-
gether.”
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“Are you in need of money, Boots?”
~she asked.

“Oh, no, no! Got plenty for my-
self.” He could have had a real chunk
too—that five thousand Curp had
promised him—if he could have
stayed on and cleaned up Saddle. But
some hunch, intuition told him, he
wauld be hitting the leather and put-
tiag Saddle behind him forever soon.
I1¢ couldn’t go on fooling Pretty Jim
Flowers forever,” and somebody else
wculd ceme in. “But—well, a man
thinks of other things. Of—of set-
tiing down and getting hitched—and
things.”

HE patted her mouth with the
plaited grass against a little
yawn. She said that it was growing
cool. The blood slammed in his
temples as she stretched one leg on
the bank so that her riding skirt fell
away from the calf.

“And you shouldn’t be working in
the Lucky Lode, Jen,” he went on,
feeling his way. “No place like that
i3 fitten for a decent girl. You
should have your own home and—"
He felt the flush climbing his neck.

“I like it there,” she said, meeting
~ his eyes without any warmth. “And
I hope ycu aren’t implying anything
about my character just—well, just
because I can earn my own living.”

He felt miserable. She idly scaled a
pebble downstream past the heavy
clump of willows at the elbow. The
fringes of their drooping boughs
formed a thick curtain through which
it was impossible to see.

“It seems to me, Boots, that a man
in your position should be able to—
to—" She paused, fingering an eyelid
as if something were in her eye. She
had been about to say to line his own
pockets. “To—well, a man in your
position should have opportunities to
get ahead,” she finished.

But he failed to rise to the bait,
staring moodily at his fancy boots.
Her mouth hardened. With the man
infatuated with her, she had hoped to
lead him aleng, to finally use him as
her tool as she used other men.

She hinted subtly once more, “I've
heard of law officers who retired in
very comfortable circumstances.”

He threw her a crooked smile. “A
crooked badge packer is the lowest
thmg Gawd Almighty ever made,
Jen.”

She felt like cutting him with her
quirt then.

When they rose to remount, he put
out his arms hesitantly. She had
meant to be distant. But almost with-
out her own volition, she moved to
him. Sam Kilden’s senses reeled and
his wire-tough body trembled. Never
before had she kissed him like that.
Never before had any woman kissed
him like that. He had to fight to get
his voice up out of his taut throat.

“Jen, I love you, I love you!” he
cried.

Her hands clawed into the back of
his shoulders as he lifted her off her

feet and pressed his face to her again.

One arm coiled about his neck and
pulled his head down greedily. A
single star blinked into sight over-
head.

Then she was forcing him away,
angry-eyed, white-cheeked, looking at
him as if she hated him. What he
didn’t understand was that it was her-
self she hated for letting herself go,
for admitting she could feel that way,
even for a moment, about any man. ..

CHAPTER XV

"I-‘HE next day he sloped out of .
Saddle to keep his engagement
with Red Norman up on Smoky
Creek. The deal was off; he was still
sticking to that decision. Samson
Curp knew too much, and there was
an added factor behind his resolution
ncew. Even though he would probably
be forced to quit Saddle without her,

Sam Kilden didn’t want Jen Redall to
think he was a double-crossing sneak,
a traitor.

Hoofbeats came up the trail behind
him. When he pulled up, Pretty Jim
Flowers appeared around the bend of
a cut-bank. Kilden’s temper flared
and he charged the good-looking gun-
slinger with spying on him. Flowers
looked hurt.

“Shucks, Boots, back in the old
days, even when you left the bunch
behind, I always sided you wherever
you went!”
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Sam Kilden swore. “I don’t give a
hoot ’bout them old days. I got per-
sonal business to tend to. As my
deputy, I order you—"

“Wait, Boots.” Flowers’ eyes nar-
rowed. “I don’t savvy. But danged if
I can let you go out alone—and mebbe
smack into sure death!”

Kilden sensed something wrong.
“What do you mean?”

lowers looked puzzled. “Why, for
sure, Boots, you can’t have forgotten
“that. Ever since that ruckus in Galt
Center when that marshal bent a gun
barrel over your skull your eyes got
a trick of sometimes fading out on ya
without warning, When them times
come, you can’t see much more ’n
arm’s length.” He frowned slightly as
he watched Sam Kilden build a
cigaret to cover his own surprise.

“I don’t aim to have you caught
alone when one o’ them spells hits
you, Boots,” Flowers finished slowly.

“All right” Sam Kilden shrugged
and turned his cayuse on up the road
. away from Saddle. He couldn’t put
up much of an argument against that.

It was on the verge of dusk when
they hit Smoky Creeck. But Kilden
did not swing directly toward the
shanty-like store. Instead he quar-
tered over to the southwest to a
wooden hill. From there he studied
the layout. Many men would have
called him a fool to trouble to return
and tell Norman the deal was off.
But he felt compelled to give even an
outlaw-rustler a square shake. After
all, he was a lobo, a fugitive from the
Law, himself.

Things looked all right along the
creek as a lopsided moon crept up
over the ragged summit of the Senti-
nels. A low-turned light showed
from a window of the kitchen of the
living quarters. Once, on the still-
ness, there was the clatter of a
bucket. It was the storekeeper down
at the creek getting himself some
water. A while after night came,
they rode in closer. In a stand of
trees, Kilden left Jim Flowers.

“Wait here for me, Jim. I'll be
back soon.”

S HE rode on in, in patches of
moonlight, he saw a number of

“circle around the place.

horsemen had been around. There
were telltale signs, but he kept on.
This time though, he approached
from the rear of the place, dropping
off his horse in the scrub before he
got to the shed. He moved in a half
It was very
still, without a sign of life. A night
bird called down creek. Kilden
glided, crouched low, over against the
little porch. When he went up the
steps, the interior was blue-gray with
moonlight.

He thrust open the unlocked door
and jumped to one side quickly, a
cocked Colts ready. “Show yourself,

in there! You know who I am!” he
called half-angrily. It was nerve-
wracking,

Long moments, broken only by the
lapping of the water on the bank. ...
A floor plank creaked inside, . . .
Then a figure advanced from behind
the counter in the blue-gray light.
It was the whittler. He neared the
door with his hands in plain sight on
his hips. ,

“All right, Kilden. Come on in)”

Sam Kilden entered. It was still
dangerous but he gambled on the fact
few men, under any conditions, would
chance gun-play with the redoubtable
Boots Kilden. The whittler led the

‘way to the rear and pointed to the

curtained doorway. When Kilden
armed aside the curtain, Norman and
his thin lieutenant were sitting at the
table as before. There was a low-
turned lamp that seemed on the verge
of losing its battle with the shadows.
And the windows were tightly
blanketed. By one of Red Norman’s
hands was a neat stack of bills.
Avarice licked in the tortured Kil-
den’s eyes. Twenty five hundred
would be there.

Fool, fool, he called himself. The
hell with Samson Curp. Curp had
hired him like an animal, bought his
life. If Curp himself were busted, he
wouldn’t miss a chance like this. It
wasn’t as if he were stealing from
Curp. He could accept the dinero,
then bust the breeze south. The hell
with everybody. Take the dinero
while you're still alive. :

Then he found himself shaking his
head slowly. Norman beetled his
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brows at him. The rustler boss had
said howdy and put his hairy hand
on the money to pass it over.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“You locoed or something?” asked
his thin lieutenant.

“The deal’s off, Norman,” Kilden
heard himself saying, He didn’t
know why he said it. Except that,
somehow, he just couldn’t play it any
other way.

Red Norman sneered so the crim-
son scar at his mouth end writhed
evilly. “You mean you want more?
You're upping your price?”

“No, Norman. There just isn’t any
price. I'm not stringing with you.
That’s all. I'm still rodding the Law
—straight,” Kilden said.

The thin man leaped up, cursing
furiously.
names. Shoving back his black Stet-
son, Red Norman held up a hand to
still him without removing his eyes
from the John Law. Norman asked:

“Why did you show up here then?
If this is some double-crossing trap,
by Gawd—"

Again Kilden shook his head. “No
trap. I'm alone—’'cept for one man
back in the woods.” He knew that,
under cover of the table, Red Norman
had started a hand for the .45 stuck
inside his waistband.

“Why did you come then, Kilden?”

“I came to shoot square. . . .To
warn you the Law isn’t going to be
bought—that it's a-going to be
against you, Norman,”

ED NORMAN sucked in his
breath slowly. He rose. The
thin man started to rant again but a
stabbing glance from the boss’ eyes
silenced him. Kilden knew it was
touch and go, that he was standing
with one foot in the grave. It seemed
locoed now to have come. And yet,
because he had been a lobo himself,
he had had to give this man a fair
deal. From behind him, where the
third man was, he heard a slithering
sound. It could be a gun barrel slid-
ing from its scabbard. Inwardly Kil-
den prayed and got ready for a double-
gun draw himself. He felt Norman’s
eyes boring into his body.
Then the rustler spoke. “By Gawd,

He started to call Kilden -

Kilden, I always knew you played it
straight! But I think you're a
danged idiot for not coming in with
us.” He put out his hand. Actually,
Red Norman was somewhat baffled.
Sweedy had planned the whole thing,
even to the rustling angle. Norman
knew that Sweedy had planned to
grab Kilden with the bribe dinero on
him and thus break him, drive him
from office.

As the two gripped hands, Norman
was glad Kilden was not going to be
tricked and busted. He liked the
man.

Kilden asked to be let out the back
door. There was no argument. He
stepped into the backyard, walking
quickly out past the horse shed. He
had a feeling of great relief.

“Hey, sheriff,” a low voice called.
A man stepped around the corner of
the shed, hands empty, and ap-
proached. In the moonlight, Kilden
recognized middle-aged Cal Byman
from town, the well-to-do owner of
the stageline. Kilden was surprised
but not alarmed, never guessing
Byman was the decoy.

“Listen, Kilden,” the scared Byman
said in an unsteady voice. He feared
for his own life and he hated the role,
but Bart Sweedy had forced him to
go through with it. “Listen, .. .Er—
there’s something—uh—wrong. I
was coming up the trail and a—a—a
man slipped into the trees down
there. He was wounded and uh—
uh—" His orders were to keep talk-
ing, to keep Kilden’s attention en-
gaged. Desperately Byman groped
for words. “The blood—yes, the
blood—it was running down the side
of his head and—and—"

Something, trail instinct perhaps,
made Kilden turn his head slightly.
And he saw, from the corner of an
eye, the two masked men with drawn
guns cat-footing it up behind him.
He grabbed for his third weapon, an
extra Colts he had shoved inside his
shirt before coming out there, and
spun.

There was no need to worry about
Byman He had turned and was div-
ing for the brush. A shot flamed,
but the wheeling Kilden had already
dropped to his knees.
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_“Surrender, Kilden! And don’t try
to throw away the dinero!” bawled a
voice from off to his left. And from
the other side of the clearing, a gun
muzzle flowered vicious red and the
slug droned by Kilden’s hat.

The two who'd come up from be-
hind were triggering fast. Yet no
lead hit the John Law. In a split
second, he realized they were trying
to get him in the arms but didn’t want
to hit him fatally. And his own
weapon smashed into action as he
fanned the trigger with his free hand.

One of the pair jack-knifed over
in his tracks as if he had run into
an invisible barrier at waist height.
The other sidled swiftly, then flung
for the cover of a low rock as his gun
was shot out of his hand. Dropping
his now empty weapon, Kilden
whipped out the pair from his hol-
sters and wheeled to run like mad.
He half stumbled over Cal Byman’s
body. One of those gunman’s slugs,
that had missed Kilden himself, had
slammed Byman squarely between
the shoulder blades. Never again
would .he greet one of the Concord
coaclies of his stage-line as it rolled
into Saddle.

And then a chunk of lead caught
“Kilden in the leg, knocking him
down. Fire was erupting from all
sides. He rolled as he landed, grip-
ping his shooting irons hard. As he
came up, he saw Red Norman at the
back door of the store. And lead was
ripping into the moon-painted door-
way about him. Kilden knew then it
wasn’t the Norman bunch that had
. jumped him.

CHAPTER XVI
YROM behind a tree, gaunt

gangling Bart Sweedy watched
the one-sided gun battle as his

masked trigger slammers closed in.

He had a pack of them out there,
ringing in the store. Some of them
were already up on the front porch.
He saw Red Norman duck back in
the doorway as a slug drilled his coat
sleeve,

Norman wasn’t in on this move.

That was why Sweedy had his men
masked with their mneckerchiefs,

Sweedy’s plan was to capture the
sheriff with the bribe dinero on him

‘and to grab off the rustler boss too.

Whisk them into Saddle. Cal Byman
had originally been slated to play the
role of leader. And then Red Nor-
man would be informed his only hope
of getting off would be to turn evi-
dence against Boots Kilden. The
money on Kilden would clinch it.

“Go after the damn pelican!”
Sweedy bellowed once in the welter
of gun reports. “Go git—" Then he
caught himself lest his voice be
recognized. He swore as he saw the
battling Kilden duck behind a clump
of brush.

Kilden hobbled clumsily on his
wounded leg. Every step was re-
newed agony. He reeled drunkenly
in a zigzag course. Perhaps it was
that that saved him from being cut
down again. That and the fact that
Sweedy had given strict orders he
didn’t want him dead. A dead Boots
Kilden would be a hero and martyr.
Nobody then would helicve he had’
been crooked.

A figure rose out of the dimness
to block the wounded lawman. One
of his big guns bucked in his hand.
The other went spinning back into
the scrub with lead in his shoulder.
Kilden flung himself off at a tangent
and out of the edge of the clearing.

“That fancy dude of a Flowers
won’t show up, of course,” he told
himself as he crouched low, seeking
an avenue of escape. “Not that one!”

The shooting had fallen off some-
what except back at the store where
they were seeking to smoke out Red
Norman. No lead stormed about
Sam Kilden for the moment, but he
knew they were closing in, tracking
him down. A few yards away a half-
seen man passed, cocked guns push-
ing before him. Kilden turned to his
right, away from him, and tried to
slip silently through the high grass.
There was a shout.

“Here he is!” An hombre came up
behind a boulder ahead of Kilden,
triggering,

Kilden flung lead at the crimson
splashes of the other’s gun, got the
man., The latter sank, crying out in
pain, but a ricocheting slug ripped
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open Kilden’s scalp on the right side.
It sent him staggering dizzily even
as he was dimly aware of yet another
gent coming up behind the fallen one.
Kilden’s left weapon clicked empty.
He fired blindly, wildly with his
other. It looked like the end.

He saw the second man rushing at
him, holding his fire as he lifted his
gun barrel for a blow. Then that
second gent seemed to leave the
ground, head jerking backward. He
came falling by the half-blinded sher-
iff. A masked gun slick closing in

from the left secemed to trip as he

passed through a beam of moonlight
slanting out of a gap in the foliage.
Some ten yards ahead of the lawman
two guns were blazing and stabbing

powder flashes into the night savage--

ly. Behind Kilden, another of
Sweedy’s pack was knocked flat.

“Boots, Boots, where the blazes are
you?” It was the Pretty Jim Flow-
ers, calling as he pressed in. He had
already pierced the ring of gunfight-
ers Sweedy had flung about the place.

AM KILDEN saw Flowers’ yel-

) low hair. He called back some
answer. Then the handsome outlaw-
gunman was beside him, helping him
along with an arm under his shoul-
ders, twisting to slam lead to the rear.
Flowers cursed an unbroken blue
streak under his breath.

“Think you can make it, Boots?
The damn filthy snakes, the dirty
lowdown—" His gun report inter-
rupted him as he spotted a sombrero
brim around the edge of a cottonwood
trunk.

They got to Kilden’s ground-an-
chored pony and Flowers half lifted
him into the kak. With the tall
handsome man running alongside,
they got out of there. There was no
pursuit. Too many of Sweedy’s pack
had tasted lead already, and they had
not expected anybody to come to Kil-
den’s aid. The latter and Flowers
reached the kholl where Flowers’
mounted his claybank mare. Kilden
swayed precariously in the saddle as
they threw the spur steel to the ani-
mals and headed down toward Saddle.
Inside of half a mile, Pretty Jim had

“flask

to reach over to steady his boss in
the saddle.

Back at the Smoky Creek store, a
wounded raging Red Norman and the
one living member of his bunch with
him were making a stand inside. A
bullet cut down the second man and
Norman was left alone. Back into
the parlor, he reloaded swiftly, put
an extra gun on the chair beside him,
and waited for death.

It didn’t come. Sweedy pulled his
men out. They hit the saddles of
their ponies held downstream and
busted the breeze, dour frustrated
Bart Sweedy at their head. There
was no sense in going any further, in
grabbing Red MNorman and turning
him into jail now that that damned
Boots Kilden had somehow slipped
away. When they drew up to water
their ponies, Sweedy pulled out a
of whisky and drained it,
smashed the empty container on a
rock. Now more than ever he was
determined to get Kilden. Now more
than ever before he realized he had
to. Because what he had attempted
to do this night would leak out some-
time.

“That Kilden must bear a charmed
life for sure, Bart,” one of his top gun-
hands muttered in the saddle beside
him. “I still think, though, we
should uh finished off Norman.”

Sweedy nodded thoughtfully. “Uh-
huh: Mebbe. He’ll be raving mad all
right. He’ll think—"” Then he broke
off as the germ of a new scheme
began to hatch in his power-twisted
brain. Norman could be made to
think, if he already didn’t, that the at-
tack was a double-cross by Kilden. ...

Silence settled over the battle-
ripped store. Up in the loft over the
back room, the storekeeper began to
bleat and moan. Red Norman told
him to shut up and limped to. the
back door. He had been hit in the
foot and over the ribs. What had
made the masked bunch pull out was
a mystery to him. He studied the
clearing, then went to the front and
looked up and down the trail. The
night was peaceful. The creek water
slapped with a musical cadence at the
bank.

Norman’s mouth twisted so that the
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red scar at one end worked like a
live thing. Silent, not even resort-
ing to epithet. He simply stared in
the direction of Saddle City, piggish
eyes bulging from his head.

“All right, Boots Kilden. . . I was
fool enough to believe you once.
Yes-s. . . . Once.” The rustling busi-
ness was finished for the time being.
To hell with Bart Sweedy and his
plans. “I've got just one job now.
And that’s to pay you back—settle
the score—XKilden. . .. even if I have
to die doing it. You’ll be hearing
from me, Kilden....”

FNOR three days, after Pretty Jim
z. Flowers brought him back into
Saddle half unconscious from loss of
blood, Sam Kilden was laid up in bed.
He was very weak and the sawbones
had had to go deep to get that slug
out of the calf of his right leg. One
thing about that ride back kept recur-
-ring to him. It was where they came
to the spot where the trail branched
off to wander into the wild brushland
south of Saddle. “To Monte” said
the sign on the weathered post.
Monte was a little squalid settlement
in the brushland. And a day and a
half’s ride beyond was the Border.

If he hadn’t been shot up that
night, Sam Kilden knew he would
have taken the south branch of the
trail. It was time for him to get out

of Saddle City, he knew. When Sam- .

son Curp came to see him the after-
noon of the first day, after he had
just awakened, Kilden wished he had
headed for Monte. He was purpose-
ly vague, telling Curp he had received
a tip Red Norman was going to be
at Smoky Creek, had tried to slip up
on the store, and had been ambushed.
Though Curp said little, it was plain
the gambling king was suspicious.
But when the red-haired Jen Redall
with the entrancing lips came to visit
him, bringing some fresh-cooked
food, he was sitting up in bed. Jim
Flowers ran an appreciative eye over
her, then left the room when he saw
the fervid half-hypnotized look on
Kilden’s face as he watched her. The
door closed and the lawman swung an
arm about her slim waist, Pulled
her to his chest. She came willingly

enough. Afterward, she stood smiling
softly down at him as she rearranged
her hair.

Then her mood seemed to change
suddenly. Grabbing up her cloak,

- she went out the door without an-

other word. Kilden was dumfounded.
After a spell,-Pretty Jim eased in and
lounged on the arm of a chair. Puff-
ing on a tailor-made cigaret, he stared
out the window at nothing,

“Boots,” he began slowly, “in all the
time I knew you, there was only one
woman you ever lost your head over.
That was your wife, the woman who
bore your son. ...When she died, you
said there’d never be another.”

Sam Kilden stirred uneasily in the
bed. There were moments when
Pretty Jim could make him feel like
a lowdown polecat for this bogus role
he was playing. “Smells like rain to-
night, Jim.”

Flowers blew a perfect quivering
smoke ring, “You said,” he went on
softly, “that you could trust one in a
thousand women. That you’d had
one you could trust. And that you
were never going to take a chance on
another. You used to say, “Love ’em
and ride away to love another some
other day.’ Remember?”

Kilden scratched a match on the
wall for his own quirly. “I told you
once, Jim. . . . Since that head wound
down in Mexico, lots of things I don’t
remember so good any more!” he
snapped in irritation.

Flowers said, “Well, I'm recalling
it for you, then, Boots. . . .This girl
from the Lucky Lode, you’re losing
your head over her. Boots, you
oughta know better, They’re all
alike, them dancehall hussies, sweet-
talking and soft-lipped and with the
heart of a snake! Why—"

Sam Kilden threw his good leg out
of the bed and tried to get up, face
blackening with rage. But after al-
most making it, he had to drop down

on the edge of the bed. “Shut up,
Jim,” he warned. “Shut up, by
Gawd 1”

CHAPTER XVII

HE RAIN that came with
darkness made it a dull night
in the Lucky Lode. Saddle was
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quiet, tamed down, anyway. But it
was an ominous quiet, the kind of a
quiet that presages a storm. From
the balcony, Jen Redall gazed down
at the handful of customers. The or-
chestra had just stopped playing, and
she supposed she should sing soon to
try to liven things up. Then she
saw Gil Lucian, coming from the
back, go up to the black-bearded man
at the bar, The pair stood talking.
It was the third or fourth time, Jen
had seen them together like that.
Both kept cutting their eyes around
steadily as if afraid of being over-
heard. Jen tongued her lower lip
thoughtfully,

When Gil turned away and hap-
?ened to glance up, she crooked her

inger at him, then turned down the

upstairs hall to her room., Gil
knocked and waited her permission
before entering. He smiled weakly,
fingering his dark mustache.

