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Richly Grained GOLD STAMPED Simulated Leather'

HOLLYWOOD DOUBLE PHOTO FRAME
and Pocket-size MATCHING MINIATURE

Also FREE

IF YOU
ACT NOW

38d

Chinese‘Good Luck’
Emblem and Your
Initials Stamped in

23-KT. GOLD

Yes, if you send your order in
at once we will engrave your
initials and a Chinese “Good
Luck” Emblem in 23-Kt. gold on
pocket frame absolutely free.

HOLDS 2 PHOTOS

EACH FRAME

Backed by this
DARING
GUARANTEE

If you are not satisfied
that this is the biggest
Frame Value in America,
return ONLY the large
double photo frame for -
a complete refund of the
$1.98 purchase price, and
KEEP the lovely pocket
frame as a FREE GIFT
from us for your trouble.

Imagine! This Miniature Frame FREE!

Yes, Absolutely Free even If you do not spend a penny!

Here is your chance to own two truly
exquisite photo frames of rare quality
and beauty at an almost unbelievable
low price. Yes, when you see how really
fine they are—so beautifully grained;
so softly padded, so richly engraved in
radiant gold—you’ll marvel at how so
much value can be yours for less than

LARGE, DOUBLE PHOTO FRAME
in two sizes — for 8x10 Photos — for 5x7 Photos

Preserves The Pictures Of Those You Love

$#5. That’s when you’ll realize why we
can dare to guarantee satisfaction or
give you one frame absolutely FREE
PLUS your money back! Because war
< i limit the of quality
materials and crymll-clenr acetate, our
supply of these frames is limited. So
order yours today before the sell-out.

Choice of Colors—yj Brown ¥ Navy % Wine % Ivory

MATCHING MINIATURE FRAME
for pocket, purse or desk — holds 2% x3% Pholos

Rush This Coupon For This Truly Sensational Bargain!

WE PREPAY POSTAGE ON ALL CASH-IN-FULL ORDERS.
If C.O.D. check here 0 I will pay postman $1.98 plus postage.
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R GIFT CRAFT—Dept. DA-54

B 666 Lake Shore Dnve—C}ucago 11, Illinois

1 Enclosed find $1.98 for payment m full for Two Hollyvood Doubla Pho(a Fumel (1 Large
N Library Size and 1 Pocket-Size ith- the f I do not find
B them to be a truly outstanding value I need only return the Lnbnry nn lnmc and get a
8 complete refund of my $1.98. Please engrave the pocket frame in 23-kt. gold with my
1] initials and Chinese good luck emblem.

'] Check size of library frame wanted [ for 8x10 photos [J] for 5x7 photos

| Check color choice here [] Brown [0 Navy [] Wine [J Ivory

]

§ My Full Name.

R Please Print Clearly

B Address.

]

B City. State_
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Mme NEW
POLICY

i PJYS accumulated
ACCIDERT IEIE.FITS

for Accidental Loss of Lile.
Limb, or Sight up 0 « s ¢ ¢ «

Fer LOSS OF TIME!

Accident Disability Benefits

‘up to $100 a2 month for as’ z4ﬂﬂ ﬂ“
'longuumths,or sesne

DON'T TAKE CHANCES! ... accidents

happen to 20 persons every minute of every day; and
sickness strikes when least expected . . . bringing
doctor bills, hospital bills, loss of income and press-
ing demands for cash, all at the same time. Why take
chances? Why delay another single day? NOW you
cdh enjoy the ALL AROUND insurance protection
you need and should have at a price anyome can
afford . . . just $1 a month,

CASH BENEFITS THAT ARE BIG
~ENOUGH TO BE WORTHWHILE!

- This is no “penny ante” policy. It's benefits are big
- enough to do some good! Policy pays on ALL acci-
: dents, ALL common sicknesses, even for minor in-

ij‘les -2ll according to liberal terms of the policy.
y benefits start the very first dey, no wait-

.

GOLD SEAL
\ Ts ess THAN ‘3,40”;,# ?

§ THE SERVICE LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 8
492 Service Life Bldg. Omaha, Nebr. :

M Without cest or obligation, send your GOLD SEAL o
. $1-A-MONTH Policy for 10 DAYS' FREE INSPECTION. &
@

. Name ®
. »
: Address Age E
l City State. -
Ld

‘. Beneficiary ? 4

ZUSREE

SICKNESS smnrs

For Loss of Time due to
Sickness, a maximum
Monthly Income of « o o « o »

ROSPITAL EXPENSES

for Sickness or Accident, in-
cluding $5.00 a day for hos-
pital room, BP 10 « ¢ ¢« ¢ 2o o

NO MEDICAL EXAMINATION
required! No red tape! Policy issued BY
MAIL at BIG SAVINGS. Ages 15 to 69.
Actual Policy sent for 10 Days’ FREE
Examination. ACT NOW! Write for it
today. No cost. No obligation. No:sales-
man will call. Use coupon below. Do it
ttoday! ./ ; !

10-Day Inspection Coupon

'l---.-----.-.-..-IIII-III.l.'l..l.
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SHERIFF ON THE SPOT............¢cecccvvvvvevss..By Peter Field 10

Pat Stevens was just about to hang up his unwanted lawman’s badge, with a deep
sigh of relief, when he ran into evidence that his successor was crooked. Then he
found himself plunged into a murder and bank robbery, wherein the chief suspects
were Sam Sloan and One-Eyed Ezra, Pat's two best friends!

SHORT STORIES
THESE GUNS SPEAK FOR ME ......................By Lee Florea 67

“This is your old home town, Porter but it's no different from any other town ycu've
been called to clean up. You're a ruthless killer, hombre, and nobody wants you
around, even if you are with the law!”

OWLHOOT TRAIL FOR A NESTER......,.....By William P. Brothers 77

Tom Ashburn paid in killing toil for the mistakes of his past, then range war came to
wipe out his little stake, and a gloating polecat whispered: “Will you ride with me
tonight, or shall I tell this town what you did in Montang?”

Robert W. Lowndes, Editor
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“FAME“#*SHAME

LISTEN HERE, « I'D SMASH YOURL \
FACE:--ONLY YOURE SO SKINNY YOU
MIGHT DRY UP AND BLOW_AWAY.

DARN IT! I'M SICK AND TIRED OF

BEING A SCARECROW! CHARLES

ATLAS SAYS HE CAN GIVE ME A

REAL Bopv. ALL RIGHT! {LL.GAMBLE

BOY! IT DIDN'T TAKE ATLAS LONG TOX
DO THIS‘FOR ME! WHAT MUSCLES! THar
BULLY WON'T SHave ME AROUND AGAIN!

WHAT! YOU HERE AGA!N?\
HERE'S SOMETHING | OWE YOU!

4 CanMake YOU A ew n. Tdo

in Only 15 Minutes A Day!

If YOU, like Joe, have a body

* that others can ‘‘push around”—if

you're ashamed to strip for sports

or a swim—then give me just 16

minutesaday! I'll PROVE you can

have a body you'll be proud of,

packed with red-blooded vitality!

Tension.”” . That's the

secret! That's how I chan-ged my-

self from a spindle-shanked,

. serawny weakling to winner of

the title, “World's Most Perfectly
Developed Man.”’

“Dynamic Tension"
Does I#!
~ 'Using “Dynamiec Tension”’ only 15
~minutes a day, in the privaey of

~ your own ndom you quickly begin
on muscle, increase your

NATURAL method will make you
a finer specimen of REAL MAN-
HOOD than you ever dreamed you

L)
THE BIG BULLY! OH DON'T LET

PLL GET EVEN

photo
of the man who
holds the " title,
“The World’s
Most Perfectly
Developed Man,

~ actual

could be! You'll be a New Man! E L UL O S e 2
FREE BOCK H [
L

Thousands of fellows have used CHARLES WILAS, . -Dest. 45, B
my marvelous system, Read what @ 115 East 23rd 8t., New York 10, N. Y. [ ]
they say—see how they looked bhe- # I want the proof that your system of “Dynamic L]
fore and after-in my book, *‘Ever- | Tensiew will holp make's New Man of meraive §
lasting Health And Strength.”’ : of ﬂmtm:éﬂ;ﬂeﬁ ymu‘y free bgok, “Everlasting :

* _ Send NOW for this book—FREE,
It tells all about “Dynamic Ten- 1§ :
sion;** showas you actual photosief.. Koo -2 = . oo h . 1
T T e

ns. ells
how I can do the same ) H
for YOU. Don’t T A P T T S S A R o 5 oar K

put it off! Address
me personally:
Charles Atlas, Dept. City seeee sesessses sseacs State ci.ivseane

41, 115 Bast 23rd St., O Check here if under 16 for Booklet A |
New York 10, N. Y, I e p—p—————— |



Have you come

to this point?

Once in almost every man’s life there comes the time when he real-
izes, with the suddenness of a lightning flash, that he isn’t getting
anywhere . . , that, while time is flying, he is standing still, in a
business way . .. with no promotions and a statienary income...
and that all the while he is growing older, and-elder, and OLDER.

He may even realize that his failure is due to
his lack of special ability, but—if he is like all
too many men, he does nothing about it,
accepts the whole picture as inevitable, per-
haps feels a bit bitter about it, and goes on down.

But—if he has the right metal in him—he’ll
do what thousands of others have done in the
last thirty-three years—men who found them-
selves going round and round in a back eddy
—he’ll begin at once to qualify himself for a
better position (and for still bigger and better
positions) by getting special training in his
spare time at home.

That’s the LaSalle way . . .
« « « learn while you earn
and almost inevitably, you’ll get more and more
money because you’ll be worth more and more.

Dramatic life stories . . . stranger, many of
them, than fiction . . . are told in thousands of
letters in our files—of men climbing from the

ranks of common labor to financial indepen-
dence or professional ranking . . . of thousands
lifting themselves from dead-end jobs of hope-
lessness to the path of rapid promotion and
bigger money,

Rightnow...today... this very minute...
there are thousands of well-paying openings for
the men qualified to fill them; fo=-thereisa —
definite shortage of highly-trained men—the
kinéi that know what to do and how and when
to do 1t.

During the next ten years, ¢his shortage will
be even grealer—due to rearmament, industrial
expansion, and the absence of many men in
military service. So—

NOW is the time for YOU to act .. . to say
good-bye forever to discouragement, to a fixed
low income, to your many money (iisappoint-
ments . . . by checking and mailing the coupon
below. What it brings to you will cost you only
a postage stamp, but it has been worth a fortune
to thousands and CAN be to YOU.

LASALLE Extension University

A Correspondence Institution

Please send me your interesting 48-page book on the field indicated, and outline of

low cost LaSalle plan—all entirely free.

Tell us which of the following programs of home-study training interests you most:

Modern Foremanship %

O Expert Bookkee‘[;ing
ndustrial M O Busi

Englis

tion, and we will gladly advise you without obligating you.

O Business Management OTraffic Management {]C.P. A. Coaching for
DOHigher Accountancy OLaw—LL.B. Degree Advanced Accountants
O Modern Salesmanship [ Commercial Law [OStenography

ot —Stenotypy

a

O Effective Speaking

NOTE: If you are undecided as to the field which offers you the largest
opportunity, write us a brief outline of your business history and educa-

Dept. 572-R
CHICAGO



. BOXING | WRESTLING JIU-NTSY
K.0. Punching, Destructive Aa taught to

BE i MAsTER = =55 557 [F557]
nofathe SLAVE—~LEARN THIS EASY, QUICK WAY
JO DEFEND _YOURSELE:IN ANY ;SITUATION ... ANYWHERE!

H ERE'S every science of self-defense, and lethal attack, known to man}

wrapped up into one red-blooded package. Here’s he-man knowledge that!
will give you a weapon to overcome any enemy. no matter how smail you
are or how big he is. This new fast-moving system will make you tough—
or it doesn’t cost you a cent, You don't need muscles! You don't have|
to be big! You just have to know how!

In every dynamite-packed page of these sensational book form instructions,}
experts teach you through pictures and stories our new muihod, How you
ean K.O. your enemy with gne clean scientific wallop! How to master hum
with punishing, bruising, wrestling hodds! How to use his strength to)
destroy himseif through deadly bone-crushing Jiu-Jitsu.

Now forget the wérd fear! Never again cringe or shy away from a scrap,y
Imagine the wonderful feeling of confidence that will come when you know|
that you're nobody’s slave, and that nobody can push you around. Think
of the respect that others will have for you, and the safety they’ll feel
being with you, when they find out what a rough, tough, scrapping, deadly|
efficient hellion you can be.

You will learn quickly and easily through our amazing new “slow-motion!
picture” method. You will learn every stance, every hold, every grip as
porirayed by our %xperts. It's just like getting personal instruction in
the privacy of your own home, And what's more, you don’t pay the price
of personal instruction. The experts who prepared these instructions want
every red-blooded American to know how to defend himself. They wanted
to make a “'big man” of every small one. So the price of these books was
made so low that- everyone could afiord to own them. Yes, you can’t;
afford to be without them.

" We want you to have all three books. We want you to be able to defend
yourself against any attacker, no matter how he fights, Therefore, if you
buy any two books, we will give you the third book absolutely FREE.

_SEND 'NO MONEY — RUSH COUPON NOW!

Make us prove our claims. Send no money, just fill in the coupon. When
the postman delivers your package, deposit only $1.00 plus small postage
and C.O0.D. charges with him. If yew are not completely convinced after

five days,' return the books and your money ?
guscuns

will be r ded in full. R ber, you buy

o'x:}yd t:ol boloks!.'_RE\éVe D:ive you the "‘

third absolute! . Don’t {
waie il goulic o8 pous PICKWICK €O.
trikes, .

strikes, Prepare “‘ DEPT. 905, 73 West 44th St.

Order yours
Bl oA g® New York, 18, N. Y..
I#-boiight “ Rush me a copy of (e
separately “ O Police Jiu-Jitsu—50c [0 Scientific Boxing—50c
“eoch~= [ Police Wrestling—50¢ 't

(1f you check two books, we will send you the third FREE.)
Enclosed find §... s PlOdse send the books all charges pr-pald.}

'NAME =

STATE
It is understood that if | am not satisfied I can return ‘the books withie
_! days tor immediate refund of full purchase price,

A_aﬂnméx €0., Dept. 905, 73 W, 44th St.,, New York, 18, N. Y.



To those who think

LEARNING MUSIC

Strike these notes and you’re playing
“America”. TRY IT — IT’S FUN

Enrolling for 3rd Course

#‘I lesrned more from your
course than many of my
friends who studied under
private teachers have for
years, The fact that I've
already taken 2 courses and
am now enrolling for a third
should spoak for itself.’’

A. S., Indiana.

Plays from Start

“Your advertisements are
true to the letter, I can ac-
tually play my favorite in-
strument even though I'm
only at the beginning. How
can I ever express my joy-
ful gratitude,’’

*F. R. 0., llinols.

*Actual names on request.
Pictures by
Professional Models.

® Perhaps you think learning mu-
sic is a tedious grind. It isn’t any
longer! Long hours of practicing
humdrum scales and hard-work ex-
ercises are over and done with.
You have no excuses . . no alibis
whatsoever for not getting started
toward musical good times now!/
For, through a new, easy, pleasant
method, you can now learn to play
right at home—without a private
teacher—for only a few cents a day.

Learn to Play by Playing

The lessons come to you by mail
from the famous U. S. School of

basy as AZC s print and mcture way

erg — {f learning music has always been a
never-to-come-true dream — let this time=
tested home-study method come to your
rescue,

Over 750,000 people have studied musie
this modern, easy as ABC way. And re-
member, no matter what instrument you
choose, the cost will average only a few
cents a day.

Our illustrated Free PBooklet fully ex-
plains this remarkable course. It shows
how you can learn to play quickly, and
for a mere fraction of the cost of old,
slow methods. 8o decide which instrument
you want to play and mail the coupon
today. The fascinating Free Booklet will be
sent to you at once together with a *‘Print
and Picture’’ Sample. U. 8. School of
Music, 1234 Brunswick Bldg., New York,
10, N.. ¥

SUCCESSFUL 46th YEAR

Music . . complete instrue-
tions, large, clear diagrams

FREE!

PRINT AND PICTURE SAMPLE

and all the music you need. AND ILLUSTRATED BOOKLET
%0“ lsmdyt Wllth % S“i“le- 1 U8 School of Music, 1234 Brunswick Bldg., New York i
- , N. Y. ease send me Pree Booklet and PPrint an o=
. DUEICATIL LG PRy DY P a¥ I ture Sample. T would like to play instrument checked below. !
g ?eal tunes by note. I Piano Piano Tenor Banjo Piccolo :
And it’s all so easy to un- 1 Guitar PlAeeordion lé{(ulpl:t Medern Elsmentary |
-3 awailan amn arin armony
derstand. First you 'are : Guitar Accordion Trombone Mandolin i
told how to do a thmg. } Violin Trumpat, Cornet Fiute Practical Finger 1
ict y/ 1 Saxophone Reed Crgan Control 1
Then a picture s il you j (Do you have Instrument ...... RN e e
how. Then you do it your- H > :
self and hear it. ! :
If you're tired of just looking : State 1
of age, parent must sign coupon, §

on at parties — if you've envied
those who could entertain oth-

———— - -

Save 2c—snck Counon on penny postcard



[t's NEW-its the WONDERSCOPE

d Tewo Real Telescopes in one-
5 Powerfor Short Range [0Power for ExtraMileage

Brings Far Away Objects Clearly Close o Your Eye

Now, at last, you can see everything you want to see even if it is
thousands of feet away. The scientific, precision-ground lenses
“of the Wonderscope are like magic eyes that will strip dis-
tance of its mysteries and bring you new vistas, new fun,
and new thrills. Just imagine, you will be able to see
clearly 10 times as far as you now can with your
naked eye. Men, women, houses, planes, sporting
events, animals, and birds, will be brought so
clearly to your eyes that they will seem

almost close enough to touch. The Won-
derscope is brand new, and available to
you now at an unbelievably low price.

Here's FHow the

Wonderscope Works

The strength and quality of a tele-
scope is judged by its magnification
powers. The Wonderscope contains a 5
power telescope (lets you see 5 times as
far as your normal eyesight range). The
Wonderscope also contains a full 10 power
telescope (lets you see 10 times your mormal
distance). Yes, two telescopes in one so that you can
see anything in its clearest focus. The Wonderscope
also has a patented distance measuring device. When
. you focus your Wonderscope on an object, it automat-
ically tells you how far away the object is. Don’t be
frustrated by distance. See everything you want to see.
Enjoy the telescopic wonders of the Wonderscope. ‘Get yours
while the supply lasts,

BOTH EXTEND /2
TOIGINCHES 43

8 INVENTION COMPANY, Dept. W-4405 ]
¥ 38 Murray Street, New York 7, N. Y. .
& . B
> g B Sam WdONC',)OEFl{'nSCOrFE' I will ;’)313; postmn{l'Sli?hq nl;xa B
° po! an .D. charges on delivery. within
Hel‘e s o"r Amazlng oﬁer— | days I am not completel_y‘sntisried with my WONDER-
] SC! Pﬁ' slfgiyxrwtl!}ll é:&um it to you and my money will be g
immedin ‘efun .
seﬂd No Money | B am l{nclosing $2.00 cash. You pay postage. Same §
arantee.

This wonderful precision device should be expensive L] o end me 2 complete WONDERSCOPE sets, I will pay B
—but for this sgecial offer only we have m: | postman $3.75 plus charges, Same guarantee as above. B
price only $1.98. What’s more, you don’t have to '] B

send any money now. Just send the coupon. We
will send you your Wonderscope. When your post- § yame = . B
man brings yours, pay him only $1.08 plus postaze, g NAME L.... .. ceiiiiiiies deecesieeiane sosesey

(Send ;2.0& cash and we pay postage.) If at the
m}d 10_days, yeu are not pletel tistied J ADDRESS . .icicicesscisosane essnesn Ceasesaneseen ]
with your Wonderscepe, your moner will be imme. g ]
at ded, Supplies ure lMmited, 85 act fast. I CITY & ZONE o\t woveersonsone STATE os vovvss H

ately
R Jaiyy ! Coupon fodny| 4 R 20 R B O S R e e



Here is Another Swift-Moving Powder Valley
Novel By

PETER FIELD

e 11
okl e

Pat fired rapidly
into the air.

——

SHERTFF ON THE SPOT

Featuring Pat Stevens, Sam Sloan, and One-Eyed Ezra
10



Pat Stevens was just about to
resign as Sheriff of Powder
Valley, when a murder and
bank robbery sent him hot on

the trail of—Sam and Ezra, his
~ two best friends! )

FIRST MAGAZINE

PUBLICATION

Ezra was as
surprised as
the Sheriff,

CHAPTER I

KEROSENE lantern hung
A from a nail in the wall and
. lighted the interior of the
small lean-to at the rear of the adobe

jail in Dutch Springs. The lean-to

1



12 % % % Double Action Western

contained a canvas cot, an old rock-
ing chair and a small wooden table
that served as a desk. In Dutch
Springs, and throughout Powder Val-
ley, the lean-to was known as the
“Sheriff’s Office.”

Tonight, a roll of bedding, neatly
wrapped in a tarpaulin and tied with
a short length of rope, lay on the can-
vas cot. The top of the table was
ciean and the wooden floor had been
meticulously swept. Pat Stevens
stood in the center of the floor and
let his gray eyes brood around the
cramped interior, checking every-
thing to make sure he was leaving
nothing behind.

For Pat was bowing out as sheriff
of Powder Valley. He was turning
over the keys to the jail, the lean-to
office, and his badge to his successor.

And that reminded Pat of some-
thing. He reached up and slowly un-
pinned the badge from his gray flan-
nel shirt. The yellow light from the
lantern gleamed on it brightly as he
held it in his hand. He laid the badge
on top of the table and sighed.

He grinned at himself ruefully for
that sigh. A man would think he was
sorry to give the badge up. Nothing
could be further from the truth. He
hadn’t wanted to be sheriff in the first
place. The job had been thrust upon
him after Ed Grimes’ murder. Some-
one had to take hold and see that law
and order in the Valley were main-
tained, The choice had naturally
fallen on him because of his past
reputation.

With his two gun-partners, Sam
Sloan and Ezra, as deputies, he hadn’t
made Powder Valley a bad sheriff.
But he was glad enough to give the
badge up. He wondered why Jeth
Purdue didn’t come along, and he set-
tled himself impatiently in the rock-
ing chair to wait for him. Jeth had
promised to come in that afternoon
to take over the office. Now, it -was
early night and Jeth hadn’t showed
up.
Through an open window behind
him, Pat Stevens could hear the eve-
ning stage coming down Main Street
at a gallop, could hear the shouts and
the jangling of harness as it srowed

for a brief stop in Dutch Springs be-
fore continuing on southward.

It was funny that Jeth Purdue
didn’t come., He’d been anxious
enough to get the job Pat was glad
to give up. Of course, it wasn’t real-
ly legal, turning the office over to
him tonight. Jeth wouldn’t be offi-
cially sworn in as sheriff until the
next day. But then, his appointment
maybe wasn’t exactly legal either,
None of the local citizens knew what
the correct procedure was when a
sheriff resigned. It had looked like
a lot of time and trouble to hold
another election. So a group of rep-
resentative men had gotten together
and talked it over and decided on
Jeth Purdue. Powder Valley had its
own way of simplifying legal mat-
ters, and it generally worked out all
right.

at hoped Jeth Purdue was the
right man to take over, He rather
liked Jeth, though the incoming sher-
iff was rather new to the Valley, hav-

ing settled on a ranch south of town
only about six months previously..

Still, Pat thought that might he *
good thing for a sheriff. ﬁight be
better to have a sheriff not too inti-
mately acquainted with folks. He'd
have a better chance to be impartial
and run the office as it should be run.