“Who was the man with the black
beard at the bar?” she asked curtly.
When he hesitated, she added, “The
one you're always talking to.”

“John Lock,” he said.

She tapped the table impatiently.
“That isn’t his name.”

. “All right. Go down and ask him
then.”

“I’ve heard you call him ‘Al'.”

His eyes avoided her probing ones.
Sometimes he felt this woman could
read his mind. She moved toward
him and dropped a hand on his shoul-
der, smiling up with a smoldering
look in the gray eyes.

“Gil, you don’t have to be afraid
of me. Why, we’re partners, aren’t
we? Don’t I work to help business?
Don’t you trust me?”

The slow movement of the fingers
on his shoulder did it. “All right,
Jen. . .. Guess there ain’t no harm in
your knowing. He—say, you know
you took most all the money from the
till the last coupla weeks. I—"

“I put it in the bank—for the busi-
ness, Gil. I told you we ought to
enlarge the place and fix it up real
nice.”

“Well, I could use some dinero,

en.!)

“All right. ... Who is he?”

“He’s Al Keys, Sleeper Keys’
brother. When he found Sleeper had

- pipsqueak!”

been shot, he came back. That’s all
I know.”

Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.
“Sleeper Keys’ brother. . .and he
comes back incognito. . .I see.”

“About that dinero you prom-
ined. . S0

“All right.” She gave him a scorn-
ful look and then drew out the iron
box from beneath her bed. She pro-
duced a key from inside her bodice
and opened it, keeping herself be-
tween Gil and the contents. It was
just as she relocked it and straight-
ened that he summoned up enough
nerve. .

HOUGH he feared this serene-

faced red-headed woman, though
deep inside, he really disliked her, he
also desired her. Perhaps it was be-
cause she had always been so unat-
tainable. He had been telling him-
self lately that, after all, she was a
woman, and all women were alike.
They had to be dominated. Maybe
he had been too gentle, too shy, with
her. Maybe he should just grab her,
show her he was a man not to be
trifled with. After all, he was hand-
some. Those things he had been tell-
ing himself, and now he put them
into action.

Seizing her from behind, he swung
her around, bending her back against
the bed. Smiling, he pressed his face
down over hers. “Jen, you little
ming, it’s time we understocd each
other and—" he started to murmur.

The crack of her hand over his face
was like a pistol shot. The next
thing he got was a sharp kick in the
shins. Her hand struck again, this
time jabbing him in the eye. He re-
coiled a few steps, even crying out.
She grabbed a dancing slipper off and
began to beat him over the head with
it.

Bleating, he beat a retreat through
the door, stumbling into the hallway.
She threw a few bills, singles too, she
had taken from the iron box, at his
feet.

“Get out, get out, you puling little
she cried scornfully.
“Go run after your little dancehall
‘hussies! The only reason they play
with you is because they think you
have some money. You ought to
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hear what they say behind your back,
you mealy-mouthed fool. Ha-ha!
You've never been weaned yet, Gil!
Some day you might grow up and be
a man—instead of just wearing pants
to look like one! Then come around
aand maybe—"

Huddled down, he was grabbing up
the greenbacks.
mebbe!” he flung back weakly.

“Yes—like Boots Kilden!” she re-
torted. And then she swung her foot
that was still shoed. It caught him

in the pants as he crouched, dumped

him over ignominiously on his side,
Mocking laughter came from the two
dancehall girls watching from the
balcony.

- A few minutes later, after Gil
Lucian had skulked down the back
stairs, Jen Redall re-emerged, face
freshly made up, as serene as ever.
She went down to the half empty bar
and stood a few feet frem the man
who called himself John Lock and
ordered some wine.

“Goed evening, Mr. Lock,” she said
prettily. She ignored his lcok of
surprise. “Perhaps you don’t want
to be bothered. But right now, I've
got to pretend I’'m with some one,
There’s a man at one of the tables
who is always annoying me when I'm
alone. I can’t stand him. So....”

Lock, Al Keys, moved over pro-
tectively. Unlike the late Sleeper, he
was a lean medium-sized man with
sloping shoulders as if his shirt were
too big for him. He was brown-
haired, ordinary looking, with rest-
less quick eyes always on the move.
- He seldom smiled; plainly he was a
- man brooding cn something.

They got to talking. She steered
the conversation to tell how she had
first come to Saddle City.

“I was so terribly scared. All I
really had was a letter to Mr. Keys up
in Whisky Row.”

“Sleeper Keys?” Al said in his
quick harsh voice.

“Yes-s. .. . And before I could get
to see him, he was shot.” She shifted
so that one of her bare shoulders
brushed his arm. “A Mr, Fentriss in
Ajo wrote the letter for me.”

“Never heard of him,” said Al
Keys, then clamped his mouth shut
hard. -

“Like Boots Kilden,"

“Well,” her voice grew intimate,
confidential, “perhaps Mr. Fentriss
had several names. A lot of men use
more than one handle, don’t they, Al
Keys?” :

He galvanized, his whisky glass
clicking against the bar. She smiled
sultrily, then slowly ran fingers over
her red hair as she surveyed herself
in the bar mirror.

“Don’t worry, Al
safe with me. . .. ”

Your secret is

T WAS the morning of the fourth

day since the affair at Smoky
Creek. Sam Kilden had only been
out of bed a few hours. Dressed, he
moved slowly, restlessly, about the
front office of the jailhouse. He was
weak and the wounded leg worked
stiffly. It was early, few folks out
as yet. Along the main drag there
was the sound of shutters being taken
down and doors slamming as store-
keepers prepared for the day’s busi-
ness. Ribbons of ground mist still
drifted close to the earth as the wax-
ing sun sucked the world dry.

Kilden paced up and down, work-
ing in the leg and trying to figure
things as he had been for days past.
Of one thing he was convinced. Red
Norman had had no hand in the am-
bush at the Smoky Creek store. And
whoever had staged it had expected
him to be toting a roll of dinero. Yet
it was more than just a holdup, Kil-
den knew.

There was no real evidence, no
signs. Yet, somehow, Bart Sweedy
was the man who seemed to fit the
picture. “Sweedy after me — he
wants me out of here, of course,” he
muttered half to himself. But there
was no way of hanging anything on
him, Sweedy. While he had been laid
up, Kilden had sent Pretty Jim nos-
ing around. Sweedy, according to
the story, had been asleep half the
night in a back room of his Redeye
Palace. He even had witnesses.
They’d be his men, of course; but he
had his alibi.

And now, doubtless, Sweedy would
be planning another move; the law-
man realized. Tkere was going to be
no answer till things were forced out
into the open, until Sweedy was com-
pelled to show his hand in a plain
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open-and-shut move. “And when
that day comes. ...” He nail-tapped
the shiny black butt of one of his
guns that lay on the desk.

There was a furtive rapping at the
back door of the jailhouse. When
Kilden went -down the hall and
opened up, Gil Lucian, with a quick
fearful glance behind himself, slid in.

“I got something to talk to you
about, sheriff. ... A—A kind of—of
confession,” Gil mouthed, lips twitch-
ing.

%{ilden smiled slightly as he led
the way into the front office. He
knew what a weakling this son of the
late Ben Lucian was, a vain skirt-
chaser lacking the nerve to knock
over a jack-rabbit. “Well?”

Gil stayed away from the windows
as if he did not want his presence
detected there.
Kilden. They’s a killer loose in this
town, and nobody suspects her either!
And I'm not hurrawing you either.”

“Her?” repeated the sheriff.

ee ES. She—uh—" Gil Lucian

belched. It had taken three-
four strong snorts to give him the
nerve to come on this errand. But
he was going to pay back that Jen
Redall now for the way she had
humiliated him. “She worked for my
dad. And she killed him; I'm sure,
though I ain’t got no proof. But she
practically admitted it to me.” He
blurted out the circumstances the
night of his father’s death, forgetting
to mention Jen’s name in his excite-
ment. “My dad knew he had a bad
heart. He was awful mighty careful
on the stairs.”

Kilden cocked an eyebrow as he
lighted up a tube of Durham. Gil
Lucian sounded like a child with
some fantastic concocted tale.

“And the night that Joyce fella
died down here in the jail,” Gil went
on. “That was her fault too, I'm
sure. Dead sure. I’'m as sure she
killed him as if I saw her do it with
my own eyes. When she come back
after he was dead, I heard her dancip’
and singing in her room. And she
told you, I heard, as how she’d been
a nurse once. But—"

Kilden cut in then. “Are you talk-
ing about Miss Jen?”

“Well—uh—Look, -

“Sure! Who else did you think,
Kilden? It was her killed my dad.
And he that killed Joyce, the pris-
oner, I tell ya. She said she had been
a nurse. But one day I heard her
talking to a girl at the place. And
she told the girl as how she’d married
a gambler when she was only a girl,
then been in the dncehall game ever
after that. So she never was no
nurse. And after she killed Joyce,
she sent for Bart Sweedy to come
see her. That was after she made me
witness some paper she’d written
and—"

“Shut up, you rat!”

Gil was so worked up he failed to

_catch the warning note in Sam Kil-

den’s voice. “And now, Kilden, she’s
planning something else. She’s al- -
ways workin’ on men, twisting ’em
around her finger. I've Keard her
boast how she could do that. And
she’s workin’ on another buck now.
She—" ~

“Shut up and drag your tail outa
here afore I break your neck!” Kil-
den cried hoarsely.

“I’'m not lying, Mr. Kilden! I’'m
trying to warn you. I hate to go back
on a gent I used to know pretty well.
But they’s going to be trouble. She’ll
wrap him around her finger. And Al
Keys—"

Then Kilden was on him, smashing
away with his balled-up hands despite
his bad leg. One blow sent the cring-
ing, whining Gil halfway over the
desk. : :

“You dirty, lying snake! You're
worse than a jealous, gossiping hag!”
Kilden grabbed up a quirt from the
desk. “You’d lie about a decent girl
like that because you can’t get your
paws on her and—" The sw-swish of
the quirt sliced through his words.

Stumbling, spitting blood from his
smashed mouth, Bill Lucian fled down
the jail corridor to the back door.
After him, Kilden plied the quirt. As
Gil yanked the door open, Kilden tore
half the shirt from his back and drove
him to his knees again with a blow
of the plaited rawhide. Gil Lucian
went reeling across the jail back-
yard like a whipped cur.

Kilden stood in the doorway, quiv-
ering with rage. “I’ll have to get
her outa that dance hall ... I’ll have
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to. It ain’t no fitten place for her.
And some day—some day—I'll marry
her, if she’ll have me, . ..”

CHAPTER XVIII

'-E_‘HOUGH she gave no outward
sign of it, Jen Redall was as
scared as she had ever been in
her life., It was early of the somno-
lent afterncon with little more than
the buzz of drowsy bottle flies in the
Lucky Lode. She beckoned to Gil,
who slouched on a stool at the end
of the vacant bar. When he gave no
sign at her, she stamped her foot in
its riding boot impatiently. Finally
he climbed down and slouched over
to her. One of his eyes was badly
discolored and both were bloodshot
from whisky. He lurched as he
walked slowly, body sore from the
cuts of the quirt that morning.

“Go up Whisky Row and find your
friend, Mr. Lock, and tell him I wish
to see him,” Jen said, as if addressing
the swamper of the place.

He stood staring, heavy-lidded,
mouth hanging loose. He thought of
refusing to go. Then, dimly, his
brain, sodden with alcohol, gathered
this might have something to do with
that Boots Kilden. And he hated
Kilden now, too.

“Mebbe he won’t wanta come,” he
said thickly. “Mebbe—"

“Lock will come to see me,” the
woman came back. “Go get him-—
now. Now—you drunken pig!”

He went out the side door. Jen
sat down at a table and fanned her-
self as she waited. She knew Gil
had gone to see Boots Kilden that
morning., That new houseman she
had hired—the one who couldn’t kee
his eyes off her—had followed Gil.
With little trouble, she could guess
what Gil had told Boots Kilden,
Then she had seen Gil skulk in the
back way, badly beaten up and whim-
pering, and she knew what Boots Kil-
den’s reaction had been.

But the situation was too danger-
ous. Gil had no proof of anything,
* of course, but there was always the
chance proof might turn up. And
there was that letter at the bank, the
letter relating the alleged confession
of Joyce, Sweedy’s hired gunman,

That, Jen realized, now that Gil had
talked, could be turned against her.

For a moment, she bit her lower lip
indecisively. Then her mouth closed
firmly. She had made her decision;
she would stick to it. Mere passing
feelings, the urge of her blood, would
not stand in the way. Besides, she
held the reins pretty completely now.
She had that letter like a club over
Sweedy’s head; she no longer needed
the sheriff as a counter-balance to
Sweedy.

A soft smile parted her lips as the
lean, bearded Lock came in the side
door with Gil shambling after him.
The latter went down to the end of
the bar and climbed back onto his
stool and thumped for a fresh drink.
He seemed to have no interest in
anything else.

“We have some private business, Al
Keys,” Jen said softly as she rose,
gave him her hand, then led the way
to one of the private rooms in the
rear.

“I’'m just back here to see ’bout
my brother’s business affairs,” Keys
said guardedly after a drink had been
brought back for him. “I don’t want
no trouble. I'm not looking for a
job or anything.”

Jen Redall leaned back in the
chair, eyes lidded, lips curved in a
sarcastic smile. “Ofp course, You
wouldn’t love to put lead in Boots
Kilden—or anything. Why, you don’t
even carry a grudge against him, do
you?” v

Keys’ hand jerked into a fist and
he pulled it off the table quickly.
“I’'m not looking for trouble.” °

“Of course not. What you mean
is—you don’t want to get gunned by
Kilden when you try to avenge your
brother, Mr. Sleeper Keys.”

Venom shot into his eyes and he
stared hard at the floor. “Kilden is
a crack gunslinger. Any man’d be a
fool to go up against him face to
face. They say he has a charmed
life, that he’s got the Devil’s own
Luck: S0 =2 =

She let her eyes idly follow the
strand of smoke weaving up from his
quirly. The quirly was half brown,
stained by the sweat from his fingers,
“There might be another way of get-
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ting this Kilden—instead of face to
face.”

He tongued his lips nervously.
“Spit it out! What're you driving
at, woman?”’

HE told how she and Boots Kil-
den rode up the creek road, de-
scribed the spot at the bend where
they were accustomed to dismount
and sit and talk. “There’s a big
clump of willows just below the spot.
A man in the clump would never be
seent, . . .”

There were some moments of si-
lence between them. Then Keys stood
up and kicked back his chair, scowl-
ing.

“Sure, I’'ve heard talk the sheriff
was real sweet on you, woman. What
kind of a trick is this? Why would
you—would you do this?” :

Jen Redall leaned across the table
with narrowed eyes. “I had a sister.
Kilden doesn’t know this girl was my
sister because I use my first husband’s
name. Kilden’s probably forgotten
all about her, too. . . . It was years
back that he rode out one night and
deserted her.” Her nails dug into the
table top. She was a superb actress.
“I've let Kilden take me riding so
as I could learn all about him.”

Al Keys sat down again. “I see....

And when do you figger-you and Kil-
den’ll be out at the creek again?”
- “I can see to it he’ll be up there
late this afternoon. A man in the
willows, he could shoot and get away
without ever being seen.”

Keys studied a broken thumb-nail,
saying nothing.

She went on in a low, persuasive
voice. She told how the signal would
be her kissing Kilden, then turning
to walk off toward the trail. That
would put Kilden’s back to the elbow
of the creek where the willows grew.
“But give me time to get clear,” she
added quickly.

Keys poked at the black dirt un-
der the thumb-nail, then slowly shook
his head. “It’s too much of a risk.
Kilden’s faster 'n a snake with his
hoglegs. ... No....Too risky. Why,
I’'ve had men tell me Boots Kilden
was faster n Bat Masterson or Clay
Allison of the Washita. He—"

She broke in softly. “I told you I
rode out with Kilden so I could learn
all about him. . . . Yes, maybe this
Boots Kilden was fast. Boots. . . .
But this man is not Boots Kilden.”

“What? How do you know?” Al
Keys said hoarsely.

“Never mind, But I know. I saw
this man over in Ajo a couple of
weeks before I came here. Yet he
claims, as Boots Kilden, that he came
directly up here after crossing the
Line. . . . And he’s made some slips
in talking to me. I know. Believe
that. And he is not the famous Boots
Kilden!”

Al Keys wetted his lips as his eyes
seemed to catch fire. He jerked at
his beard nervously. “Now, how far
are them willows from the spot where
you and him sit, Miss Jen?”

HEN Sam Kilden got the note
from Miss Jen asking him to
meet her at their spot out on the
creek, he never hesitated. He told
Ruchter to saddle up his horse. He
was glad Pretty Jim had gone out
for a bite to eat; the right-hand man
of the real Boots Kilden might have
insisted on going along. The note
worried him some, though. She said
it was an urgent matter, that she had
something important to tell him.
“Think you oughta ride with that
leg of yours?” young Phil Hare asked
as he came in. The sheriff said it
would be all right. “Don’t go far
from town,” Hare added. “They’s a
heap of talk around that Red Norman
has sworn to walk clean inta Hell to
git you.” :
Kilden shrugged it off as he rode
out of the jailyard. All he could
think about was Jen. Out at the spot
on the creek, he had to wait almost
half an hour before she rode up. He
didn’t know that twice on the way out
she had almost turned back. When
he tried to take her in his arms,
though, she held him off, grave-faced.
“What'’s this thing you had to tell
me?” he said when they were seated
on the grass and she remained silent.
She shook her head impatiently.
“Let’s not talk about that now., It—
it’s just that Gil Lucian is saying
things about me. I won’t have any-
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thing to do with him and—and—well,
1’1l tell you on the ride back. Let’s
enjoy this while we’re here, Boots.”

She took his hand and leaned
against his shoulder. They talked lit-
tle; Kilden was* just content to be
with her. Once he said:

“T could never go away from you—
and be happy again.” It was the re-
flection of the grim resolve building
in his mind, Come what might, Hell
or high water, he was going to stick
it out in Saddle, try to clean up this
place called “Hell’'s Last Stand.”
Then he’d collect Samson Curp’s five
thousand dollar reward for the job
and be able to offer Jen marriage. -
~ The Sentinels turned a purplish-
blue with the ragged peak tops ruddy
as the westering sun sank lower.
Jen’s eyes cut over to the willows.
She pulled away from Kilden’s arm
and steod up abruptly. Her face was
as hard as something hewn from stone
and he sensed the change in her.

“Jen, what’s the matter?” he asked,
low.

Whipping around, she grabbed his
shoulders and raised her face. Kil-
den’s senses were reeling when finally
their lips parted. Never before had
even she kissed him like that. Never.
The blood torrented through his
veins. Her face was blurred before
his wild eyes. Instinctively he tried
to grab her to him again.

“Wait there.” Her voice was cold,
commanding, as she walked up toward
the trail.

And, not knowing he had been
given a Judas kiss, Sam Kilden
obeyed. Waited, a perfect target for
Al Keys, who pushed his gun through
the curtain of willow foliage.

EN was perhaps five yards away
when her feelings overcame her
iron will, Her head turned slightly.
Sotto-voice, but with panic coloring
it with compelling urgency, she said:
“Boots—down for your life!”
Again he obeyed, slamming himself
flat. The gun from the willows roared
out. Lead blasted the air where Kil-
den’s back had been. He rolled. Al
Keys triggered twice more, frantic.
Kilden was in a patch of high grass,
yanking hoglegs from his holsters as
he came to his knees. He glimpsed

Jen, down too. She had scratched her
cheek on a broken twig. Blood ran
down her face. He thought she had
been hit. The rage of Hell itself
erupted in him.

He came up and headed for the
willows, not caring about anything
save to get the man who’d shot Jen.
He wobbled on his bad leg. Al Keys
shot twice more, then grabbed for a
second gun, He triggered that once,
nicked Kilden’s hat. And still Kil-
den kept closing in. Keys turned and
fled. The wind, rising with the ap-
proach of sundown, parted the fringe
of willow fronds. Kilden shot for
the first time and nicked the fleeing
Keys in the leg.

Keys fell to his knees. Then he
twisted around to make a last stand.
His weapon felt puny in his hand. He
shot once more, then Kilden jumped
sideward, steadied a split second, and
put a slug through his right forearm.
Keys’ weapon flew from his fingers.
He cried out. And then Kilden was
on him to beat him flat with a blow
of the gun barrel across the sombrero.
Kilden stood over him, smoking guns
levelled down at the prone, uncon-
scious body. He was primed to kill.

Jen’s voice stopped him. “Boots—
Boots! Are you all right?”

He saw her running toward the wil-
lows, wiping at the scratch on her
face, and realized she was all right.
Slowly he let his Colts dangle and
did not pour lead into Al Keys’ body.

CHAPTER XIX

ADDLE buzzed like a hornets’
nest. Folks steadily passed back
and forth in front of the jail-
house, gazing up at the second floor.
Sometimes they glimpsed the new
prisoner, Al Keys, as he appeared at
the barred window a moment. Ruch-
ter had promptly identified him when
he had been brought in. There was
grim talk going the rounds of a neck-
tie party. Why waste time going
through the motions of a trial. The
dirty snake had tried to bushwhack

the great Boots Kilden, hadn’t he?
Sam Kilden himself sat behind the
big rolltop desk and went back over
the incident, sifting detail after de-
tail. He smelled skunk sweat some-
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where but he couldn’t put his finger
on it. There was some little detail,
he knew, that would provide the an-
swer. Yet he couldn’t dig it out. The
ride back, after he had revived the
knocked-out Keys with creek water
and pushed him up into the saddle,
had been in almost complete silence.
Keys rode with head bowed; sullen,
wordless save to complain at times
about the pain of his wounded arm.

And Jen, so pale it scared Kilden,
had said scarcely a word either. Kil-
den lifted his eyes to glance out the
window at the coal-oil torches flick-
ering beside the doorways of bar-
rooms and honky tonks along the
road. He had cross-examined Keys
when they got him inside the jail,
trying to find out if anybody was be-
hind him. The prisoner had refused
to say anything. Al Keys had not
heard Jen’s low-called warning to Kil-
den. Keys figured it was just that in-
credible renowned luck of Boots Kil-
den again. Keys was fatalistic about
it, accepting the fact that he would
die soon.

Kilden, a little after bringing him
in, had called at the Lucky Lode to
see if Jen was all right. She’d met

him with eyes red with weeping and

berating herself.

“It was my fault, my fault, Boots,
that you were almost killed,” she
moaned. “One of the girls told me
he had been asking her a lot of ques-
tions about us. But—but I thought
he was just a jealous, curious man.
I—I—even heard him talking at the
bar this afternoon. He was saying
something about how you weren’t the
real Boots Kilden. I—I laughed when
I heard that. It—it sounded so ri-
diculous.” S

Kilden had patted her shoulder and
tried to quiet her, telling her she
had saved his life.

She had shaken her head. “He—he
could even accuse me of working with
him. He could say I—I lured you out
there, after telling him I would. Ac-
tually, I’'m just a stranger in Saddle.
I have no friends.”

“You think I'd believe any locoed
story like that from him, Jen?” Kil-
den had cried, taking her in his arms,

But now, sitting in the jail office,

he still had the feeling there was
something unexplained, something
that didn’t quite ring true, about the
whole thing.

Half a dozen citizens came march-
ing up the jail steps. In the corner,
Pretty Jim Flowers came out of his
chair, hands hooking into his gun-
belt. Kilden reached for a Colts that
lay beside his Stetson. They weren’t
going to drag the prisoner out for a
necktie party. No. He, Sam Kilden,
was rodding the Law in Saddle. ...

* * %

ART SWEEDY entered the
Lucky Lode by the back door,
trotted up the rear stairs quickly, and
saw Jen waiting for him halfway
along the upper hall. They went into
her room. Sweedy swept off his som-
brero and framed a smile on his chin-
less face.

“Miss Jen, you sure do look plumb
ravishin’ this evening.” He deliber-
ately looked sheepish, shifted his
boots as if ill at ease.

She smiled, laughed a little in-
wardly. All men were alike. She
was certain she had Sweedy almost at
her feet, too. She could use him,
wind him around her finger. Seating
herself, she indicated another chair.

“You said you had something im-
portant to talk about.”

Sweedy carefully placed his big hat
squarely on his lap. “Miss Jen, you're
a smart woman.” He made a wry
face. “I ought to know.”

“A girl has to look out for herself.
Nobody else will.”

Sweedy looked at her timidly as if
he’d like to take over that little chore
in her place. But it was an act; he
read this woman, knew she was noth-
ing but ice and iron, as ruthless as
any man whose trail he had ever
crossed.

“That was a close call Kilden had
today,” he said tentatively. He had
a hunch, a strong one, this woman
had had something to do with it, too.

“Yes,” she said, oifered nothing
else.

“I—I have nothing against Kilden.
Nothing personal, mind you. It’s
just—well, if he ran this town like
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he wants to, he’d drive all business
out. You and me, we wouldn’t make
nothing hardly. Kilden don’t under-
stand. He—well, he’s just being Sam-
son Curp’s tool to run the rest of us
outa business.”

“Let me have it with the bark off,
Sweedy,” the girl said harshly.

- “I’d like to see Boots Kilden clear
out, go somewheres else.”

Jen was too nervous from the after-
noon’s episode to hide her reaction
that time. The gray eyes jumped,
glittering eagerly for a moment. Her
emotions had betrayed her that aft-
ernoon. Now, she realized, she would
not feel safe till Boots Kilden had
ridden away.

“Well, just suggest it to him,” she
-said sarcastically. _

Sweedy swallowed. “Money has a
way of talking.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think
you can buy Boots Kilden out.”

“I wasn’t going to try.” He stood
up, pacing about, the whisky on his
breath strong in the small room. “Al
Keys has been smuggling down on the
Rio. He’s made plenty of dinero.”

She frowned, not understanding.

He went on, “Suppose Keys was to
escape, to be ghosted from the jail
mysteriously, without explanation.
No shooting—no nothing. Then, sup-
pose a thousand dollars, say, was to
be found in Kilden’s desk. And some-
body came along with a story that
Keys had bought his way out. Well?”

EN rose and turned to stare out

the side window into the night.
This would settle all her problems.
Keys would be spirited away before
he involved her. And, caught with
a bribe, Boots Kilden would be forced
to quit Saddle City.

“But how will you get Keys away ?”
she asked, turning.

It was Sweedy’s turn to smile in-
wardly. He had figured her exactly,
he told himself. “Some of my boys
will take care of that. If we can just
git inside the jailhouse—mebbe while
they’s a shooting at the other end of
the town to keep Kilden busy. If
we can just have that cell unlocked
for us . ..” He waited.

She walked about then. Shrugged.
“Well, how?”

Sweedy said, “That young moon-
eyed deputy, Hare, he sure comes
around here an awful lot. A heap!
The button makes me jealous, Miss
Jen. . . . And I'm danged sure he
don’t drop in so often to pass the time
of day with the drink wrangler.” ' He
stepped close behind her shoulder.
“And you know a man would do any-
thing for you. Gawd knows I would.

Anything.”

She laughed low and looked up at
him with that enigmatic smile. “I’ll
see to it Phil Hare pays a visit in a
little while. Then I’ll send you word,
Bart. . . . But, how soon can you ar-
range things?”

“We can work it tonight—soon’s I

get word from you. ... Miss Jen, you
and me, we’re smart. As partners, we
can run Saddle together.”
" She let him kiss her. Sweedy’s lips
were cold and dry. They started no
tempest swirling inside her as Boots
Kilden’s mouth could. She wanted to
forget that. She kissed Sweedy again,
just to make certain she had him en-
thralled. A

When Sweedy left, by the back
door again, he got off in the shadows
and clamped his hand over his mouth
and laughed away. No woman could
outsmart him. “We can run Saddle
together,” he repeated his own words.
Then he laughed again. That was
good. A woman, pitting herself
against him! Hal

He, Sweedy, knew how to use peo-
ple. He would use her just as he was
going to use the enraged Red Nor-
man. His men would take Keys down
to Monte in the brush country. Keys
would be a decoy. Then, after he
was out of office, perhaps run out of
Saddle, the tip would be given Kilden
that Keys was down there. Sweedy
chuckled again.

Of course Kilden would go slam-
banging down there to grab the es-
caped prisoner. It would be Kilden’s
one chance to exonerate himself on
the bribery charge. And Red Nor-
man, apprised that Kilden was head-
ing for Monte, would be there and
waiting with lead to settle the old
score.

“Mighty complicated—but neat,”
Sweedy complimented himself as he
strode along toward his own place.
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Boots Kilden would be blasted down
by Norman all right. The rustler
would ambush him in Monte.

“And then Saddle will be mine for
the plucking,” he told himself.
“Mine. . . . ‘We run Saddle.’ . .. Ha-
ha! TI’ll take care of that wench first
off. . .. First off. . . . And after she’s
killed by a stray bullet in the blow-
off, gocd-hearted Bart Sweedy will
see she has a real fancy funeral. ...”

CHAPTER XX

* HEN things started, they
happened with an almost ka-
leidoscopic swiftness. Kil-
den didn’t even know the prisoner, Al
Keys, was missing when the storm
first broke. :

After making his last round of the
whisky mills and dives just before
the town closed down, he had paused
to have a few words with Samson
Curp at his door. Little Curp, stand-
ing and inhaling the fresh air in his
flawless gray garb, scemed slightly
distant as they talked about the at-
tempt on Kilden’s life that afternoon.
His attitude was strangely imper-
sonal. It was as if he conversed with
a man he did not know too well; Kil-
den could feel it.

“A lawman rules not by the author-
ity of the Law alene,” Curp finally
summarized it. “Nor by the speed of
his draw alone, either, Kilden. It's
his reputation, the awe he personally
puts into men. So now they’re begin-
ning to shoot at you, eh?” .He tapped
the gold snuff box slowly. “That’s
bad, very bad.”

Zilden had returned to the jail-
house, pondering the words and
Curp’s attitude. Phil Hare was there.
Kilden had asked about the prisoner.
Hare said he had just brought him up
a drink of whisky to help him get to
sleep. Before he had turned in, Kil-
den himself had gone upstairs for a
look at the gent who'd tried to gun
him, Strangely, he felt no particular
enmity. Keys seemed to be sleeping
heavily, wrapped in the blanket, face
toward the wall. Kilden hadn’t both-
ered to enter the cell lest he waken
the poor devil. He’d probably hang
soon enough if he wasn’t sent to the

.ered.”

Big House for a long stretch. Then
the sheriff had turned in.

It was still dark when he was
wakened by the pounding on the door.
As he came out of the bed and reached
for the gunbelt slung over the chair
beside him, he caught the angry
voices out in the road. He pulled
on a pair of jeans, calling to Jim
Flowers. They’d probably come for
the prisoner; he had figured they
might, sooner or later.

Flowers came in, lashing on his
fancy brass-studded gunbelt. “Looks
like trouble,” he said casually. He
hand-combed his rumpled hair.

UCHTER came in too; it was

his night on duty at the jail and
he had been dozing in a room at the
rear instéad of going home. Kilden
told him to guard the back door, then
strode into the office.

“What the devil do you want?” he
called out.

“We aim to see the prisoner, Keys,”
a man outside replied.

“Not at this hour! You can go to
hell,” Kilden called.

There was a heap of jabbering out-
side. Arguing. “Sure, he ain’t going
to let us see Keys because he ain’t
got him here!” the sheriff heard one
man cry hotly. :

“Keys has escaped!
Kilden!”

“You dang jugheads! Go home and
sleep it off,” Kilden shot back coldly.

“You let Keys go, Kilden!” another
man shouted.

Shooting a glance out of the dark
room through one of the barred win-
dows, Kilden saw lamps going on
along the main drag, and more men
were hustling along toward the jail-
house in twos and threes.

“Something’s wrong,” whispered
Pretty Jim. “These gents ain’t lick-
He picked the ring of keys
from the desk and headed for the back
stairs.

Then there was a lull outside. And
a calm, dry voice addressed Sam Kil- -
den. “I think you better let us in,
Mr. Kilden.” It was Samson Curp,
and Kilden noted the “mister” Curp
had put before his name.

Going over, Kilden lifted the bar
from the heavy front door, slid the

We know it,



BADMEN BEHIND A BADGE 69

bolt, then twisted the big key. They
didn’t rush in. Slowly, gravely, they
walked in, a handful of the leading
businessmen of Saddle. They stopped
short as Kilden, who had backed to
the desk, threw a gun on them.

“Stand right there, gents, and state
your business,” he told them.

They pushed Slow Joe Wing,
owner of a barroom in the town, for-
ward. He cleared his throat several
times, pulled off his sombrero, nerv-
ously rubbed his head, bald as an egg.

“Uh—this ain’t a lynching party,
Mr. Kilden. But—uh——er you sure
you got Keys upstairs?”

“Of course I'm sure,”
gnapped back. “Why do—"

Then Flowers returned from‘above,
coming along the hall. Sam Kilden
took one look at his face and knew.
Keys wasn’t up in the cell.

“Let’s go up and see him, then!
Let’s go up!” several of the men be-
hind Wing began to insist. “If he’s
there, we’ll see him and—"

“He isn’t there,” said Pretty Jim
Flowers slowly. “He’s gone. Mebbe
he’s been gone for hours. Somebody
stuffed up his blanket so it looked
like a sleeping body. Now git the
hell out so we can organize a posse
and—"

“Who the hell’s giving orders

Kilden

now—another crooked lawman?” one

of those backing Slow John Wing
blurted. “Looks like your story is
right, John.”

“Sure! The prisoner’s gone like
you heard he was, ain’t he?”

Kilden flicked his eyes to Curp
once. The gambling king stared
slightly to the left of the sheriff, his
sheriff, as if he had never seen him be-

fore. That was the tipoff to Sam
Kilden.

“What story?” he drawled sar-
castically.

Slow John Wing cleared his throat

again. And then he blurted it out
parrot fashion. How some stranger
had gotten orey-eyed drunk in his
place. And when they’d closed up,
they’d left the gent sleeping on a
table. Then, a little while ago, Wing
had heard the man stumbling around
and had come downstairs. The man
was awake and trying to get himself

another drink before he left. Wing
had given him a shot of whisky.

“And then he got talking—talking
about this ‘Al Keys and how he wasn’t
goin’ to hang” Wing wiped his
mouth. “He—this stranger—he said
as how Keys was buying his freedom.
He—uh—well—" Sweat studded his
forehead as he wilted under Sam Kil-
den’s cold stare.

“Go ahead, John,” a man prodded
him.

“Tell your story, Wing,” Samson

Curp said.
% ING cleared his throat. “This
fella said Al Keys had had a
friend bring in a thousand dollars
for hira. That he was givin’ it to
the sherifi and would git his freedom
in return. That was what he said.
He_’) 3

“Where is this stranger?” Kilden
asked sarcastically.

Wing mopped his bald head. He
said the man had left, ridden off. He
said he thought the gent was just
talking through his sky-piece. Then
he got to thinking. And then he went
out and told some friends what he
had heard. Now, they were here.

Kilden’s laugh cut in on the man.
Flowers chuckled and slapped his leg.
“Sure,” said Sam Kilden. “Sure. I
let the man go who tried to put a win-
dow in my skull! I-—"

“But the man is gone!” cried one
of Wing’s backers. “An’ mebbe that

_thousand dollars is ’round here some-

wheres.
an)—”

Kilden’s gun jumped level again.
“And who in blazes are you chunk-
heads to search my desk, by grab!” he
cried heatedly, temper slipping.

Eg cut his eyes toward Flowers.
Flowers had his hand filled, backing
him to the hilt. Everybody started
shouting and haranguing. Then in
the uproar, men streamed up the hall-
way from the rear. Ruchter had
abandoned his post at the back door
when he saw the way the tide was
running., A gun was rammed in Flow-
ers’ back. Men swarmed around be-
hind Kilden, pushing him roughly.

“Search his desk! Search his desk!”
they cried.

Mebbe if we look in the desk
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The inkwell was spilled. Papers
were scattered on the floor, a pair of
handcuffs bouncing off the cuspidor.
Drawers ransacked. There was a
shout of triumph. And a gent was
shaking out one of a pair of old gloves
found in the desk. A neatly tied roll
of bills fell onto the desktop in the
light of the lamp one of them had
fired up. The room became suddenly
silent.

Kilden goggled at the chunk of
dinero, then managed a shrug. “I
never saw that dinero before. .. . I
don’t know how it got there.”

There were jeers and guffaws, “Do
we need any more evidence than
that?” demandd Wing.

With a quick move, Kilden got his
back against the front wall. He still

held his Colts. “Look, you blind peli-

cans! I said I know nothing about
that dinero. Let me hit the trail. I’ll
" ride through Hell itself if I have to
to bring back Al Keys. ... Then you’ll
know—"

“Let him hit the trail—and he’ll
never come back!” sneered one gent.
They started to push forward.

Kilden cocked his gun and sought
Samson Curp’s eyes. A few words
from Curp and they’d stop, listen. But
Curp was blank-faced and cold-eyed.
He did step forward though. The din
ceased. Curp took off his stove-pipe
hat and studied it as he spoke.

“We have no actual proof that Mr.
Kilden accepted a bribe. On the other
hand,” he said, stating the facts cold-
ly, “there is that sizable amount of
money Mr. Kilden is unable to ex-
plain. I suggest—I suggest that Mr.
Kilden resign his office and leave
town. It is the simplest way out.
There is enough trouble boiling in
Saddle City now without destroying
respect for the Law any further.”

There was a prolonged moment of
silence. Then some of the cooler-
headed ones began to nod. Wing
faded into the background. Curp’s
words won out. On top of everything
else, nobody wanted to force a lead-
slinging showdown with this gun-
ning fool, Boots Kilden.

Curp walked over to Kilden, re-
garding him impersonally. “Mr.

Kilden, I think you’d better turn over
your badge to me—then hit the
trail. . .2

And Kilden recalled then Samson
Curp’s words about how he always
dropped a loser. ...

* % L]

HEY had bzen riding since dawn,

Sam Kilden and Pretty Jim
Flowers who'd stuck with-him. They
were on the trail that curved south-
westward from Saddle toward
Teconah, It was high noon of a
blistering hot day with every puff of
wind from the low hills like a back-
blast from an oven. They had pulled
in and dismounted in a patch of cot-
tonwoods beside the trail to rest their
ponies and munch some cold grub.

Sam Kilden had had little to say
since they had saddled up and ridden
out of Saddle City in disgrace. He
hadn’t even tried to see Jen Redall
before departing. She wouldn’t want
to see a man practically convicted of
selling out his own Law, he knew. He
was hurt, embittered, and could feel
the old wildness surging deep inside
him. It seemed like the oft-repeated
story. Cnce again he had tried to play
it straight, anl in vain. There was an-
other element, one that rose slowly
to the surface of his consciousness.
He had failed, failed as the law-bring-
er in Saddle City. He hadn’t sus-
pected that would bother him. But it
did. <

A couple of times he had been on
the verge of revealing his true iden-
tity to Pretty Jim, of telling him how
he wasn’t really Boots Kilden, the man
he so strangely resembled. And he
knew he would do so soon. But right
now, he wanted somebody along with
him.

Pretty Jim had finished his grub
and fired up one of his tailor-made
quirlies. Now he drew out a small
pocket mirror, his comb, and began to
put his yellow locks in place meticu-~
lously. And to talk.

“Boots, let’s pick up a few of the
old bunch and ride again. What the
devil—they gave you the dirty end
of the stick back there! So let’s show
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’em.” He smiled into the mirror, rec-
ollecting the old days. “I' know
where we can git hold of Finlay, little
One-Eye. Charlie Frogg’s bartending
up in Centerville. And the Knapp
brothers, they got a two-bit hoss
ranch somewhere in the Mogollon
country. And—"

Sam Kilden had started to shake
his head. Better to tell Flowers the
truth now and get it over with. He
stood up. And there was the cloppity-
clop of hoof-beats coming down the
alkali strip of trail. Both men re-
acted instinctively, slipping behind
cover as they drew. A squat rider
rounded the bend and headed on for
the little bridge across the gulch be-
yond.

Kilden recognized him. It was his
former deputy, Ruchter. Something
made the ex-sheriff shout out. Ruch-
ter sawed on the reins and twistd a
look over his shoulder as Kilden
stepped into view. Then the deputy
came trotting back.

“Howdy, boss. I was hoping I'd
catch up to yuh,” he said.

“What’s the matter? Do they want
me to return so they can decorate a
cottonwood with me?”

“No. I got some news.” Ruchter
sleeved dust from his mouth. “Some-
body rode inta town with word Al
Keys is down in Monte. Seems he’s
dang sick an’ hiding out in a friend’s
%lace down there. It’s the Greasewood

ar.”

ILDEN felt himself galvanize,
“So they’re sending out a posse
for him, eh?”

Ruchter shook his head. “Nope.
Nobody seems to give a dang. I fig-
gered—mebbe—"

Kilden galvanized as it flashed
through his. mind with fresh hope
pulsing in his veins. This was his
chance to eventually return to Saddle
and Jen Redall. If he could get to
Monte in time to grab Al Keys, bring
him back to Saddle and make him ad-
mit there had been no bribery. Make
him tell, in fact, who had snaked him
out of that jail. .. :

Pretty Jim Flowers pulled on his
sombrero and said to Ruchter, “How
long a ride is it to Monte?”

CHAPTER XXI

THEY had to push through
rough broken country to cut
across to Monte in the brush-
lands below Saddle City. There were
razor-backed ridges and great
stretches of black ' chaparral with
winding animal paths through them.
They had to swing southward
through Duffy’s Canyon in a detour,
then hit east again toward Monte.
Within a few hours after sunset, their
ponies were bogged down. Though
Kilden fumed with impatience, there
was nothing to do but make camp.

It was the next forenoon, with a
thin drizzle blurring the land scape,
that, chilled to the bone, they rode
out of a brush trail above Monte. It
was a mean drab settlement sprawled
across sandy flats with a big wind-
mill poking up in the center. It had a
half-deserted look. A couple of
starved-looking cow critters strayed
at one end of the ragged street.
Kilden and Pretty Jim surveyed it
for a couple of minutes from a low

“knob to the north. Then they started

to ride in, cutting onto the main trail.

“Hey, hey, Mr, Kilden!” A plump
man wearing a big Mexz-style anthill
sombrero came running from a hovel
beside the road. “Wait, amigo! Please,
amigo—wait!”

Kilden peered through the
moisture-veiled atmosphere and

* recognized him. Vasco Jones, the

half-Mexican business man from Sad-
dle. The ex-cheriff jumped a gun on

“him. Like an innocent man with

nothing to fear, Vasco Jones came
running on. He pated:

..“Don’t go into town, Senor Kilden!
She is a trap!”

“What?”

At Kilden’s stirrup, the stubby man
removed his sombrero and struggled
for breath. “The trap—for you—in
there!” he got out.

“What kind of a trick is this?”
Flowers put in.