The way Powder Valley was grow-
ing up and getting civilized, it was
time the sheriff’s office was put on a
strictly business basis,

AT turned his head and listened
to the cracking whip and the
clatter of wheels as the stagecoach
pulled out. Dutch Springs was get-
ting to be a real hub of transporta-
tion with a daily coach each direction
and being selected as a station point
on the new Pony Express line that
would soon be bringing mail up the
southern route to connect with the
East-West line north of Denver.
That would be a mighty fine thing
for the Valley; bring Dutch Springs
into close contact with the outside
world, And it was going to be a
mighty fine thing for Ezra and Sam
Sloan, too, with them getting the con-
tract to run the local Pony Express
station,

g
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Sheriff On the Spot % * * 13

As a maiknder, small wu'y Sam

- Sloan would certainly be one of the
most competent and" trusfworthy men
in-the service, and Ezra was a mighty
ﬁne hand | ‘with horses.

- It was the sort of work they need-
~_ed to qifiet them down and keep them
 out of erouble Ever since they'd
upped. and sold their Powder Valley
-~ _ranch-at auctwn and gone traipsing

“that crdzy adventure (o
Cor; s‘ﬁ Coﬁnzet, ~Pat Stevens had
“been ‘,wogrzed aib%‘ﬁb the pair. He'd
hﬁiged,theg! eir eight thousand
dn‘ultt"mk%ter losing it ‘in a
5 cwabf ‘poker game, and had been
~ able to argue them into returning to
s }ﬂa@ ey with him, but both of
: ad refused to go back into
'__anchmg
- “With all that cash money, they’d
“been living like a couple of bank
“presidents up at the Jewel Hotel,
- drinking too much and paying too
-~ much attention to pretty Kitty Lamne
~ who entertained in the Jewel Saloon
; gpd presided-ever | the dining room.

_That is, Sam Sloan was hopelessly
en with thty Ezra, with his
. scarred™ and one eye, his huge,
- mngainly body, had always left wom-

. ens strlctly alone. But Sam was mak-
ing lumb fool out of himself, ac-

to what Pat’s friends told

Pai ,'wasn t so sure. Kitty Lane was
miﬁty pretty, and the men did say
that she wasn’t one for foolishness,
Oh, she’d sing to a man, and flirt
while he danced with her, and let him
buy her a drink now and then, but
she didn’t let it go any further. At
least, that was the stney, told by men
who had tried.

Pat hadn’t been seeing mﬁc;h of
Sam and Ezra while he was sheriff.
They deeply resented the badge he
wore, and that was one reason why
he’d be glad to turn it over to Jeth
Purdue. He wondered again why
Jeth didn’t come along, and he got up
to step to the window and peer out
“toward the village. s,

Brisk footsteps coming up the
 plank walk to the office brought Pat
- Stevens’ head around slowly. He
blmked‘at the man who stopped in
the doo‘rwarand peered inside.

g

- lying on the table,

The stranger was dressed in dudish
city clothes—a stiff straw hat, neat
gray suit, and cloth-top, buttoned
shoes with very sharp toes. He wore
a celluloid collar and a tie with a big,
gold horseshoe stickpin, and he car-
ried a pair of fawn-colored gloves in
his left hand. He was a slender man,
with dark pouches under a pair of
coldly eruel eyes, and he wore a neat-
ly-clipped black mustache. When he
parted his thin lips to address Pat,
three gold teeth glittered in the yel-
low lamplight.

He studied Pat with his head
cocked slightly on one side, and said,
“So, you’re the sheriff of this here
Powder Valley?”

His words seemed. to carry a covert
sneer with them. Pat said, “Howdy,”
and let it go at that.

HE stranger stepped inside and

glanced around the lean-to. “Just
moving in, eh? Well, it’s time. I've
waited long enough for you fellows
to get rid of that other sheriff.

“You know who I am, of course,”
he went on impatiently when Pat
didn’t say anything.

Pat cleared his throat and admit-
ted, “I’'m not rightly sure that I do.”

“I’'m Ralston, Fred Ralston. Just
pulled in from Denver on the coach.
I thought I'd drop by here and see
for sure that we had the right sheriff
in office before I go on up to- the
Jewel. Kitty wrote me that Deems
had it all fixed up with you. You
know exactly what you're to do?”

Pat said mildly, “Mr. Deems don’t
generally make any mistakes, does
he?”

“Not him,” Fred Ralston chuckled.
He glanced down at the silver badge
“Don’t forget to
pin that on when you come over.
We've got to make this look plenty
legal.”

Pat said grimly, “I'll be wearing
o

The man from Denver unbut-
toned his coat and dragged a heavy
watch out of a waistcoat pocket by
means of a gold chain. He snapped
it open and said, “Give me half an
hour. The less I'm seen around town,
the better these affairs always go.”
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Pat said, “You sound like this is-

old stuff to you.”

“Sure.” Ralston chuckled and put
his watch back. “Kitty and I've
worked plenty before. Don’t you
worry. She’ll have things fixed just
-right. She tells me she’s hooked a
real fish this time. Eight thousand
simoleons in hard cash—he and his
partner together.” Ralston smacked
his lips over the words.

Pat Stevens’ mind was working des-
perately, trying to think of things to
say that would keep the city man
talking without revealing to him that
he wasn’t Jeth Purdue. The only two
men in Dutch Springs with eight
thousand dollars were Sam Sloan and
Ezra. He knew they must be the
pair Ralsten referred to. But, what
did he mean by saying Kitty had
hooked them? None of the conversa-
tion made any sense. He cautiously
tried to steer it around to something
concrete that would dispel the mys-
tery:

“You reckon he’s not going to make
any trouble? Him an’ his partner?”

“Trouble?” Ralston laughed scorn-
fully. “Not if you do your part.”

Pat got out a red bandanna and
mopped sweat from his bronzed fore-
head, though a cool breeze swept in
over him from the open window. He
mumbled, “I ain’t sure that I rightly
know my part.”

“Nonsense,” Ralston said briskly.
“Do exactly as Deems has told you.
Now, I'd better be getting over there
before they wonder what’s become of
me.” He nodded briskly and walked
out.

Pat Stevens stood unhappily by the
windew and wondered what it was all
about.
the Jewel Hotel. A saturnine man
who had recently come to Dutch
Springs and taken over the old run-
down hotel. With Kitty Lane to act
as a magnet for the ranchers and
punchers of the Valley, the old
hostelry had come to life in a surpris-
ing manner under Deems’ expert han-
dling. Grizzled family men who'd
never spent a night away from home
in their lives suddenly found rea-
sons for spending the night in Dutch
Springs, and the younger cowhands

Joe Deems was propnetor of

crowded there enthusiastically every
night for the chance to dance with
Kitty to the music of an accordion
and untuned piano.

But, how did all that affect Sam
Sloan and the eight thousand dellars
he and Ezra had gotten from the sale
of their ranch? Pat was a simple
man, with no experience at unravel-
ing mysteries. He and Ezra and
Sam had done more than their share
to unmask lawlessness in the West,
but always it had been a direct mat-
ter to be settled with blazing six-
guns.

He didn’t know anything about the
ways of city slickers, he told him-
self morosely. He was certain that
Fred Ralston had something up his
sleeve, but he sure didn’t know how
to go about shaking it out into plain
sight. It was evident, though, that
the plan required the help of a sher-
iff, and that the conspirators had been
waiting for the time when Pat would
step down and turn his badge over to
Jeth Purdue.

e

QLOW anger began to burn 1}133’53'(
(.

Pat at the thought. Purdue had
fooled him all right. Just as he had
fooled all the other honest citizens of
the Valley. Planning some sort of
devilment his first night as sheriff,
with Joe Deems, Kitty Lane M a
stranger from Denver.

The hoofbeats of a galloping lmrse
came through the open window from
the road leading south from Dutch
Springs. The galloping was labored,
as if of a horse straining to keep up
the pace, spurred on by a relentless
rider.

Pat frowned and listened intently,
heard the herse swerve away from
Main street toward the small adobe
jail and lean-to.

He stiffened and turned from the
window as the animal plowed to a
stop outside. He heard the thud of
hard bootheels on the planks outside,
the jingle of spurs.

Jeth Purdue came panting into the
office, his thin red face tight' with

worry. He was a tall man, with a -

greyhound leanness of frame. He
wore a single gun-belt carrying a .45,
and big-roweled Spanish spurs on
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* his run-down boots, His face showed
rehef at sight of Pat Stevens.

“I was afraid you'd get tired of
waitin’,” he panted. “Got hung up
out to the ranch. Two of my best
dang cows bogged in Clay Creek.
Then when.I got started, damned if
-my hawse didn’t - put his foot in a

: prame dawg hole an’ I had to shoot
-~ him an’ go back to rope me out anoth-
- er.” He paused to catch his breath
 and then ducked his head to step in-
~ side the lean-to. -
~ Pat asked, “What was all the hur-
ry about?” .
“You sa1d as how you wanted me to
~ take over tonight an’ you’d be clearin’
out. I didn’t want you to get tired
waitin’ for me an’ leave town.” Jeth
glanced around the office. His gaze
stopped at the badge on the table,
- clung there as though its silver-
. brightness hypnotized him.
" Pat said, “Looks like you're mighty
~ anxious to start bein’ sheriff,”
.~ “’Tain’t that,” Purdue protested.
~ “Jest didn’t want to be late.” He
then asked with an elaborate
sacencern, “Evenin’ stage

~*“Come an’ gone.”
There was a little moment of si-
_lence in the small lean-to. Pat stood
on flat feet with his arms folded
across his chest, little wrinkles about
the uter corners of his eyes as he
the face of the man who had
be.en selected to succeed him as sher-
iff; 3
Jeth Purdue shifted his weight
from his right foot to his left. He
glanced at Pat’s impassive face and
said uncertainly, “Well, looks like
you're packed up an’ all. Nothin’
much left to do but this, I reckon.”
He took a step forward and reached
down toward the badge of office.
~ Pat said, “Wait a minute, Purdue.”

He spoke in a slow drawl, but with

enough weight to cause Purdue t
jerk back iand and look up ap-
prﬁ?ﬁ:wfil kn bout a fell
toyou ow about a feller

_named Fred Ralston?”

*Purdue wet his lips. “I did
catch the name.”

& o R rom Denver,” ‘Pat went on oven-

‘«fly. :

Fear leaped into Purdue’s eyes. He
lowered them swiftly and muttered,
“Dunno what you’re talkin’ about.”

“What've you got planned with Joe
Deems an’ Kitty Lane, an’ this Ral-
ston hombre?”

Jeth Purdue began to shake his
head from side to side. “I shore dun-
no what you'’re drivin’ at.”

Pat said angrily, “Start talkin’,
Purdue. An’ talk fast. Ralston came
in on that stage tonight.”

Jeth Purdue took a backward step.
A yellowish gleam flickered from be-
neath his lowered eyelids. His right
hand started stealthily downward to-
ward the butt of his holstered gun.

Pat Stevens warned, “Don’t try it,
Jeth.” His arms were still folded.

Purdue’s gun-hand went down-
ward fast.

Pat lunged forward and drove his
fist against the point of the lean
man’s jaw. Jeth toppled backward
off balance, desperately dragging his
gun clear of leather:.

AT laughed savagely and pulled

his own gun free, swung it
downward in a sharp arc that
smashed the heavy barrel against Pur-
due’s wrist.

Jeth sobbed with pain and his .45
clattered to the floor. He shrank
back in abject fear as Pat towered
over him. “Talk, you skunk,” Pat or-
dered through tight-set teeth., “Give
it to me before I start gun-whippin’
you right.”

Jeth whined, “I dunno nothin’. As
God’s my judge, Pat, I dunno what
you're jumpin’ me for.”

“You lie,” snarled Pat. “It’s some-
thing about Sam an’ Ezra.”

Jeth Purdue moaned, “You’ve bust-
ed my wrist sure’s hell.” He caught
hold of it with his left hand and
cried out sharply with the pain of it.

~His face took on a queer pallor and

he sank down limply to the floor, lay
there with closed eyes.

‘Pat stood over and cursed him, but-
he did not move. Pat hesitated, then
shrugged and reholstered his gun.
He stooped and got his hands under-
neath Purdue’s shoulders, dragged

» him over the threshold and around to



16 % % * Double Action Western

the open door of the empty adobe
jail.

. He pushed him onto the floor and
let him lie there in a limp heap,
closed the barred door and padlocked
it securely.

He strode back into the lean-to and
kicked Jeth’s gun into a corner,
picked up the silver badge and
dropped it into a shirt pocket. He
turned down the lantern and gave it
a quick shake to put it out, then
went out and closed the door behind

him, He figured it had been just

about half an hour since Fred Ral-
stons’ visit as he started toward the
Jewel Hotel.

CHAPTER II

AT STEVENS had to traverse
Pthe entire single block of Main

Street from the village square
to reach the jewel Hotel at the other
end, There weren't many saddled
horses at the hitchracks along the
way. Half a dozen of the old-timers
* had remained loyal to the Gold Eagle
Saloon, and their horses were tied
outside, but nine-tenths of the other
riders in town were congregated at
the Jewel,

A lop-sided yellow mcon faced Pat
in the east as he strode along the
boardwalk - past the almost deserted
business houses and restaurants,
There was already the sharp tang of
autumn in the night air in that por-
tion of the southern part of Colo-
rado lying eastward from the Rock-
ies, and Pat drew in great draughts
of the clean, cool air in an effort to
clear the confusion from his mind as
he strode forward. ;

The night air didn’t have the usual
effect on his mind. He was a simple
man, accustomed to simple situations
and direct answers. His way of meet-
ing almost any emergency was by
straightforward action. He felt, now,
that he should have taken Fred
Ralston by the throat back there in
the lean-to, and choked an explana-
tion out of him. He didn’t quite know
why he had restrained himself from
doing that,

Instead, he had let Ralston go away
~ thinking he had talked to Jeth Pur-

- Ralston or Kitty Lane.

Stevens,

due. By that action, he had invited
the continuance of whatever sinister-
plot Ralston, Deems and Kitty Lane
were involved in together.

Looking at it that way, Pat realxzed
he’d be responsible for anything that
had happened or might happen at the
Jewel Hotel. He could have stopped
it merely by letting Ralston know
that Jeth Purdue had not yet as-
sumed  office. Instead of that, he'd
had to play smart and encourage them
to go oh with their plan. Pat’s lips
twisted in a mirthless smile as he
thought it out that way. He was act-
ing, by golly, like a smart city de-
tective instead of a simple western
sheriff. Like he wanted something
to happen so he could look smart by
solving it the way detectives always

- did in storybooks.

His pace increased and he became
more and more uneasy as he ap-
proached closer to the hotel. Twen-
ty-five or thirty saddled horses stood
outside, and bright llght and music .
streamed out of the swinging doo:’»s
and wide -plate-glass windows
large, ground-level roora BEyoIY the
entrance into the hotel lobby.s

Some of Pat Stevens’ uneasiness
evaporated as he shouldered %E&' .
swinging doors aside and stepped
into the saloon. The bar was crowded
with laughing men, and half a dozen
were grouped around the accordion
and tinny piano at the end of the
room singing a popular song of the
day in loud disharmony.

Certainly, he thought, nothing very
serious had happened here as yet. It
gave him a sort of foolish feeling to
walk into this scene of gaiety and
good fellowship when he had been
fearing something else.”

He tipped his Stetson back on his
head, hooked his thumbs in his gun-
belts "and looked around for Fred
Neither of
them were in the saloon adjunct to
the hotel. Neither did he see either
Sam Sloangwr one-eyed Ezra about.
But as he sté@pd there in the doorway,
Joe Deems detached himself from the
group at the bar and came toward
him with a hearty greeting:

“Well, well, If it’s not Patrick
Going to loosen up and
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celebrate now that you've got rid of
that badge, Pat?”

Pat said, “I'm looking for Sam
Sloan.”

“He’ll probably be around.” Deems

- put his hand on Pat’s arm and urged

him toward the bar. “Have a drink
on me—now that you're not a sheriff
any more.

Joe Deems was about Pat’s height,
with a“deceptive slimness of figure
that hid a lot of substantial weight.
He was about thirty-five, though his’
thinning sandy hair made him look
older. His face and voice had a sur-
face appearance of geniality, though
it couldn’t wholly hide the intrinsic
hardness of the man underneath. His
forehead sloped back sharply from
ragged eyebrows, and he had .a sharp
nose that had at one time been
knocked awry. It had grown back
almost straight, but enough one-sided
to give his face a curious appearance
of unevenness. He had long white
hands and a way of gesturing nerv-
ously with them, and he wore a
green-striped shirt with red sus-
holding wup
pﬁs ~5§ lak broadcloth, and red
elastic arm-bands on the sleeves of
his shirt.

Pat let.himself be led to the bar
by the proprietor, but said quietly,
“Tll buy my own drink, Deems. An’
drink it alone.”

Deems let go of his arm with a
pained look. “That’s not being very
friendly, Stevens.”

AT said, “I didn’t mean it to be.”

He turned away ifrom Deems

and said curtly to the bartender,
“Green Valley.”

Joe Deems stayed by his side. He
cleared his throat as the bartender
set out a shot-glass and poured
bonded bourbon into it. “I thought
the reason you'd stayed away from
my place was because you were sher-
iff and felt you shouldn’t do much
drinking in public.” ;

Pat downed his drink without say-
ing anything.

Deems laughed uncertamly “But
I thought things would be different

‘after you turned your badge over to

Jeth Purdue.”

tight-legged -

Pat set his empty glass down and
spun a silver half dollar across the
counter. He said, “You do a let of
thinking, don’t you, Deems?” and
turned, brushing past the proprletor
toward a side door leading into the
small hotel lobby.

There was a leather-covered sofa
and four straight chairs in the lobby.
A wizened little man leaned on the
counter over an open hotel register,
blinking rheumy eyes at the brightly
lighted saloon. He showed some yel-
low snags of teeth in a smile when
Pat came through the doorway. “Fust
time I've seed you around here, Pat.”

Pat said, “Evenin’, Forrey.” He
came to the counter and leaned omne
elbow on it, looked down at thé open
register while he got out the mak-
ings.

“Reckon you jest couldnt make
out to stay away no longer.” The
aged clerk chuckled gleefully. “That
Kitty Lane brings ’em all in sooner
or later., But yowll hafta cut out
Sammy Sloan if you git anywheres
with Kitty.,” His cackle of merri-
ment had an obscene sound.

Leaning over the counter, Pat was
reading the last name written on the

register. In heavy, bold letters was
written, “F. A. Ralston, Denver,
Colo.” The number of the room as-

signed to\ Ralston was scratched so
thinly that Pat couldn’t make it out.
He put the blunt tip of his finger
on the name and asked, “What room
has he got?”

Tom Forrest peered down at Pat’s
fingertip, “That dude feller from
Denver? Number fifteen. I recol-
lect he ast fer it particular.”

“Is he in his room now?”

“I reckon. He went up an’ I never

seed him come down.”

“What room have Sam and Ezra
got?” :

“They got two rooms.” The clerk
chuckled happily. “Yes sirree. One
room fer each of ’em. Livin’ in style
since they sold out their ranch an’
moved into town.”

“What are their room numbers?”
Pat asked sharply.

“Eighteen an’ twenty. Right
straight back from the head of the
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stairs. I dunno whether you'll find
’em there or not.”

Pat said, “I'll see.”

When he turned away he became
aware that Joe Deems had come up
silently behind him while he stood
at the counter. The hotel proprietor
had light brown eyes which looked
yellowish now as they met Pat’s.
Deems stood between Pat and the
foot of the stairway leading up to
the hotel rooms. He stood there
with his arms folded and asked the
clerk, “What did Stevens want?”

“He ast me what room Ezra an’
Sam Slean was in.”

Joe Deems’ lips came back from
his teeth. “Didn’t he ask you some-
thing else?”

“Well, now I do recollect—"

Pat took a step forward, his eyes
blazing. “Why don’t you ask me,
Deems?”

“All right. I will. What are you
snooping around for?”

Pat Stevens drew in a deep breath.
His hands were bunched into big
fists by his sides. He said, “I'm go-
ing up.”

“No, you're not.” Deems stepped
backward, up to the second stair, the
yellowish glint becoming more pro-
nounced in his eyes.

Pat controlled himself and asked,
“Why net?” in the tone of a reason-
able man whe wants an answer.

“Because I say you’re not. This is
my hotel.”

“It’s a public place,” Pat told him
gently.

“T own it.”

Pat toock a step forward. His voice
remained gentle but it had a steely
firmness. “You’'ll get hurt ’less you
get out of the way, Deems.”

Deems snarled, “Not me.” He un-
folded his arms and showed Pat a
stubby, double-barreled derringer in
his right hand. It was no larger than
a woman’s fist, yet a lethal weapon
of large caliber. Deems warned in a
thin voice, “Don’t force me to use
this in protection of my property,
Stevens.”

AT put one hand on the newel
post and grinned up at the pro-

prietor. “This is a funny way to
treat a sheriff.” =

“You forget you're not the sheriff
any longer.”

Pat slowly reached into the pocket
of his flannel shirt and drew out his
silver sheriff’s badge. He showed it
to Deems in the palm of his hand.
“What does this look like?”

Deems paled and bit his under lip.
“But—I thought Jeth Purdue—”

Pat shrugged and replaced the
badge in his pecket. “Changed your
mind about me comin’ up?”

“No.” The derringer still threat-
ened Pat. “Sam and Ezra aren’t in
tneir rooms. If you’ll wait in the
barroom I’'ll have them located for
you.”

Pat’s lunging body drove forward,
and his left arm shot out to encircle
Deems’ legs. He straightened up
swiftly and the proprietor’s head
went back, hitting a stair-step loud-
ly. His body went limp and the tiny
pistol clattered down at Pat’s feet.
Pat tossed Deems aside on the floor
and picked up the derringer, said
curtly over his shoulder; *Throw
some water on him, Forrey,” and
went up the uncarpeted stairs two
at a time.

There was a wide hall at the top,
with closed doors on each side. Pat
strode down the hall and stopped in
front of the door numbered 18. He
knocked on it loudly, but got no re-
sponse. He moved to the next door
on the same side, number 20, and
knocked on it with the same negative
result. He tried both doors and
found them securely locked.

He swung about and went across
the hall to number 15. He got no
answer when he knocked on it,
either.

He hesitated for a moment, his face
grim and his eyes narrowed, glanced
up and down the hall, but all the
doors remained tightly clesed.

He turned the knob of number 15,
and was surprised to have the door
swing open.

It was dark inside. He struck a
match and went across to the wash-
stand to put fire to the wick of a
kerosene lamp, turned to survey the
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small hotel bedroom in the yellow
light.

A suitcase lay open on the bed.
Fred Ralsten’s straw hat lay beside
it. The room showed no other sign
of occupancy. Pat grunted his dis-
gust and turned to blow the lamp
out. In the darkness, his gaze was
attracted by a thin slit of light show-
ing along the base of the wall on the
right.

He stepped to it and investigated,
found it was coming beneath a door
leading into another room. He put
his ear against the thin panel and
listened, but could hear nothing from
the adjoining room.

A tentative rapping on the door
brought no response. Again, he tried
the doorkneb, and felt it turn under
his hand. He eased the door open
with his right hand on the butt of
his holstered gun.

He saw a frilly bedspread, and

there were creamy lace curtains at
the window of the lighted room. A
lady’s dress was draped over the foot
of the bed.
. Pat pulled the door open wider,
waiting apprehensively for a scream
of fright that would tell him it was
occupied. '

Then he saw the man’s body lying
in the middle of the floor. The crum-
pled body of Fred Ralston lying face
downward with the bone handle of a
hunting knife sticking up between
his shoulder blades.

Pat hurried forward and dropped
to his knees beside the corpse of the
man from Denver. Ralston was quite
dead. And Pat recognized the hunt-
ing knife that had been driven deep
into his back. He stared at the ini-
tials carved into the bone handle.
S. S. It was Sam Sloan’s hunting
knife.

CHAPTER 111

AT STEVENS knelt there a
long time looking down at
the murdered man without
moving. In his turbulent past he had
seen much violent death, had stood
looking down at many murdered men,
but he’d never been made sick by the
sight before. Never before had he

been forced to endure the sight of a
knife belonging to his best friend
protruding from the back of a corpse.