“Sweedy’s trick,” puffed Vasco
Jones. “Yesterday, he gets really
dronk—Ilike I never see heem before.
He talk one hell of a lot. I hear.”

“Al Keys is in there and—" Kilden
started,
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“An’ so is Red Norman,” broke in
Jones.

“What?”

“Si, amigo. Norman, he is in

Sweedy’s pay—like you say. Sweedy,
he tells Norman you weel be coming
into Monte here. Si. Norman, he hates
you for the doublecross. He is down
there now—ready to drygulch you,
Senor Kilden,” He fanned himself
with his hat. “Me, I ride like hell to
get down here to stop you. Me, I'm
seeck of all this double-cross. So—go
back, amigo. Don’t go in. You weel be
killed.. . . »

Kilden leaned from the kak to grip
the little Mexican’s shoulder quickly
in a gesture of gratitude. It was
good to find one decent man in Saddle
who believed in him, who stood by.
Then the ex-sheriff’s mouth hard-
ened.

“Al Keys is in there. R1ght? T
Then I'm going in an’ drag him out
somehow,” he muttered “T'm going
in despite Norman, I-—"

Flowers caught at Kilden’s arm.
“Boots, for the lova Gawd, wait till
after dark anyways.”

“Keys might be gone then. ... Jim,
you stay outa this.. Me, I'll slip in
somehow. I'll—Jim, let go of me! I
gotta do it. I gotta go back to that
woman with a clean name and—

E ILDEN ripped free. Then Jim

Flowers was pointing down at
the other, south, side of the town.
Through the misty air they could see
a horseman sloping into the single
street. A figure walking along the
street ran frantically and ducked
around the corner of a shack. The
rider from the south neared the mid-
dle of the settlement, where a lane
straggled off from the street. And
gunshots ripped the air. Muzzle
flame leaped from windows, door-
ways, from a store and a barroom at
the corners.

The rider’s cayuse, hit, whinnied
wildly and reared in pain., The rider
lit running, his own swiftly drawn
weapons blinking back at the barrage
of fire that poured at him. Kilden

and Jim Flowers had already thrown ~

the spur steel to their ponies and were
tearing down toward the town. They

saw the lone man, who’d ridden into
the trap meant for Sam Kilden, waver,
stumble. Then he went down in the
damp dust, crimson spurting from the
side of his head. He lay motionless.

Men rushed out from all sides. The
galloping Kilden picked out the big,
black-garbed figure of Red Norman.
Horses were rushed from an alley.
As Norman ran toward the down man,
Kilden began to trigger, though the
distance was too great for accurate
shooting. Norman turned and leaped
into the saddle of one of the ponies
as his men hurriedly mounted too.
Then Norman swung his animal over
beside the down figure and triggered.
The next moment he and his men
were wheeling, bolting down the lane
toward the dense jungle of meequ1te
beyond that side of Monte.

It was done and over like that, al-
most as quick as the snap of a finger.

In the van, Kilden swung into the
street, tore past the prone figure, and
cut into the lane. But the Norman
outfit had already made the mesquite,
To push in there alone after them
would be sheer madness. He swung
back into the strest. Dismounted,
Jim Flowers was on one knee beside
the man who smacked into the ambush
trap. Kilden rode up and jumped
down. The poor devil seemed dead,
blood smearing the side of his head.
He lay unmoving. And then Flows-
ers had straightened, face a blanched,
twisted mask of pure fury, his gun
swinging to cover Sam Kilden. He
swung the gun barrel and knocked
Sam Kilden’s loosely held weapon
from his grip. Flowers’ other hand
shot out to snag Kilden’s second gun
from its scabbard.

“You—you dirty two-bit! You damn
tinhorn! You faker!” Pretty Jim
Flowers cried in an emotion-torn,
thin voice trembling with the rage
that fired his blood. “You—you—"
There weren’t words for what he
wanted to say to Sam Kilden. He
raised his gun barrel again to deliver
a blow. “A dirty little snake like
you—costing Boots Kilden his life!
Ya_)’

Sam Kilden was staring down at the
man in the dust. It was like a mirage,
almost as if he stared into a mirror.
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The man on the ground was enough
like him to be his brother. The same
flat body, though a trifle heavier. The
flat-cheeked face with the high cheek-
bones, His hat had fallen off and
there was the same black hair
strangely unmussed though it dif-
fered in being slightly frosted with
gray at the temples. There was the
bleak look even though the hombre’s
eyes were closed.

Sam Kilden knew he was looking
at the real Boots Kilden; looking at
the man he had posed as. Looking at
Boots Kilden who had ridden into
his death because Red Norman had
mistaken him, naturally enough, for
the Kilden who had been sheriff of
Saddle.

Flowers was raving, half out of his
mind. “I'm going to kill ya, two-bit!
I'm a-going to blast ya down fer a
snake like what—" »

“Jim Flowers, quit that jaw-flap-
pin’—an’—an’ git me a stiff shot of
gila spit, will you?” Boots Kilden
was half-raised on an elbow, eyes
apen: .-

HEY carried him into the saloon,

the Greasewood Bar where Al
Keys was supposed to be. He fainted
again but opened his eyes after they
worked some redeye down his throat.
A basin of water and some rags were
brought and Sam Kilden himself care-
fully washed away the blood from
the head wound. It was then they

saw that Boots Kilden had only been:

creased, the slug furrowing his scalp
and knocking him out momentarily.
It was just a matter of staunching the
blocd flow.

In a few more minutes, the real
Boots Kilden had hig head up and his
eyes wide as he sat in the chair. He
looked around with a crooked smile,

“Say, Jim,” he said to Flowers,
“who in blazes were those buzzards
who jumped me? Two years back I
was pardoned by the governor.
And—" Then the bleak eyes picked
out Sam Kilden, stared, and slowly
fired up. “Sam—Sam, my boy,” Boots
Kilden husked. =

Sam Kilden stood shaking with-

emotion, though he wasn’t com-
pletely surprised. Out there in the

road, looking down at this man, he
had sensed it, This must be his
father, somehow. '

Boots Kilden tried to force himself
up out of the chair. “Sam—my son!”

Then Sam was over before him,
wrapping his arms around Boots Kil-
den’s shoulders. . . .

CHAPTER XXII

ALK was awkward, words hard
Tto find at first. It was a sur-

prise, a shock to both the older
and younger man. They all had a
drink. Boots Kilden, speaking em-
barrassedly, said Sam was a fine look-
ing button. Pretty Jim just stood
staring from one to the other. An-
other drink and things loosened up
some. Boots Kilden told how he had
recrossed the Border once more be-
cause he wanted to see his grown son.

“But, Boots—uh—Dad, I mean—
well, what about that man I thought
was my dad?” Sam asked.

Boots Kilden explained. That man
was Sam’s uncle, Boots’ own brother.
“I left you with him and told him
to raise you as his own—I told him
to tell you he was your pop and that
I was no relation.” Boots smiled
crookedly in the same way Sam Kil-
den had. “You see—well, my life, my
kind of life, was no good. I wanted
you brought up decent and—and
straight. . . . What do you do now,
son?”

Sam said he had been sheriff of
Saddle, and Pretty Jim took up the
story as the younger Kilden hesitated.
He gave Boots, his old boss, the whole
picture. “They framed Sam, Boots,”
he finished.

Boots Kilden nodded, with nar-
rowed eyes. “And then were going

to murder him down here, eh?” He
rubbed his now-bandaged head.
Sam Kilden got up abruptly. He

went over and talked to the sly-faced
little owner of the barroom, tapping
a gun butt significantly, The man
paled, then nodded, and led him into
the rear. In a mangy little bedroom,
Sam Kilden found Al Keys, the es-
caped prisoner. He lay under a
smelly blanket, an empty whisky bot-
tle and a half-filled one on a box be-
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side him. He was flushed with fever
and half delirious as well as drunk.
The ride down from Saddle had
caused his wounded leg to swell up.
And he was suffering from concus-
sion as a result of that gun-barrel
crack over the skull Kilden had given
him back at the creek.

Sam Kilden shock him till he came
out of his fog for a moment. Al Keys
couldn’t tell him much. Somebody
had unlocked the door of his cell and
masked men had entered and taken
him out. But en route to Monte, he
had picked out one of them, a man
he’d known in the past. “He’s one
of Bart Sweedy’s boys,” Keys mum-

bled. “Seemed crazy, Sweedy—
Sw-Sweedy savin’ me. Gimme a
deink; +, 2

Kilden had figured all the way that
it had been a new move of Sweedy’s.
He stood at the back of the barroom
a moment, looking at his great
father, figuring. Then it came to him.
Red Norman would, logically, go back
to Saddle to report to Sweedy that
Boots Kilden was dead. And then
Hell would bust its lid sky-high!

“Dad,” Sam Kilden said as he
walked up to the table, “I—I don’t
like to leave you after just finding
you. But—well, I gotta go back to
Saddle. Them drygulchers, Red Nor-
man and his outfit, they’ll be heading
back there. And-—well, I gotta go
back.” :

Boots Kilden lifted a hand. “Don’t
do it, Sam. I know how you're a-fig-
uring. They tried to burn me down
and revenge— Look, Sam, I've lived
a sight longer than you. Revenge is
never worth it. Like it says in the
Good Book, ‘Vengeance belongs to
the Lord.” Jus’ forgit ’em and—"

Sam shyly dropped a hand on his
dad’s shoulder. “It’s more than that,
Dad. There’s a girl back there, ...
That Sweedy will take over the town,
And—and she’ll be in danger.”

Boots Kilden sighed. “Is she a nice
girl, Sam?”

Sam’s hand tightened. “She’s won-
derful, Dad. I—I want to marry her—
if she’ll have me.”

Boots Kilden nodded. Then he
rose, hitched at his gunbelt and tested
his legs. “All right, Sam, . , . Only
both Kildens will go back. ., .”

HE sun had dipped beyond the

western horizen about an hour
when the two Kildens and Pretty Jim
Flowers rounded the bend on the
slope eastward of Saddle City. They
had already noted the red glare re-
flected against the sky in the dusk.
Now they saw it was the impressive
white structure of the bank that was
burning. And even though they were
more than a mile away, the crackle of
wild gunfire and screams carried to
them on the night breeze. Saddle was
being swept by a reign of terror.
Heartless, greedy, Bart Sweedy was
sacking Saddle, throwing his gun
toughs amok as they finished shooting
down all opposition in Whisky Row
and swept through the streets, ber-
serk. Aiding them, grabbing at the
opportunity to loot, were the tinhorns
and saddle bums and cheap trigger-
men who infested the town.

“It’s happened,” said Sam Kilden
hoarsely as they watched a moment.

Boots Kilden was checking the
chambers of his guns. Jim Flowers
rubbed his mouth. He said there
were only three of them. Boots spat
into the dust.

“We never counted heads in the old
days, Jim,” he reminded him. “And
they’s two Kildens riding now. . . .
We won’t kill our ponies afore we
git in. Then—then we slam down the
main drag, hit ’em afore they know it,
Try to keep together. And Sam, git
us to the ringleader, the big potato.
« .« When you blast that one, the small
fry usually quit, I've found.”

They moved forward, heading for
the town at a sharp trot. Sam shot a
glance at his dad’s face once. The
one-time lobo, a former lawman him-
self, looked unbelievably calm. Once
or twice his lips broke in a faint
smile, Then they were at the out-
skirts and Sam Kilden, with a cry,
slammed the spurs to his pony. They
tore into the main drag of Saddle.
One ‘of Sam’s Colts barked and a
gunman dragging a girl out the door
of a house stumbled, clawing at his
back. Another gent, who just came
out of a store with a handful of green-
backs, spotted Sam Kilden, bellowed,
and crouched on the steps to draw
bead.

“Kilden’s back! Kilden’s—" And
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" then his scream died. For Boots Kil-
den had cut over to blast him.

Into the din and turmoil they raced
headlong, the guns of the trio snarl-
ing and snapping spasmodically. Sam
Kilden was vaguely aware of lead
denting his hat crown. The cry was
travelling up the road. The terrible,
dangerous Kilden had returned. A
handful of gunmen bunched at the
corner of a side street to stop them.
The ponies of the trio twisted and
curveted., Sam Kilden himself reined
to a halt to aim the better.

“They’s two Kildens!” somebody
screamed through the uproar. “They’s
two—"

ND then the knot of gun-slicks
had melted. Three of them
were down and two were fleeing, one
of them stumbling with a hit leg. Jim
Flowers cursed as a slug nicked him
in the flesh of his shoulder, then lifted
in the stirrups to chomp down with
a smoking weapon at a saddie bum
in front of the jailhouse. The trio
pressed on, slinging lead, cutting
down looters. They bunched under
a big eucalyptus once to thumb fresh
shells into their guns. Again they
tore out.

At the burning bank, some bolder
townsmen had organized a bucket bri-
gade to fight the flames. Bart Sweedy
had ordered the bank fired so as to de-
stroy that document incriminating
him that Jen Redall had deposited
there. Sweedy knew the currency
could be replaced.

The scum and ragtag were already
‘beginning to flee, to hunt cover as
they saw opposition coming. A
Sweedy gunman, crouched behind a
horse trough, tried for Sam Kilden,
got his horse. Sam hit the dust on his
shoulders but was up in time to see
his father, Boots Kilden, put a slug
in the gunman’s head. And Boots
Kilden dropped from the saddle and
ran beside his limping son. They
turned into the side road where the
Lucky Lode was. Gunfire on the
main drag had started to fall off. But
in the dimness before the shuttered
locked up Lode dim figures moved.
There was a battering sound and

= somebody was bawling orders.

Sam Kilden was almost killed then
as he legged it headlong toward the
place he knew Jen would be. Guns
spattered lead from heavy shadows.
He was sighted and recognized. He
stumbled on a break in the uneven
plank walk and went flat. Boots Kil-
den helped him up as he triggered at
the advancing gunners. Then the
three darted across the street into an
alley.

“It’s Kilden—by Gawd!” shouted
Red Norman from somewhere. “Git
him! Git him!”

The three slammed lead from the
head of the alley. And then the reck-
less, wild Sam Kilden charged once
more, zigzagging across the road.
Two men dropped before him and
he had to hurdle the body of one. And
Red Norman himself, exposed as the
rising moon reached over the tree-
tops, came at Sam. He fired. From
right behind him, Boots Kilden fired
too. Neither father or son ever knew
who got Norman and the gunman at
his side. And both weapons of both
father and son clicked empty at al-
most the same moment. But the
handsome Pretty Jim was right be-
hind them to cover them as they re-
loaded.

“Your girl?” Boots Kilden cried
hoarsely.

“In there,” answered Sam. A cou-
ple of men skulked away from the
dark front of the Lode. A wounded
gent sat stupidly on the steps, hold-
ing the axe with which he had been
attacking the barred doors. Jabbing
his hot weapons into the waistband
of his pants, Sam Kilden seized the
axe and leaped at the door. ~

“Git in, boy!” yelled Boots. “We'll

keep you covered from the street
here!”

FEW more blows and Sam had

shattered the upper half of one
of the doors. He wormed an arm in-
side, threw off the bar and found the
key to twist in the lock. Then he
kicked the door wide and jumped in.
Over the bar, a low-turned oil lamp
burned. Kilden saw the shadowy fig-
ure by the end of the bar counter as
he himself threw his guns up level.
He was a tiger now, reckoning no
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odds, intent only on getting to the
woman he loved. And then, as his
thumb poised on a trigger, he recog-
nized the fgure recling toward him.

It was the young deputy, Phil Hare,
half drunk. ,

“Boots! Boots—you've come back,”
Hare sobbed wildly. He half ran to-
ward his former boss. “Boots, it was
me betrayed you,” Hare babbled. “It
was me who let them take Keys from
the jail. But—but I didn’t know they
was going to double-cross you with
the dinero! I didn’t know....I was
locoed.” He stood trembling, gun
falling from his fingers.

“What?” Kilden gasped.
“Where’s Jen, you fcol?”

Young Hare pawed at his face.
“She made me do it, Boois. She
made me. I-—-I was locoed over her.
I'd do anything she asked and .. .”

For seconds, Sam Kilden stood
rocted as.it sank in. He heard the
pounding at the back of the place
where moie Sweedy men were try-
ing to bust in. Was only dimly aware
of it.

“Jen—she asked me to do it,” Hare
sobbed. “And—I did!”

Sam Kilden swayed as if he had
"been pole-axed between the eyes. The
room seemed to shrink up and blacken
before his eyes. Terrible realization
came. This woman—she was a . . .
He couldn’t say it, even to himself.
But he knew his first reaction to her,
the night he had killed Sleeper Keys,
had been right. She was evil. He
knew then that all Gil Lucian had
told him had been true.

Eight then, he wished he were dead.

Then:

CHAPTER XXIIT

i . FOUND his voice finally.
. “Where—where is she?” The
€. shaking Hare half turned to
point toward the first private rocom
in the hallway of the main floor. Sam
Kilden moved across the dance floor.
Outside there were scattered shots.
A terrible dry -sob shook him to the
core once. Just as he got down at the
door of the first room, a cold draft
of air struck him. He peered down
the dark hallway. Moonlight flowed
through a gap in the back door. And

it was still, very still, out in back
there. He waited, knowing Sweedy
gunmen were readying to plunge into
the place. -

Through the thin door beside him
came words. He heard Gil Lucian’s
voice, blubbering: :

“I won’t do it! I won’t, Jen. By
Gawd—"

Jen Redall’s icy-hard voice bit in
on his words. “Yes you will. ... Run
out the back door and across the yard
or Pll—-"

“They’ll kill me! They’ll kill me,”
bleated Gil.

Sam heard the woman’s contemptu-
ous laughter. “You coward. ... Cow-
ard. . . . Gil, it’s your one chance to
live! You've got that dress on and
the sun bonnet. And I don’t think
even Sweedy would choot down a
woman. . . . Get out there—and run
and grab a horse! It's your one
chance. Do it or I’lI—"

Sam XKilden understood the idea.
With Gil clothed as a woman, Jen
figured they might pursue him and
she could make her own escape.

“No!” whined Gil Lucian.

“You go—or you'll die right here,”
the woman said.

Sam heard a thumping sound as, in-
side, Gil Lucian went to his knees.
There was the sound of a blow and
Gil’s scream on top of it.

“Go—-or die here!” -

Desperation steadied Gil’s voice.
“You murderer! Murderer! You
killed my father. ... You kilied that
Joyce in the jail. . . . And you tried
to have Kilden killed by Al Keys., I
know. I know.”

“Will you go or do I pull this trig-

er?? : ~

“You don’t dare! Know why? Be-
cause I wrote a letter, a letter. See?
Give it to a friend. And if I die, that
letter’ll be sent to Boots Kilden—and
he’ll come back! Come back to git
you and—"

Again Jen laughed at the other side
of the door. “I don’t dare,” she said
mockingly. “Yes, I killed your fat
fool of a father. And I got rid of
that Joyce, too. . .. Yes! And I
meant to have Keys kill Boots Kilden
but—" She broke off a minute, then
went on, colder-voiced than ever.
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“So have some sense, Gil. Let that
be a warning. I’'m not afraid to kill
again. Now get out there or—"

“No,” sobbed Gil Lucian.

There was the roar of a gun from
inside the room at the same instant
Sam Kilden saw the rear door swing
wide and the first gunman appear.

“Boots!” cried Hare from up by the
bar.

ILDEN came around fast, in-
stinct sending him into the
unman’s crouch. He saw lanky, pin-
ﬁeaded Bart Sweedy leaping from the
stairs of the balcony and turning to
.throw down on him. Sweedy had
slipped in by a back window and gone
up the rear stairs. His lips parted in
a silent curse.

Then the guns of both men were
slicing the dimness with muzzle flame.
Sam Kilden’s left arm went numb as
it was hit. He kept firing with his
right weapon. Sweedy glided side-
ward without volition. His next shot

ouged the floor a couple of yards
rom his own boots. And then he
seemed to break in two as Sam Kil-
den’s next bullet crashed a gap in
his chest. His wounded leg, hit by
Sam the first time, buckled. And,
with blood pouring from the mortal
hole in his body, Bart Sweedy
plunged sideward to fold up against
the bar front like a sack.

Sam Kilden wheeled to pour lead
at the men coming in the rear. An-

other pair of guns bucked and snarled.

at his side. Boots Kilden had raced
in to side his son. Two bodies piled
up in the back doorway. Then the
Sweedy gun-slicks were piling out
into the yard. Boots Kilden went
down the hall after him. And Sam
sucked air once, then slammed him-
self against the door of the room
where Jen Redall was. It broke open.

Inside he straightened, with his
hit left arm dangling. Crouched be-
side a chair like a whipped cur was
Gil Lucian, holding his bleeding side,
Backed against the curtained window,
a .32 levelled, stood Jen Redall. She
stood gaping, unbelieving.

“Boots,” she finally breathed. She
came forward to the wild-eyed man
with the powder-smirched face.
“Boots . . .”

Gil lifted his head, mouth working
as he tried to talk.

Kilden went to him and picked him
up and put him in the chair. Rip-
ping open the man’s shirt, he saw it
was only a surface wound between
the ribs. As he turned, Jen’s free
hand clutched his arm.

“Boots, darling! Darling, you came
back for me.”

He nodded curtly. “I came back—
to get you!” There was a brutal note
in his voice.

Fear jumped into her eyes. “Boots,
Ill—I'11 tell you all about it after
we’re out of here. Take me away,
take me away!” Hysteria tore at her

voice. “Boots, I know now, I know I
love you! Nothing else counts.
We__”

“Don’t touch me,” he husked.

She stared. “Boots, I love you!
T'll be yours. We'll go anywhere.
I love you! I have money. We
can—"

“We go to the jail first,” he said.
He flung off her arm and with the
same gesture batted the .32 from her
trembling hand.

“Jail? J-jail?” she repeated, sob-
bing. “Boots, you mean you’re going
to put me—"

Again the curt nod.
choked.