Far stronger than any other emo-
tion as he stoed there was the help-
less feeling that he could have pre-
vented this tragedy half an hour ago.
Though it seemed inconceivable that
Fred Ralston could have known this
was waiting for him at the Jewel Ho-
tel, it was also just as apparent to
Pat that his death was, somehow, the
result of the mysterious plan that
had brought him to Powder Valley
from Denver. A plan that required
the services of a new sheriff, and
which Pat couid have stopped simply
by declaring himself to Ralston in
the lean-to office.

Pat drew in a deep breath and
jerked his thoughts back to the pres-
ent and pressing emergency.

Here was a dead man, and there
was Sam Slean’s knife sticking in his
back. If Sam had wielded that knife,
Pat knew the smaller man had had
a good reason for striking. But, why
wasn’t Sam here te take the conse-
quences of his act? Why was Ral-
ston lying here alone in a hotel room -
in a pool of nis own blood? :

Pat drove himself swiftly into action
as various possible answers to the
questions came to him. He hurried
to the hall deor of the death room
and tried the knob. The door was
locked.

He went back into Ralston’s room,
closed the door gently and found a
key on the inside of the door. He
turned the key and went back into
the adjoining room.

Obviously, a woman’s bedreom.
There were several glittering gowns
hung in one corner behind a curtain,
and there were dainty, feminine toi-
let articles neatly laid out on top of
the bureau.

A framed picture on the bureau
caught Pat’s attention. Though he
had seen Kitty Lane only once, he
knew it was a photograph of the ho-
tel hostess.

There was no evidence of any
struggle in the room. Two rocking
chairs stood close together near the
curtained window, with a small table
between them. There was a tray and
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a bottle of whisky and two glasses on
the low table. The bottle was less
than half full. Around the edge of
the tray were burned-out butts of
brown-paper cigarettes. Sam always
rolled his smokes with brown paper.
And the cigarettes were smoked down
very short as he always smoked his.

Pat Stevens moved around the
room slowly. He pretended he was
looking for a clue, though inwardly
he admitted he wouldn’t recognize a
murder clue if one rose up on its
hind legs and snapped at him.

Besides, what did he need with a
clue? The whole story of the mur-
der was told in that hunting knife.
All he had to do was find Sam and
arrest him.

Thinking of that put a sour taste
in Pat’s mouth. There was still plen-
ty of killing in the west. Powder
Valley hadng got so civilized that
men didn’t fight and die occasionally,
and there was no thought of arrest.

But a knife in the back was a dif-
ferent matter. And, right here in a
lady’s bedroom!

Pat stopped his aimless wandering
to stoop over the corpse and stare
down at it broodingly. Ralston lay
belly downward on his left side. His
right leg was drawr up, and his right
arm was outflung. His eyes were
closed and he looked completely at
peace.

Pat knew what he had to do long
before he did it. He stood there, pre-
tending he was trying to make up
his mind, trying to justif’y himself,
while all the time he knéw he was
going to hide that damning evidence
against his best friend.

He stooped and gingerly took hold
of the initialed bone handle of the
slender-bladed knife.

It didn’t come loose when he pulled
at it. It was as though the lifeless
clay of Fred Ralston resented his ef-
fort to dislodge the death weapon, as
though the dead man were deter-
mined it should siay there as mute
evidence against Sam Sloan.

Pat got a tighter hold and wiggled
the knife back and forth. The dead
flesh released its hold reluctantly,
It came out suddenly.

Pat held it away from him and let

the blood drip on the floor, then car- .‘

ried it over to the wash stand and
wrapped the knife in a thin hetel
towel. He litted his pants leg and
dropped the wrapped knife down in-
side his boot, then shook the cloth
down again.

He went back into Ralston’s room
and closed the door behind him, felt
his way to the hall door in the dark-
ness, and unlocked it.

He took the key out, and after he’d
gone through the door and closed it,
he locked the door on the outside and
dropped the key into a potcket of his
short leather vest together with the
derringer he had taken from Joe
Deems. ‘

The doors aiong the hall were still
closed. As far as he knew, no one
had seen him go in or out of the Den-
ver man’s reom. He didn’t think he’d
been more than ten minutes alto-
gether.

He got out his bandanna and
mopped his face as he went back to
the stairs. The wizened clerk leaned
on his counter and gave Pat a tooth-
less grin as he came down.
Sam an’ Ezrg in their.racmes”

Pat shook his head. He stopped
in front of the counter.
you see them last, Forrey?” :

“Little after dark, I reckon. Ez
went up to his room fust—then Sam-
my went up.” Tom Forrest snick-

Was.

“When did

ered. “Sammy was taking three steps

on every stair—with a mighty purty

lady he’pin’ him along.”
- “Kitty?”

“Tha’s right. Seems like Kitty:

shore does cotton to that measly lit-
tle pardner of yourn, Pat.”

“Has she come down since then?”

“Nope. Not by the front stairs,
leastways. Mighta used the back,
though. She does a lot.”

Pat turned around and looked on
the floor where he had last seen the
hotel proprietor,

“Where’s Deems?”

Tom Forrest chuckled

3

loudly.

“They come an’ carted him off for
Mignty nigh cracked the

repairs.

3

back of his head, I reckon, when you

jerked him down. Why was he so

up to see Sam, Pat?”

*

- dead sot on keepin’ you from goin’
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“That,” Pat Stevens said, “is some-
thing I want to ask Deems.” He lift-
ed his head and stared through the
glass door leading into the saloon.

Noticing his look, the clerk nod-
ded. “Yep. Tha’s her all right.
Mighty purty singin’, if you ast me.
I guess she did come down from up-
stairs by the back way.”

Pat nodded and went toward the
%lass door through which he could

aintly hear a clear soprano voice
singing Annie Laurie.

HEN he opened the door, Kit-
ty Lane’s limpidly beautiful
tones came out clearly. She stood on
a little dais at the end of the room,
accompanied by an accordion played
by a pallid-faced youth with the limp
butt of a cigar drooping from his
lips.
- Pat stopped in the doorway and
looked at the singer. Kitty Lane was
no longer young, but she was still
. _beautiful. Her body had lost the slim-
“mess of youth, but was softly round-
d,"and swelled the bodice and hips
ng, tight, shimmering dress
aterial that swept down
to her feet. Her cheeks were deli-
cately rouged and her lips were quite
- red, yet she managed to wear the ar-
tificial coloring without being real-
ly conspicuous. Her gown was cut
quite low in front, showing a smooth
neck and creamy-white shoulders and
the beginning curve of a full bosom,
yet it did not appear immodest on
Kitty Lane. Her hair was the color
of ripe wheat, coiled about her small
head in a heavy braid, and she wore
long, red earrings which hung almost
to her bare shoulders.

Her gaze caught Pat’s as she start-
- ed on the last chorus of her song, and
he thought she gave a little start of
recognition but her tone did not fal-
ter.

He stood watching her gravely un-
til she finished singing, but she did
not lock at him again.

Men crowded around her as she
stepped down from the dais, applaud-
ing loudly and calling for more. But
she brushed past them, smiling and
gay, and came across the saloon to-
ward Pat.

He took off his hat, walking for-
ward slowly to meet her. KXitty
curved her red lips upward in a gay
smile as they met in the center of the
saloon. “It is the sheriff, isn’t it?”
She clasped her hands in front of her
and demurely lowered her eyes. “I've
wondered whether I was ever going
to get a chance to meet you.”

Pat said, “I’ve missed a lot by not
coming around sooner.”

She flirted her eyelids up at him,
then laughed and took his arm. “I
know you’re a married man, Sheriff
Stevens, but I hope that won’t keep
you from buying me a drink.”

He said, “It sure won’t, Ma'am,”and
went with her to a secluded table in
the rear corner where he drew out a
chair for her and then took the one
opposite.

Kitty Lane rested her bare elbows
on the table and cupped her pointed
chin in her palms. Her eyes were a
clear deep blue, like the waters of a
mountain lake high in the Rockies.
“Maybe I shouldn’t be calling you
sheriff,” she said. “You're not wear-
ing your badge tonight.”

Pat ‘said, “No. I'm not.” He
reached in nis pocket for cigarette
papers and tobacco.

A waiter came to the table and Pat
asked, “What’il you have, Ma’am?” -

She said, “Bourbon, please,” and
Pat told the waiter, “Twice.”

When the man had gone Kitty
asked, “What is the name of the man
who is sheriff in your place? Some-
one pointed him out the other night
and he’s not nearly as handsome as
you.”

Pat felt his face getting hot. He
wasn’t used to having pretty women
tell him he was handsome. He won-
dered if she told ‘Sam Sloan that. He
said, “You mean Jeth Purdue?”

She nodded and said, “I guess so,”
as though 1t didn’t matter. She held
out her hand as he finished licking
his cigarette. “May I roll one?”

Pat gave her his makings. He
vaguely wondered why he wasn't
shocked as he watched her slim fin-
gers deftly roll a cigarette. Some-
how, Kitty Lane didn’t seem at all
wild, even though she wore rouge
and a low-necked dress, smoked
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cigarettes and drank whisky with a
man,

He brought his thoughts back to
the dead man upstairs in her room
and asked, “Seen Sam lately?”

She was absorbed in her cigarette
and didn’t look up. “About an hour
ago, I guess.” Her fingers tore the
flimsy paper. She made a grimace
and.started te roll another.

“Whereabouts?”

HIS time she did look up. The

blue of her eyes was deeper, now.
Almost violet. “Upstairs.” She hesi-
tated. Her voice softened. “I helped
him to his rocm.”

Pat asked curtly, “Drunk?”

“A little bit.” She licked her
cigarette.

“He’s drinkin’ a lot these days,
isn’t he?”

“Too much.” Kitty Lane’s voice
was suddenly tired. She leaned for-
ward with the tightly rolled cigarette
between her lips to get a light from
his, Her eyes held his as the tips
of their cigarettes touched.

She drew back, drawing in a deep
breath and expelling a cloud of blue
smoke through her crimsoned lips.
“You could talk to him, Pat. He'd
listen to you.” She put her hand on

his arm. “You don’t mind if I call
you Pat?”
Pat said, “No.” The waiter came

with their drinks.

“I want to talk to him,” Pat told
her roughly. “He’s not in his room.
You know where he is?”

She shrank back from his tone,
shook her head slowly while she
looked down at her cigarette. “Isn’t
he in his room?”

“If he is, he’s locked in an’ passed
out,” Pat grated. “How many drinks
did he have in your room after you
went upstairs together?” he added
brutally.

The color fled from Kitty’s cheeks,
leaving two round spots of rouge.
“Do you think I drink with men in
my bedroom?”

“Don’t you?”

“No.” She stamped her foot down
on the floor. “You men are all alike.
Just because a girl works in a saloon,
you think she’s a—a—"

_and began to curse Pat,

Pat said harshly, “What’s Fred
Ralston to you.”

Kitty Lane pushed back her chair
and stood up. She leaned forward
and slapped Pat, leaving the print
of her fingers on his face, sobbing
loudly, “Damn you. That’s for your
insult.”

Half the men in the saloon had
been watching interestedly ever since
Pat and Kitty had gone over to the
table together.

Now, there was a concerted move-
ment forward, and a low muttering
as they drew their own interpreta-
tion of Kitty’s action.

One youth pushed forward from
the rest as Kitty whirled away from
the table with her head held high.
He was Dan Peters, young enough
to be Pat’s son, with a cow-lick and
with the soft down of an unrazored
beard on his cheeks. He wore high-
heeled Spanish boots, and had a
shiny gun-belt strapped tightly about
his young waist. He had enough

liquor in him to make him foohs%/ -
and he was callowly in lo
Kitty Lane,

“Whass he doin’, Miss K= : 7, n
muttered thiekly.— He-sWayed a lit-

tle on his high heels as he tried to
strut forward.

Kitty sobbed, “Ch, Dan! He said
the most awful things to me. Make
him stop.”

“You bet I will, Miss Kitty,” the
young puncher promised drunkenly.
He faced Pat and his veoice cracked
in an embarrassing falsetto as he de-
manded, “Git up on your hind laigs,
gat Stevens, an’ crave the lady’s par-

(o5 s ks

Pat gave a snort of disgust and
glared at the boy “Go blow your
nose, Dan, an’ keep it out of men-
folk’s business.”

Someone at the bar snickered
loudly. °~ The sound infuriated Dan,
drove the last semblance of sober
sense from his mind. He slapped his
hand down to the butt of his six-gun
and tugged at it awkwardly.

Pat kicked his chair back and
started toward him. “Don’t be a fool,
Dan. Let go of that gun.”

Dan got a thin sneer on his lips
His gun
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came loose unexpectedly and he trig-
gered it as it came up waveringly.

A bullet tore into the floor three
feet to Pat’s right and ten feet be-
hind him. He lunged forward and
got hold of Dan’s gun, gave him a
shove back into the crowd and
ordered calmly, “If he’s got any
friends here you’d better take him
out and sober him up.” He broke
the gun and threw the cartridges out,
then tossed the empty weapon at Dan
Peters’ feet.

He strode to Kitty Lane’s side and
took her arm firmly. “We're goin’
upstairs to your room.”

CHAPTER 1V
ITTY pulled back from him,
her violet-blue eyes flashing
dangerously, “You've got

your nerve, Pat Stevens.”

He kept hold of her bare arm and
repeated stolidly, “We’re goin’ up-
stairs to yeur room.”

Her red lips curled away from her
eth contemptuously. “And some

ole in this town think you're a

n'”
Pat laughed shortly and started
pulling her toward the door leading
into the lobby. “Bein’ sheriff and
gentleman don’t work so good togeth-
er sometimes.”

She hung back, turned her head to
call vibrantly to the crowd of admir-
ers behind her, “Isn’t there a real
man in the bunch? Are you going
to let this—this ex-sheriff—treat me
like a she-dog right in front of you?”

Most of the men at the bar knew
Pat Stevens intimately; all of them
knew his gun-slinging reputation.
She got some low growls in response
to her plea; there was a slow move-
ment forward, but no man was eager
to push forward in front of the rest
to make a try at stopping Pat.

He laughed deep in his throat and
kept relentlessly moving her toward
the door. “You'd best shut your
mouth an’ come along, Ma’am. I got
a different reason for taking you up-
stairs from what you seem to think.”
i Real fear flickered in her eyes, but

she said angrily, “All men have the
same idea about a girl who sings and

dances in a saloon. You're no differ-
ent from the rest, even if Sam Sloan
does think you’re a little tin God on
wheels.”

Pat shouldered the glass door open,
drew her through into the lobby. He
turned and spoke quietly to the
group of men edging forward, “You
boys will save yourselves a lot of
trouble if you stay on that side of
this door. Happens I'm still sheriff
in Powder Valley—an’ this is law-
business.”

An audible gasp came from Kitty’s
carmine lips as he closed the door
firmly behind them. She swayed back
at arm’s length from him and her
eyes were widely dilated. Her full
bosom rose and fell as she panted,
“You're still—the sheriff?”

Pat nodded grimly. “I'm still
carryin’ my badge.”

“But—what abeut the other man?
Jeth Purdue?”

“Right now Jeth’s bein’ right quiet
inside the locked jail-house.” Pat
frowned and gave her an angry
shake. “You might’s well come along
quiet, Ma’am. I'm takin’ charge here
instead of Jeth.”

“Don’t tell him a word, Kitty.” The
warning was a venomous snarl from
the lips of Joe Deems. He stood at
the end of a passageway leading off
the lobby into the hotel dining room,
and he was flanked by two men with
guns in their right hands. Pat rec-
ognized the two gunmen as helpers
around the hotel. Deems had a band-
age around his head. His yellowish
eyes were slate-hard.

Pat said quietly, “You’re a fool,
Deems. This won’t get you any-
where but in jail along with Jeth
Purdue. There’s still law in Dutch
Springs.”

Deems said, “I’'m playing my own
cards, Stevgns. Keep your guns on
him, boys.” He stepped forward
slowly, and his gun-hands stayed be-
hind, covering Pat,

“Did you hear what he said, Joe?”
Kitty spoke swiftly. “He's still the
sheriff!”

Deems grated, “I said to keep your
mouth shut.” He stopped in front of
her and warned Pat, “You better let"
go of her arm.”
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Pat shrugged and let go of Kitty
Lane’s arm. There was a red splotch
on the white flesh where his hard
fingers had held her in a merciless
grip. She stepped swiftly backward,
rubbing the bruised place with the
fingers of her other hand.

AT glanced beyond her at
Deems’ two men. Their guns
were held loosely, in the man-
ner of men who knew what they were
doing. He knew it would be suicide
to go for his own holstered weapons,
and he’d stayed alive this long in
Powder Valley by not trying his luck
against such odds.

Pat said, “All right, Deems. Go
ahead an’ play your cards. But be
damned sure they're not topped.”

“Just back up toward the door and
don’t let your hand get careless.”

Pat backed slowly toward the front
door of the hotel, keeping his hands
in front of him. He said, “You're a
fool, Deems. I aim to find Sam an’
Ezra. What's all this gun-play
about?”

Deems darted a sideways look at
Kitty. “What’s he been saying to
you?”

“He acts crazy. Said I had to go
upstairs with him.”

Deems swung on Pat abruptly.
“You've already been upstairs—while
I was out in the kitchen getting my
head fixed. What did you find that
time?”

Pat shook his head and said bland-
ly, “Sam’s an’ Ezra’s doors were
locked an’ I couldn’t find ’em. 1
thought maybe Kitty would know
where a key was.”

“There’s something else on his
mind,” Kitty told her employer faint-
ly. “He asked me the funniest thing.
Asked me what I knew about some
other man I never heard of. Some
name like—Fred something or other.”

“Fred Ralston,” Pat supplied cold-
ly

“That’s it. What de you suppose
he meant, Joe? He’s acting awfully
funny.” '
Deems grated, “What do you know
about Fred Ralston?”
“Not much,” Pat admitted frank-
ly. “He’s a dude from Denver that

came in on the stage tonight. I'd
like to know what he’s doing in Pow-
der Valley.”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

“That’s what I'd like to do,” Pat
said mildly. “I knocked on his door,
too, but it was locked.”

He saw a swift spasm of relief
flicker over Kitty’s face, but Joe
Deems frowned and addressed Tom
Forrest behind the counter.

“Is that Ralston fellow up in his
room?”

“I reckon,” the clerk’s voice quav-
ered. “He went up an’ I ain’t seen
him come back down.”

Deems frowned and said, “Maybe
something’s happened to him.” He
went toward the clerk. “Give me an
extra key to his room.”

_ “Joe!” Kitty spoke in sharp warn-
ing.

Deems ignored her. He got a key
from the clerk and told Pat, “I'm
sorry ‘about all this trouble. But
you've got to understand that a man
just naturally doesn’t like to get
pushed around in his own hotel.”

Pat said, “Pulling guns om a ;
iff is a good way to ge <
around a lot more.” ? .

Deems nodded affably. “I guess
that wasn’t very smart, but I've got
a crazy temper when I get riled up.”
He turned to his men and ordered,
“You boys put your guns away and
go on into the back. I won’t need
you any more.”

Kitty Lane came forward swiftly
as the men turned and disappeared.
She asked fearfully, “What are you
going to do, Joe?”

E LOOKED at her in some sur-
prise. “Why, I guess I'd better
prove to the sheriff there isn’t any-
thing wrong here. If that Ralston
man is wanted by the law, I'm not
going to protect him. Come on, Sher-
iff.” He turned toward the stairway.
“Wait, Joe,” Kitty clung to him
desperately. Her eyes were round and
enormous. ‘“Can’t you—" :
“I know what I'm doing.”

“But you don’t!” Her voice rose
hysterically. “Don’t take him up .

there, Joe! Don’t do it” =
Joe Deems thrust the entertain
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away roughly. “This is still my hotel
and I'll run 1t.”

Pat stepped forward and said
quietly, “I’d mighty well like to
know why Miss Kitty don’t want me
upstairs.”

“You know how women are”
Deems grunted with disgust. “Al-
ways getting crazy ideas about what
somebody’s going to think. Quit act-
ing so innocent,” he went on brutal-
ly to Kitty. “Every man in Dutch
Springs knows what you are by this
time.”

Kitty drew back from him, her
eyes dark with anger. She wet her
red lips but didn’t say anything.

“The way you'veé been carrying on
with Sam Sloan—having him in your
room and ordering drinks and all,”
Deems went on disgustedly. “Every-
body knows it. Everybody knows
you were after his money and didn’t
care much how you got it.”

Kitty’s lips tightened. She swung
her hand in a wide arc against his
cheek.

Deems’ eyes blazed and he doubled
his fist. Pat Stevens stepped between
them, facing Kitty and backing her
away. “Is Joe telling the truth? Are
you afraid to have me go upstairs
for fear of what I'll find out about
you and Sam?” '

She shook ner head and sobbed,
“No. That’s not true. Sam is kind
and good and—"

“And he’s got eight thousand dol-
lars cash,” Joe Deems put in cynical-
ly from behind Pat. “Come on,
Sheriff. Let’s get on upstairs, More
than likely Sam Sloan’s passed out
cold in his room and that’s why you
couldn’t get any answer.”

Pat kept his back turned to Deems.
He gazed steadily down into Kitty’s
eyes. “How long since you’'ve been
upstairs?”

“A long time. I went down the
back stairs and into the kitchen for
my supper before starting to work.”

“And you left Sam in his room?”
Pat persisted. :

; Sl’le nodded. “He had been—drink-
- ing. X : :
“With you,” Joe Deems put in.

She looked past Pat at Deems with

a look of hatred on her face. She fal-

tered, “I had a couple of drinks with
him before we went upstairs.”

“I’'m not talking about those drinks.
I'm talking about the bottle you hit
together in your room.” There was
grating anger in Deems’ voice, and
another note that puzzled Pat. The
hotel proprietor sounded as though it
hurt him to say it, as though he
rubbed salt on a raw wound by re-
peating his accusation of intimacy
between Kitty Lane and Sam. He
sounded, by God, Pat thought sud-
denly, like a jealous man.

He turned on Deems and said, “You
didn’t like the way Kitty was carry-
ing on with Sam, did you?”

“It wasn’t good for business,”
growled Deems. “She was hired to be
friendly to all the men, but when I
brought her here from Denver I
warned her that in a little town like
this it’d make trouble if she was any
more than just friendly to any cer-
tain man.”

“So you tried to make her leave
Sam alone?”

“I kept telling her that paying so
much attention to Sam wasn’t good
for business.”

“Are you sure,” Pat asked slowly,
“that was your only reason?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you were sore because
you wanted Kitty for yourself.”

AT swung about at the sound of

. a gasp from Kitty., “Wasn’t
that it?” he probed.

She caught her under lip between
her teeth and shook her head wearily.
“Why are you asking all these ques-
tions? What business is it of yours?”

“Sam Sloan’s my best friend. If
he’s in any kind of trouble, I'm go-
ing to back him up.”

“What kind of—trouble?”
asked faintly.

“That’s what I reckon we’ll find out
when we go upstairs. How about it?”
Pat urged. “Hasn’t Joe Deems tried
to be more than just a boss since
you’ve been working for him here in
Dutch Springs?”

“You're talking a lot about things
you don’t know anything about,”
Deems put in. “Kitty happens to be
a married woman. Do you think I'd

Kitty



26 % * * Double Action Western

be fool enough to make love to her?”

Kitty gasped, “Joe! You
shouldn’t—"

“Is that right?” Pat pounded the
question at her.

Bright color flamed in her cheeks,
dimming the artificial rouge. “Sup-
pose it is?”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone here
in town?”

Kitty threw back her head and
asked scornfully, “How many men
"would have come here to drink and
dance with me if they’d known? My
job depended on being popular.”

“So you tricked them all,” Pat said
in deep disgust. “It’s a hell of a way
to make a living, Ma’am—beggin’
your pardon.”

“Don’t be so high and mighty,”
sneered Joe Deems. “There wasn’t
anything wrong with the arrange-
ment. Kitty needed a job and she was
good for my business. She didn’t en-
courage the men particularly—except
Sam Sloan.” There it was again. That
curious sound of baffled anger as he
spoke Sam’s name.

“It’s not my business what anybody
does as long as they stay inside the
law,” Pat admitted sourly, “but some
things don’t smell good in my nose
even if they aren’t criminal.” He
shrugged his shoulders and sxghed
“All right. We're gettin’ nowhere in
a hurry standing here talkin’. We'll
all go upstairs, an’ maybe both of you
will decide it'd be better to tell the
truth.” He stepped back politely and
motioned for Kitty to precede hxm up
the stairway.

She hesitated, glancing qulckly at
Joe Deems, but his face remained
stonily emotionless. She wet her lips
with the tip of her tongue, then went
past Pat slowly, keeping her face
averted and not looking at him.

Deems took her arm and they start-
ed up together.

The front door of the hotel burst
open to admit a running and excited
young cowboy. He slithered to a
stop and shouted, “Sheriff! The
bank’s bein’ robbed. C’mon quick!”

Pat whirled to face him. “What’s
that?”
“The bank! It’s bein’ robbed. I

seen ’em just now. Breakin’' in the

back door. You can ketch ’em if you
hurry.”

Pat ran to the door leading into the
saloon and shouted loudly: “Listen
every one of you. You're deputized.
Every man that’s got a gun, come an’
kelp me surround the bank. That is
—all except you, Harold Morgan.” He
singled out one of his close neigh-
bors, a sober, steady rancher who had
been drinking less than the others in
the saloon.

“You go upstairs, Morgan. Stand
guard at room fifteen an’ the next one
to it. That’s Kitty Lane’s room.
Don’t let anybody in or out. The
rest of you come on out the back
way, an’ be quiet about it, We can
circle around behmd the bank before
anyone knows we’re comin’.”

He trotted across the saloon floor
to the rear exit, and two dozen armed
men swarmed after him eagerly.

CHAPTER V

HE back door of the hotel

I opened onto an alleyway with

small residences on the other
side of it. Pat Stevens swung to the
right around the hotel with his in-
formally deputized crew right at his
heels. He slowed as he approached
the front of the building on the street
corner, motioned his deputies to stay
back while he cautiously peered
around the corner and down Main
Street toward the Dutch Springs
bank on the opposite side and near
the other end of the block.

He drew back after a slow survey
of the street and said grimly, “Every
thing looks quiet in front of the
bank. You: Jim, Todd, Ben, Max, an’
Slim. You five string out on both
sides of the street an’ saunter -down
to the bank slow-like. Just act like
nothing’s happened, an’ don’t tell no-
body nothing. Couple of you stay on
this side of the street opposite the
bank. Other three cross over an’
mosey up close. Stay right there
where you can cover the front, but
don’t start nothing less’n they try to
come out that way. If they de,
waste any lead tryin’ to cripple ’em,

“Mark Johnson,” Pat went on
swiftly to a grizzled rancher right be-
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hind him, “you gather up ten men an’
take ’em back around the hotel an’
through the alley to the end of the
block. Start driftin’ ’em across the
street an’ around behind the bank.
Spread your men out to block off the
street and that side of the bank. Pick
your men an’ get started.”

While Johnson was swiftly select-
ing ten men to go with him, Pat told
the others, “We’ll string out and
cross the street to this end an’ go up
behind the bank from this side. Last
two men stay at this end to block off
the street. You others spread out
about fifty feet apart so there won’t
be a chance of anybody gettin’
through. We don’t want nothing like
the last time the bank was robbed,
’bout seven years ago that was, when
Sam an’ Ezra an’ me had to trail the
gang all the way down into New
Mexico. I'll go first an’ get right up
in behind the bank.

“You, Walter,” Pat ordered the
young puncher who had brought the
alarm. “Come along with me an’ tell
me more about this, We’ll get goin’.”

He stepped forward from behind
-the concealment of the building and
sauntered across the moonlit dusty
street. Walter followed him at about
fifty feet, and when Pat reached the
shadow of a building on the other
side, he stopped and waited for the
cowboy to reach his side.

He nodded with grim satisfaction
as another man stepped out into the
bright moonlight and started across
as Walter stepped up on the board-
walk, That would do it. If they’d
all be casual and take their time in
following each other, the chances
were that the lookout wouldn’t no-
tice anything amiss—that was, if the
bank robbers had a lookout posted to
watch the street.

He caught Walter’'s arm as the
youth reached his side, started hurry-
ing him around to the alley leading
down behind the bank, and ques-
tioned him.

“How’'d you come to get onto it,
Walter? You think anybody noticed
you coming for me?”

%I don’t think so, Mr. Stevens.”

- Walter’s teeth were chattering but he
made a manful effort to hide his ner-

vousness. “I was coming across the
alley when I heard a funny noise at
the back door of the bank. It’s in a
dark shadow and I couldn’t see good.
So I stopped and listened.”

“What were you doing in the al-
ley?”

“I’'d been to see—I was visiting
Miss Grubbs that lives across the al-
ley from the bank. Miss Jane. And
I took the short-cut when I left her
house.”

They turned into the alley. Pat
said, “Keep talkin’.”

“Well, like I say, I heard a funny
noise but I couldn’t see anything. So
I sort of crouched down and waited. I
heard it again—then a loud creaking.
Like the back door was maybe being
pried open. Then I saw a flame like
a match striking, inside the bank. So
I knew something was wrong and I
hightailed it around and asked at the
Gold Eagle for you. Someone said
you were at the Jewel. And—that’s
all, I reckon.”

“You didn’t tell ’em at the Geold
Eagle what was up?”

“No. I thought I ought to find
you.”

“An’ you didn’t see anyone? Don’t
know how many there are? Don't
knew where they got their hawses
hitched for a fast getaway?”

“No, I don’t, Mr. Stevens,” the
youth admitted regretfully., “I
thought I ought to hurry and get

ou.”

“You did just right.” Pat squeezed
his arm and lowered his voice.
“We’re comin’ up to the bank new.
You're right, son. There is a light
inside. Mighty dim. Comin’ out of
the vault, I reckon.”

AT stopped and ordered briskly,
“You stay right here. Stop the
first man to come up an’ keep him
here with you. The others’ll be scat-
tered out behind, We got ’em
trapped,” he went on grimly. “They
ain’t got a chance to get away. I'm
going to Injun up to that back door
an’ be a reception committee of one
when they try to come out with the
money.”
He Ieft the lad posted there, and
moved forward slowly and cautiously
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toward a dull square of light show-
ing through a dirty back window of
the bank. There were empty tin cans
and debris scattered out in the rear
of the bank building, and Pat had to
move with the utmost caution to keep
his progress noiseless.

He had one gun out and ready to
fire as he crept forward. The dark-
ness here was made black and com-
plete by the high wall of a building
on the east blocking off the rays of
the moon that was still low above the
horizon.

It would be smart, Pat figured, for
the robbers to have left one man out-
side the bank on guard with their
horses, their enly means of escape
would be effectually cut off.

He crouched far forward to make
his body into the smallest target pos-
sible, and meoved forward one cau-
tious step after another, without see-
ing or hearing anything to indicate
the presence of any other living
thing in the area of blackness be-
hind the bank.

A dog came trotting up the alley
behind Pat. He stopped and sniffed
the air, then let out a short, curious
bark. Pat sank back to his haunches
and set his teeth together tightly.
The dog started toward him slowly,
on stiff legs. Pat stayed very still,
cursing all dogs undcr his breath, and
this member of the breed in particu-
lar.

It was a small, spotted dog with

one floppy ear and the other one
pointed and alert. He stopped ten
feet from Pat and barked again, Pat
sucked air between his lips to make
a soft, welcoming sound.

The dog trotted closer and stopped
again to sniff the air suspiciously,
then came on and rubbed against the
sheriff ecstatically, making small
whimpering sounds to indicate his
delight,

Pat scratched him behind the ears
with his left hand, patted him and

whispered, “Stay here, dawg. Better

not get any closer to trouble.”

But the dog was not willing to lose
his new-found friend so easily. When
Pat started forward on hands and
knees, he trotted past him toward the

bank, then stopped to look back and
wag his tail encouragingly.

Pat moved on, staying close to the
ground and disregarding the spotted
pup as best he could. Complete si-
lence blanketed the dark-shadowed
scene. Not a sound came from Main
Street beyond the bank. The depu-
tized men had been wholly success-
ful in closing in to surround the bank
on all four sides without warning the
robbers.

Pat Stevens was grimly sure the
trap was effectively set this time, and
he gave up his plan of trying to lo-
cate the horses of the thieves. With
every avenue of escape closed to
them, Pat turned directly toward the
bank, bent on smoking them out into
the open where they could be dis-
posed of or captured.

The little dog ran ahead of him to
the back door of the bank. He stopped
there, wagging his tail furiously,
When Pat got close enough, he saw!
that the heavy door sagged open.

Still, no sound came from within
the bank itself. The yellow blotch
of light remained as the only con-
crete evidence of ‘marauders within.

Pat Stevens lifted himself to his
feet when he was ten feet from the
open back door. He hesitated, then-

stepped sideways toward the lighted

window. The dog trotted to him and
rubbed against his legs. Pat stopped -
to pat him on the head, then went
close to the window and tried to peer
inside. 3

The glass was so dirty with accum-
ulated grime that Pat could see noth-
ing at all. He stood close te the win-
dow and listened intently, but could
hear no sound from inside.

They were damn funny bank rob-
bers, he told himself morosely. What
were they doing inside the lighted
bank so long? They must realize
their danger, yet they were staying
long enough to be having a picnic. It
didn’t make sense, didn’t add up to
the way bank robbers were supposed
to act - :

He pushed his Stetson back and
scratched his head, turned to make a
long slow survey of the darkness be-
hind him. He could still see nething,
but he knew that armed men waited
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back there, waited impatiently for a
chance to throw lead.

E KNEW how volunteer posses

were. Sooner or later, one of
the deputized men was going to get
tired of waiting and would do some-
thing that would give the alarm. That
might be disastrous. At the very
least, it was likely to bring on more
bloodshed than would probably be
spilt if the robbers walked out into
the trap unknowing.
" Pat turned back from the window
and cat-footed along the wall to the
open back door.

He paused on the threshold, gun in
hand, staring inside to the blackness
and trying to get the layout of the
rear interior of the bank clearly in
his mind.

There was only a faint glow of
light from far inside to the right.
That meant the thieves were on the
other side of the wooden partition
where the bank’s money was kept in
a ficeproof vault. He knew the door
to that vault was none too strong. It
could be forced by determined men.
As a director of the bank, he had oft-
en urged the purchase of a burglar-
proof safe, but the other directors
had always voted him down on the
idea, insisting that no one in Pow-
der Valley was likely to rob the bank,
and that no strangers could possibly
know how easily the money could be
obtained.

The rear door, for instance, had
only a stout chain and padlock on it,
yet that precaution was considered
sufficient. Pat felt along the side of
the door frame curiously, and discov-
ered that the three heavy staples
holding the chain had simply been
pried out of the yielding wood. With
an iron bar or a pick handle for lev-
erage, it had been absurdly simple
for a strong man to open the door and
walk in.

‘Suddenly, while he hesitated there,
the light

Pat’s: boclz i and 'his ers

tightened on the butt of his gun.

—~—"He heard furtive, scraping sounds

on the other side of the partition. He
took one step forward over the

threshold, flattened himself against
the inside wall beside the door.

The little dog whimpered outside,
and then trotted confidently through
the open door. He nuzzled his cold
nose against Pat’s bootleg, then trot-
ted on across the wooden floor to-
ward the point where the dim light
had shone. His toenails made a light,
clacking sound against the bare pine
boards.

The clacking sound stopped, and
the little dog whimpered loudly. Pat
heard a faint chuckle from ahead in
the blackness. Then the heavy sound
of bootheels crunching toward the
door—toward Pat Stevens.

Pat crouched against the wall with
his gun feady. He strained his ears
for further sounds to indicate how
many men were inside the bank. He
heard only that single pair of boots,
rapidly nearing him. The owner of
the boots was evidently a heavy man,
completely without fear or contemp-
tuous of any effort that might be made
to stop him. His heels thudded down
heavily on the floor, in measured ca-
dence, as though he marched in time
with an unheard drum.

Pat had to make a swift decision
while the man went past. He could
have touched him, could have thrust
his gun forward and triggered it with
the muzzle against the robber’s body.
But if there were more of them back
there, that would give the alarm and
give them some chance to escape—or
to barricade themselves inside the
bank building where they might be
driven out only with a lot of gunfire.

In that split-second, Pat decided to
let this one pass. The trap was well-
laid outside. There was no possibil-
ity of escape if he was allowed to
walk into it blind.

The man hesitated on the thresh-
old. In that brief instant, his body
and head were silhouetted against
the moonlit sky — and Pat Stevens
was looking at the huge bulk and
scarred features of one-eyed Ezra, his
long-time gun-partner and bosom
friend.

“here was no time for thought in
that fleeting instant. No time to

~weigh friendship against duty. No
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time to consider what the conse-
quences might be.

There was only time for Sheriff

at Stevens to know that Ezra must
somehow be saved.

Right and wrong did not enter it.
There was no time to declare him-
self. No chance to question why
Ezra had suddenly turned to bank-
robbing,

Pat only knew that he couldn’t let
Ezra be captured this way—just as
he couldn’t leave Sam Sloan’s knife
in the back of the dead man in the
Jewel Hotel.

As Ezra took a forward step out
into the night, Pat tilted the muzzle
of his gun high and triggered it
three times in a rapid succession.

He heard a single grunt of as-
tonishment from the redheaded man,
then the lunging forward of a heavy
body.

Pandemonium broke out then, in
response to Pat’s three shots. The
overly-nervous guards in the alley
began shooting wildly, shouting to
each other and running forward to
close in on the unseen robber.

Pat stayed in the doorway. He
heard the sudden thudding of hooves
through the tumult

Ezra was mounted and was driving
straight ahead out of the trap so
carefully laid. Up and down the
alley, men were running forward, be-
traying the fact that escape was
closed off in both those directions.

The thudding hooves drove
straight ahead, and Ezra sent his
mount crashing through a flimsy

[

board fence into the Grubbs’ back-.

yard while behind him men fired
futilely at the speeding shape.

Pat ran forward, shouting loudly
and with authority as a rider came
galloping up from the west end of
the alley.

“I’ll take that hawse!” His voice
lifted above the incoherent shouts
and curses of the others. “This
here’s the sheriff.”

The rider pulled up reluctantly and
Pat grabbed the reins. “Out of the
saddle, sonny. An’ T'll take after
that varmint.” s

The rider was a boy in his teens,
and he leaped from the saddle with-

out hesitation. Pat vaulted into the
saddle without touching stirrups, and
drove spurs into the horse’s flanks.
The startled animal leaped forward
on Ezra's trail, and Pat turned to
shout back:

“Gather up a posse an’ follow me.”

E LEANED low on the horse’s

neck and guided him through
the Grubbs’ yard to the street be-
yond. He checked him momentarily
to catch the sound of his fleeing
friend, and nodded grimly when he
heard two horses galloping away
madly to the east.

He neck-reined his mount in that
direction, gave him his head east-
ward to a point a quarter of a mile
from town where the road forked
northeastward and due south into the
mountains.

He pulled his horse up at the forks
and threw himself off, dropping to
the ground with his head flat against
the soil of the crossroads.

His ear caught the faint vibration
of drumming hooves from the gouth
fork. He got up slowly and brushed
the dust from his clothes, remounted
and turned his horse to face a group
of angry, mounted men surging out
from Dutch Springs. -

“He went that way!” Pat shouted
loudly, pointing in the direction
away from the one he knew Ezra had
chosen. “Up the north fork. You
men ride after him. I got to get back
to town on somethin’ else.” :

He sat slouched in the saddle at
the crossroads and watched the de-
termined posse sweep away north-
eastward on a wild-goose chase.
There was a bitter taste of over-
whelming defeat in his mouth as he
rode slowly back to town. He caught
himself remembering that scene in
Winters’ store when he had been
sworn in as sheriff and given the
silver badge to wear as evidence of
the confidence his feliow citizens had
in his integrity. _ :

His hand went up and crept in-
side_his shirt pocket to touch the
cold smoothness of that silver star.

- —He jerked the badge out angrily and

drew back his arm to throw it away
into the night, but something would
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not let him commit that final act of
sacrilege.

He slowly slid the star back in his
pocket, though with a look of bitter
loathing on his face. When a man
took the oath of sheriff he was sup-
posed to give up having friends. He
was sworn to enforce the law, yet to-
night he had deliberately gotten rid
of murder evidence against one man,
and had deliberately permitted an-
other man to escape the consequences
of rebbing the local bank.

In his heart Pat Stevens hated
himself for what he had done; yet
in his heart he knew, too, that un-
der the same circumstances he would
do the same again. Sheriff or no
sheriff; silver star or nc silver star,
Sam Sloan and Ezra were his friends.
No matter what they had done—they
were still his friends. Nothing could
alter that. It was something that
happened to a man. You don’t look
for friendship, and you don’t throw
it away when it comes to you. It
brings certain duties with it; and
foremost of those is that you shall
not forsake your friend.

Pat Stevens didn’t put any such
thoughts inte words as he rode back
to Dutch Springs, but they were in
his heart in essence, and he knew
they were there to stay.

CHAPTER VI

SMALL group of excited

men greeted Pat Stevens on

Main Street when he rode
slowly back into town after directing
the posse away from the direction
Ezra had taken.

They crowded around him, asking
eager questions as he swung off his
commandeered horse. No one knew
exactly what had happened, and the
small town was flooded with wild
rumors.

Pat took time to explain the situa-
tion swiftly: “Seme guy robbed the
bank. Broke in the back door. We
had him surrounded,-but he got to
his hawss an’’ got plumb away. I
followed him to the crossroads east
of town, an’ there’s a posse ridin’ aft-
er him up the north fork. They’ll
_ get.him, I reckon.”

“How-come you’re not ridin’ with
the posse, Sheriff?” a curious voice
asked.

“This hawss I was forkin’ didn’t
seem none too fast,” Pat explained.
“An’ T had some important business
back here in town at the Jewel Hotel.
Some of you fellows see about get-
tin’ that padlock an’ chain back onto
the rear door of the bank,” he went
on hastily. *“Den’t know how much
money’s gone, but maybe there’s
some still left in the vault that ought
to be locked up.” He turned away
from them and strode up the street
toward the hetel, feeling the weight
of the towel-wrapped death-knife
against his ankle with each step, a
grim reminder of the role he had
elected to play in concealing murder
evidence.

Joe Deems and Kitty Lane were in
the hotel lobby when he strode in.
Kitty leaped up and demanded
angrily, “Why have you got a guard
posted at my door? What’s all this
mystery about, Sheriff Stevens?”

“What happened at the bank?” Joe
Deems cut in. “We heard a lot of
shooting but no one seems to know
whether you caught the robbers or

“not.”

“We didn’t. Not yet. But there’s
a posse after him.” Pat turned his
gaze on Kitty and said slewly,
“About your room, Ma’am. We’ll go
upstairs now an’ take the guard off
the door.”

She tossed her head and said, “It’s
about time you let us in on the
secret,” and she and the hotel pro-
prietor followed Pat up.

Along the upper hallway, Harold
Morgan was disconsolately squatted
on one heel with his back against the
wall between the two rooms he was
guarding. He leoked up with a
scowl, and slowly got to his feet
when he saw the sheriff. “Sounds
like I missed a lot of fun,” he grum-
bled. “What’s in these two rooms
that you want guarded, Pat?”

“We’ll find that out just as soon
as Miss Lane opens her door,” Pat
promised him. “I want you right
here, Morgan, for a witness to testxfy
what’s inside these rooms.” He
stepped aside politely and motioned
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to Kitty’s door. “Go ahead an’ open
it up.

Kitty hesitated in front of her door
with a heavy hotel key in her hand.
Light came through the keyhole from
inside the room. She threw Pat
Stevens a frightened look, then
caught her underlip between her
teeth and slowly inserted the key in
the lock. There was a loud click as
she turned the key. She took hold
of the knob with a trembling hand
and opened the door. She took one
step inside the lighted room, and
then swayed back with a little cry
of anguish, throwing one hand up
to cover her tace,

AT caught her by the shoulders
and drew her aside gently to let
Deems and Mergan view the huddled
body of Fred Ralston on the floor.
Harold Morgan whistled shrilly.
“A dead un, by God!” He stepped
forward to look down at the body
wonderingly.

Pat’s gaze was concentrated on
Joe Deems. The hotel proprietor
stood very still, his yellowish eyes
slitted downward at the corpse. First
there was a fleeting look of triumph,
then of slow puzzlement on Deem’s
face. He wet his lips and said hoarse-
ly, “What kind of game is this, Sher-
iff? What’s that dead man doing in
Kitty’s room?”

Pat said, “That’s what I'm won-
dering.” He took hold of Deems’
arm and drew him forward. “Take
a good look,” he urged. “See if you
can identify him.”

The faint sound of Kitty’s sobbing
filled the hotel bedroom as Joe
Deems looked down steadily at the
dead man. He wet his lips again
and muttered, “Looks like the Den-
ver man that came in on tonight’s
stage. What was his name?”

“Fred Ralston,” Pat supplied grim-
ly. “As you know plumb well.”

“That’s right. That’s the name he
signed to the hotel register.”

“Knifed,” Morgan grunted. He
was on his knees examining the body.
“Right through the heart, looks like.”

“Where’s the weapon?” Deems de-
manded explosively. “You can’t stab

a man through the heart without us-
ing a knife.”

“I reckon we better ask Miss Lane
about that.” Pat turned to the sob-
bing woman and demanded harshly,
“What'd you do with the knife when
you stuck him?”

She didn’t seem to understand. She
shook her head in bewilderment,
“The—knife?” she repeated stupidly.

Pat moved to her side and gave
her a little shake. “The knife you
killed him with. It ain’t here.”

“It—isn’t?” She sounded disbeliev-
ing, but somehow glad. She steadied
herself, then went on rapidly. “Why
do you think I know anything about
it?” You don’t think that I—that
I—" She faltered with a look of
horror on her expressive face.

“He’s here in your room. Locked
in from the outside. An’ you've got
the key,” Pat pointed out grimly.

“I don’t—I don’t understand. Who
is he? How did he get here?”

“Maybe he came in through this
side door,” Morgan offered eagerly.
He got up and opened the door into
Ralston’s room. “Yes sir,” he re-
ported: “Door’s unlocked. And
there’s a suitcase and hat here on
the bed.”

“That’s the room that was assigned
to-Mr. Ralston,” Deems put in sharp-
ly. “Number fifteen. I remember
Tom Forrest told me he asked for
that number particular.”

“Now, I wonder why he'd do
that?” Pat mused. “Bein’ a stranger
in town an’ all. I expect lots of men
would like to move into the room
next to yours, Miss Kitty, but how
did this man from Denver know
which one to ask for?”

“How do I know?” she cried wild-~
ly. “I never saw him before. I don’t
know anything about all this.”

Deems’ expression hardened. He
circled the body, went to stand in
front of the two chairs with the table
between them. He pointed to the
whisky bottle and two glasses on the
tray. “You'd better tell the truth,
Kitty,” he said slowly, with his back
to her. “You're likely to get into
real trouble if you try to protect
someone, This is murder. It’s ser-
ious.”
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She took a step forward with flash-
ing eyes. “I don’t know what you
mean, Joe. If you think that I—"

Deems stepped aside and lifted his
eyebrows. “You can see for your-
self, Sheriff. Kitty was in here
drinking with some man before sup-
per.',

AT nodded slowly. “Looks like
it. Mr. Ralston, I reckon.,” He
sighed. “Sur> looks like Miss Kitty
isn’t tellin’ the truth. ’Pears to me
she had it fixed with Ralston for him
to come here from Denver an’ rent
the room next to hers. Then he came
in an’ they started drinkin’ an’ got
into an argument. So she knifed him
~an’ ran out and locked the door.
That’s the way it looks to you, Mor-
gan?” he asked the rancher who was
looking on with wide-eyed interest.
“Sure does Inok that way,” Morgan
said importantly. “He must have
known her, all right, to’ve asked for
room fifteen. And this here door was
unlocked. And she was sure in here
drinking with him while he was still
alive.”