“Boots, I love you—Ilove youl!
Once, you said you loved me. And—
and I know you did. You can’t—"

“I’'m a lawman. . . . I heard you con-
fess those killings. Gil here is a
witness—and "he’s going to live.
You—you’re going to stand trial.”

There was a breathless, heavy si-
lence. She tried to throw herself in
his arms,

“They’ll hang me, Boots! Or send
me to prison for—for life,” she
pleaded. “You—you can’t do this to
a woman you loved and—"

He holstered his gun and pulled
out the handcuffs he had forgotten he
carried in his front pocket. He seized
her wrists. She swayed against him,
her hot lips pressing up to his.

Sam Kilden snapped on the cuffs
and led her out the door. He felt like
a dead man then. ...

(Continued On Page 112)

She half
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orse Thief Fero
A Fact Feature

By JUDY ZISSMAN

HE first thing that happened to
Ewing Young in the Oregon
Territory was his denunciation as a
horsethief, by no less a person than
Chief Factor McLoughlin of the
great Hudson’s Bay Company.
Strangely enough, when he died ten
years later Young was personally re-
sponsible for the establishment of
law, if not order, in the Territory.
Ewing had been with Kit Carson
in California when the glowing de-
‘scription of Oregon offered him by
Hall Kelley made him decide to move
on north. Kelley was a former Bos-
ton schoolteacher who, without ever
seeing the Pacific coast, had acquired
such a fanatical interest in settling
the Oregon country that he had per-
suaded hundreds of others to go
there. But when he tried to make
the trip himself, everything went
wrong.
After being robbed and deserted by
a party of Boston emigrants, Kelley
walked half way across the Mexican
desert, and wound up in California,
where he persuaded Ewing and a few
others to make the trip to the Ter-
ritory with him. Ewing had some
horses with him, and so did two other
members of the expedition. The
other two horse-owners apparently
vanished on the way up, because
when Young and Kelley got to Fort
Vancouver, they found that the infor-
mation that some of the horses were

78

stolen had come up ahead of them by
sea, and the Chief Factor took them
to be the thieves.

Horse-thieves were no more popu-
lar in Vancouver in 1832 than they
were anywhere in the West at any
time. Ewing was given the same re-
ception the settlers would have ac-
corded a rattlesnake, and was trusted
just about as far. He escaped lynch-
ing only because vigilante commit-
tees had not yet been organized.
Anyone who came to the Territory
with the same reputation a few years
after his death couldn’t have lived
long enough to prove himself right
or wrong. .

Ewing lived, but he found it hard
to make a living. He was under gen-
eral suspicion, and realizing he had
no chance with the law-abiding citi-
zens no matter what he did, he began
to make plans for opening a.distil-
lery. That. turned the trick; the
church people around Vancouver felt
that there was already a more than
plentiful supply of firewater in the
neighborhood. They hotfooted it
over to Young’s place, to make peace
with him on condition that he
abandon his plans for distilling or
selling liquor. Ewing was only too
happy to agree.

ROM that time on, the breaks all

fell the right way., When Wil-
liam Slacum sent a party down to
California to buy cattle and drive
the herd back overland to Oregon,
Young headed the expedition. The
trip was an outstanding success, and
was also the beginning of Ewing
Young’s personal fortune.

By 1841, the erstwhile suspect had
accumulated a good deal of property.
And then, by the simple act of dying,
he succeeded in giving Oregon its
first civil government and legal code.

Young died leaving no will, no
known heirs, and 600 head of cattle.
Someone had to take care of the cat-
tle, so there was nothing to do but
elect a judge, clerk, and sheriff, to
decide what to do with the estate,

The hurried election had the pe-
culiar result of making Ira Babcock,
the first Judge, a virtual dictator,

(CSontinued On Page 86)
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The Greener

By
FRANKIE-LEE WEED & KELLY MASTERS

S

For all that he fitted info the West, OHI\ll(Ii]';Jl’é‘I;VI fEe:Sov\)rr (Zie;air; hgeetlo::
this geologist fella might have come act loco. You know I must
direct from the habon. Bk he had  Dave liked the Greener, or I wouldn’t
have spent my time riding around
guts, and that made up for a lot of through the hot hills with him just
loco-stuff! watching him pick up little pieces of
rock.
That’s all we did for three months

79



80 °  BLUE RIBBON WESTERN

—just ride through the heat, over
hogbacks and through drywashes all
day. Him getting off his pinto and
walking along slow, picking up those
rocks and putting on his glasses and
squinting at them.

He'd either throw the rock away
or he’d smile at it and spout the long-
est danged words, and then open up
one of the bags on that pack mule,
and lay it in there tender, like it
was an egg. Then sometimes when
we’d be resting, he’d get out that
bow and arrow outfit that he carried
over his shoulder and do some shoot-
ing. And he could really shoot that
danged Injun-musket, too.

After a while you’d get to wonder-
ing if he really was a geology fellow
or if he was loco, or if maybe they
were the same thing. Of course, he
paid me to go along to see that he
didn’t get lost in the hills. And I got
to liking him, even if it did look
like a fellow that dressed that way
couldn’t have all the wheels turning
just right in his head.

He wore glasses on a silk ribbon,
and carried this bow and arrow, and
wore those bloomer kind of pants
and women’s stockings with red
around the tops. And we just gal-
livanted around the hills, him pick-
ing up rocks and smiling at them. I
tell you anybody would think he was
loco. Even after you found out how
blamed smart he was, you still
couldn’t help wondering if maybe a
fellow like that couldn’t be smart
and loco at the same time.

I never saw anybody liked to smile
like him. He had a mouth like a
girl, and when he smiled his mouth
didn’t do even half of it. It was his
eyes. Right through the glasses, if
his little ridge of a nose hadn’t
bucked them off, you could see those
round blue eyes. They had some-
thing in them. You couldn’t tell
what it was, but when he looked up
at you, it just came right out of his
eyes and climbed up over his glasses
and said howdy.

Knowing him, I know what hap-
pened when he met the Horrels, If
you asked him, he’d maybe blush and
look down at his shoes and let his
glasses slide off and hit the end of

“able.”

that ribbon. But I wiggled enough
of it out of him to piece out the rest.

IHAT night there in the cabin he

was soaked like all the rest of
us, and shivering so bad his quiver of
arrows was jiggling. His lips were
as blue as a new pair of levis, but
they were smiling. Whenever some-
body would try to get him to move
up to the fire, he’d say, “Thank you,
no sir. Thank you. I am quite com-
fortable, sir. Really—quite comfort-
He always talked funny like
that. Maybe it was on account of the
big names he called his rocks.

Well, that old cabin had cracks in
it you could throw a half-grown calf
through. It had been a line rider’s
shack, and it had been there a long
time. The way that wet norther was
bucking and rearing against it to-
night, you’d figure it wouldn’t be
there much longer.

Every man in the basin was there.
We were all cold from riding through
the storm, and we were all hunkered
around the rusty old pot-belly. We'd
filled her so full of mesquite roots
the lid wouldn’t shut, and she was
red-hot,

Sud Carter stood in front of the
pot-belly, cracking his knuckles above
it, In the light from it and from a
lantern somebody had hung up on a
nail, his face looked like sandstone
with a lot of little drywashes all over

‘it. We all waited for him to start

talking, VYou see, he was the first
one to take up land here in the basin,
and when anything comes up we
wait for Sud to do the first palaver-
ing

Well when he got his big knuckles
all unjointed, he looked around at
all of us, and we quit listening to the
norther.

He said, “Men.” Then he spit to-
bacco juice against the pot-belly and
watched the steam come up. Then
he said again, “Men—the Horrels are
back.”

He waited til we’d all chewed up a
sample of that, then he went on. “I
was poppin’ some yearlin’s out of the
brush along the river today, and the
Horrels seen me. I'm lucky I didn’t
tote none of their lead away from

there with me.”
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ART CAHILL was right across

from me, and he wanted to

know how Sud knows it’s the Hor-
rels.

“Ranger Captain Edwards is a
friend of mine,” Sud said. “Last
time I seen him, he told me the Hor-
rels are back in Texas and runnin’
loose. Says he’s had so many reports
about where they are, he’s quit tryin’
to run down the reports. He fig-
gered though they might land back
at their old stompin’ grounds here in
the basin. Said for me to send word
in to him if they showed up.”

“Well, why don’t we send word?”
I asked.

“That’s just it,” Sud said. “They’ve
got the pass plugged up, and they’re
holed up in the old Merton house.
And I figger they don’t aim to let
none of us get out of this basin until

they’'ve rounded up all of our stock

and are on their way to the border
with ’em.”

Lafe Southerland was there by
Bart. He said, “Why don’t we go
gun it out with ’em?”

“No,” Sud said. “No—mebbe that
‘ain’t the way.”

Lafe said, “The hell it ain’t.”

I said, “I'm with Sud.” “Them
Horrels is gunslingers. There's
enough of wus that we might

best ’em in a shoot-out all right, but
there’ll be plenty widows and
orphans in this here valley when the
smoke blows away if we go tryin’ it.”

Drew Morton was standing next to
me. He stomped his feet on the sod
floor a couple of times and then
threw his loop in.

“I come here to the basin,” he
said, “like the rest of you done; I
come here to live. I could of died
where I was at. If there’s goin’ to
be any lead-swappin’ with them Hor-
rels, I don’t aim to watch the doin’s
through a spyglass. But like Sud
here—I favor gettin’ word to the
rangers without no killin’.”

We all listened to the rain pawing
at the shack, and the wind yanking
at it, and Sud spit again. He fin-
gered some scrapings out of the side
pocket of that Injun-blanket coat of
his, and filled up his pipe. Then he
stuck a piece of mesquite root in the

fire and took him a light. Sud always
chews and smokes at the same time.

“That’s just it again,” he said, and
then he puffed a couple of times on
his pipe. “Gettin’ word through to
the Rangers with them owlhoots
keepin’ the gap plugged up.”

“We got to gun it out,” Bart said.
“Can’t none of us get through, not
with them Horrels on the lockout.
It’ll come to lead-slingin’ anyhow, so
might as well be first as last, I says.”

I looked across the pot-belly and
here came the Greener, squirming
through between Lafe and Rusty
Horn. And then he was right there,
looking up at Sud. He had on that
gray leather Injun-looking jacket and
those bloomers. His glasses slid off,
and his eyes were round and shining
and looking up at Sud, dancing all
over hell.

UD looked down at the little
Greener like he was a new colt

the old mare had had during the
night, and like he’d just now found
him in the barn next morning. The
Greener’s skinny neck was stretched

‘up, looking at Sud, and his Adam’s

apple jiggled a couple of times, and
he tried to say something. Then his
teeth got to clattering, and he had to
quit.

Everybody was grinning at him
now, all but Sud. They all liked the
Greener. He’d made a bow and arrow
layout for every kid in the valley,
and they cpuld all shoot them, too.

Sud kept looking down at the
Greener. Finally the little fellow
got his words going.

“Pardon me, Mr, Carter,” he said.
“I do not wish to appear obtrusive,
but may I inquire what is troubling
you gentlemen?”

Sud looked like he was trying to
figure that out. He tock another
squirt-shot at the pot-belly, and the
Greener watched, and looked like he
thought Sud’s spitting was something
fine.

Everybody has got used to explain-
ing things to the Greener. ‘ He’s al-
ways asking, and when you explain
he always looks like he’s tickled to
death about finding out. And you
know all the time that whatever it is,
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it don’t amount to a damn, but the  pened he looked like he was afraid

Greener likes to learn about every-
thing. And the way he looks so
blamed happy that way, makes you
want to keep right on telling him
things.

Sud started talking to the Greener
now like you would teaching a young
bird deg to point.

“Them Horrels,” Sud said, “they
killed a feller four years ago and
skunt out. Now they’re back,
They're headin’ up a whole slug of
gun-hands, and they'll six-gun the
feller that tries to get thro,wh the
pass with word to the Rangers.”

“Outlaws,” the Greener saldr

His eyes looked like blue marbles,
and he got to hunting for his spec-
tacle ribbon, looking awful tickled.

Sud said, “Yeah.”

“Continue,” said Greener.

Sud leoked foolish and put his pipe
away and freshed up his chew and
warmed his hands.

“Well, that’s all, Son,” he said.
“Unless we can get word to them
Ranvers, we’ll have to gun it out
with ’em. Bart’s right, llkely—-—we 11
have to gun it out anyhows.”

The Greener really started palaver-
in’ then, his smoothest

“If you gentlemen have no objec-

tion,” he said, “I should be honcred
to take your message to the Rangers.
These outlaws, the Horrels, will
never suspect me of being one of you
ranchers, and they will not detain me
when I express my desire to journey
through the gap.”
: VVell the little tenderfoot had us
when he said that. There wasn’t a
one of us could say a danged word.
We just listened to the norther rant-
ing outside. And then somebody
stomped their feet to warm them, and
somebody else crammed some more
mesquite root into the pot-belly.

@T“UD just stood there looking at
b the Greener’s tickled face. Then
he looked at the yellow rain hat the
Greener had pushed back on his head.
There was a pretty curl of honey-
colored hair out from under the hat,
sticking to his forehead. Sud kept
looking at him, and the Greener’s
glasses slid off, and when that hap-

Sud was going to spank him.

Somebody laughed out loud then,
and the rest of us couldn’t hold back.
We all laughed. The Greener didn’t
pay any mind. He just kept looking
at Sud, and Sud wasn’t laughing.

Sud looked around at all of us.
“Why not?” he said,

We all quit laughing and locked
at him. He looked at all of us again,
And he said the same thing again.

“Why not?” he said.

The Greener was sure tickled now.

Ie locked around at all of ‘us, just
like Sud.

He S:..d
not?”

There wasn’t a one of us knew
what that middle word meant, but
we knew he was sure honing for the
job.

“You gentlemen all have homes and
families,” the Greener was saying. “I
have none.

I got to wondering what the heck
to do with all of those rocks of his if
Sud did let him go.

“Mean that, Sud?” said Hogjaw
Lander.

“If they’s anybody could fool them
Horrels wouldn’t it be him?” Sud
said. “Let ’em get one look at any
of us, and we’ll have to try to hot-
lead it out of the gap—but him—
mebbe he could say—well, some-
thin’—"

“He could say he’s just travelin’
through,” said Lafe.

I said, “Yeah. Mebbe on his way
to join up with a tribe of InJuns in
Arizony.”

That wasn’t a danged bit funny
when I looked over at the Greener
and saw how sad it made his face; I
sure wished I hadn’t said it. But
then right away he was smiling again,
and he said, “Please do not feel con-
cern over my safety, gentlemen,” the
Greener said.

He sure was getting happier every
minute. Now he was puiling his rain
hat down to cover up that curl, and
he was buttoning up his jacket,

“I am ready, gentlemen,” he said.
“I shall depart immediately.”

“Hell,” said Bart. “S’pose he does
get through? The Ranger Captain

“May I reiterate—why
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won’t never believe what he tells.
It'll be just another report comin’
through ’bout the Horrels.”

“That’s right,” Sud said.

“If you will write a message,” said
the Greener, “Mr. Carter sir, to your
friend, the Ranger Captain, I shall
deliver it to him in person; and with
the utmost promptness, He will put
credence in information delivered to
him in your handwriting, sir.”

Sud puzzled that one out. Then
he said, “That’s right, Son,” he said.
“It won't take me but a shake.”

Well, Sud penciled a note on a
piece out of the Greener’s little note-
book that he wrote the names of his
rocks down in. Then the Greener
handed me the noteboek so the Heor-
rels wouldn’t get it.

“Please keep it until I return,” he
said to me.

I got to wondering again what to
do with those recks.

HE rain was raw-hiding us

plenty when we went outside.
All of us went. We tock the lantern
and went out to where the Greener
had tied his little pinto.

The pony had the prettiest danged
tail and mane I ever saw. The
Greener had rolled that note up tight,
littler than a pencil. Now he pulled
a hair out of the pinto’s mane, and
tied it around the note tight. He
looked around at Sud and smiled nice,
and then he lifted up the pinto’s
mane and tied the note up under it.
Right then I swore if I ever again
accused the Greener of being loco,
I’d blow my danged brains out.

The rain was slacking off, and the
Greener wiped some of the water off
his saddle with his hand and stepped
up onto his pony. He put his glasses
on and looked at us. His glasses got
so wet he couldn’t see threugh them,
so his nose bucked them off. He was
the happiest little fellow I ever saw,

“I shall return soon,” he said.

He whistled to the pinto, and that
pony jumped like he’d been touched
with a branding iron, and was gone.

Somebody said, “I ain’t bettin’ on
that.”

Nobody else said anything, and we
all went back to the shack, and I was

wishing I wouldn’t keep thinking
gbout those blasted rocks.

Sud said, “We might as well all
go home. Won’t know til temorrow
night whether he made it or not.”

* * *

OU know how it is after a wet
B4 norther. The sunshine is hard
and cold and white smashing against
the rocks that are still wet, and it
goes spreading all out up over the
hills, and real bright on the ridges,
and not so bright where there are
trees. It was like that the next
morning. The sun and all, I mean.
And the wind was still kicking down
out .of the Panhandle, and it was as
sharp as a Bowie knife, too.

The skinny little Greener rode
along with his little back humped,
and the wind pushing against it. His
bow was over his shoulder, strung
up, and he was whistling through
his teeth, gay. Whistling like it
wasn’t cold or anything, just like he
was riding along for fun. He didn’t
have his glasses on, but they were
hanging there, bumping against his
jacket.

The sunshine was down deep in
his eyes, and you’d had to have been
out rock-picking with him a long
time to know those eyes weren't
missing one danged clump of buck-
brush or one boulder or tree trunk
along that river trail.

The trail and the river went right
along together there. There was a
ford right there at the gap where the
trail went up through the cut, and
at the ford was that old house where

the Horrels had holed up.

Of course they’d have lookouts.
Well, the Greener went right on rid-
ing along, innocent, with his pretty
little rain hat on his curls, whistling,
riding right into that nest of the
dangedest string of lead-slinging
Colt-hands that ever sat a saddle. And
knowing it.

Well, there he was, riding and
whistling, and here came that flat-
muscled, black-whiskered hombre
stepping out of the brush by the trail,
looking at him through the sights of
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a Winchester. You’d have thought
the Greener was downright tickled.

“Good morning, sir,” he said.

He put on that smile and got his
glasses forked on his nose. ‘‘Is not

the sun a welcome old fellow after

last night’s deluge?” he said.

Well, that big Horrel jasper had
the hammer back on that Winchester,
but he quit looking through the
snghts now, and let the rifle down
into the bend of his arm and just
looked.

The Greener’s glasses slid off, and
he let his weight go into his left stir-
rup and kept smiling.

Black Whiskers said, “I’'ll be
damned,” and just kept on looking.

By now there were cold-eyed, gun-

hung hombres coming from every-

where.
“Git down,” Whiskers said.

The Greener said, “Thank you.”

Another ranny came up with his
rifle handy. “Who the hell’s this?”
he said.

There were more Horrels coming.
- Whiskers said, “Yeah. Who are

yuh?” Said this to the Greener.

The Greener was on the ground
now, and those other killers were all
getting to him. They all got to look-
ing at the bloomers and the women’s
stockings, and they kept looking, and
none of them seemed like they could
say a danged word. :

The Greener was busy saying
“Good morning” to all of them when
Whiskers yelled at him, “Who the
hell are you?”

HE Greener was smiling beauti-

ful with the sun dancing in his
eyes, and he said, proud, he said,
“Gentlemen, I have not divulged my
name to anyone for three months.”

“Why not?”

“In every Western locahty I have
visited,” the Greener said, “no one
asks my name. They say, ‘Hey, look
at the Greener!” Thereafter, all in-
dividuals address me as the Greener.

- Yes, yes. And again—yes.”
“Well, I'll be damned,” said
Whiskers., Then he swelled up and
got mad. “Today is when you do

talk!” he yelled, and his big hand

landed right across the little Green-
er’s mouth.

The Greener just looked up at
Whiskers and took a white handker-
chief out of his pocket and caught
the blood that was running down his
chin. The whole outfit was laugh-
ing, and somebody yelled, “Take him
acrosst yore knee, Slick!”

Another one said, “Wonder if it’s
a mare colt or a stud!”

“Purty little pilgrim come to play
Injun,” another one yipped.

Whiskers jerked the Greener
around and grabbed his quiver and
bow. :

“What’s these?” he said. - :

The Greener quit dabbing at his
busted mouth.

“I,” he said, smiling,
er..

“To hell with that,” Whiskers said.
“Where yuh from, where yuh headin’
for, and who are yuh?”

The /Greener was getting happy
now because he had a bunch of ques-
tions te answer.

“I, gentlemen,” he said, “am riding
through this valley in search of speci-
mens. Dover, Delaware is the site of
my birth, and I am now undertaking
an extensive tour of the Western
states in the interest of Science. I
am a geologist.”

All of those hardcases except
Whiskers started laughing. Whisk-
ers yelled, “Shut up!” Then he
yelled at the Greener. ‘“What are
yuh?” .

“A geologist, really,” the Greener
said, and he’s sure talking a dainty
now.

“What’s that?” Whiskers bellowed.

The Greener got to looking awful
patient, and his eyes were jumping.
“Geology, gentlemen,” he said, “is
the science that investigates the
structure of the earth, the successive
physical changes it has undergone,
and the causes which have been pro-
duced by such changes.”

You never saw a fellow know as
many words as that little Greener.
There’s no telling where he would
have  stopped if Whiskers hadn’t
slapped him across the mouth again.

“Shut up!” Whiskers yelled. “Are
them jaspers in the valley sendin’

“am an arch-
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you out of here with word to the
law about us?”

The Greener had his handkerchief
against his mouth again, and he was
looking right white.