“Don’t you see, Kitty?” Deems’
voice was like a savage whiplash
across the entertainer’s face. “This
hick sheriff is going to hang this
murder on you if you don’t tell the
truth and tell it fast.”

Kitty Lane’s eyes clung to those of
her employer for a long moment.
Then her gaze wavered down to the
body of the dead man. She shook
her head and said, “I don’t know
what you mean, Joe.”

“Tell them what really happened,”
he snapped. ‘““Tell them who drank
whisky with you in here.”

“I—drank it by myself,”
flared.

“Out of two glasses?” asked Pat.

“Yes.” She glared at him defiantly.
“I always drink out of two glasses.
One in each hand. I can get it down
faster that way. And the faster I
. get it down, the faster I forget what
beasts all men are.” Tears ran down
her rouged cheeks and she wiped
them away angrily with the back of
her hand.

“You smoked a lot of cigarettes,
too,” Joe Deems put in sharply, in-

she

dicating the burned-down, brown-
paper butts on the tray.

“I always smoke a lot when I'm
drinking two-handed.”

Harold Morgan pushed his way
forward to peer down with interest
at the tray. “I never saw you roll
brown-paper cigarettes, Miss Lane,”
he expostulated respectfully. “Only
last night you turned me down when

I offered my brown papers. Said
you always used white.”
“You know you’re lying, Kitty,”

Deems said wearily. “Sam Sloan was
in here with you tonight.”

“By golly,” said Morgan with in-
terest. “I bet you're right, Deems.
Sam always smoked his butts down
short like this. Remember, Pat, how

‘we used to laugh at Sam about burn-

ing his fingers on those short butts
he was always nibbling on?”

Pat Stevens nodded heavily. “But
there’s plenty of other men do the
same.”

“Sam Sloan is the sheriff’s best
friend,” Deems reminded Morgan
venomously. “Stevens would do any-
thing to cover up for him. Even to
maybe hiding murder evidence,” he
ended slowly.

Pat looked at him with hard, alert
eyes. “Meanin’ what, Deems?”

“Nothing.” Deems shrugged his
shoulders. “Only, as Mr. Morgan
sees, right here's the evidence that
Sam was in here tonight—and you’re
trying to protect Sam by claiming
he wasn’t here.” :

“I’'m not claiming anything. I said
lots of other men smoked their butts
down short. I'm waitin’ for Miss
Kitty to tell us who smoked those.”

“All right. It was Sam,” she ad-
mitted wearily. “He came in to have
a drink and a cigarette with me be-
fore supper. Is there anything
wrong in that?”

“Go on and tell the rest of it~
Deems ordered.
“That’s all there is to tell.” Her

voice rose wildly. “We had some
drinks together. Then he went into
his room and I went downstairs to
eat supper.”

“Leaving your door locked?” Pat
asked.

“Yes.”
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“And I suppose Ralston just walked
in here and stabbed himself and then
swallowed the knife,” said Deems
angrily.

“Mayhe he did. I don’t know.”
Kitty J.ane sank down wearily on a
little padded bench in front of the
bureau and covered her face with
her hands.

OW come that door to be un-
locked,” Pat asked her.

“T don’t know.” Kitty’s voice was
muffled. She didn’t take her hands
away from heér face.

“Do you leave it unlocked all the
time—for the convenience of anyone
renting that room?”

“Certainly not,” Joe Deems put in
angrily. “The Jewel isn’t that kind
of hotel, Stevens, And Kitty isn’t
that kind of woman.”

“Maybe not. But I still want her
to tell me whether she unlocked that
door on purpose or whether it just
happened to be unlocked.”

“And I still tell you I don’t know.”
Kitty Lane raised her head. “It’s al-
ways been locked before. I didn’t
notice it today. I didn’t have any
reason to look at it.,”

“Do you still claim you don’t know
Ralston?”

She glanced at the dead man and
shuddered. “I never saw him be-
fore.”

“How’d he come to ask for the
room next to yours?”

“I don’t know!” Kitty sprang to
her feet. “How can I tell why some
man did something? Maybe he was
superstitious about number fifteen.
Maybe he always asks for number
fifteen at a hotel.,”

“But he doesn’t always go through
a door into the next room an’ get
himself killed,” Pat argued. “That
only happened this one time.”

Deems said harshly, “I still wonder
what happened to the knife that
killed him.” He was regarding Kitty
intently and there was an odd note
of anger in his voice.

Kitty caught her breath in sharply.
She said, “So do I,” in a wondering
tone.

Deems scowled at her and started
to say something further, but Kitty

turned on the sheriff and asked,
“What did you kncw about all ‘this?
You've been acting mysterious all
evening.”

“That’s right, Sheriff,” Deems put
in. “You asked Kitty downstairs if
she knew Ralston. And you were
dragging her up here to this room
when you got the alarm about the
bank being robbed.”

“That’s right, Pat.” Harold Mor-
gan nodded nis head with perplex-
ity. “You sent me up to keep guard
over these two rooms. Looks like
you knew there was a dead man in
here.”

Pat Stevens hesitated. He wasn’t
ready, yet, to admit he had been in
this room earlier in the evening. He
was too conscious of having Sam’s
bloodstained knife hidden inside his
boot for that. He said gruffly, “I
got tipped off that something was
wrong up here. That’s why I came
in the first place.”

“Who tipped you off?” Deems was
watching him keenly.

“That,” said Pat, “is my business.”

“I think it’s mine, too, Sheriff, Aft-
er all, I'm pretty much concerned
about this.”

Pat shook his head. “A sheriff
wouldn’t get very many tips if he
told where they came from.”

“Could it be,” sneered Deems, “that
you don’t want to tell because it
might point to someone’s guilt?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You know damn well what I
mean,” Deems exploded. “Kitty ad-
mits Sam Sloan was in here with her
before supper. They were drinking
together and he was pretty drunk.
Also, he was crazy about Kitty. Now,
there’s a dead man here and Sam has
disappeared. Looks to me like you're
covering up for him.”

“You accusin’ Sam of this mur-
der?” Pat asked flatly.

EEMS shrugged his shoulders.

“It could be that Ralston came

through that door while Sam was in
here. Sam was drunk enough to kill
him thinking he was protecting
Kitty.”

“Not with a knife,” Harold Mor-
gan declared vigorously. “Not Sam
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Sloan. He might've gunned a man
for that, but he’d never use a knife
while his gun was handy.”

“Maybe he didn’t have a gun,”
Deems argued. “Maybe he’d left it
in his room.”

“How about it,” Pat demanded of
Kitty. “Was Sam wearin’ his six-
gun?!! -

“What does it matter? I didn’t no-
tice, I guess. I know Sam didn’t do
this.” .

“Then that leaves you,” snarled
Deems. “Damnn it, Kitty. Do you
want that pretty neck of yours
stretched at the end of a rope?”

She stared at him as though she
didn’t quite comprehend his words,
then smiled a bitter little smile. “I
don’t know. It might be—a good
way to end this crazy life.”

“Neonsense,” Deems said vigorous-
ly. “You can’t sacrifice yourself,
Kitty. Damn it, a man would think
you were in love with Sam Sloan.”

“Maybe,” said Kitty, very low, “I
was.”

Deem’s fgce became contorted with
apger. “That ugly little runt? You
were after his money. You know
that’s all you wanted.” He seemed to
be almost pleading with her to verify
“his statement.

She smiled listlessly and didn’t say
anything.

After a moment’s scowling hesita-
tion, Joe Deems strode forward and
shouldered her aside from her posi-
tion directly in front of the bureau.
“You're acting mighty fumny, Kitty.

y are you staying so close to
this bureau? You got something hid-
den in it? Something you don’t want
us to find?”

“What do you think I'd have hid-
den?”

“A knife, maybe.”

“I don’t own a knife.”

“But it might be somebody else’s
knife. Sam Sloan’s, maybe. And it
might have bloed on it” Deems
- turned to Pat. “Don’t you think we

should make a search, Sheriff?”

Pat said, “It wouldn’t hurt.” He
stepped forward and Deems drew
back and ostentatiously folded his
arms to indicate that he wasn’t re-

sponsible for anything Pat might find
hidden in the bureau.

Pat pulled the top drawer open
and began to rummage around among
a litter of feminine things, feeling
foolish as he did so. but thinking that
it would look better if he pretended
to search for the knife that was even
now hidden inside his boot.

His eyes narrowed after a moment,
and he drew out a small 1oll of parch-
ment, tied with a blue ribbon in a
big bow knot. He held it up to Kitty
and asked, “What’s this?”

Her eyes widened and she seemed
to flinch, but she said, “It’s nothing.
Just an old memento I've kept all
these years.”

Pat said, “I’d like to see what kind
of thing you keep tied up with a blue
ribbon, Ma’am.” His big fingers awk-
wardly fumbled with the knot, and
he took a long time untying it.

When he finally rolled the sheet of
parchment out, he studied it bleakly
and nodded, muttering, “I thought it
looked like a wedding certificate.”

His bronzed features tightened and
he let the parchment roll back up.

Kitty shrank back with both hands
going up to ner bosom as Pat turned
on her. He said, “I reckon it’s time
you started tellin’ some of the truth,
Mrs Fred Ralston.”

CHAPTER VII

GGGOOD GOD, Sheriff!” ejacu-

lated Joe Deems. “Do you
mean that — that Kitty —
was this dead man’s wife?”

And Hareld Morgan echoed, “Mrs.
Fred Ralston?” with his mouth hang-
ing stupidly.

Kitty flashed a look of utter scorn
upon Deems. “All right,” she grit-
ted between her teeth. “So now, you
know. I was married te him. I've
been married to him for ten loath-
some years. I hated him! Do you
hear me? I despised him. I'm glad
he’s dead. I should have dene it my-
self ten years ago.” She sank down
to the floor, sobbing wildly.

Deems shook his head and mut-
tered to Pat, “I knew Kitty was mar-
ried to a man whom she hated, but I
didn’t know his name.”
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Pat Stevens leaned down and
caught hold of Kitty’s arm. He lifted
her up gently and led her to the bed.
“Sit down there, Ma’am. Soon as you
get to feelin 'able we’ll go on with
our talk.”

Deems caught his arm as he turned
away from her. “What do you think
this means, Sheriff? You don’t think
she murdered her husband?”

Pat said stolidly, “I’'m tryin’ not to
do too much thinkin’ right now.
When she gets over her crying spell,
we’ll see what she’s got to say.”

He strode across to the whisky bot-
tle still sitting on the tray between
the two chairs, picked it up and
pulled the cork out. He put the neck
of the bettle in his mouth and drank
deeply, sighed and mopped sweat
from his face when he set the bottle
down. He got out his makings and
slowly relled a cigarette as he turned
back toward the other two men in the
room.

Kitty lay face down on the bed and
bher bare shoulders shook with sobs.
Harold Morgan was regarding her
wonderingly, and Deems had stepped
back to sit down on the bench in
front of the bureau.

Pat got his cigarette rolled, and
put fire to the end of it. He went
to the bed and leaned over to touch
Kitty’s bare shoulder with his hard
fingertips. “That had ought to be
enough cryin’,” he told her. “We'’re
still waiting to get the rights of this
killing.”

“I see it all now,” Deems broke in
harshly. “Sam was in here with her
and they were half-drunk together.
He was probably making love to her.
In the meantime, her husband has
checked into the room next to hers
without her knowing it — and he
walks in on them. It would naturally
make him mad to find another man
in his wife’s bedroom. So he must
have jumped Sam, and Sam—"

“We'll let the lady tell it,” Pat in-
terrupted him brusquely.

Kitty rolled over on her side and
peered up at him out of tear-dimmed
eyes. “It was awful,” she choked out.
“I thought Fred was in Denver. Sam
was here with me. There wasn’t any-
- thing wrong in that. None of you

have a right to make anything wrong
out of us having a drink together.”
She sat up and blinked at them de-
fiantly.

“No one’s sayin’ what’s wrong an’
what’s right,” Pat soothed her. “Go
on an’ tell us what happened.”

“Sam was — asking me to marry
him.” Kitty dropped her head and
laced her fingers together nervously
in her lap. “I was having a hard time
putting him off,” she confessed. “I
was afraid to tell him I was already
married.” She lifted her head defi-
antly and told Pat, “I’d have married
Sam if I'd been free. I want you to
believe that. I liked him a lot. I
guess I loved him—if a woman like
me can love a man,” Her voice was
harsh with bitterness. on the last
words.

AT said gently, “I reckon I be-
lieve you, Ma’am. Makes me feel
better—sort of. Go ahead.”

“The deor opened,” Kitty said
tonelessly, “and there was Fred. My
husband. He stood there and sneered
at us.”

“Which door?” asked Pat.

“That one.” Kitty indicated the
door into number 15.

“You don’t know how it got un-
locked?”

“No. I don’t. Unless Fred got in
here somehow and unlocked it before
I came up to my room.”

Pat sighed and said, “Go on.”

“Sam jumped up and began swear-
ing at him for breaking into a lady’s
room. And Fred laughed and said,
“That’s no lady, you fool. That’s my
wife.’ And then Fred began cursing
and threatening him. And—well,
they—I guess Sam thought he was
reaching in his pocket for a gun.”
Kitty shuddered at the recollection.
“And before I could stop him he had
his knife out and was on top of Fred.
It was awful. He was terribly drunk,
you see,” she appealed to Pat. “That
makes a difference, doesn’t it? In
the eyes of the law?”

Pat shook his head.
judge nor the jury.”

“Drunkenness won’t be any de-
fense,” Deems put in stridently. “Not
for a man who kills a woman’s hus-

“I'm not the
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band after he’s caught them together.
Anybody knows that’s murder.”

Without looking at DPeems, Pat
said, “You'd do better to keep your
mouth out ef this. Geo ahead, Ma’am.
What happened then?”

“I told you Sam was terribly
drunk. He toppled over on tep of
Fred. Passed out. I couldn’t move
I rushed out in
the hall and remembered Ezra, I
knew he’d help me. Or, help Sam.
So I ran and knocked on his door. I
got him to come here and he picked
Sam up and carried him out. He was
groaning about you being sheriff and
finding it out,” she went on swiftly,
“and I remembered that I'd heard
you were turning your badge over to
Jeth Purdue tonight.

“And some men say Jeth isn’t as
henest as he could be. I don't know
about that, but I remembered it and
I told Ezra I thought maybe we could
fix things. You know, by paying Jeth
to keep it quiet.” Kitty paused to
wring her hands tegether, then went
on in a pleading tone:

“You see, I felt responsible. It was
all my fault. And I knew Sam had
struck in self-defense, but I also
knew that it would be called murder
because of the circumstances—with
Fred being my husband and all. So
I made Ezra promise not to do any-
thing until I could try to fix things
up with Jeth Purdue. I thought if I
told him the truth,” she faltered un-
comfortably, “and if Sam and Ezra
offered to pay him, he might help us
get rid of Fred’s body, or fix up a
different story, or something. I know
it was terribly wrong, but what else
ceuld I do?”

“And then,” Pat said, “you feund
out I was still sheriff instead of
Jeth?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you come into it?” Pat
growled, whirling to look directly at
Joe Deems. “You were mighty dead-
set that I shouldn’t come up here.
You even pulled a gun to try and
stop me. Why were you worried?”

Deems compressed his lips and
cleared his throat. “I knew some-
thing was wrong,” he confessed.
“Kitty saw you from the back when

you first walked into the saloon. She
called me and begged me to keep you
away from up here. I didn’t know
why. She didn’t tell me it was mur-
der. But she said it would be bad
for the hotel—for business. So I did
my best to stop you.”

“Where are Sam and Ezra now?”
Harold Morgan asked suddenly.

Pat turned to look at  Kitty. “I
guess Sam’s still in his room,” she
said pitiably. “I’ve seen him get
drunk like that befere, and it gener-
ally lasts all night. I don’t know
about Ezra. I haven’t seen either one
of them since—" she paused to shud-
der—“since Ezra carried Sam out of
here.”

“We’d better unlock Sam’s room
and arrest him,” Deems said impor-
tantly. “I’ll go down and get an ex-
tra key.”

“Get one for Ezra’s roem, too,” Pat
called after him.

“You won’t—you're not going to
arrest Sam, are you?” Kitty arose
and came toward the sheriff. Her
eyes were dry and they burned into
his. “He didn’t mean any harm. He
was drunk, and it was all my fault.
Every bit of it. If I’d told him I was
married it would never have hap-
pened.”

ESPITE his prejudice against
her, Pat felt a surge of sym-
pathy for the woman who stood be-
fore him pleading for Sam’s life. It
seemed to him he sensed an essential
honesty and decency inside her which
belied the painted face and sensuous-
ly bared bosom.  He found himself
believing, by God, that she had been
in love with Sam, strange as it was
that any woman could love the dark,
ugly little man.

He said slewly, “I don’t know just
how things will turn out, Ma'am. Sam
will have to take his chance, I reckon.
It never pays to fool with the law.
Bribin’ a sheriff ain’t never right,
even if it does look like a good idea
at the time.”

Celor came swiftly to Kitty's
cheeks. “I didn’t mean that,” she
protested. “I wouldn’t think of try-
ing to bribe you, Sheriff.”

Joe Deems stuck his head in the
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door and announced “I've got those
keys, Sheriff.”

Pat went out, followed by Harold
Morgan and Kitty. Deems inserted a
key in the door on the other side of
the hall, and opened the door with a
flourish as though he were pulling
rabbits out of a silk hat. He stepped
back to let Pat enter the room first.

Pat stopped on the threshold and
said, “Sam!” sharply.

There was no response from the
dark room. Pat struck a match and
walked in, found a candle on the
bureau and lit it. The others crowd-
ed in through the doorway as he
turned and lifted the flickering can-
dle high above his head.

The bed was rumpled and unmade,
and there was a litter of Sam’s cloth-
ing on chairs and on the floor. But
there was no Sam. Pat even got down
and peered under the bed, pulled the
curtain aside that made a clothes
closet out of one corner of the room.

“Must be in the next room with
Ezra,” Deems grated in a disappoint-
ed tone. “Want me to unlock that
door, Sheriff?”

Knewing full well that Ezra was at
that moment riding southward with
money stolen from the bank, Pat had
to play the farce out as though he ac-
tually thought Ezra was in the next
room. He said hastily, “Better let
me knock first. If he’s protectin’
Sam, he’ll more’'n likely send lead
through the door if he hears some-
body unlockin’ it.”

He went out and handed the can-
dle to Morgan, stepped to the next
door and knocked loudly.

“Ezra!” he called. “Open up,
Ezra. This is Pat.”” He waited a
moment, then added loudly, “It’s Pat.
I'm comin’ in, Ezra. Don’t make
things worse by shooting.” He
stepped back and nodded for Deems
to unlock the door.

Deems cautiously stood far back-to

one side and held the key at arm’s

length as he inserted it in the lock.
Pat took the candle from Morgan and
walked in.

Ezra’s room also was empty. It
bore more signs of hurried flight than
had Sam’s. The bureau drawers were
open and emptied on the floor, and

everything was in the utmost confu-
sion.

“Both of them gone,”
tered in an awed voice to Pat.
do you reckon they got out?” =

“Are you sure they didn’t go down =
the back stairs?” 2

“They couldn’t. The stairs leagl
right into the kitchen an’ dmu}gﬁ
room where the help eat. There’s al-
ways someone there, Looks like they
just plain evaporated.”

The single window in the room was
open from the bottom. Pat went to
it and uttered an exclamation, then
leaned out and held the flickering
candle to look down toward the
ground. Deems hurried to his side
and saw the lariat with one end tied
to the foot of the bed and running to
the window and out.

“So that’s how they did it?” he said
bitterly. “Got clean away while we
were sitting around talking. You
better get after them in a hurry,
Sheriff.”

Pat said, “I don’t need you to tell
me my business, Deems. If you'd
told me as soon as yeu knew ‘some-
thing was wrong, this wouldn’t have
happened.”

Deems mut-
“How

E PULLED himself back inside

and set the candle down on the
bureau. “If I know Sam an’ Ezra
they’ll be plenty of miles away from
Dutch Springs by now.”

“Do you intend to just stand there
and let them escape?” Deems de-
manded. .

Pat didn’t pay any attention to
him. He said to Morgan, “You’ll
have to stay deputized. You've heard
everything that went on here tonight
an’ you'll be able to swear to it.”

Morgan said, “All right, Pat. What
are you going to do?”

“I’ll be plenty busy—with a bank
robbery and a murder 2ll in one
night.” ,

“What about Jeth Purdue?” Mot-
gan protested. “Why not put him in
charge here, seeing that he’s to be
sworn in as sheriff tomorrow?”

Pat’s features tightened grimly. He
said, “I aim to have a talk with Jeth
Purdue right now. Like to have you
sit in on it, Morgan, We might learn
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something that’ll tie up with what’s
happened here tonight.”

He turned and walked out of the
room, and Harold Morgan followed
him.

They went downstairs together and
out to the beardwalk., Main Street
was deserted again, and all the citi-
zens who weren’t in the posse were
gathered in saloons excitedly dis-
cussing the bank rebbery.

Pat stopped at the Gold Eagle and
stuck his head between the swing-
ing doors to ask, “Heard anything
from the posse yet?”

A series of no’s answered him. Men
began hurling eager questions at him,
but he withdrew and went on toward
- the jail with Morgan by his side.

“They don’t know the half of it,”
Morgan said. “If they knew about
that dead man up at the Jewel Hotel
they’d really have something to talk
about all night.”

Pat muttered seme reply and kept
on going. :

Keeping pace with him, the rancher
said nervously, “I’'m sure mighty sor-
ry about Sam. I know how it’s hit
you, Pat. You and him being such
good friends.”

Pat said, “Sam always was one for
gettin’ into trouble.” .

“That man was knifed in the back,”
Morgan said hesitantly. “Don’t know
whether you noticed it or not, I
didn’t say anything back there at the
hotel.

. Pat said, “I noticed it.” He did
not amplify the flat statement.

“That’s what'll make it go so hard
on Sam if he’s caught,” said Harold
Moergan forlornly. “Making love to
a married woman and killing her hus-
band when he catches you is bad
enough—but a knife in the back
makes it one hell of a lot worse.”

Pat nodded and agreed hopelessly.
“Sam never was one to do things by
halves. ‘When he gets into trouble,
you can trust him to make it bad
trouble.”

“Do you think you’ll catch him,
Pat?” Morgan spoke in a low tone as
they approached the adobe jail and
lean-to office. “I sure wouldn’t blame
you,” he went on hurriedly, “if you
didn’t try hard. Like that woman

said, the whole thing was her fault.
Women like her ought to be hung,”
he went on angrily. “Dragging a
man like Sam into a mess like that.”

Pat said, “Sam an’ Ezra will be to-
gether, I reckon I know where to
look for ’em. That’s why I'm leavin’
you deputized an’ in charge of the
sheriff’s office,” he went on carefully.
“I’ll be ridin’ alone after Sam an’
Ezra, I reckon.”

“Do you think you got te, Pat?
Couldn’t you maybe ride in the
wrong direction?”

Pat said, “I’'m still sheriff of Pow-
der Valley whether I like it or not.”
He stopped in front of the padlocked
door of the adobe jail and called,
“Jeth! You asleep in there?”

Morgan looked at him in surprise,
as though he thought Pat had sud-
denly gone insane. “This here’s the
jail. The office is around behind.”

Pat said, “I know it's the jail,
That’s where I left Jeth Purdue.”

Getting no reply to his call, he pro-
duced a big iren key and unlocked
the barred door. It creaked loudly on
rusty hindges as he pulled it open.
He peered inside the dark interior
and called again, “Jeth! Come on
out.”

He grunted with surprise when this
brought no answer either. He struck
a match and held the tiny flame out
in front of him.

Its flickering light showed a body
huddled on the bare dirt floer in front
of a small parred window.

Pat stepped forward with Morgan
right behind him. Neither of them
said anything as they looked down at
the bloody hole in Jeth Purdue’s face
where his nose had been.

CHAPTER VIII

HE match fizzled out in Pat
Stevens’ hand. The dying
flame seared his leathery finger-
tips, but he was not aware of pain.
In silence and in darkness, he got
another match from his pocket and
struck it.
Standing close beside him, Harold
Morgan said in an awed voice, “Shot
plumb in the face with a forty-five,
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looks like. How you reckon it could
have happened, Pat?”

Pat lifted his gaze to the barred
window above Jeth Purdue’s corpse.
“Could of come through the win-
dow." s

“That’s it, I bet! If someone came
around and called him to the window
—stuck the muzzle through the bars!
Yes sir,” agreed Morgan excitedly.
“That must be how it happened. But,
who did it? Who had any reason to
kill Jeth?”

Pat shook his head slowly as the
second match burned to his finger-
tips. He backed away toward the
open deor, muttering, “That’s what
we got to find out, Morgan.”

The deputized rancher followed
him around the corner of the jail,
knelt beside him as Pat struck a
third match to study the ground un-
derneath the window.

There had been a heavy shower
that afternoon, and the ground was
still damp enough to hold footprints.
Pat nodded somberly as the yellow
flare of the match clearly showed the
outline of two feet standing side by
side in front of the barred window.

“That’s it, all right. A fellow stood
here and called Jeth to the window
—then let him have it in the face be-
tween the bars.” He got up heavily
as his third match flickered out in
the night air.

“God’lmighty, Pat, this is bad busi-
ness,” breathed Morgan. “Two mur-
ders in one night.. And both of ’em
bad murders. ‘A knife in the back
and a man shot while he was locked
up inside jail with no chance to do
nothing. Do you reckon—?” He
paused nervously and glanced at Pat.

“Yeu mean do I reckon they're
both tied together?” Pat asked
harshly.

“That’s what I was thinking,” Har-
old Morgan confessed miserably.
“But it couldn’t be. I can see how
Sam might have done the other one
—being drunk and caught in Kitty’s
room like that by bher husband. But
he wouldn’t shoot a man like this.
Just right out in cold blood. Would
he, Pat? Even if he did think he
had a reason?”

“'What kind of reason are you
thinkin’ about?” grated Pat.

“I’m thinking about what Kitty
said up in her room. About plan-
ning with Ezra to fix it with Purdue
to cover up that other killing. If
Sam and Ezra decided to take it on
the run instead of staying to face
it—" Morgan's voice broke miser-
ably. “But 1t couldn’t be that way.
I reckon it couldn’t.”

“You’re guessin’,” Pat said steadi-
ly, “that they were feared Kitty
might already of told Jeth about the
other. So they couldn’t afford to
leave him behind them alive when
they took out. Ain’t that it?”

“I guess I was thinking something -
like that. But I don’t believe it,
Pat. I sure don't.” /£

p =
PAT sighed and said, “Two mur-
ders an’ a bank robbery all in a
couple of hours—and on my last
night as sheriff.” He went around
to the door of the lean-to-office and
lit the lantern on the wall.

Morgan stopped in the doorway
while Pat stood in the center of the
floor and looked around the small of-
fice. Everything appeared to be as it
had been when he went out. His
bedroll was still tied up and waiting
to be carried out; Jeth Purdue’s gun
still lay in the corner where Pat had
kicked it a couple of hours earlier.

Then he noticed a sheet of paper
lying on the bare table-top, weighted
down with a 45 cartridge. He
stepped close and glanced down at
it, read the heavy pencil scrawl:

“Dere Pat. Sam and me are takin
out. Its to bad jeth cudnt of bin
sherif. Dont try to foler us.

Ezra”

Pat picked the sheet of paper up
and crumpled it in his hand as
though it were of no importance.
Watching him frem the doorway,
Morgan asked eagerly, “You got a
clue, Pat?”

Pat shook his head. “Nary a clue.”
He thrust the note in his pocket and
turned to the cot, picked up the roll
of bedding and slung it over his
shoulder. “I reckon I’ll tie this on
behind my saddle an’ be headin’ out.”

Morgan followed him around to an
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iron hitching post where Pat’s
saddled horse was tied. He helped
Pat adjust the roll behind the saddle,
asking nervously, “What should I do
about those two dead men?”

“Might as well tell the undertaker
about them an’ get ’em gathered up.”
Pat tugged a tight knot into a leather
tie-string, then went on in a con-
strained tone, “I'd take it kindly if
you don’t talk too much about what
you've seen an’ heard tonight. I’ll
stop by the hotel on my way out of
town an’ tell Deems an’ Kitty not to
say very much., I reckon they'll be
glad to keep the whole thing quiet.”

“You mean about—Sam?”

“Yeah.”

“But if you’re going to bring him
back—"

There was a little silence while the
two men finished tying en the bedroll
behind Pat’s saddle. Then Morgan
said, “I don’t blame you none, Pat.
Whatever you do, I'll keep things
mighty quiet here.”

Pat said, “Thanks.” He went to
the hitching post and wuntied his
horse’s reins. Morgan came to stand
beside him, and Pat held out his
hand. “I got a lot of thinkin’ to do,”
he said slowly. “I dunno, Harold,
what’s right an’ what isn’t.”

“You want I should stay deputized
and keep hold of things till you
get back?”

“If I come back.” Pat’s voice was
- low and brooding. He drew the reins
over his horse’s neck.

“Do yeu mean—"Morgan’s voice
was also low.

“I don’t know what I mean,” Pat
said savagely. “I swear to God, I
don’t know. How can I come back
if I don’t bring Sam back with me?
I’ll be worse than him, Morgan. You
know I will. I'm the sheriff an’
there’s been two murders in Dutch
Springs tonight.” He put his foot
in the stirrup and lifted his bedy into
the saddle.

Harold Mergan stood by the hitch-
ing post and watched him ride away.
He was sorry as hell for Pat Stevens.
Like Pat said, how did a man know
where his duty lay when friendship
was invelved?

Pat trotted slowly up Main Street,

past the Gold Eagle and on to the
Jewel Hotel. He had a funny feel-
ing in his stomacl: as he rode past
the familiar buildings. This might
be the last time he’d ride down the
main street of Dutch Springs. To-
morrow, men might curse the name
of Pat Stevens as a betrayer of their
trust. The same men who tonight
were his best friends.

He stopped his horse in front of
the hotel and got off heavily. In
the lobby, he stopped at the desk and
asked Tom Forrest: “What did Miss
Kitty an’ Joe do tonight after I run
out after the bank robbers?”

LD TOM shook his head and

frowned. “I dunno, Sheriff. I

run out the door, too, an’ stayed out

while the shootin’ was goin’ on back

of the bank. By Gosh, Pat,” he went

on eagerly, “what’s goin’ on upstairs?
Won’t nobody tell me nothin’.”

Pat said, “There’s a dead man up
in Kitty’s room.” He turned away
from the desk and went to the door
leading into the saloen.

Kitty Lane and Joe Deems were
standing with their heads close to-
gether near the bar. Kitty saw Pat,
and he beckoned to them.

“You find out anything from Jeth
Purdue?” Joe asked eagerly as he
approached with Kitty.

Pat sheok his head. “Purdue ain’t
talkin’.” He paused a moment, then
asked Kitty harshly, “Just what did
you say about fixin' things with Pur-
due when you talked to Ezra?”

She wet her lips nervously and
avoided his boring gaze. “I don’t
know exactly. I begged him not to
worry too much. Told him I thought
maybe Jeth would help us.”

“Did you tell him you’d talk to
Jeth?”

“I don’t know. I can’t remember
what I said, I was so excited and
frightened.”

Pat sighed and asked, “How much
have either of you told anyone about
things?”

“Nothing,” Deems said quickly.
“We thought we’d let you handle it.”

“Good. The less you talk about
things for awhile, the better it’ll
come out. I'm leavin' Harold Mor-
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gan in charge. He'll bring the un-
dertaker up for the body pretty soon.
All anybody has to know is that the
man is dead. Let ’em think he
stabbed himseif.”

Kitty put her hand on his arm.
She breathed, “What are you going
to do?”

“I'm ridin’ after Sam an’ Ezra—
alone.”

“You're not—you're not going to
~—2?” ghe faltered.

Pat’s face remained inscrutable. “I
don’t reckon anybody knows what
they’ll do till the time comes, Ma'am.
There’s one more thing. I never did
finish searchin through your bureau
after I found out you were Mrs.
Ralston.”

Kitty flinched at mention of the
name, But she said bravely, “You're
welcome to finish searching now if
you want.”

“I reckon I'd better. You want to
go up with me to make sure I don’t
steal nothing?”

“Of course not.” Kitty laughed
shortly. “Go right ahead.” She
turned and went back to the bar.

The door of Kitty’s room stood
open and the lamp was still lit. The
body of Fred Ralston had not been
touched. Pat stood on the threshold
for a moment, then went to the bu-
reau to which his attention had been
directed by Joe Deems, and pulled
out the second drawer.

There were neatly folded handker-
chiefs with perfumed sachets be-
tween them, and many other dainty
articles of feminine underclothing,
which brought a slow blush to Pat’s
sunburned face as he poked among
them awkwardly with a hard fore-
finger,

He closed tnat drawer with a sigh
" of relief after finding nothing. The
bottom drawer held a heavy-stayed
corset and several pairs of slippers,
along with several pairs of very thin
and very long (it seemed to Pat’s

uninitiated eyes) pairs of lady’s
stockings.
He felt around the drawer du-

biously, and then pushed it shut with
a sigh of relief. He straightened up
and mopped sweat from his face,

wondered irritably what the hell he
was looking for anyway.

ET, somehow, he was loath to

leave the deathroom. He had an
uneasy feeling that he hadn’t done
all a sheriff should, that he might
be overlooking an important clue.

He moved around the room slow-
ly, scratching his head and looking
in the corners and under the bed. He
finally went into number 15, carrying
the lighted lamp from Kitty's room,
and dumped out the contents of Fred
Ralston’s suitcase in the middle of the
bed.

He had been a mighty dudish
dresser, all right. Right down to his
skin, Silk underclothes, by golly,
and bright colored socks and ties.
Even a little thing that squirted
sweet-smelling perfume when you
pressed a rubber bulb.

But there wasn’t any writing in
the suitcase, not a single thing that
Pat recognized as a clue except the
evidence of the dead man’s dudish
taste in cloethes. Pat even looked in
the empty bureau drawers and the
clothes closet, but it was evident
that Ralston hadn’t done any un-
packing whatsoever.

That fact, in itself, Pat mused,
might be a clue. Generally, when a

man checked in at a hotel, the first "

thing he did was to unpack his suit-
case. But Ralston hadn’'t taken a
single article from his bag. It al-
most looked like he knew that death
was planned for him, and hadn’t
thought it worthwhile to unpack.

Pat pondered over that theory for
a time, but in the end had to discard
it. No man would plan his own
death, though ne knew definitely that
Ralston did nave some plot up his
sleeve when he got off the stage in
Dutch Springs.

Pat sighed and picked up the lamp
and went back into the room with
the dead man., There were a lot of
questions that had to wait until he
caught up with Sam and Ezra, and
he could only hope that they would
have the answers for him.

He set the lighted lamp down on
the bureau and turned for one more
final survey of the room. His gaze
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lighted on the bottle of whisky, and
he realized that he could use another
drink before starting the ride to his
ranch. The thought of going into
one of the bars didn’t appeal to him
because he knew the questions that
would inevitably be asked.

He picked up the bottle and took
another drink from it, set it down
carefully and recorked it.

His gaze was caught by a strip of
sheer white cloth hanging half in
and half out of a metal wastebasket
by the side of the oilcloth-covered
washstand.

He moved over slowly and stooped
down to pick it up. His gray eyes
narrowed as he recognized the top
portion of a lady’s white lisle stock-
ing. There was a little black clock
along it, with an arrow pointing
upward, considered very daring and
sporting in the West.

The foot of the stocking had been
cut off with a pair of scissors at a
point well above the ankle.

Pat frowned down at the gauzy
material in his hands, ‘wondering why
any woman would ruin an expensive
stocking like that by cutting off the
foot. He examined it closely, found
that it was quite a new stocking, per-
haps never even worn.

He carried it back to the bureau
and pulled out the lower drawer
again, began poking dubiously among
the other stockings he had seen there
previously. Most of them were black,
either of cotton lace or sheer lisle.
There was only one other pair of
white stockings in the drawer.

- Then Pat’s eyes glinted at sight of

a small ball of white lisle rolled up
and tucked back in one corner of the
drawer. He shook it out, found it
to be the exact twin of the stocking

‘he held in his hand except that it

still had the foot attached. And he
had been right about the other piece.
The whole stocking was in perfect
condition, certainly had not been
~ worn more than a few times.
This puzzled Pat more than ever.
He knew enough about women’s
“clothing to know that such stockings
were quite expensive, and that the
ruining of one stocking meant that
a pair had been ruined.

Why had Kitty Lane cut the foot
off an expensive stocking?

Pat Stevens didn’t know, but he
had a feeling that the answer might
be important,

He stuffed the cut-off stocking in
a pocket of his jacket and put its
unharmed mate back in the drawer
and closed it. Then he went out and
downstairs to take the road north-
eastward toward the Lazy Mare
ranch where his wife would be wait-
ing for him.

CHAPTER IX

IDING east from Dutch
R Springs, Pat Stevens pulled
his horse up at the cross-

roads where he had sent the posse in
the wrong direction earlier in the
evening. He hesitated there for a
time, his face bleak and uncertain. He
finally shook his head and turned his
horse in the same direction the posse
had ridden. His ranch lay along that
road. It was too late, now, to hope
to overtake Sam Sloan and Ezra on
the southern road. Better to ride on
home and change horses prepare for
a long trail ride. He knew where
Sam and Ezra would head for. Just
as well as though he were with them,
he knew how their minds would
work, the trails they would choose
in riding south from Powder Valley.
He could cut straight down across
country from the Lazy Mare ranch

‘and it would be a shorter ride than

from here at the crossroads to a point
where he could cross their trail.
The lumpy moon was high in the
heavens, now, casting a golden glow
down upon the peaceful valley, lim-
ning remembered landmarks to Pat
as he rode aleng at a slow lope.
Everything that he saw in the
bright moonlight, all the memories
they brought to him, seemed to hold
a special significance to Pat on this
homeward ride tonight. For, though
he refused to give it place in the
forefront of his thoughts, there rode
with him the realization that he
might never look upon these familiar
things again. -
He kept putting the thought away
from him, but he could not put away
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the depressed mood that gripped
him. He wasn’t sorry for what he
had done back in Kitty’s roem in the
Jewel Hotel, and in the back door of
the bank building. He was merely
sorry that it had been necessary for
him to do those things.
blame Sam and Ezra for what had
happened. They, too, had become en-
meshed in a tangle of eircumstances
that had forced them to act as they
had.

The dull rumble of many horses’
hooves approaching him frem the
road ahead brought Pat’s thoughts
back to reality with a jerk. He stiff-
ened in the saddle, and his features
settled into grim lines as he realized
that must be the pesse returning
from a hard and fruitless ride.

He saw them soon in the moon-
light, a close-packed group of riders
moving at the slow trot of thorough-
ly winded horses. He pulled up in
front of them and signaled out Mark
Johnson to ask, “Any luck, Mark?”

“Not a damm bit, Pat. Didn’t see
hide nor hair of that critter though
we rode the legs off some of our
hawses. You shore he went this
way, Pat?”

“I don’t make many mistakes on a
thing like that,” Pat reminded him
curtly.

“I know you don’t.” Johnson lifted
his hat and doubtfully scratched his
head. “Mighta turned off some place,
I reckon. But we looked for signs
an’ nover saw none. What's doin’
back in tewn that kep’ you from
ridin’ with us?”

“Plenty.” Pat hesitated, reminding
himself that they would find out soon
enough anyhow. “Two killin’s.”

“Two killings?” The members of
the posse began to cluster around
him excitedly. “Who was it? How-
come? Who done it?”

“A dude from Denver. Got knifed
up in the Jewel Hotel. An’ Jeth
Purdue. He got it while I had him
locked up in jail.”

“You had Jeth Purdue locked up?”

“That’s right. I ain’t got time to
explain it all now,” Pat went on
swiftly. “I iocked Jeth up because
I figured he had somethin’ to do with
the other killin’.”

He didn’t .

“You reckon it was the same fell-
er held up the bank, Pat?”

“I ain’t rightly sure. But I'm tak-
in’ out after 'em. An’ you can tell
the people in town that Pat Stevens
promises ’em he’ll have the money
stole from the bank when he comes
back.”

“You got a line on ’em, Pat? You
know where to go?”

“I got a line on 'em. And I'm
goin’ alone.,” Pat spurred his horse
and slowly pushed through the group
of riders.

They didn’t hold him back for any
more questions. Pat Stevens’ word
was good with those men and they
were willing to let him ride on alone
if that was the way he wanted it.

Pat put his horse to a steady lope
after he left the posse behind him,
His body was slumped in the saddle,
welded to the easy movement of his
mount. He met no one along the
road, held the same even pace until
a light in the front window of his
ranch house came into view.

THE sight of that lighted window
brought a lump into Pat Steven’s
throat. It meant that Sally was wait-
ing up for him, gs she had so often
waited up for his return in the tur-
bulent past. He dreaded what he had
to tell her tonight. Not that Sally
wouldn’t understand. She always un-
derstood. That was what amazed and
humbled Pat. In the past, he’d made
the mistake of trying to hide things
from her, things that he thought a
woman would be happier not know-
ing. Always, though, she had man-
aged to get the truth from him some-
how, and he’d always been glad in
the end that she had.

He slowed his horse to a tret, and-
headed down past the big barn and
corrals to the unlighted buakhouse,
Pat was not the kind of a rancher
who expected a hired man to care for
his horse when he came in, but to-
night was different. He had a lot of
things to do, and he’d already wasted
too much time. : .

He swung off at the door of the
bunkhouse, opened it and called in
a low voice, “Anybody awake?”
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“Yeah. That you, boss?” a young
voice responded almost instantly.

“Curly?”

“Yeah. Pat.
wrong?”

“I’ve got some hard ridin’ to do,”
Pat said quietly. “Wish you’d get
up an’ help me, Curly.”

“You bet.” There was a creak of
bedsprings. “What you want I
should do?”

“Unsaddle this hawse an’ turn him
in the corral. Then catch out—lem-
me see, Curly—is that big roan in
the corral tonight?”

“Big Red? Yeh. He ain’t been
rode for a week. You want him
saddled?”

“Sure do, Curly. An’ pick out a
good lead hawse to go along. One
that’ll trail with a pack-saddle an’
carry me if I have to change. Throw
a pack-saddle on him an’ tie on that
bedroll behind my saddle. Then
gather me up some campin’ stuff,
Curly, a frypan an’ coffee pot—not
much, but enough to keep me goin’
a few days. I'll bring down some
grub from the house an’ be ready to
pull out in half an hour.”

“Loek, boss. If you want some
company—"

“Nope. I'm ridin’ alone, Curly.”

Pat turned and strode away from
the bunkhouse, up the gentle slope
leading to the pleasant ranch house
which Sally had turned into a real
home during the ten years they had
lived there.

Sally jumped up from a low rock-
ing chair by the huge stone fireplace
when Pat opened the door. She
spilled some sewing out of her lap
onto the floor, but disregarded it as
she turned to smile at Pat.

Her years of marriage had been
kind to Sally Stevens. Her hair was
still bright golden, and her eyes
danced as eagerly at sight of her hus-
band as those of a young girl might
- dance at sight of her lover. Her face
was unlined, a little fuller than when
Pat first met her, and much more
beautiful. The slim, girlish slender-
ness of her body had rounded into
‘soft maturity with the passing years,
but her step was elastic as she came
toward him holding out both hands,

It’s me, Somethin’

and her voice was vibrant and strong.
“I almost went to sleep by the fire
waiting for you, darling. What kept
you so long in town?”

Pat tossed his hat on a chair and
caught his wife up in his arms. He
put his cheek against her golden hair
and muttered, ‘Gosh, you smell good,
Sally. No perfume neither.”

She twisted away from him, laugh-
ing gaily. “What would I want with
perfume? Soap and water is best.”

He said, “Some folks think they
need perfume,” and went past her to
poke a smoldering log into flame in
the big fireplace.

“I’ve got some hot cookies in the '
warming oven. And I'll get a glass
of cold milk. We’ll have a little
party, darling, to celebrate your be-
coming a private citizen again.”

ARMING his hands over the

fire, Pat said, “Hot cookies
will taste mighty good, Sally. But,
how about coffee instead of cold
milk.”

“You know
awake, Pat.”

Without turning from the fire, he
sald gently, “That’s why I want cof-
fee tonight, old lady.”

Sally paled a trifle and caught her
under lip between white teeth. When
Pat called her “old lady” in that
gentle tone, she knew she was going
to dread what he was going to tell
her. She started to reply, then shook
her bright head resolutely and said,
“All right. I'll put the coffee pot
right on.”

She went inte the kitchen quietly
and began to put kindling on the hot
coals in the big wooden range. Pat
waited until she had left the living
room, then went through another
door into the rear bedroom they oc-
cupied together and lifted his saddle
gun in its leather boot down from a
nail in the wall.

He carried it back into the living
room and pulled the short rifle from
its leather sheath, was examining the
loading mechanism carefully when
Sally reentered the room.

She stopped in the doorway, and
her eyes filled with fright when she
saw what her husband was doing. She

coffee keeps you
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hesitated a moment, then came for-
ward with a torced smile on her lips.
“What is it, Pat? I thought you'd
be done with night-riding when you
turned your sheriff’s badge over to
Jeth Purdue.”

Satisfied that the carbine was in
perfect condition, Pat restored it to
the leather boot. He said, “I’ve still
got my badge.” He reached in his
shirt pocket and pulled it out, let
his eyes brood down on it. It seemed
to him that it didn’t shine as bright-
ly as it had earlier in the evening,
as though the insensate metal itself
had somehow become tarnished by
what he had done that night.

Sally’s eyes dilated when she saw
the badge. She asked sharply, “Why
didn’t you give it to Mr Purdue as
you planned?”

Pat said, “Jeth Purdue is dead.”
He slowly slid the badge back in his
pocket.

“Dead?” Sally reached out to catch
hold of his arm. “Tell me, Pat. Some-
thing dreadful has happened.”

“Pretty bad.” He nodded. “Wait’ll
you bring the coffee an’ cookies in,
Sally. Then TI'll tell you all about it
when we’re settled.”

As she turned to go back into the
kitchen, he raised his voice to add,
“An’ you might be gettin’ a little
chuck together, old lady. A piece of
sow-belly an’ some beans. Coffee an’
flour an’ sugar. Enough to last a
few days, maybe.”

She said, “All right, Pat,” and her
voice did not falter though she was
amazed to find she could speak past
the burning lump that was choking
her.

Pat sat down at a small table in
front of the fireplace and pulled up
the right leg of his pants above the
- top of his boot. He reached inside
and drew out the knife that had mur-
dered Fred Ralston, laid it on the
table and unrolled it from its towel
wrapping. The firelight glinted evilly
on the red stains of a dead man’s
blood on the sharp blade. He stared
at the knife for a moment, then
pushed it back, leaving it in plain
sight en top of the towel.

Sally came hurrying in with a plat-
ter of sugar cookies. As she placed

them in front of Pat. she gave a
horrified exclamation. “Why that’s
Sam’s hunting knife. All covered
with blood.”

AT said, “That’s part of what

I’'ve got to tell you, Sally.” He
picked up a warm sugar cooky and
bit into it.