“I am not acquainted with you
gentlemen,” he said, “and I pledge
you my word that I shall speak to no
one of your presence here.”

He said all of that through that
white handkerchief that had his blood
on it.

One of the hombres had the bow
and arrows now. He said to Whisk-
ers, “Hell,” he said, “this pilgrim’s
as harmless as a pup with a gut-
ache.”” Then he said to the Greener,
“Kin yuh shoot this thing?”

The Greener said, “Oh yes, sir.”
He folded up his handkerchief neat
and put it in his pocket.

Whiskers said, “Le’s see yuh.”

The Greener said, “Certainiy.”

He took the bow and the prettiest
arrow, a shiny one with yellow feath-
ers on it. There was a crow coming
with the wind right down the river,
low, and somebody said, “Le’s see
yuh pick him down.”

The Greener smiled and said, “Yes,
sir.”

He got his outfit all fixed up. The
crow was flying right over the ford.
The crow -was right there. The
Greener out loose.

UST as quick as you could see

his arrow, it was out of
sight, and that crow kept going, and
he was cawing as he went. Right
then, when they could all see that
the Greener had missed, Whiskers’
Winchester went off, and the crow
was rolling over and over and com-
ing down into the river, leaving a
lot of his feathers up there in the
wind.,

They were all laughing at the
Greener, and he was looking awful
sorry, and then he quit looking sorry
and looked happy because Whiskers
had hit the crow.

“You are wonderful, sir,” he said
to Whiskers. He was looking like
he was awful proud of Whiskers, and
he said, “Really you are. You are
phenominal.”

Whiskers said, “The hell with it.”

Then he said to his men, “Look him
over and let him go.”

Well, they looked him over, all
right. Stripped him right down.
Left him standing there in that north
wind with nothing on but his glasses
and goose pimples. They all looked
at him there and said, “Damn, if he
ain’t a hell of a man” Then they
went through his duds. When he was
shaking with the cold hard enough
to fly to pieces, they gave him back
his duds, and Whiskers said, “The
pinto, Limpy.”

The Limpy hombre started work-
ing on the saddle and the bedroll,
Another one yanked out his knife
and whacked that pretty long tail
and mane off of that pony. The
Greener couldn’t stand to watch, He
just kept looking at his stockings he
was pulling on.

The hombre looked all through the
hair of the pinto’s mane and tail.
There couldn’t have been a toothpick
left. He didn’t miss a thing. Then
they histed the Greener onto that
bare pony, and Whiskers gave the
pony a kick and yelled, “Git the hell
out!”

The Greener didn’t have a saddle
or bedroll or bow and arrow or any-
thing. The pinto had a bridle, and
that was all. The Greener looked
back at that pinto’s stub tail and
looked like he wanted to bawl.

Riding across the ford and up the
trail through the cut, he kept rubbing
the neck where the mane had been.
At the top of the cut, he slid down
to the ground and picked up that
pretty arrow with the yellow feath-
ers that he’d shot at the crow. It was
kind of pitiful, him having only that
much left out of his pretty shooting
outfit that he liked so well. The
pinto had kept walking right along,
and then the Greener was on his back
again, and the pinto was still walk-
ing. When they were through the
cut, the Greener laid down flat on
’;ll}at bot-tailed pinto and whistled to

im.,

F COURSE, the Greener never
would tell you all of this, but

like I said I knew about how it was
there with the Horrels from what I



was able to get out of him. I knew
him pretty good from all those
months watching him pick up recks.

Edwards, the Ranger Captain, told
me about it later. He said the Green-
er was flat on the pony like that
when he rode up to the Ranger office.
The pinto was all lathered up like he
was ready for a shave.

The Greener slid off and walked in
and said, “How do you do, sir.”

He had that arrow with the yellow
feathers in his hand. The arrow he’d
shot at that crow, that he’d picked
up. Edwards says the Greener just
broke that arrow.in two, and it was
hollow. He pulled a rolled up piece
of paper out of it that was tied up
with a horse hair. :

He handed it over, and he said,
“Captain, can you recommend a res-
taurant where I can get a cup of hot
coffee?” _

The captain told him where the
chuck house was.

The Greener said,“Thank you kind-
ly, sir.”

He walked outside and forked his
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Dead Mam’s Be

By CLIFF CAMPBELL

“Charlie Wrenn has it in for me, Donnel. He won't just shoot me clean;

he'll carve me up with his knife. So you're going to swap clothes with

me and ride out of here—take your chances on getting away—or you're
going to be gut-shot right here and now!”

88



’-IL‘HE RAIN rifled down en his
huddled shoulders, wormed in-
side his wind-flapped slicker,
r-~aded from -the brim of his som-
brero when he shifted his head. The
hoofs of his pony struggied in viscous
mud, spiashed through puddles, slid
wearily on rain-slicked hardpan. Ev-
ery so often a spasmodic gust of wind
would fling a sheet of almost solid
water full in his teeth, forcing shut
his gray slashes of eyes. His wide
mouth pressed into a seam of deter-
mination. Then he shook his big
shaggy head. For himself, he could
have pushed on through the night,
reached Gunstock County by dawn,

and ridden on up Milk Creek to his
ranch and Beth. But the paint horse
between his legs was boogered down
from the heavy going already, and
Mort Donnel was not one to punish
an animal, badly as he wanted to get
home.

As he came out of the little gulch,
the rain over the range thinned meo-
mentarily. Through the biurred night
“he caught the faint flicker of a light
off to the left. Donnel veered the
paint toward it. Twice it was lost as .
he dropped into hollows between
higher swells of the prairie. Then he -
rounded a stand of trees and made out
the small ranch-house a few hundred

89
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yards ahead. Lightning flickered over
the wet night and he saw it was a
paint-peeling, tumble-down place with
a small saddle-backing barn behind it,
a little dobie bunkhouse with its roof
fallen in at one corner down from
that. Plainly one of those two-bit,
one-man cow outfits with some poor
determined devil bucking drought
and a mortgage and whatever else.
Fate might throw at him in an at-
tempt to get a start at building a
brand. There would be shelter for the
horse, a place for him to catch a few
hours of shuteye and dry out his
clothes. But he was impatient to get
home.

“I've got to git things settled with
that danged Hutch Berry,” he mut-
tered half aloud as he realized the
rain was dying, the wind growing
stronger.

The lightning flickered again, a
livid glow mushrooming over the
prairie, pulsating, holding for several
seconds. Off to the west, Donnel
picked out a bunch of cow critters
huddled in the lee of a low bluff, and
.atop the bluff he thought he glimpsed
a band of riders. But he couldn’t be
sure before the glaring white light
was gone. Their presence seemed un-
important anyway.

He dropped down a cutbank into a
little road before the house. His hand
went inside his slicker and cowhide

jacket and under his shirt to check.

that money belt lashed around his
middle. He was on his way home
from the shipping point where he had
sold his little herd and given their
time to the two hands who had driven
it down with him. The proceeds
would retire the last note the bank
held. And-—he cursed under his
breath—pay Deputy Hutch Berry for
a few more months of silence.

BONNEL looked up the slight
grade of the ranchyard at the
house a moment. It seemed a little
strange. No light showed from it now,
and he had the odd sensation of being
watched. His left hand jumped down
to kick back the skirt of his slick and
snap up to the bone-handled Colts on
his thigh. Then he relaxed, angry at
himself for having reverted to an old

habit. He knew it was because he had

. been thinking of Berry. He would

have liked Berry to force him into
killing him. With Hutch Berry six
feet under, his own past would be
buried.

Because Berry knew that once he
had been a gun-runner down on ths
Rio. That was several years back, be-
fore he had married and settled down.
What Berry didn’t know was that,
just a wild-headed button then, he had
gone into the business to try to save
his dad’s outfit. Not that it would
have made any difference to the
greedy Ovaro deputy if he had
known. After his dad had died, wiped
out, young Donnel had quit the game
and gone straight. But Berry had
recognized him, had remembered him
as Blackie Donnelly, the name he had
used down on the Rio. And Berry
knew about the gun battle that July
night between the bunch Donnel had
ridden with and the marshals. A U. 8.
marshal had been fatally wounded in
that ruckus. If a man were now re-
vealed to have been a member of that
bunch, he would face serious charges.
So Mort Donnel was bribing Berry,
deputy to the Gunstock County sher-
iff, for his silence. And outside of the
cost, the struggling young rancher
loathed himself for doing it.

Wondering what made him think
of Hutch Berry then, he cut off his
meditation and spurred through the
broken-down gate up the yard to the
front of the house. Twice he sang out
and got no answer on the dripping
night. It seemed peculiar after seeing
that light a few minutes before. With-
out further ado, he rounded the house
and went on back to the barn. It was
padlocked. But a little over from it
was a three-sided shed. Leaving his
weary cayuse there after stripping the
saddle from its back, he strode back
to the house and went up the sagging
front steps. Now, the rain had ceased
entirely but it was rapidly turning
colder.

Twice he hammered sharply on the
door, then applied his boot to it. From -
the tail of his eye he saw the blanket,
covering the inside of one of the
front windows, twitch. Again his left
hand levered to his gun and the thick
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shoulders of his strappling body
hunched up for action, The wind
broke off suddenly.

From inside, %onnel caught a
hoarse whisper. “Let him in. Let him
in. He’s all right.”

Then there was the grate of a bar
being lifted behind the door. It
creaked open and lamplight spilled
through the gap, half blinding the
cowman. He glimpsed the scared taut
face of a sawed-off middle-aged man.

“Come in, come in, quick,” the man
said nervously.

Work-calloused hand still curled
around the butt of his holstered hog-
leg, Donnel stepped in, eyes cutting
abeut the small dingy room. Came
back to the low-turned lamp with the
chipped chimney that guttered on the
table in the center. Then he galvan-
ized as he recognized the man
slouched in the chair by the back end
of the table. He was just putting his
drawn Colts down on the table, grin-
nin in that half-sneering way at Mort
Donnetl.

It was Hutch Berry, the blackmail-

ing deputy....
@ LL, well, if it ain’t Mort

Donnel himself! Ain’t no-
body I’d rather see right now, Don-
nel,” Berry greeted him in that sar-
castic drawl of his. “Come right in
an’ squat. Have yourself a drink an’
chase the chill outa your bones,
friend!”

Shoving his gun further away, he
thumbed at the jug on the other side
of the lamp. He was a slouching hulk
of a man, the same height as Donnel
but not as square-shouldered. Both
were black-headed. But Berry’s hair
came to within a scant inch and a half
of his beetling brows. Beneath them,
flanking a broken nose, a pair of
shrewd sly eyes peeked from caves.
The stamp of the bully was plain on
him, that and deep conceit.

“Put your britches in a chair, Don-
nel. Hell of a night, ain’t it,” he added
in that drawl Donnel found so irritat-
ting.

Mort Donnel’'s hand came away
from his holster top and he slid out
of his old slicker, yanked off the
dripping Stetson. He was thinking,

Think of the devil and you'll see his
tail. It was a surprise to run into
Berry over here in the McKinley
country. And Mort Donnel was sus-
picious; Berry, for him, was being
too damn nice.

“What’re you doing over here in
McKinley County, Berry?” Donnel
asked.

“Dogging down a dang hoss thief,”
the deputy said readily. “Didn’t catch’
him though.” He shifted to lift him-
self out of the chair slowly, heavy-
featured face set against pain. Limp-
ing on his left leg, he moved to one
of the two front windows. He had
been wounded. Donnel saw blood-
stains on his riding breeches and the
bandage inside a rent in them,

“Rain’s stopped,” Berry said with
an exultant note. “And they’s a moon
breaking through. We can see any-
body coming now and—Manning, take
a look out the back,” he ordered the
middle-aged owner of the two-bit out-
fit. And the man clumped off obe-
diently into the kitchen, :

“Some trouble?” asked Mort Don-
nel.

“Oh, you know, a John Law never
knows when some coyote will try to
sneak in for a lucky shot, Donnelly.”
He smirked as Mort Deonnel’s face
jerked at the use of the handle he had
worked under in his outlaw days.
“And I got a tip that hossthief has
some friends over this way.” He sat
down again.

HERE was something wrongs

Donnel knew it. He gave up all
ideas about turning in and catching
some shuteye. Manning came back to
report nobody nosing around in the
rear of the place. The deputy poured
himself a drink from the jug, gulped
it down, belched.

“I'm expecting a little visit from
you right seon, Donnel,” he said with
a knowing wink. “A deputy has some
right heavy expenses, ya know. Met
a little dancehall hussy over to Del-
man Forks. . . ” He chuckled.

Mort Doennel’s big hands fisted on
his lap. This damn blood-sucker, brag-
ging about how he threw his money
around on hussies, rubbing it in his
face. And his own wife, Beth, made
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her own simple calico dresses and did
all the work without help in their
ranch-house because they were
pinched for money themselves. It
put the killing urge in a man. Donnel
eut his lidded eyes to' Manning who
fidgeted nervously on a stool over by
the stairs. Manning was a scared jas-
per; sitting on pins and needles.

Mort Ponnel’s anger-inflamed brain
was clicking furiously, framing a de-
sign of violence. If something would
ongiy take this Manning out of the
room, he could kill Hutch Berry.
Shoot him right where he sat, then
light out and hit the saddle. A dog
like Berty deserves no better than
that. Nobody knew he was over in
these parts. And he was certain the
vague-eyed fear-fraught Manning had
failed to catch his name. If he would
only go out for a couple of minutes
and—

Manning lifted his graying head,
looked at Donnel, and said, “Mister—
uh—well, mebbe I could make you a
pot of hot java. Sorta warm you up,
huh?” And when Donnel, insides
quivering like a taut-stretched wire,
nodded, the rancher went out to the
kitchen once more. :

There was a clatter as he chucked
some wood inte the sheet iron stove,
then put the coffee pot on. Donnel
had rolled a quirly. The match shook
in his suddenly unsteady fingers as
he applied it to the paper tube. His
left hand, on the side away from
Berry, inched down toward the hol-
ster. Again Berry hoisted himself
from the chair, sucking his breath
audibly apainst the pain of the leg.

“Don’¢ tHink no two-bit of a hoss-
thief put this lead in me,” he snorted,
his conceit forcing him to explain. “I
run into some of the Charlie Wrenn
outfit up by Skull Creek. There was
eight-nine of ’em so I had to take a
runout.” He limped over to the win-
dow, pulling aside the blanket for
another looksee.

BONNEL had his Colts out and
: pressed against the side of his
thigh. He brought it up clear, strong
thumb started to ear back the trigger.
Then he lowered the weapon again.
Polecat though Hutch Berry was,

Donnel eouldn’t drill him through the

back. Then the deputy turned and
Donnel saw he had drawn a weapon
from a shoulder rig as he peered out
into the moon-painted night. Berry
came walking back.

“What’s wrong here anyways?”
Donnel demanded suddenly. “You act
like you expected—"

Back in the kitchen, Manning’s
boots made quick sounds. “Hey,
Berry! Berry, somebody’s meving
;iown ’side the barn,” he called tense-
y.

Berry swore under his breath and
hobbled quickly~ into the kitchen,
knocking his cream-hued sombrero
from the back of a chair. The light in
the kitchen was doused. The next
moment, the deputy’s gun rattled out
two staccato coughs. Donnel ran over
to the kitchen door. Big Berry had
ripped the rude burlap shade from the
small back window and shattered its
panes by firing through them. Look-
ing past his head, out in the moonlit
night he saw a running figure darting
behind the little sagging corral. Sev-
eral riders appeared from around the
corner of the vacant bunkhouse and
slammed lead at the back of the main
house. Thwack—thwack—thwack, the
slugs bit into the*kitchen wall, one

-tearing through to ricochet off the

sheet-iron stove.

“The Wrenn Bunch!” Berry pant-
ed, half to himself, as he limped hur-
riedly from the kitchen toward a win-
dow at the front again. “If my damn
cayuse hadn’t broken its leg in that
gully and I hadn’t had to shoot it. ..
They found the hoss. .. knew I
couldn’t go far on foot. . . hit for
the nearest house. . . Now they got'
me—got me, the damn—" He launched
a stream of obscene invectives of
which he had a fine command, peer-
ing out at the ranchyard.

Apgain his .45 snarled out. There
was a cry of pain outside. “Got that
sonuva—nicked him, anyways,” Berry
gloated briefly.

Mort Donnel was already shifting
over to take his station at the second
front window. He knew about the
Charlie Wrenn lobo outfit. They
operated out of this valley, with
headquarters close to Minton, a rough
salty peublo over to the west, accord-
ing to the rumors. They were a hard-
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drinking hard-fighting bunch who
made it a rule never to molest any-
body in the vicinity of Minton, In
return, Minton didn’t bother them.
Charlie Wrenn himself walked the
streets of the town openly, recog-
nized, without any gun guard.

“Wrenn’ll cut me to ribbons afore
he kills me,” Berry muttered, talking
half to himself. “Him and his damn
knife. . . ”

HARLIE WRENN’S temper was

a legend in that end of the state,
Donnel knew. He was a tall wiry man
who laughed at danger and was a

great hand with the ladies, soft--

spoken and gallant. But let him think
he had been wronged or that some-
body had tricked him and he was a
merciless wolf of a man, a raging
killer who thought a bullet was too
quick a death for his foe. He was
known, on more than one occasion,
after he had captured his enemy, to
go to work on him with a knife. And
they said Charlie Wrenn was as good
a knife-fighter as any man born below
the Rio.

“And Hutch Berry is afraid of him
~—is afraid of the payoff,” Donnel said
to himself. “That’s danged peculiar
and—"

In the rear, Manning’s gun spat-
tered wildly. Berry’s weapon went
crang through the front window and
his chuckle followed on the dying re-
port. “Didn’t expect to find so many
uh us here an’™—"

Donnel’s weapon crackled into life
as he threw down on some figures
ducking along behind the brush by
the corner of the ranchyard fence.
Crouched, they beat a fast retreat.
Though he hated Hutch Berry, Don-
nel instinctively sided the Law. As
the firing broke off, he thumbed fresh
shells into his smoke-leaking Colts.
There were cautious creeping foot-
steps behind him.

He swung in time to see Manning
the owner skulking for the stairs, rub-
bing at the blood on a gray cheek
where a bullet had nicked him. He
jumped up then like a hunted animal.
Berry looked over his shoulder and
_ bawled at him.

“I ain’t a-going to git killed!” Man-

93
ning snarled back and ran up faster,

_not stopping even when Berry threat- -
A moment -

ened him with his gun.
later, a door above slammed and a key
scraped in its leck.

Even as Berry, sweating now
though it was chilly in the place,
started to swear, a yell outside inter-
rupted him.

“Better come out, Berry, you
double-crossin’ snake! If you do—
now—it’ll be easier fer you an’—"

“Go ta hell!” Hutch Berry yelled
through a broken window pane.

“Come now, Berry, or we’ll smoke
you out later! That’s a promise! An’
if we have to burn down an innercent
man’s place—I'll take it outa your
carcass, ya—

Hutch Berry’s two guns fanged
lead onto the night venomously. And
when the staccato chant of them fell
off, the mocking laugh of hidden
Charlie Wrenn came across the night.

“All right, Berry. . . Just wait a
spell,” he yelled.

ONNEL, from his window,
watched the big deputy’s face
work. Saw him step back with fear
dragging down his lower jaw. Saw
cowardice lick up in the backs of his
deep-set eyeballs. Berry looked over
at Mort Donnel and forced up a glare.
“They’re a-going to wait till dawn

. —when the moon goes. An’ when the

ground mist seeps up as a cover for
’em. Then they’ll belly in an’ fire the
place,” Berry said. He wetted his
thick lips. “They hate me ’cause years
ago I—uh—1I killed one of the bunch.”
“That 80?” said Donnel, knowing it
was a lie concocted on the spur of the
moment., He felt strangely calm
though his own hide was in a heap of
danger. He saw Berry going weak.
Berry covered his fear by issuing
an order. “Git in the back an’ see if
any of ’em are sneaking in!” he
barked. :
Back in the kitchen, Donnel studied
the dripping moon-painted landscape
for some minutes. Once, beyond the
bunkhouse and out of shortgun range,
he saw a figure stir in the shadows
beneath a lone pine. Berry had fig-
ured it correctly. They were laying
back, waiting for the mist that would
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- accompany daybreak. Donnel turned
- to go back into the front room. As he
entered it, he couldn’t see Berry. And
then the hard circular muzzle of a
gun banged against his ribs and Hutch
Berry spoke from the shadows at one
side of the doorway.

“Treeze, Donnel!” His other hand
shot out to seize the barrel of Don-
nel’s Colts and bend it down.

“Are you locoed, Berry?” Donnel
asked, It didn’t make any sense.
“What in tarnation’s the idee?”

“Not so locoed, Donnel.”  Hutch
Berry’s mouth was twisted up in that
triumphant smirk. “No-o. ’Cause
you're riding. You're putting on my
white hat and hitting the saddle. . .”

“What?” ‘

“Yep. You're going to lead Wrenn
and his pack on a wild goose chase,
Donnel, my friend. You can ride—
and mebbe live. Or—you can die right
smack here. Sabe?” And raw murder
looked out of his flickering eyes. .

£ % *

ONNEL tried to reason, but
Deputy Hutch Berry was be-
yond reasoning. The corrosive acid of
naked fear had bitten into his mind.
All he knew, all he was capable of
thinking of, was that somehow he had
to escape from Charlie Wrenn. And
another man’s life meant nothing in
the balance as against his own. Donnel
read those things in Berry’s twitch-
ing face with its vicious mouth ripped
back jaggedly.

Donnel said calmly, “Billing me
won’t save you, Hutch. It won’t git
you out of here. Together mebbe,
we—"

Berry swore hoarsely, laughed a

little with an ugly note. “You ain’t
going to die if you can help it, Don-
nel.” He stuck Donnel’s Colts in
a side pocket of his coat and reached
for Lis white sombrero on the chair.
“So put this on, my friend, and—"
Donnel lounged back against the
doorway, shaking his head. “Ain’t
going, Hutch. . . So you might as well
pull that trigger.”