Sally went slowly back to the
kitchen without asking any ques-
tions. Pat thoughtfully munched the
cooky and licked the crumbs from
his fingers, then turned to stare into

the firelight while he rolled a
cigarette,
He could hear Sally = moving

around briskly in the kitchen, get-
ting together the few necessities he
would need for a few days’ pack-trip.

She came in presently and set a
partially filled gunhy sack down near
the front door. She said composed-
ly, “There are all the things you'll
need,” and went back to the kitchen.

When she returned next time she
breught two cups and a big iron
coffee pot with her. The pot was
steaming, and exuding the invigorat-
ing odor of strong coffee. She filled
two cups and set the pot on the
hearth near the coals to keep warm,
then sat down oppoesite Pat and said,
“You’d better tell me all about it.”

“It all started when a dude got off
the evening stage from Denver.” Pat
took a sip of hot coffee, then went
on with a straightforward and com-
pletely truthful aceount of the events
of the evening, omitting none of the
facts, offering no excuses for his
own conduct, laying the entire af-
fair in front of his wife for her own
clear judgment. :

Sally listened to him without com-
ment. She sat very still for a full
minute after he finished. Then she
said softly, “Poor Sam-—and Ezra.”

“I've got to go after them, Sally.”

“To arrest Sam for killing a man
—when you can see it was a put-up
job?”

“Not that so much, Sally. There’s
the money they stole from the bank.”

“Are you sure it was Ezra you
saw? It was dark in the bank,” she
reminded him. “Mightn’t you be mis-
taken?” :
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“No. It was Ezra. The crazy
§aloot!” Pat went on angrily.

What'd he do that for? Stealin’
money that me an’ all the rest of the
folks in the Valley have trusted in
the bank! He shouldn’t have done
that.”

“He was bewildered and fright-
ened, Pat. You know how Ezra is.
He was dead-set on getting Sam out
of danger, And I suppose their
money was in the bank, too. He
didn’t want to go off and leave that.”

“I've got to get it back,” Pat told
her heavily. “I just the same as
helped ’em steal it when I shot over
Ezra’s head to warn him so he could
get away. An’ then I sent the posse
scootin’ off on the wrong road. But
I don’t see what else I could do,
Sally. I couldn’t let ’em get caught
robbin’ the bank. Not with that dead
man back there too. I had to help
'em get away—an’ now I've got to
get that money back.”

“Do you think they killed Jeth
Purdue also?”

“I don’t know,” Pat confessed. “I
don’t know what I think. They
might've. You know how that red-
headed Ezra is when he gets riled up.
What do you make of it, Sally?” he
appealed. to her. “What do you
recken Ralston had planned with
Kitty an’ Purdue when he came to
town? That’s what I don’t under-
-stand.”

“At least you know it was some
scheme to get Sam and Ezra’s money
from them,” she told him with spirit.
“Whatever it was, Sam must have
seen through it. He and Ralston got
in a fight and Sam killed him.”

“That’s not the way Kitty told it.”

“Kitty?” Sally laughed scornfully
and tossed her bright head. “That
woman! Do you think the truth could
be in a woman like her?”

“You den’t know her, Sally.”

“I know her kind. Singing and
dancing in the saloons with men!”

“I don’t know. I'd like you should
meet her. Damn if I didn’t feel sorry
for her.”

“You men are all alike. Just be-
cause a woman is pretty and goes
around half-dressed.”

“If it was like you think,” Pat

argued, “if they were trying to get
Sam’s money an’ he killed Ralston
for that—why did Ezra get him out
of town so fast, and rob the bank to
boot? Why didn’t they just stay an’
tell the truth? No jury would blame
Sam for killin’ a man that way.”

ALLY wrinkled her smooth fore-
head and shook her head. “I
don’t know,” she confessed. “Except
that you know Ezra isn’t terribly
bright. If Sam did pass out like
Kitty said—that must be it, Pat.
Don’t you see? Ezra wasn’t in there.
He doesn’t know what happened.
Only what Kitty told him. And she
made it look bad for Sam—told Ezra
her husband had come in and caught
them together and Sam had murdered
him in cold blood. Not knowing any-
thing about what the fight was really
about, Ezra believed her.”

“Yeah,” Pat agreed thoughtfully,
“that might be it, all right., But,
what about Jeth? Shootin’ him that
way through the jail window looks
mighty bad.”

“I don’t know but I'll bet there’s
some explanation,” Sally said stout-
ly. “You'll find out when you talk
with them.”

“I hope so.” Pat finished his cup
of coffee and cleared his throat. “You
know—if there ain’t some good ex-
planation like that—I won’t be ridin’
back this way, honey.”

“You won’t—be riding back home?”
she choked out

“How can I, honey? I'm not goin’
to bring ’em back if it means a

hangin’. You know I can’t do that.
Not to Sam and Ezra.”

“No,” she whispered. “I guess
not.”

“You know not, Sally. 1 can’t

judge my friend. If it means them
takin’ the owl-hoot trail—well, I
reckon it means the same for me.”

“But why, Pat? Why couldn’t you
come back?”

“Because I'd never be able to look
any man in Powder Valley in the
face again,” he told her sternly. “You
can see that, Sally. I'm sheriff. If
I let a murderer go because he’s my
friend, I’'m just as guilty as him.”
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“But what about the bank money?
You said you’d get it back.”

“And I will, I'll find a way to
send it back if things turn out wrong.
I’'m sorry, honey.” Pat’s voice wasn't
very steady. “But that’s the way it
looks to me.”

Sally got up and poured more cof-
fee. Her eyes shone softly in the
firelight. “Before I ever married
you,” she reminded him, “I chose to
go with you when it locked like you
were turning against the law. Things
haven’t changed any since then—ex-
cept that I guess I love you a lot
more.”

Pat choked over a sip of hot cof-
fee. “You mean—"

“I mean that I’ll join you wherever
you go,” she told him steadily. “You
have to do what you think is right.
I want you to. But, ch! Isn’t all

this dreadful, Pat? And Sam was
- going to begin his new job tomor-
row, wasn’t he? Riding the Pony Ex-
press mail route.”

“Yeh. Sam was lookin’ forward
to that like a kid at Christmas time.”
Pat turned the coffee cup round
and round in his hands and kept his
eyes lowered. “There’s one other
thing I ain’t told you yet. I got
a sort of clue, I reckon you might
call it.”

“A clue? What kind?”

AT reached in his jacket pocket
and awkwardly drew out the
upper length of white lisle stocking.
He biushed as he dropped it on the
table in front of his wife. “See what
you make of it?” :

“Why it’s a stecking. Part of one.
It’s beautiful.” Sally’s fingers
caressed the soft sheer material.
“Where did you get this, Pat?”

“In Miss Kitty’s room.”

“Ch! It’s hers. But why is part
of it cut off?”

“That’s what I wondered,” Pat
mumbled. “Thought maybe you’d

know why a woman’d cut the foot of
a pretty stocking like that.”
Sally’s fingers continued to caress
the material. “I never had a nice
one like this. If I did have, I cer-
tainly wouldn’t cut them up. They

cost an awful lot, Pat. I've seen them
in mail-order catalogs.”

“The mate to this’n is in her
drawer,” Pat told her, his face red-
dening again. “The bottom drawer
of her bureau,” he added hastily as if
that was important. “It ain’t hurt a

bit.”
Sally shook her head and looked
mystified. “I don't see what kind of

a clue it is.”

“I don’t either. Not yet.,” Pot got
up and picked up his rifle. He tried
to be casual as he said, “Well, old
lady, I guess I better be moseyin’
along. When Dock wakes up in the
mornin’ tell him that I’'m out huntin’
bank robbers. No need for him to
know the truth—yet.”

“I’1l tell him,” Sally promised in a
steady veice. She got up and took
her husband’s arm, walked to the
door with him. “You takin’ a pack-
horse?”

“Yeh. Curly’s getting him packed.”
Pat stooped and picked up the gunny
sack of food Sally had fixed for him
to take along. “I’ll let you know—
soon’s I can,” he promised.

Sally stood on tiptee and put her
soft reunded arms about his neck.
She smiled into his eyes and pressed
her lips against his. “Fix a place for
me, Pat, if you don’t come back.” Her
voice was almost inaudible.

He said, “I will, honey.” His arm
tightened about her brief’ 7, then he
turned and strode away down to the
corral.

Sally leaned against the door frame
and watched his tall figure disappear
in the misty moonlight. Tears ran
unchecked down her cheeks now. She
didn’t care, Once more she had tri-
umphed, sending Pat out into danger
with a smile and a kiss—holding back
the tears until he could no longer see
her.

CHAPTER X

HE big roan gelding had an
eager, springy stride; and he
tossed his head and snorted im-
patiently as Pat held him to a trot
along the creek trail leading eastward
from the ranch. The bay mare, lad-

en with a pack-saddle, trotted along
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docilely at the end of a short lead
rope. {.ike Pat, she was a veteran of
many long rides and she had long
ago learned to conserve her strength
at the beginning to have a reserve
left at the end.

At the right of the creek-bed, low
foothills rose upward toward the
jagged peaks of a mountain range be-
yond. Knowing the entire country
as he knew the palm of his hand, Pat
planned to cut sharply south through
those foothills on an old abandoned
ranch road that swung westward
along the base of the higher moun-
tains until it struck the main road
south from Powder Vclley near a
point where the main road began to
climb through one of the few passes
leading over the mountains.

He didn’t hope to reach that pass
before Sam and Ezra, if it was their
objective, but he could learn from a
rancher near the foot of the pass
whether the fugitives had passed that
way, and would then know how to
plan the chase,.

If they did strike due south over
the hlgh mountain pass, it would be
a difficult matter to overhaul them.
Pat knew they would be well mount-
ed, and they were two of the best
horsemen in Colorado. That’s why
Pat had taken time to ride home and
pick up a fresh horse and a lead ani-
mal. If the ride developed into a
long chase, this would give him a
terrific advantage over the two flee-
ing men with only one mount apiece.
Tired horses have to be rested and
fed, and hard-riding men have to eat.
Wi ith his camping equipment and his
extra mount, Pat was positive he
could overtake his friends within a
couple of days if they headed down
into New Mexico.

On the other hand, they were like-
ly to realize their handicap in a
straightaway ride, and turn off the
main road before they réached the
pass. In that event, Pat knew pretty
well where to look for them, for the
trio had ridden all that mountainous
country together in years past, and
Pat was familiar with every trail
known to the other two.

What they did depended largely on
whether they expected Pat to take

out after them or not. Without Pat
on their trail, he knew they’d feel
fairly safe in turning westward off
the main road and making their way
at a leisurely pace toward another
little-known pass far to the west and
thence on to the Border. There were
isolated range cabins scattered along
that route where they could safely
hole up for days at a time, and de-
vious back trails where they were un-
likely to meet any riders.

What would Sam and Ezra expect
him to do? That was a problem that
caused Pat to knit his brows fret-
fully as he rode on at a brisk pace
through the night. He tried to put
himself in their place. The way that
farewell note had been worded, it
didn’t sound as though Ezra thought
he would try to follow them.

But they knew him well enough,
Pat reasoned, to realize he’d feel
duty-bound to ride on the trail of
money stolen from the bank. Again,
he realized that they didn’t know
Ezra had been recognized as the bank
robber. He was certain Ezra did not
know it was Pat who fired those
warning shots over his head in the
bank doorway. So they probably felt
safe enough on that score. They
knew Pat weuldn’t bring them back
for a hanging, no matter what they
had done.

T WAS all pretty much mixed up,
and Pat gave up trying te untan-
gle it after a time. When he reached
the foot of the pass, he’d know which
course they had chosen. Until that
time, any speculation was utterly use-
less.

The monotonous thudding of
hooves and the even motion of the
roan lulled Pat’s thoughts into a sort
of drowsy lethargy after a time. He
gladly welcomed the surcease from
active thought. He’d done too damn
much thinking without getting any-
where already. There were too many
things he didn’t know about the
whole setup. He wasn’t used to deal-
ing with men like Ralston and Deems.
He couldn’t figure them out. For the
life of him, he couldn’t see what they
had in mind when Fred Ralston came
on from Denver. He tried to recall
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exactly what Ralston had said, think-
ing he was talking to Jeth Purdue,
but his best recollection didn’t make
any real sense.

There’d been some sort of plan to
get hold of Sam and Ezra's money,
but that’s all the sense Pat could
make out of it. It was quite evident
that the plan had misearried some-
how, and Ralston’s death had result-
ed. He still couldn’t see for the life
of him why Jeth Purdue had been
killed. ‘Ezra might have committed
the act in a sudden fit of rage. There
was a ruthless streak in the big one-
eyed man that showed up sometimes
when he became very angry. His re-
actions were almost childlike when it
came to matters of right and wrong.

If Ezra honestly felt that Jeth Pur-
due needed to be killed, he'd be cap-
able of doing the job just as he would
calmly put a bullet in the head of a
crazed coyote—or a beloved horse
who’d broken his leg and had to be
put out of pain.

It might not be right accerding to -

civilized standards, but Pat had al-
ways had a lot of difficulty making

Sam and Ezra believe in civilized"

standards. He’d never been able to
make them see that it was best to
bring a criminal to trial for his acts.
In their forthright way, they believed
that the best way to dispese of a guil-
ty man was to shoet him at the first
opportunity; an efficient method of
keeping order, but a little bit old-
fashioned even for Powder Valley.

In this way, Pat’s thoughts went
around in ceaseless circles as though
they were inside a vacuum while he
dozed in the saddle.

The roan had gotten rid of his colt-
ish ideas after a few miles on the old
ranch road, and had settled down to
a steady and seemingly tireless lope
which put distance behind him at an
amazing rate.

When Pat finally sheok himself out
of his drewsiness and sat up in the
saddle to look around, he was sur-
prised and pleased to see that dawn
was already beginning to break over
the rough foothill country through
which he rode.

There was a faint red. glow in the
cloudless eastern sky, and nearby ob-

jects were beginning to emerge from
the enveloping dark that had come
when the moon disappeared behind
the high peaks on the western hori-
zon. :

Pat stared around him thoughtfully
for a time, trying to place his exact
position on the old read. His direc-
tion, now, was a little south of west,
which meant that he was veering
around the base of the southern
mountains and was only a few miles
from meeting the main southern
highway which Sam and Ezra had
taken out of Dutch Springs.

Daylight came on with amazing
speed in the high country after the
night-blackness reluctantly gave way
to dawn. The red blush spread swift-
ly over the sky, deepening to violent
crimson near the horizon and send-
ing out lances of yellow as the sun
moved ‘up to the very rim of the
world.

Then there was a blazing ball of

fire, and the tall feathery tops of pine

trees caught the flame of a new day.
His horses tossed their heads approv-
ingly and moved a little faster as the
smell of water came to them, and Pat
quickly decided to stop for a brief

‘breakfast when they reached the

small stream ahead.”

He was really in no great hurry. If
Sam and Ezra had followed the
southern road this far, they would
already be well up on the pass; and
if they had swung off westward as he
suspected, he would surely be able to
come up to them by nightfall. In
either case, Pat knew it was smart to
break his ride into short stages, with
a brief rest and feed for both himself
and horses before either became too
weary to keep up the pace.

E REINED off the road under

a pair of aged cottonwood trees
on the bank of a gurgling stream,
and swung out of the saddle lightly.
He loosened the girth and pulled the
heavy rig off, stripped the blanket
from the sweaty roan and looped a
rope about his neck. He pulled the
bridle off and gave him a slap on the
haunches to send him trotting down
to the stream for a drink, then went
back to the patient bay and slid the
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pack saddle off her back. He teth-
ered both horses where they could
get water and graze in the lush grass
along the stream, then built a tiny fire
of dry sticks gathered along the
. bank, earefully laid on larger sticks
to build up a bed of coals and took
his smoke-stained coffee pot to the
stream above the horses and filled it
half-full of clear water only a few
degrees above the freezing point.

He threw a man-sized handful of
coffee into the pot and placed it on
the fire with burning sticks piled up
around it, cut two thick slices of fat
salt pork from the slab Sally had pro-
vided, and put them on the fire in the
frying pan with a small quantity of
water to boil out the excess salt be-
fore frying. There were cold biscuits
in the gunny sack to complete his
breakfast, and Pat squatted on one
heel to roll and light a cigarette
while the sow-belly boiled gently and
the coffee pot began sending out its
appetizing aroma.

After he’d smoked one cigarette,
he poured the water off his fat meat
and put it back on the fire to fry.
The coffee was boiling merrily, so he
raked a few glowing coals to one side
of the fire and set the pot on them to
simmer and settle, then began turn-
;ng his meat with a long-handled

ork.

Not more than twenty minutes aft-
er he had reined aside under the cot-
tonwoods, Pat was munching a cold
biscuit with a slice of crisp pork be-
tween the halves, and washing it
down with huge drafts of strong,
steaming coffee.

And not more than forty minutes
had elapsed in all when he was back
in the saddle with his few camp
things again packed securely on the
bay mare, headed westward to the
junction with the southern road.

He didn’t bother to try to read any
trail signs when he reached the road
an hour later. Too many riders rode
this route to make it feasible to try
to p:ck out the tracks of any single
pair. The ranch of Lon Estis was
only a two-hour ride up the pass, and
‘wtih the road running right through

‘Estxs s yard it was impossible for

anyone to pass that way without be-
ing seen.

Lon came out of his barn to greet
Pat Stevens when the sheriff got off
to open his back gate two hours later.
Lon Estis was a big man with a
sweeping black mustache and a com-
pletely bald head. He looked apprais-
ingly at the dust-streaked rean and
the packed saddle mare, and drawled
out, “’Pears you figger on makin’ a
long ride, Sheriff.”

Pat said, “That’s what you’re goin’
to decide for me. Heard anything
about the trouble in town last night?”

“The bank robbin’?” Lon Estis
nodded placidly and backed up to a
fence post to scratch his back. “Har-
ry Tyler rode past bout an hour after

sun-up. Said there was sure hell
a-poppin’.”

“Anybody else pass before Har-
ry?”

“Well, now, I don’t reckon so, Pat.
I wasn’t up till most daylight, but I
didn’t hear Jigger barkin’ none durin’

thuh night, An’ Jigger never misses
wakin’ me when anybody rides
through.”

Pat knew Jigger was Lon’s dog, a
huge, rough-haired brute counted one
of the finest watchdogs in the entire
Valley. Pat nodded his relief and
said, “I reckon maybe it won’t be
such a long ride then, if no one rode
through.”

“Harry tol’ me ’bout the posse los-
in’ that feller,” Lon said. “Seems like
there was a killin’ or two in town,
too, wasn’t there?”

“Two of ’em,” Pat said curtly.

“They tell me you’re still wearin’
the sheriff’s badge, Pat. You on the
trail of something?”

“I will be,” Pat told him briefly,

“after I've rode back a ways. I fig-
ure they turned off west.”

“Know who they be?”

“I've got a good idea.” Pat met

Lon’s inquiring eyes squarely.

ON nodded and picked up a twig
and began chewing on it. It

was evident to him that Pat didn't
wish to discuss either the bank rob-
bery or the murders, After a brief
period of mastication he said earnest-
ly, “I'm shore lookin’ for’rd to that
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Pony Express comin’ through here.
Gonna be sorta less lonesome-like.”

Pat roused himself from his
thoughts to say, “There’ll be a sta-
tion not so far down the road from
here, I reckon.”

“’Bout five miles. They got
change-stations scattered every ten
miles 'tween El Paso an’ Denver, they
tell me. This’n down the road,” he
added casually, “is the one Ezra's
gonna have charge of. An’ Sam
Sloan’ll be ridin’ the ten miles into
Dutch Springs an’ back ever’ day.”

Pat looked at the rancher sharply
to see if his mention of Sam and Ezra
carried any knowledge of the part
they had played in last night’s affair,
but he could get no hint from the
impassive expression with which Es-
tis met his glance.

Pat said, “Sam ought to make a
good Express rider. He don’t weigh
but a hundred an’ twenty soakin’
wet.”

“Yeh. Sam’ll do good,” Lon agreed.

Pat squatted down and picked up a
short piece of stick. A vague idea
was beginning to come to him. He
thoughtfully formed some brands in
the soft ground with the piece of
stick. A Lazy J and a Flying T.
Then he made a B Bar B, and put
wings on both of the B’s. Lon Es-
tis watched him with casual interest.

“Some folks in Dutch Springs,”
Pat said finally, “have got an idea
Sam ain’t going to ride the mail to-
day.”

“That so?” Lon looked surprised.
“Sam sick?”

“No. It ain’t that” Pat dropped
his stick and rolled a cigarette. “Just
some things that Sam’s said, I reck-
on. Or done.”

“That so?”

Pat nodded.
favor, Lon?”

“You bet. Want me to saddle out
a hawse an’ ride with you after them
robbers?” , s

Pat shook his head. “I'm takin’
care of that myself, You figurin’ on
going into Dutch Springs any time
today?”

“Well, now, I could, I reckon.” Lon
rubbed his chin, regarding Pat sob-
erly. “I’'m sorta short on tobaccy.”

“Would you do me a

“If you do ride in,” said Pat care-

- fully, “I wish you’d tell folks you

»”

talked with me this mornin.

“Shore, I'll do that. Anything else
special?”

“Yes. I'm tellin’ you flat that Sam
Sloan’s gonna ride the mail this aft-
ernoon. Don’t make no mistake about
that: An’ I'd like mighty well to
have that piece of news spread around
Dutch Springs good, so ever’one will
know it.”

“Sam’s gonna ride the mail?” Lon
Estis repeated in a tone of perplexity.
“Awright, Pat, I'll scatter the word
around.”

“Don’t say I told you particular to
tell it. Just say we were talkin’ an’

ou mentioned something about hear-
in’ he wouldn’t make that first Ex-
press ride, an’ how I rose up on my
hind legs and said he would.” Pat’s
voice was quietly emphatic.

“I got you, I reckon. What-for-you
want that told in town?”

Pat looked at him squarely. “Do
you trust me to know what I'm
doin’?” :

“Shore I do.”

“All right, I'd rather you didn’t
ask no questions. Just tell that
where it’ll get scattered around town
good. In at the Gold Eagle, an’ up
to the Jewel. Kitty Lane would like
mighty well to know it, I reckon.”

Lon grinned broadly. “They do say
Sam’s got a real case on Kitty.”

Pat grunted a noncommittal,
“U-m-m.” He got up and stretched.
“I better be ridin’ if I'm goin’ to get
that bank money back.”

“You shore you know what you're
doin’, Pat? Goin’ it alone?”

“T’ll make out. An’ thanks, Lon.”
Pat went out the back gate and closed
it, mounted his roan and started back
at a fast trot along the road leading
down to the foot of the steep pass.

CHAPTER XI

AT did a lot of intensive
Pthinking while he rode back to
a point where he could turn off
the road westward. The fact that
Sam and Ezra had not crossed the
pass convinced him that they did not

expect to be followed by him. They
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must have heard the posse go past the
crossroads in the wrong direction, he
reasoned, and felt they were reason-
ably safe from pursuit.

Thus, they wouldn’t have ridden
too fast, and probably planned to hole
up during the daylight hours and do
most of their riding at night; taking
it by easy stages to the other pass
and over the mountains to the Mexi-
can Border. :

They had had practically the en-
tire night to make their first ride.
That meant, maybe thirty miles—for~
ty at the mest. And Ezra was a
mighty big hunk of human flesh for
any horse to carry fast or far. Thirty
miles would be more like it. Maybe
less, if Sam remained dead drunk
very long and had to be tied in the
saddle,

That meant they couldn’t have
reached a point more than ten or fif-
teen miles west of the road by the
time sunup caught them. And that
would take them just about to the old
Windrow range cabin standing high
and desolate on the northern slope of
the mountain,

Pat nodded with satisfaction when
his reasoning took him to that point.
The Windrow line cabin was just
about it. Sam and Ezra would have
thought of it at once, for it afforded
an almost perfect stopping point for
the dangerous daylight hours. Sit-
uated high on the mountain slope,
the only way of approach was by the
front and it gave down on a clear
wvista in that direction for almost two
miles. There was a mountain spring
just behind the cabin, and plenty of
feed for their horses. There was al-
ways a supply of canned goods and a
stack of firewood inside the cabin for
any stray rider who chanced to get
caught by darkness in that vicinity;
and Sam and Ezra knew that because
they, with Pat, had made several
overnight stops at the cabin in past
years.