Again Berry’s lips pared back from
his teeth in the mocking grin.
“Who’re you fooling, Donnel? You

got a sweet little woman waitin’ for
you back in Gunshot. Yeah. . . Why
you dirty yella dog, are you going to
abandon her? Ain’t you got the nerve
to try to git back to her alive?”

Donnel had gone ashen, deep lines
bracketing his mouth, at mention of
his wife. He knew he was whipped.
But he tried to bluff, tried to argue
with Hutch Berry. Berry only stood
smirking, finally pushed the sombrero
at him again.

“Git riding, Donnel!” the deputy
snapped. “An’ ride like hell. ’Cause
I'm telling you—that Wrenn had a
personal grudge agin me! He’d blast
me in my tracks afore I could spit out
a word! An’ you're goin’ to be me. . .
So ride for your life, Donnel. Mebbe
yowll git away. Yeah. Mebbe.” He
chuckled again, figuring how he
would get away, grabbing a horse
from the barn after the Wrenn pack
took out after Mort Donnel.

Slowly Donnel drew on the rain-
spotted white Stetson, a little tight
for him. Putting the table between
them, Berry snapped all but one shell
from Donnel’s gun. “I’ll give you the
pistol when you go out the back.”

A couple of minutes later, the
deputy was letting Mort Donnel out
the rear. He shoved the weapon at
him, still keeping him covered with
his own big blue-black gun. Pointed
to the shadows thrown by a thin line
of trees running up not far from the
horse shed. “Ride hard,” he whispered.

ONNEL’S slivered-up eyes
scoured Berry’s face a moment
as if he wanted to remember it for-

ever. But he wasted no breath in
threats. That was the bitterest part
of it. Even if by some miracle he

should get through and escape, Hutch
Berry always held that other thing
over him. Grabbing the gun he
turned and moved along beneath the
trees. Moonlight fingered his shoul-

.der once and he moved faster, the

breath suddenly hot in his throat.
He glanced back hurriedly at the
house. He hadn’t heard the back
door grate closed but it seemed shut.

(Continued On Page 96)
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Then he got his idea. He wouldn’t
flee, not far. He would turn and
surrender and identify himself. Then
Berry would be trapped; that was
the answer.

As he slid inside the shed he
thought he saw a shadow jump over
by the cerral. Then he was swinging
the saddle onto his pony, clinching
the girth strap. Something like a
twig snapped some distance away.
Donnel turned the horse from the
shed. He’d ride a few hundred yards,
beyond gun range of the ranch-
house, then rein up and hoist his
hands in surrender. Charlie Wrenn
would know he wasn’t Berry all
right. He shoved a foot inte the
stirrup and had the pony running
even before he landed in the kak.
Bent low over the horn, he raced
away from the rear of the place, not
even drawing the Colts he had re-
loaded fully from his cartridge belt
inside the shed.

There was a bellow. A shot as a
man leaped out of the high grass and
ran for a ponyground anchored be-
hind a breken-down wagon. Another
bullet whined over Donnel’s head. He
half turned to see a rider spurring in
hard from his right and a little be-
hind. A third gun crackled from the
line of trees by the horseshed. That
gun belonged to Hutch Berry who
had crept out behind Donnel.

The man coming in from the right
careened in the saddle, reined in, and
slid to the ground, hit in the shoul-
der. Wrenn men came busting around
one side of the house. There was a
roar of rage and redoubled firing at
the sight of one of their own
wounded. Mort Donnel threw the
spur steel to his cayuse afresh as he
saw the other rider pitch to the
ground. And back in the brush,
Hutch Berry chuckled low in his
throat with satisfaction. That Don-
nel would have to ride for his life
now.

He did, busting over a ride and
and then going down a long gentle
grassy slope. His pony almost stum-
bled once. Donnel brought up the
animal’s head just in time to keep
it from crashing. Lead slashed tha
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grass on his left. It seemed as if
his pony was slowing. He threw a
glance behind. Four-five riders were
strung out in pursuit. Then, after
a half mile, Donnel pulled up beside a
clump of trees and wheeled around,
pushing up his hands plainly under
the moon. .

“] surrender! I surrender!” he
called clearly. Then he remembered
Berry’s white hat and started to lift
it off. ‘The lead rider was only a
few yards off.

And the man deliberately swung up
his hogleg and triggered at the
empty-handed surrendering Mort
Donnel. The bullet nicked the flesh
of his upper right arm as he threw
himself sideward in the saddle. An-
other slug fanned by his cheek; And
then he was jumping the cayuse into
the stand of trees, drawing his Colts
at the same time, calling them mur-
derers. Even a lobo didn’t blast down
a man in cold blood who had his
hands up. His own weapon barked
twice from the trees. The outlaw
swung away quickly, and the two
pounding up behind him reined down.

ORT DONNEL pushed on

through to the other side of.

the tree clump, then galloped across
openn range again. There was no
doubt of it now. His pony was slow-
ing fast. And though he was no
coward, cold fear worked a chill-fin-
gered hand in his entrails. It was
rotten to die innocently, to die for a
gent he hated. And he knew now
they’d gun him down on sight.

He pushed alng at the foot of the
low bluff he’d seen earlier that night.
Urged the cayuse, that seemed to
have gone leaden-hoofed, around &
projecting huge chunk of rock. A
few hundred feet ahead a small creek
thinly fringed with red willows bent
across the range. He got through
the willows, sent the pony splashing
into the shallow water, turned down-
stream. There was a shout as one: of
the Wrenn outfit saw him heading
westward through a gap in the wil-
lows. The desperate Donnel, as he
was screened by more trees, cut up
onto the further back and doubled
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back. A little above where he had
ridden into the water, he guided the
cayuse into it again and pushed up-
stream.

He was praying inwardly as he
sought to get the cayuse to move
faster after a few hundred yards.
The pony limped heavily now. Some-
thing abruptly parted the drooping
willow foliage at the crook of the
creek up to the right. And Charlie
Wrenn himself, sombrero knocked
off his rusty head onto his shoulders
by a branch, appeared as if out of no-
where. He had guessed the fugitive
might double and had cut across the
range, riding up the creek.

Donnel’s gun leaped level in his
hand. But the deadly Wrenn, long
wiry body straight up in the stirrups,
threw lead first. And, incredibly, he
missed his first two shots. Mort
Donnel’s bullet clipped the outlaw
leader high in the shoulder, the im-
pact of the .45 slug batting him clear
out of the saddle He landed on the
jagged line of rocks at the bend of
the little creek. The astounded Don-
nel thought he heard a sound like bone
cracking. Blood from the back of
Wrenn’s head began to ooze down
one of the boulders. He lay very,
very still.

For secends, Mort Donnel stared.
Then he realized the rest of the out-
fit would have heard the gun reports.
He spurred the cayuse up the other
bank of the creek and hit out across
the open range again. They would
know where he was now anyway.

NSIDE of a score of yards, the

horse, limping worse than ever,
had dropped to almost a walk. And
behind, swinging up along the north
bank of the little creek at full gallop,
the rest of the Wrenn bunch closed
in fast, fanning out in an arc. There
was only one thing left to do. Drop-
ping off the cayuse, Donnel turned
to face them, tossing his Colts onto
the ground in plain sight and hoist-
ing his arms once more. He was a
perfect target in the moonlight. But
they had him anyway.

“I'm not Hutch Berry! I'm no
badge packer!” he bellowed, slam-
ming Berry’s white hat down beside

(Continued On Page 100)
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the gun. He hadn’t thought of that
before. “I’'m not Berry—you fools!”

Two men bearing right at him held
their fire and slowed . .. “Who the
hell are you, then?” one of them
yelled back.

Another horseman came slicing in
from Donnel’s left and lit running
to cover the cowman with his gun.
He was tall, wire-thin, with the same
rusty hair as Charlie Wrenn, but
noticeably younger. He would be
Charlie’s cousin, Vin Wrenn, Don-
nel realized. He walked over, whites
of his beady eyes showing in temper,
ran a hand over Mort Donnel for a
hideout gun. Other men dropped off
and bunched around.

“You ain’t Berry, you say. Then
who are you?” somebody threw at
Donnel.

Before he could answer, Vin
Wrenn demanded, “Where’s Charlie?
He cut upstream on a hunch you
went that way. Where is he?”

Donnel told him they’d exchanged
shots. He felt sort of numb, not
doubting that he was due to die with
his boots on in the next few seconds.
The fact that Charlie Wrenn hadn’t
appeared was bad. “I—I hit him and

knocked him outa his saddle,” he
ended drily.
One of them guffawed. “You out-

shot Charlie Wrenn himself? Haw-
haw! Why you—"

Vin Wrenn looked back at the
creels, brought the beady eyes back
to Donnel again so the latter could
almost feel the impact of them.
There was a locked-in tacit fierceness
about Charlie Wrenn’s cousin, the
fierceness of a bird of prey. Then
Vin jumped back into the saddle,
snapping out orders. Leaving two to

guard Donnel, the rest high-tailed it
back to the creek and disappeared
among the red willows.

“You gunned down Charlie?” one
of the men holding a gun muzzle in
Donnel’s side mocked. “Who're you
trying to hurraw, huh?”

Donnel said nothing. He was just
praying that Charlie Wrenn wasn’t
dead. A few minutes passed with the
chill wind brushing at the grass
about them, Then the rest of the
bunch rode out of the willows. And
across the saddle of the horse young



DEAD MAN’S BOOTS

Vin Wrenn led, sacklike, hung the
body of Charlie Wrenn.

“Is Charlie—" one of the men with
Donnel began.

IN WRENN nodded from a dis-

tance in the moonlight. There
was a moment for it to sink in. One
of the pair guarding Donnel jerked
around and struck him across the
mouth. Several of the riders bolted
ahead, shouting and cursing as they
slapped for holsters. Donnel was al-
ready swinging back at the gent
who’d hit him. The other guard hit
him a backhand blow over the fore-
head with his Colts barrel. Mort
Donnel sank as his knee joints turned
to water. The night seemed to be
shoving right down his throat as
the moon went out like a doused
lamp.

When his returned senses were
just piercing the slow-fading black
fog, he felt himself hauled to his
feet. And Vin Wrenn was yelling
smack in his teeth, quivering with
the rage brewing in his tall, taut
body.

“You say you're somebody else,
huh? Well, if you ain’t Hutch
Berry, who are you? Prove it! An’
talk fast, mister, damn fast!”

Bonnel realized then that, ap-
parently, nene of the bunch outside
of the dead Charlie Wrenn knew
Berry by sight. He swallowed and
got out, “I'm Mort Donnel, a cow-
man from over in Gunstock ... I can
prove it, I reckon. I got a duplicate
of the bill of sale here for a herd I
sold. Here it—" He hauled a ban-
danna out of a pant’s pocket to get
at it.

Bright-gleaming metal caught the
meonlight as it spun free and fell
to the ground. One of the men
pounced on it. It was a deputy
badge, Hutch Berry’s badge that
Berry had dropped into Donnel’s
pocket as he left the house back there
to clinch things just in case. It did,
all right.

“Not Berry the deputy, huh?”
screamed Vin Wrean. One of his
hands shot out to claw at Donnel’s
throat, Then he got control of him-
self, swore at the men to get them
back.

(Continued On Page 102)
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Donnel tried to talk, torrented out
bewildered words, He was wasting
his breath. White-lipped, Vin Wrenn
told him to shut up.

“Flap that jaw of yours again an’
I’ll knock ever’ last one of your teeth
out with a gun-whipping!” He
looked around at the men. “We’ll
do this the way Charlie planned to do
it. We'll take him in and put him
on trial like the damn Law does—
just like Charlie was a-going to do
it L C,’

* ® %

T WAS about two hours later
when they rode out of a muddy-
bottomed draw to see Minton in a

| shallow saucer below.. A few faint

lights showed in the town. They
made grim-faced Donnel feel achingly
lonely. He knew that in a short
while he would never see lights
again, In fact, that he would see
nothing. The savage antagonism of
the men around him was like a tan-
gible thing, a poised weapon impatient
to strike. The very smell of murder,
death, was all around.

A little down from the draw they
swerved onto a side path. A bird
called in the brush and the souther-
ing moon waned to a wan scimitar in
a blueing sky. They crossed a wash,
steadily bearing closer to the town.
A little fresh-painted schoolhouse.
Then they turned into the end of a
side road sloping up from the heart
of the town, passed a couple of
crouched shacks. Down beside an
old boarded-up honky tonk they filed
their ponies. One of them unlocked
a big padlock on the rear door. Don-
nel was taken inside, taken aback at
their daring as he realized this was
their hideout right on the edge of
the helltown.

A lantern was lighted and he
glimpsed rooms with rumpled cots as
they proceeded to the front of the
place. In the front of the place where
the dance floor and a warped sagging
bar were there was a big table still
containing plates and a big pot with
some cold greasy meat. The Wrenn
outfit sure lived comfortably. The
gent who had his gun in Donnel’s
back motioned to a chair. There
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hadn’t been the slightest chance for a
break since they’d headed for town.

Two of them came in toting the
corpse of Charlie Wrenn. A cdouple
of the old dancehall tables were
pulled together and the body was
laid out atop them. Vin Wrenn
glared around and screamed:

“Take off your hats, ya ignerant
dogs! Ain’t you got no respect for
the dead?” He walked over to look
down at his cousin, slowly crossed
Charlie’s arms on his chest. His lips
moved as if he were offering some
kind of a prayer. Donnel saw his
eyes mist up, then squeeze as he
struggled for control. ‘“Awright,”
Vin Wrenn muttered. “Let’s git on
with the trial. Now—" 2

Mort Donnel managed to get his
voice matter-of-fact, casual. “Look,
you gents. Don’t any of you know
the real Hutch Berry?” Heads moved
negatively. “Well, I got a copy of
that bill of sale like I said. It’s got
my name on it. Here it is and—"

“So what?” Vin snarled back.
“Mebbe you got that. So you stole
it. Your kind would, Berry. Now—
the trial!”

T WAS a grotesque scene, unreal,

so melodramatic it would have
been absurd if Donnel’s neck wasn’t
at stake. Aside from the gent guard-
ing Donnel, the rest drew up chairs
along one corner of the dance floor
to sit as a jury. Vin Wrenn sat on
a table at the back end of the room,
long legs dangling, his two Colts laid
beside him. Donnel was forced down
into a chair some ten feet from him.
He was close to the corpse and the
dedd man’s one open eye seemed to
be staring at him. Donnel started
to scrape his chair a little away from
the body.

“Push him closer!” commanded
Vin Wrenn., “Let him see the poor
devil he double-crossed!”

Donnel was forced to move back
closer. In the guttering light of the
two lanterns it seemed as if one of
Charlie Wrenn’s crossed hands
twitched, jerked a little like he
wanted to get at that gun remaining

in one of his lashed-down holsters. |

It was an ivory-stocked weapon with
a gold star inlaid on the white butt,
(Continued On Page 104)
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(Continued From Page 103)
one of the pair for which Charlie
Wrenn was noted.

One of the lobo jury spat on the
floor. “What in tarnation are we
windying around fer? He shot the
boss, didn’t he?”

Vin Wren answered, “Charlie al-
ways said as how if a gent whipped
him in a straight face-to-face gun-
fight we wasn’t to do nothing to him.
We got other charges.” His eyes
switched to Donnel. Vin Wrenn
brushed the rusty hair from his fore-
head and his voice got low and tight.
“Deputy Hutch Berry, you're charged
with double-crossing Charlie Wrenn,”

“You’re all locoed,” Donnel said
huskily. “I don’t know anything
about it. I never met Charlie Wrenn
afore or—"

“You met Charlie when you were
a deputy up in Alamados, Berry,”
Vin Wrenn went on inexorably. “You
made a deal with him to bust open
the bank there and then split after-
wards. You got him a key to the

back door of the bank.”

“What?” burst Donnel. He was

surprised at the idea of Hutch Berry
doing this.

“Shut up—till I finish. The take

from the bank wasn’t much, only a
few thousand. The specie had been
removed late that day when you
cleared outa town to give Charlie a
free hand. So, it wasn’t enough fer
you. You was money-hungry. So
two nights later, when you was sup-
posed to meet Charlie to git your
share, you jumped him with a posse
to grab him for the bounty dinero
on his head.” Young Wrenn paused
to clear his throat. One of his hands
worked and twisted over the guns at
his side.

“Charlie got away. But you and

your posse killed Ed Wilks, his
brother-in-law, Berry. And Ed’s sis-
ter, Charlie’s wife, up and left him
after that, She blamed him for Ed’s
death, That’s the charge, Berry.”

NE OF the jury scraped his boot
on the floor. Otherwise it was

(Continued On Page 106)

Dr. Phillips Reducing Plan
Proves Huge Success

Dr, Phillips, M. D., a recognized practicing physician, is enjoying a deluge
of mail testifying to the success of his plan of reducing. If you are a normal
overweight adult, yow’ll find it easy to lose from 8 to 10 pounds in only 80 days.

The old saying that “nobody loves a fat
man and nobody looks at a fat woman” is
probably true. You, too, can glamorize your
figure, gain more poise, self-confidence and
pride by following the simple, scientific direc-
tions of Dr. Phillips Reducing Plan. Notice-
able results have been obtained in a single
week! :

Satisfied Users Say:

“I lost 15 lbs in a few weeks!”
~—~Mrs. J. P., Jacksonville, Fla.

“Send the $2.00 size, I lost 15 pounds
already.” —Mrs. M. D., Boonton, N. J.

“] went from a size 20 dress to a size 15.”
Mrs. N, C., Perth Amboy, N. J.

“It's the real thing—it's the only thing
that worked, I tried all the rest.”
—Mzrs, N, T, N. Y. O,

“I lost 18% 1lbs., feel young and work
better.” —Mrs. K. Y., Bronx, N. Y.

No exercise, steambaths or massages re-
quired. Not a laxative. With Dr. Phillips
Plan, you are given a 30 day supply of
Fucine (fucus), a nutritional food supple-
ment, for use as part .of your breakfast.
There is medical authority that Fucine
(fucus) has been used as an anti-fat and as
an aid to reducing, Endorsed by the Bureau
of Health Products. Sold on a money back
guarantee! If not 100% delighted with
results, your money will be refunded in full,

DON'T DELAY! Send cash or money order

now for the Economy Pkg. (8 months sup-
ply) for only $5.00. The Trial Pkg. (30 days
supply) is $3.00 prepaid. Write name and
address clearly to FUCINE CO., Dept. HH,
871 Broad St., Newark, New Jersey.
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Singing Tone From Your
Violin.

s'leg BY MAIL — FREE 5-DAY
MONEY BACK SAT. TRIAL
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very still. Faintly, from down on
the town’s main drag, came the howl
of a cur dog. Vin Wrenn’s forehead
shone with the sweat beads on it. He
pointed at a fat scar-faced gent in
the jury.

“Carlson, is what I've said true?”

Carlson stood up, nodded. “That’s
it with the bark off, Vin. That’s
the way Charlie told it to me when
he came back after escapin’ from the
trap that coyote—” He jabbed a
finger Donnel’s way. “—tried to fix
fer him. That’s it!” -

Vin Wrenn called on another of
them. “Ace Torry, you know any-
thing ’bout it?”

Torry, a cadaverous weary-looking
man, uncrossed his legs and rese. “I
went with Charlie and Ed Wilks the
night they was supposed to meet
Berry—him—after the bank job. 1
waited a little up the trail. When
the gunnin’ began, I rushed down and
helped Charlie smoke his way clear.
After, as we rode hell-bent-fer-leath-
er, he told me how Berry tricked him
an’ tried to sell him out!”

Mort Donnel didu’t doubt any of
the story. He knew Berry and his
avarice. He was simply astounded

‘that Berry had played with lobos,

sold out his Law. Vin Wrenn shoved
back his reddish hair again, asked:

“Has the prisoner anything to of-
fer in his defense?”

Donnel stood up, hooking his
thumbs in his gunbelt with its empty
holsters. One of the lanterns gut-
tered and the light leaped on the
gold star of the but of the dead man’s
gun a few feet away. “I’'m not Hutch
Berry; I didn’t do it,” he said simply.
He could see his wife’s pert little
face before him. He kept a poker
face but his hands twitched.

Vin Wrenn sneered. “How does
the jury vote?” : ’
“Guilty’ as hell!” they chorused.
Wrenn nodded. “You heard the
verdict, Berry. The sentence ig—
death.” He picked up one of his
Colts, “If Charlie was alive, he’d
give it to ya with a knife., You'd
take a long time dying, Berry . . .
Me, I ain’t no knife fighter.” He
dropped off the edge of the table.
“So-0—I'm going to gun-shoot ya.
You'll die—slow—the hard way.” He



DEAD MAN’S BOOTS

checked the gun, spinning the cart-
ridge cylinder, sized up the victim
with a cold smile. “Wanta pray
some?”

ORT DONNEL’S working fin-

gers rubbed against the bump
of the money belt against his skin,
And he got his desperate idea then.
He wormed inside his shirt, un-
snapped one of the pouches of the
belt, and drew out the flat wad of
bills there.

“Listen. Ride me back into Gun-
stock. You can hold me, Wrenn.
But you cn send in a man to git a
description of me. Then you'll find
I'm Mort Donnsl, owner of the
Rafter-D. Not Berry!” He leaned
forwardly. “Do that—and I'll give
you what dinero I got. See? Here’s
a fust payment now!”

Vin Wrenn was already shaking
his head. Donnel slung the wad of
bills out onto the floor between them.
The jury leaned forward. Carlson
jumped clear of his chair. Another
man bumped him sideward as they
both lunged for the dinero. Wrenn
barked at them. Donnel felt the gun
of the one guarding him move away
from his back. Then he had another
pocket of the belt open and flipped
a second chunk of bills out to bounce
across the dirty floor.

The guard startad hesitantly by
him. There didn’t seem much dan-
ger. The prisoner was completely
unarmed.

Donnel’s boot shot out. And as
the guard tripped over it, Donnel
rammed him at the back of the neck
with a chopping fist. Then he had
half twisted the other way. Wrenn
shot. There was a shriek from the
swaying guard as the lead plowed into
his thigh. And Mort Donnel wheeled
back with the ivory-stocked gun he
grabbed from the holster of the
corpse.

He slammed out three shots. One
of them crashed one of the lanterns
even as Vin Wrenn dived under the
table on which he had been sitting.
One of those diving for the green-
backs rolled over on the floor with
a slug lodged between his ribs. Panic

(Continued On Page 108)
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POLICIES
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Become an

Expert Accountant

The Profession That Pays

The demand for skilled accountants—mnen who
really know their business—is increasing,
National and state legislation is requiring of
business—both big and small—much more in matters
relating to Auditing, Cost Accounting, Business Law,
Organization, Managzement, Finance. Men who prove
theic qualifications in this important field are pro-
motoed to responsible executive positions—given an
opportunity to earn real salaries. The range is from
$3,500 1o §10,000 a year,even to higher income figures.

Send for Free Book—
“Accountancy, the Profession That Pays”

‘Why lot the cther fellow walk away with the better
job, when right in your own home you may equip
yourself for a splendid future in this profitable, grow-

ing proiession?

nowledge of boolkeeping unnecessary. Our free
book on accountancy fully explains how we train you
from ground up, or according tQ your individual needs.

Low cost; easy terms.

The facts about the new TLaSalle training in Ae-
ecountancy and the opportunities in this highly prof=
itable field are clearly outlined in a 48-page book
which LaSalle will send you free.

The man in earnest to get ahead will find this
coupon a most profitable aid to progress. If you
bave the urge and the will to increase your income,

clip and mail the coupon NOW
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LASALLE EXTENSION UNIVERSITY
A CORRESPONDENCE INSTITUTION

sept 11728 417 Sg, Dearborn St , Chicage
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Free for Asthma

If you suffer with attacks of Asthma so ter-
rible you choke and gasp for breath, if restful
sleep is impossible because of the struggle to
breathe, if you feel the disease is slowly wear-
ing your life away, don’t fail to send at once to
the Frontier Asthma Co. for a free trial of a
remarkable method. No matter where you live
or whether you have any faith in any remedy
under the Sun, send for thig free trial. If you
have suffered a lifetime and tried everything
you could learn of without relief; even if you
are utterly discouraged, do not abandon hope
but send today for this free trial. It will
cost you nothing. Address

Frontier Asthma Co. 623-T, Frentier Bldg.
462 Niagara St., Buffalo 1, N. Y.
~\ Bo-rou

, WANTTUSTO 5 TOBA ols O"

£ Banish the craving for tobacco a8

il thousands have with Tobacco

& Redeemer, Write for fres booklet

& telling of ingurious effect of tobacco

g4 nndof atreatment which hasreliev-
808 ed many men, C: P2

Use only as directed. | FREE

30 Years in Businees BO0K

THE NEWELL COMPAIY

906 Ciayton, Sta., St. Louis §, Mo,

YOUCAN . ...

STOP
Drinking Heabit

Quickly — eagily — safely in a few days in your own
home. With or without drinker’'s knowledge. Alcohol
habit ruins health, happiness and prosperity. Don’t be
discouraged. We know we can help you. For free
information write to:

“AIDS,” Dept. H-2, Box 764, Chicago 90, M.

BOOKLETS aou's

The kind they like. You will be both a Riot and the
Life of the Party with a set of these pocket size [oke
books. They are full of entertalnment, Fun and Mumor.
A special assortment of 12 books all different for
$Ia00. +Prlnf name and address, send cash or money
order to:

TREASURE NOVELTY CO.
72 5TH AVE. DEPT. 27-P, N. Y. 11, N. Y.

Jo You Want LOVE

Power to make you victorious in i you ui.uertake. Power

people admire youl Power to earn money! Power to gain pot:u{:::kt;
—love? Power to make anyone follow you? I will send you informa-
tion which is the result of scientific résearch. This information and
directions will help you become irare masterful and exert greater
influence. You will be able to break prevailing misconceptions. IF
YOU ARE NOT DELIGHTED YOUR MONEY !M‘.\LEDIA'FELY RE-
FUNDED. Just send me your nsme and address. Pay postman on
delivery. $2.16 when he delivers goods and written guarantee,
or enclose $2.00 cash or monev order and I will ostage,

)
with every order. Tallsmanic Seal of Luck p"}' plood-red

ink in Egyptian mottled Parchment. Write now!

HARRIS, 220 Broadway, Dpt. D-116, N. Y. 7, N.Y.
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seized them as hot burning out spat-
tered from the busted lamp. Flames
licked along the tinder-dry floor,
threw up an eerie flickering glare
that distorted everything. And Don-
nel was leaping for the side of the
place and one of those shuttered win-

dows.

“Where the hell is the polecat?”
bawled Ace Torry.

A bullet whanged a splinter out of
a post close to Mort Donnel’s head.
He dropped to his knees behind a
broken chair in the thick shadows.
Then he used another bullet, used it
well. The charging man went stag-
gering back onto the old dance floor,
chest split by the slug.

Grabbing up the chair, Donnel used
it like a club to batter at the shutters.
Broken bits of wood flew in his face.
A bullet furrowed the wall a yard
away. But at the third blow the rot-
ting shutters and the bars outside
gave way. One shutter sagged open
and the cool air of a gray dawn
rushed in.

'URNING to slam a fourth bullet
back at them, he then pushed
the other shutter wider and dived
through. A clump of brush outside
broke his fall. Rolling onto his
shoulders, he came up and stepped
back close against the side of a build-
ing. A half bald head poked out.
Donnel bent his Colts barrel across
it and the man sagged back inside.
Donnel caught the scrape of boots at
the steps of the back door. :
Flight would only mean ultimate
capture or death on the run. They
had the ponies. And he doubted he
would find much backing down in the
salty peublo. Then, through the rank
growth and tall weeds he saw the
charred crater of a little burnt-out
cabin that had stood beside the one-
time honky tonk. Jumping through
the weeds, he ducked through a sag-
ging doorway of the fire-eaten place.
His hands were very steady as he re-
loaded the late Charlie Wrenn’s hog-
leg from his own shell belt. At least
he would die like a man now, cor-
nered but armed.
Fate took a hand then as some of
the lobo pack scurried around a back
(Continued On Page 110)
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JUST GIVE THIS PERFUME A NAME!

HERE ARE THE FACTS TO HELP YOU WIN!

Now known as ‘‘FORMULA 707"’ our secret formula perfume, is at last ready for i
pleasure of America’s smartest women, It has a scent which arouses so man;
thoughts that we leave it to you to zive this sensational perfume a name! This.por-
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HARD OF HEARING?

You can't hear well if impacted wax
blocks ear canals and presses on sensi«
tive ear drums.

Take Doctor's Advice!

Thousandg of folks are now hearing normal again and
@are no longey botheréd by buzzing, ringing, hissing hea
nolses, dizziness, ear irritation, since they removed har
impacted wax. But follow doctor’s advice. Never, never
fry 1o. re gge impacted wax with finger nails, tooth-
gi:ks; hajrpins or any instrument. The safe way is with

otune Har Drops,
prove them absolutel

Orotune has brou;

Tests by we]l known laboratory
th_grtr{xles?l usgd as idirected.

etter hearing to so many who
‘wers deafened by impacted wax that you owe it to
yog:selt to try it,

A« M. Bpetchenon, Newark, N. J., writes: *“Before
Using Orotune Ear Drops, I was so deafened that
could not hear the clock tick, After using Orotune,
can now Mhear the clock tick with hoth ears.”’
. NO M ¥. Pay postman $2, plus postage
charges for 3 months supply. If you send
$2. with_order, we pay @ll postage charges. Order
You'lk be amazed how clearly and distinetly you

AR agaln when wax obstruction {s removed!
HARVIN CO0., 117 W. 48 St., Dpt, C, New York 15 N.Y.
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Reveals His An Secrets
Black Herman 18 alleged to fhave said that by following the seore
instructions revealed in this volume, anyone may obtain money,
_love,<power, success. jobs, and happiness , . . for he says that the
gecrots revealed in thig'yolume would unlock a stors-house of &now-
ledge and power. If you never ‘thought it possible to get resuits . .
If you seem to be. walking around in circles without making pro
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porsetuted . . . ot the Amazing Secreis of Black

Herman to help you overcome these conditions. Not for
the $8.00 prica matrked in every volume, but for tne
amazingly low prica of only $1.00. Send only $1.00 for
wondorful volume NOW and start o benefit by

the blessings given you by Black Herman, your frlend
and counsellor,

This Book Purports to Tell You How fo
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THE PATCH KING, Dept. 1511
P, 0. Box 101, Madison Square Station, New York 10, N. Y.

WEYZ QDAL
SONGUWERITERS
7
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with us. Hollywood composers write melody w
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AMINATION. You may win $100, Write for details.

Cinema 8ong Co., Dpt. N-19, Box 670, Bev. Hills, Cal.

STUDY AT HOME for PERSONAL SUCCESS
& 2nd. LARGER EARNINGS. 87 years t in-
struction, Over 108,000 students enrolled. LL B
Degree awarded. All texts furnished. Easy pay-
ments. Send for FREE BOOK — “Law and
Executive Guidance” NOW:
EXT OF Law
Dept. 72-E, 848 N. Michigan Ave., Chlcago, Iil.

#igh School Course Jff
DIl Many Finish in 2 Years |

% > tapidly as your time and abilities permit. Course
equivalent to resident school work—prepares for college entrance
exams. Standard H. 8. texts supplied. Diploma. Credit for H.
8. jects already leted. Single subjects if desired. High
school education is very important for advancement in business
and industry and socially. Don’t be handicapped sll your life.
Be a High School graduate. Start your training now. Free
Bulletin on request. No obligation.
American School Depl. H-96, Drexel at 58th, Chicago 37

WHAT CGAUSES EPILEPSY?

A booklet containing the opinions of famous
doctors on this interesting subject will be sent
FREE, while they last, fo any reader writing
fo the Educational Division, 535 Fifth Ave.,
DB-12, New York, N. Y.

MEN, WOMEN OVER 40

Asze you going through life feeling tired, miserable,
distressed due to improper elimination? When your
system becomes clogged, you feel logy, older. You
lack ambition. Your organs of elimination don't
function as NATURE intended, Use SPARK SEEDS
to ald your system to function properly. Help to GET
OF THE DISTRESS THAT PREVENTS ¥YOU

MORE NATURAL AND
Life will take on greater

AMER!

RI
FROM ENJOYING A
HEALTHIER LIFE.
pleasures for you. SPARK SEEDS are Nature's own
proiuct. Send only $2 cash, money order, or check
and we pay all charges. (If C.0.D., $2.25.) WE
GUARANTEE you must be satisfied or purchase price
refurded. Order SPARK SEEDS today.

SPARK SEED CO., Dept. DA-116
220 Broadway New York 7, N. Y.
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(Continued From Page 108)
corner of the building. Another man

{ was swinging down from the open

window. One of them yelled and
pointed down the side road half
shrouded in the dawn mist. A fig-
ure, fleeing from the shooting, was
vaguely visible down there.
“There the dang rat goes, boys!”
They went piling up the alley and

| into the road, two men slamming lead

down at the dim figure. Donnel
stood on shaking legs a moment.
Then‘ he grabbed the opportunity by
the forelock. He went pushing back
through the weeds that almost hid
the little cabin. And he turned to .
the rear where they had left their
ponies.

He didn’t bother with his own
lamed cayuse. Instead he picked out
the big fiery stallion Vin Wrenn had
ridden. Just as he lifted a foot for
the stirrup, he caught the creak of a
loose plank. He twisted in time to
see Vin himself loom in the dim
doorway. Their two guns spiked
powder flame simultaneously. Don-
nel felt the lashlike slice of the slug
that just nicked his cheek. And as
blood clouded one of his eyes, he saw
Vin Wrenn drop hard as a smashed
leg gave way under him.

Mort Donnel swung into the kak
of the big stallion. Using Berry's
fancy white sombrero, he batted at
the other ponies and sent them stam-

| peding off toward the sage-dotted

dunes stretching out from Minton.
Then he turned the stallion north,
away from the main drag where the
lobos were headed in pursuit of the
wrong gent, and threw in the spur
steel .. ., :

IDING across the open range as
: the newly risen sun drew steam
from his still damp clothes, he whise
tled softly. He’d be a little late get-
ting back to the home spread. But
he could already feel Beth's eager
arms winding about his neck. His
eyes switched down to the white-
stocked weapon with the glittering
gold star in his own left holster. -
Charlie Wrenn’s weapon. And that
would be the answer to Hutch Berry
when he got back to Gunstock. :
For now he had something to hold |
over Berry. The gun would prove he |




Berry . . .. If be told why Charlie
Wrenn. And if he told the story of
it, if he told how he was mistaken for
Berry . . . . If he toldwhy Charlie
Wrenn had been so vengeance-crazy,
told the score Wrenn had had to set-
tle with Hutch Berry . ...

“I got a hunch Mr, Hutch Berry
is a-going to resign as deputy, pack
his war bag, and quit the Gunstock
country,” Donnel mused aloud, hag-
gard face smiling. “And when he
does, I'm a-meeting him down the
trail an’ beating the living daylights
outa that coyote! . .. If he tries to
argue ... or deny what I can tell...”

He patted the white-stocked gold-
starred gun lovingly. That was his
proof oo

(THE END)
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METHOD ON YOUR HAIR * » % %
Helps Provent Brittie Ends Breaking Off!

% FOR EVERY TYPE HAIR!

Simply try this new scientific easy method
on your HAIR just five days and sea if you
are really enjoying the thrill of LONGER
HAIR that so often captures love and ro-
mance for you,

% Hair May Get Longer

when dry brittle breaking oft halr can be retarded
by supplementing the natural hair oils, and the
scalp and hair conditions are normal, then the hair
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SYSTEM 5 days, then look in the mirror and see
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LUL RIEBON WESTERN
(Continued From Page 77)

N THE jailhouse cffice, Boots Kil-
den . stood beside his son and
patted his shoulder gently. From
above they could hear the sobs of the
woman in her cell.
“You’re a man now, son, a man,”
Boots said gently. “A man has to go
through fire and have his heart bro-
ken—before he’s growed up! Now,
you are. ... I’'m proud of my lawman

s\son, proud!”

Outside, Saddle was settling down.
There was no more gunfire. The con-
flagration at the bank had been ex-
tinguished. Ponies were slipping out
of town, hitting the trail hard as the
lobo scum, with the power of the
gangs in Saddle broken, taking to
their heels. The job had been done.
Light steps scunded on the jail-
house steps. Spruce, impeccably
garbed Samson Curp strode in, smil-
ing widely. He had already met the
real Boots Kilden a little earlier.
Curp advanced with outstretched
hand.

“Sam Kilden, I'm proud of you! I

knew you'd come back to exonerate
yourself! I knew I could pick a man
who—
Sam Kilden stood up, fixing Curp
with a cold eye. “It looks as it Sad-
dle was cleaned up at last, doesn’t it,
Mr. Curp?”

“Tt certainly does, Sam. It—" Curp
was beaming.

“Then I'll thank you for the five
thousand you promised me for the
job,” Sam Kilden cut in. "I’d like 1t
first thing in the meorning.”

“You aren’t leaving, are you? Why,
Sam, you can be sheriff here for life

Sam Kilden tapped the desk with a
gun butt. “First thing in the morn-
ing, if you please, Mr. Curp. My
dad and I have to hit the trail to pick
out a cow outfit to buy.” He smiled
bleakly at his father, Boots, then in-
cluded the handsome Pretty Jim
Flowers. “Reckon we’ll need a good
segundo too, Jim,” he added.

(THE END)
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If you have blackheads you know how embarrassing they
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Let Me PROVE I Can
MakeYouaNEWMANIn
OnlyI5 Minutesa Day'

OW do YOU look stripped—in locker-room or gym?

Skinny, scrawny, sparrow - chested, self - conscious,
HALF ALIVE?
How do you feel when people notice your physique? Can
you stand their gaze? If you're not satisfied with your present
physical development, let me prove I can make you a New
Man—in only 15 minutes a day, right in the privacy of your
own home! I'll give you biceps like iron and a fine, deep
chest. I'll broaden your shoulders, add ridges of solid
muscle to your stomach, fill out your arms and legs. If
you are fat and flabby, I'll streamline you into a pic-
ture of radiant manhood.

What "Dynamic Tension” Can Do For You

“Dynamic Tension” changed me from a flat-

chested 97-lb. weakling into the red-blooded

HE-MAN that I am today. That's how I'm turn- 4
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115 East 23rd Street, New York 10, N. Y.
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e Wickedest City zn s llold

this fiery-haired giant built an empire out of gunplay,
gambling and the eager hearts of women!

This Sensational Best-Seller
Has Already Thrilled More
Than 740,000 Readers!

NTO the bawdy New Orleans, of 1825—the ‘‘wickedest

Sfamp

WHEN YOU JOIN THE
DOLLAR BOOK CLUB

city in the world”’—Stephen Fox plunged like a
sword. Armed with nothing but a pearl and the .
trained hands of a gambler, he drove ruthlessly for- -
ward to power until he had made himself a king,

above the law and fearing not even God!
Fox there

In Stephen
was a steely will to conquer, and he rose
to mastery of the greatest manor house in Louisiana

G

He

by paying a high price — in other men’s lives.
gambled and won, until ‘he found that to get the

woman he
lose!
a red-haired son;

Odalie, his wife who

wanted his skilled fingers must play to
You will be fascinated by such vivid characters
as Desiree, the lovely quadroon who gave Stephen Fox
wanted her

husband dead; and Little Inch, who was born a Negro

slave and lived to become a master of men.
der THE FOXES OF HARROW has
high place on
the height of its popularity,

the "'nation's best-seller list!

No won- L
maintained a .
Now,
this splendid new mnovel v
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can be yours for only a 3¢ stamp when you join the

Dollar Book Club!

MAIL THIS .
COUPON

DOUBLEDAY ONE DOLLAR BOOK CLUB
Dept. 12 D.A.G., Garden City, New York

Please enroll me free as a Dollar Book Club sub-
seriber and send me at once ‘“The Foxes of Harrow’”
for the enclosed 3¢ stamp. Also send me as my first
selection for $1.00 the book I have checked below:

O The Black Rose O Before the Sun Goes Down
O The Strange Woman

‘With these books will come my first issue of the
free descriptive folder called ‘‘The Bulletin’’ telling
about the two new forthcoming one-dollar bargain
book selections and several additional bargains which
are offered for $1.00% each to members only. I am to
have the privilege of notifying you inm advance if I
do not wish either of the following months’ selection
‘and whether or not I wish to purchase any of the
other bargains at the Special Club price of $1.00
each. The purchase of books is entirely veluntary on
my part. I do not have to accept a book every month
—only six during the year to fulfill my membership
requirement. I pay nothing except $1.00 for each
selection received plus a few cents handling and
shipping cost.

Mr.

Mrs.

Miss ..cveeeen aimraieih ey teleinlbe s s bcevs o BT X L)
(PLEASE PRINT)

St. and No.
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Zone NO.......

If under 21,
Oceupation . .... s Age, -please.
#Same Price in Canada; 105 Bond St., Toronto 2,

Dollar Book Club Membership Is FREE! |
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"MHE DOIAI{AI’» BOOK CLUB is the only club that brings you
newly printed books by outstanding authors, for only $1.00
each, You save aO to 75 per cent from the established retail price.
Every selection is a handsome, full-sized library edition printed
cxclusively for members. You do not have to accept a book every
month; only the purchase of six books a year is necessary.

Dollar Book Club selections are from the best modern books. Such outstanding
best sellers as THE RIVER ROAD, CHINA TO ME and THE RAZOR'S
EDGE were all received by members at $1.00 each while the public was paying
from $2.00 to $3.00 for the publisher’s edition, at retail. 600,000 discriminating
readers are enthusiastic supporters of the Dollar Book Club, enabling tne Club
to offer values unequaled by any other method of book buying.

Choose Your First Selection From These Best-Sellers

Upon receipt of the attached coupon you will be sent a FREE copy of “THE
FOXES OF HARROW.”” You will also receive as your first selection for $1.00
your choice of any of these three great best-sellers:

@®The Black Rose, by Thomas B. Costain. The million copy best-selling novel
of the lovely harem girl whom Walter of Gurney risked death and torture to
save, and for whose sake he pitted himself against the Oriental despot, Genghis
Khan.

®Before the Sun Goes Down, by Elizabeth Metzger Howard. He knew the whole
town’s secrets—yet hid a burning secret of his own! The $145,000 prize-winning
novel of the year.

® The Strange Woman, by Ben Ames Williams. The unforgettable story of ‘A
Maine Cleopatra,”” by the author of Leave Her to Heaven.

For convenience, members prefer to have shipped and pay for books every other
month, You will receive the descriptive folder called ‘“The Bulletin’’ sent ex-
clusively to members. It describes the forthcoming two months’ book selections and
reviews about ten additional titles (in the original publishers’ editions selling
at retail for $2.50 or more) available to members at only $1.00 each. If you do
not wish to purchase either of the two new selections for $1.00 each, you may
notify the Club, so that the books will not be sent you. In any case you may
__purchase any of the other titles offered for $1.00 each.

DOUBLEDAY ONE DOLLAR BOOK CLUB, Garden City, N. Y.
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