Having definitely decided that the
Windrow cabin would have been the
fugitives’ objective, Pat began watch-
ing for the first faverable chance to
- turn off the road in that direction.

~ He knew the point Sam and Ezra
~would have selected, several miles

ahead, but by cutting a little north of
due west he could cross their route
and save several precious miles.

The descent was quite steep, wind-
ing sharply down the heavily wooded
mountainside, but when presently it
was cut by a shallow valley, Pat
turned off the road without hesita-
tion. The valley led almost due west,
dropping downward at an easy grade,
and flattening out after a few miles
into a wide grassy park stretching
northward for many miles toward
Dutch Springs.

Pat reined his roan down to a slow
trot as he started across the open
park at an angle. If his calculations
were correct, Sam and Ezra would
have had to cross this same park to
reach the Windrow cabin, coming in
from the northeast.

The grass had been grazed to a

short stubble by hungry cattle during
the past season, giving a rider a fair
chance to discern any fresh hoof-
prints he might come upon.
- Pat leaned far forward in the sad-
dle, resting his right forearm on the
roan’s neck and searching the ground
carefully while he held to the slow
pace. Luckily, there were no horses
pastured here and the only tracks
were those left by the cleft hooves of
cCows,

He had progressed more than a
mile across the park when he pulled
his roan up with a grunt of satisfac-
tion. He swung out eof the saddle
and dropped to his knees to examine
the print of shod hooves heading
southwesterly.

Pat was only a fair trail-reader, but
it didn’t require any particular abil-
ity to read these signs right. Two
horses had passed that way within a
few hours. Their riders had not been
pushing them, and the animals were
net badly winded. That’s about all
Pat could make out of the tracks, but
it was plenty.

E TOOK time to roll a cigarette

before remounting. The tracks:
were headed straight in the direction
of the Windrow cabin about four
miles distant. Pat was as sure he’d
find Sam and Ezra as he had been
sure last night that Sally -would be
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waiting up for him when he got back
from town.

He lit his cigarette and swung back
onto the roan, turned him to follow
the double set of tracks leading
across the park.

He didn’t bother to follow the
tracks, but rode erect in the saddle
with his eyes fixed on the mountain-
side rising sharply from the edge of
the park a couple of miles distant.

The lower portion of the mountain
was dotted with juniper and scrub
oak. Higher up, above the point
where he knew the cabin to be lo-
cated, were towering pines inter-
spersed with clumps of quaking as-
pen.

The small cabin was old and
weathered, built of stout logs, and
was difficult to make out against the
rocky background until one was very
close, But Pat knew exactly where
to look for it, and as he neared the
edge of the park, his keen eyes
picked it out.

He stopped his horse to study the
little cabin carefully, and a slow grin
stretched his mouth wide. A tiny
threadlike wisp of vaporish smoke
was rising from the chimney of the
cabin, That was Sam and Ezra all
right. They’d be careful to build the
kind of fire that would send up just
such a faint wisp of smoke like that,
A very hot blaze of small dry sticks,
fed carefully one at a time so the
blaze remained uniform and very hot,
never letting it die away, yet never
feeding it more wood at one time
than it could consume swiftly and
thoroughly. :

Pat had a funny feeling in the pit
of his stomach as he started his roan
up the slope toward the cabin. One
of them would certainly be on guard.
He knew one of them must be watch-
ing him now, must be reporting his
presence to the other. One-eyed Ezra
with his scarred face and huge frame,
or small, wiry, dark-featured Sam
Sloan.

Pat could imagine the scene inside
the cabin as he rode slowly onward
up the exposed slope. The hurried
confab, the consternation, and the ef-
forts to identify the lone rider.

How near would they let him come

before they betrayed their presence
in the cabin? They would be certain,
now, that he was no chance rider. If
they’d only let him get close enough
to shout to them, close enough so
they’d see it was Pat Stevens—

He began to breathe a little more
freely when he passed the half-way
mark. Soon, he’d be close enough for
them to recognize him. A little far-
ther—

The sharp crack of a rifle shattered
his hopes. A small puff of smoke rose
from the north window of the cabin,
and a bullet spanged off a rock ten
feet in front of Pat.

He pulled his horse up abruptly.
Stood in the stirrups and put his
hands to his mouth to trumpet up the
hillside:

“Sam! Ezra. This is Pat., Pat.”

He waited anxiously but there was
no response from the cabin. It was
still much too far for them to hear
him or recognize him. But it was
plenty close for accurate rifle-shoot-
ing by either man. He'd seen them
break a deer’s back at a mile too oft-
en to have any doubts about that.

The first shot had been meant mere-
ly as a warning., He knew their na-
tures, knew neither of them had any
desire to kill. But he knew, also; that
they would be grimly determined to
keep him at his distance from the
cabin. He had been with them in
times of danger too much to hope
that they would keep on bluffing.
Threre might be another warning
shot; or two or three more, but if he
persisted in disregarding those, one
of the next shots would be in earn-
est.

He couldn’t draw his own rifle and
start shooting back. In the first
place, they were well protected by
the thick log walls, and he had no de-
sire to shoot it out with them even if
the ‘terms were even.

He started his horse forward cau-
tiously.

He began to breathe again after the
horse had gone twenty feet and noth--
ing happened.

HEN another puff of smoke rose
from the tiny window far up on
the hill. This time the bullet sang
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angrily through the air past his head
and he instinctively ducked. He
stopped his horse again, and the roan
turned his head to peer at his rider
with mildly speculative eyes. The
roan seemed to be asking him, “How
much longer are you going to be a
damned fool? That man means busi-
ness.”

Pat tried shouting again, but still
it had no effect. No movement
showed at the cabin. After the
echoes of the shot died away, there
was dead silence on the hillside.

Pat slouched back in the saddle and
vented his irritation by angry curs-
ing. This was a hell of a note. There
were Sam and Ezra in the cabin, and
here was he less than a mile away.
The situation would have been funny
had it net been so deadly serious. He
was safe as long as he stayed where
he was. But time was passing. The
Pony Express mail had to be carried
into Dutch Sprmgs ‘before nightfall.
And he had sent word that Sam
would be riding with it.

If he could only -manage somehow
to get close enough to yell to them!

He remembered something, and re-
lief surged over him. That would do
it! Behind the cabin was a shallow
arroyo that carried off the excess wa-
ter from the spring. Quite narrow
- and not more than four feet deep, it

would afford shelter for a man on

foot to approach within easy hailing
distance of the cabin.

He wheeled his horse down the
slope, and spurred him into a gallop,
making a wide circle that was well
beyond a mile in radius from the
cabin.

He chuckled to himself as he imag-
ined the emotions of Sam and Ezra
watching him curiously. They
wouldn’t know what to make of the
maneuver, would be asking them-
selves whether they had frightened
the rider off or , whether this was
merely some ruse.

When he reached a point almost di-
rectly west of the cabin and on only
a little lower level, he pulled his
horse up and trotted him into a thick
growth of cedar on the bank of the
- arroyo.

Out of sight of the cabin, he dis-
mounted and ground-tied the roan,
then cautiously crawled over the bank
and down into the gully.

It was a little deeper here than at
a point directly behind the cabin, and
he was able to stand erect and stay
out of the small stream trickling
along the bottom for quite a distance
without being seen over the bank.

Then it became narrower and shal-
lower at the same time, and to remain
concealed he was forced to bend low
and splash along the rocky bottom
through icy water.

His riding boots weren’t water-
proof, and the high heels made walk-
ing difficult along the slippery, wet
rocks. Twice he fell to his knees,
throwing his hands forward to break
his fall and splashing himself quite
thoroughly. He cut his left knee on
a sharp rock the second time he fell,
and a sharp pain stabbed through the
limb as he lurched onward, bent al-
most double.

He lost all track of distance and
time, was afraid to lift his head and
look over the bank to get his bearings
fo: fear Sam and Ezra had guessed
what he was up to and would send a
bullet through his brain before he
could shout to them.

He was afraid, also, to start shout--
ing too soon. If he warned them of
his coming before he was close
enough for them to recognize his
voice, they might take fright and slip
away from the cabin.

So he went floundering on through
the icy water, aware that he must
look completely idiotic, but grimly
determined to save his two friends
from themselves if it was humanly
possible to do so.

WAS beginning to wonder if
he had somehow managed to
pass beyond the cabin without know-
ing it when his eyes saw the welcome
sight of the spring just above the
arroyo. He knew the cabin must be
directly below him, but he had no
breath left to shout with, and he had
to sink down on a rock and rest a
minute before he trusted his voice to
carry even that short distance,
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When he was through gasping, he
shouted, “Sam an’ Ezra! It's Pat!
I’'m right here behind the cabin an’
I’'m comin ’out. Do you hear me? It’s
Pat!”

He waited, straining his ears for a
reply. He couldn’t hear anything ex-
cept the rustle of a mountain breeze
in the pines and the irritating trickle
of water between his feet.

Still not daring to expose himself
to a bullet, he shouted again, loudly
ard angrily this time.

When he got no answer to this, he
began to wonder if he’d made a mis-
take in the location of the cabin, and
he cautiously poked his head over the
bank to see, The cabin was right
there, Not more than twenty feet
down the slope, and that same trickle
of thin smoke spiraled upward from
the chimney.

Infuriated at his friends for their
stubbornness in not answering, Pat
dragged his wet and aching body out
of the arroyo and stalked down to the
cabin.

He flung the door open and stepped
inside, demanding angrily, “What the
hell kinda game—?"

Emptiness flung his words back at
him. He stared around the bare cabin
in perplexity and then limped to the
door and around the corner.

More than two miles away, he dim-
ly saw the figures of two riders dis-
appearing around the side of the
mountain. He stood there and frothed
at the mouth in futile anger.

While he’d been Injuning up the
creek, falling on his face and cutting
himself on the rocks to get close
enough to talk to them, his two
friends had calmly seized the oppor-
tunity to saddle their horses and ride
away.

And his own horses were more
than a mile distant. And him with a
cut leg and aching in every joint. It
was enough, by golly, to make a man
swear off friendship forever.

Pat drew in a long breath and
clamped his teeth over the cuss-words
that kept on oozing out. He bent
forward and began limping as rapidly
as possible toward his horses.

CHAPTER XII

AT STEVENS was completely
Pwinded and thoroughly angry

when he reached the grove
where he had left his two horses.
The roan snorted and bent his ears
forward inquiringly as Pat panted
up.

Pat caught the dragging reins and
led the roan back toward the pack-
saddled bay, explaining over his
shoulder, “Take it easy, hawse.
You've had your ridin’ for today.”

He swiftly stripped the saddle
from the roan. Unfastened the cum-
bersome pack-saddle and shifted it
from the bay to the roan. He threw
his saddle on the bay mare and slid
the bridle off the roan’s head, gave
him a slap on the haunches and said,
“You can take out for home any time
you want.”

The roan snorted and trotted away,
shaking himself uneasily under the
lightly burdened pack-saddle. Pat
knew he would make his way back to
the Lazy Mare ranch in a day or so,
and for the job ahead of him he need-
ed the bay mare. She was fresher
than the roan, for one reason, having
carried only the light pack-saddle
this far, and she was older and more
trail-wise than the roan; a sure-foot-
ed mountain horse who knew her way

- around in rough going.

And there was plenty of rough go-
ing ahead. Pat had figured it all out
as he ran from the cabin to his
horses. It was wholly useless to try
to catch up with Sam and Ezra in
time for Sam to make his first Pony
Express ride. Their horses had had a
good feed and rest at the Windrow
cabin, and they had at least a four-
mile head-start on him. And even if
he did succeed in coming up behind
them, he’d be in the same difficulty
he had met while trying to make a
frontal approach on the cabin, They’d
never let him get close enough to rec-
ognize him. If he persisted in fol-
lowing them, Pat knew they’d start
shooting in earnest next time.

His only chance was to head them
off ; and that was a wild and danger-
out chance, but he was determined to
take it. He knew the route the two
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men would follow, knew just about
the speed they would ride at.

They were circling the base of the
mountain westward through a rugged
terrain cut up by deep gulches and
sharp hogbacks. Long ago, a trail had
led directly over the top of the moun-
tain and down the other side, cutting
off at least half the distance Sam and
Ezra would have to cover in their cir-
cuitous route. On this side of the
mountain, the trail was steep and
rocky, but passable. The other end of
it blocked off by a rockslide that had
left a sheer expanse of broken shale
with a small mountain of piled-up
and jagged rocks at the bottom wait-
ing to receive any horse and rider
foolhardy enough to attempt to nego-
tiate the expanse of slippery shale.

Pat knew the danger of that route
perfectly well. He and Sam and Ezra
had discovered the rockslide the pre-
ceding fall while hunting in this re-
gion. They had discussed the dan-
ger of it at the time, had searched for
an alternate route to get down off the
mcuntain, and had finally reluctantly
turned back rather than attempt the
descent.

Yet, Pat knew that was his only
possible chance to head off his two
friends. If he could cress the moun-
tain while they were circling the base
of it, he could reach a point ahead of
them on the safer trail they were fol-
lowing.

He adjusted the bridle to fit the
bay’s head, and stepped up into the
saddle. She ambled forward as soon
as his weight was solidly in the sad-
dle. He turned her sharply to the
left, put her down into the arroyo
and across the spring-fed stream of
water, then lifted her into an easy
gallop, circling slightly up the moun-
tain to hit the trail leading almost
straight up.

Sam and Ezra were well out of
sight now, though they might see him
later from below as he neared the top.
He wasn’t worried about that. He
knew what their reaction would be
if they saw him spurring up that
steep trail. They would grin and tell
each other it was some fool who
the - rockslide
blocking the other end of the trail.

They would ride on at their own
good speed, serenely sure the rider
would have to turn back on reaching
the slide area.

Pat knew he wasn’t going to turn
back. He had to try it. The bay
mare would make it, if any horse in
Colorado could do it. If she didn’t:
if she lost her footing on the treach-
erous shale and she and her rider
went hurtling down on the jagged
rocks below—well, that was the kind
of chance a man had to take.

He pulled her down gently to a
(walk when they reached the trail
leading directly up. He turned her
into it and gave her a loose rein,
leaning far forward in the saddle to
throw as much of his weight as pos-
sible on her withers.

She scrambled up nimbly at a half-
trot and a half-walk, her head
stretched far out at the end of her
neck to give her added balance, her
hind legs working like pistons and

vdoing the lifting while her forefeet

sought out the solid places in the
trail just beneath her distended nos-
trils. .

There’s a trick in horseback moun-
tain climbing. There must be com-
plete understanding and coordination
between horse and rider, absolute
trust between them. The rider must
be willing to give the animal a free
rein and complete freedom of deci-
sion, he must be able to trust himself
unreservedly to the judgment of his
mount, swaying to this side or that
with the movement beneath him, en-
couraging the animal by his own lack
of fear.

Pat and the mare were like that to-
gether. They knew and trusted each
other. Pat had never asked the mare
to do anything she couldn’t do, and
thus she was eager to try anything
he put her to. This upward trail was
one that would have frightened many
horses and men, would have taxed
the agility of ninety-eight horses out
of a hundred, even among those bred
in that meuntainous country. But the
mare went up without faltering, and
as they neared the top Pat began
scanning the lower mountainside for
sight of the two men he hoped to in-
tercept. -
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He spied them after a time. Far
below and just about where he had
expected them to be. Two moving
dots against a background of green
foliage. They were traveling easily,
as though in no fear of pursuit, and
Pat wondered if they'd seen him yet.

F THEY did, they reacted just as

he had expected them to. Trust-
ing the rockslide to stop him, they
didn’t increase their pace, were still
going along at a slow trot when he
topped over the mountain and they
were cut off from his view.

Pat pulled the mare to a stop as
soon as they were out of Sam and
Ezra’s sight., She was heaving from
the terrific exertion of the climb,
drawing in great laboring breaths of
the thin mountain air, and her red
coat was dark with sweat, spotted
here and there with white froth blown
back from her mouth.

Pat got off and stood by her, pat-
ting her neck and fondling her ears
while his grim gaze followed the nar-
row path downward to the point
where there was no more trail,

The upper edge of the slide area
was almost half a mile below, a cou-
ple of miles in width and extending
downward several hundred yards to
the bottom. Bright sunlight was re-
flected upward from the smooth shale
surface, and from this distance it ap-
peared there was not a single foot-
hold in the entire slide area for man
or animal. Pat knew it was not quite
as bad as that., Shale is formed in
uneven layers that lie practically par-
allel to the slope of the hill which
they form. In a slide, the layers
break off unevenly, leaving small
crevices and ridges which look strong
enough to hold considerable weight.
The great danger is always that these
broken layers will again give way,
starting another slide that will break
away an increasing portion before it,
and something that no human being
can stop once it gets started.

“Take your time to get plumb rest-
ed,” Pat told the bay mare grimly.
“You're goin’ to be needin’ all your

stren’th when you start down yon- -

der.”

The mare pricked her ears forward

and seemed to be gravely consider-
ing the dangers of the slope below.
Then she turned and rubbed her wet
muzzle against Pat’s arm. Her upper
lip was drawn away from her teeth

~as though she smiled reassuringly at

Pat’s doubts.

He felt some of the tension go out
of him, and he rubbed his hand down
across her forehead, tweaked her nose
playfully.

“All right, so it’s funny,” he agreed
cheerfully. “You an’ me are goin’ to
take a chance at killin’ ourselves to
do a favor to a couple of ornery coy-
otes that was just shootin’ at me. A
couple that ain’t worth the powder
to blow ’em to hell. You got more
sense than that, I betcha. But you’re
not arguin’ about it. If I say so,
that’s good enough for you.”

The mare tossed her head and
whinnied lightly,

Pat said, “All right, you're like
another lady I know. She thinks
what I do is all right, too. Makes me
plumb ashamed sometimes.”* He put
his foot in the stirrup and swung up
into the saddle. “Down we go. An’
there won’t be no stoppin’ when we
hit that shale neither.”

The mare dropped her head low, al-
most between her forefeet, and began
to pick her way daintily.

Pat leaned far back in the saddle,
bracing his weight against his feet in
the stirrups. He kept the reins just
tight enough to tell the mare they re-
mained in his hands, loose enough to
give her complete freedom in choos-
ing her own path.

It was breath-taking work. Small
stones were dislodged by the mare’s
hooves and clattered on down the
steep incline to the smooth shale
where they shot on down at acceler-
ated speed. The mare’s breathing
was loud, but never once did she hes-
itate, She seemed to smell out thé
solid places for her forefeet and she
kept her haunches well under her so
that she almost crouched on the sharp
declivity. - :

As they neared the slide area Pat
began talking to her in a calm, con-
versational tone.

“There it is right ahead. Don’t try -
to stop when you get to it. You got
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to keep goin’. You can make it. Thing
is, don’t get scared. If you start slip-
pin’, just hold on tight. Don’t fight
it. You can’t fight shale, an’ you
can’t go any way but down. Here it
is now. Right straight down.”

He pressed his legs against the
mare’s ribs as she hesitated for an
instant on the edge ef the shale. She
braced herself and slid her forefeet
out on the smooth surface. They
found a small indentation and
stopped there. She gathered herself
like a bucking horse with all four
feet close together, then took a long
.step forward to another tough spot.
Her nose brushed against the rock
surface and it was as though she gin-
gerly felt her way with her lips.

AT didn’t let himself look down.

He was braced in the saddle, giv-
ing every bit of his concentrated at-
tention to helping the mare by shift-
ing his weight with her every move-
ment. Sweat dripped from his face as
they inched their way down. They
were halfway down. Almost to a
point of safety. If a slide started
now, the distance was not so great
that they would hit the jagged rocks
in the bottom with deadly impetus.

Still, the mare went on. Sliding
two feet here. Setting herself and
rocking back on a perch so precari-
ous that it looked as though it would
not hold a coyote.

Now they were down, and there
were only the broken and tumbled
boulders of the rockslide to negotiate
across the bottom of a choked draw.

Pat stopped sweating and began to
breathe evenly again. The mare
climbed surefootedly over rounded
boulders, avoiding the jagged pieces
with an intelligence that was more
than human, and finally heaved her-
self up the other side of the draw.

Pat laughed and bent forward to
pat her sweat-streaked neck. “You're
one hawse in a million,” he told her
throatily. “If there’s any reward
money from the bank, you’re gettin’
it in oats .

He reined her sharply to the right
and lifted her into a gallop. The

‘trail Sam and Ezra were following
was about a quarter of a mile ahead.

If they had continued at the same
pace they were traveling when last he
saw them, they would still be a cou-
ple of miles back.

He pulled up at the edge of the old
trail and leaped off. One glance told
him he was in time. He led the mare
back to a thick clump of juniper and
left her where she couldn’t be seen
from the trail, then trotted back and
looked about for a safe spot from
which he could accost the two riders.

He selected a gnarled oak that
leaned over the trail, climbed the
trunk quickly and inched his way
out on a thick limb to a point direct-
ly over the trail.

He straddled the limb and relaxed,
smiling a little now that the strain
was over. He got out the makings
and rolled a cigarette while he lis-
tened alertly for his friends’ ap-
proach.

He heard the ring of steel horse-
shoes on the rocky trail as he lit his
cigarette. They were still coming at
a leisurely trot, evidently feeling
wholly secure in the belief that they
had outdistanced him,

AT puffed on his cigarette with
satisfaction, and grinned widely
when he saw their heads bobbing
along above low trees in the distance.
There was the huge, heavy-shoul-
dered body of Ezra, towering a foot
above his smaller companion. Ezra
wore a black Stetson and dusty blue
shirt, but Sam Sloan was more gaily
attired in a bright red silk shirt and
a fresh pair of blue jeans. They were
talking and laughing together as they
approached him. He could hear
Ezra’s booming laughter, and could
see a grin wreathing the dark, ugly
face of Sam Sloan. :
Pat’s belly muscles tightened un-
comfortably as he suddenly remem-
bered why he was here. In the ex-
citement of heading them off, he’d
forgotten that he wanted them for
robbing the Dutch Springs bank and
a couple of murders. It made him
angry to see them joking and laugh-
ing so gaily. He had risked disgrace
for their sake last night, and today
he had risked his neck to get close
enough to talk to them.
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He was a damned fool, he told him-
self morosely. They hadn’t thought
of him last night when they’d done
those things that sent them riding
the owl-hoot trail. Now they were
as happy as a couple of kids at an
ice cream festival. As if murder was
something to laugh about! And rob-
bing their own bank. Stealing their
friends’ money!

He got all choked up with a cur-
ious blend of anger and of fear as
he waited for them to ride beneath
the tree. This was the showdown.
What happened in the next few min-
utes would determine whether he
could go on iiving as a respected
citizen of Powder Valley or whether
he took out for the Border with
them. He thought of Sally and of
his son, Dock—and of Kitty Lane.

Then they were directly beneath
the limb, and he spoke down to them
quietly without raising his voice:

“Where you two hombres headed
for?”

CHAPTER XIII
SAM SLOAN and Ezra stopped

their horses in the trail a few

feet beyond the oak tree in
which Pat was perched. Neither of
them looked up. Sam frowned and
said gravely to Ezra, “Damn if I
didn’t think I heered a voice.
Sounded like ‘twas comin’ down from
the sky.”

Ezra looked relieved. He said,
“By Gawd, Sam, I'm glad you heard
it too. Me, I thought mebby I'd
slipped a cog.”

“Couldn’t be no angel,” Sam
argued. “Sort of a he-voice, sounded
like to me. You ever hear a he-angel,
Ezra?”

“Shore never did.” Ezra lowered

his voice to a doubtful bellow.
“’Ceptin’ Gabriel, mebby. Do you
’low, Sam, that it could be him

hE2]

a-talkin’ to us?

Pat said loudly, “All right. You've
had your say-so even if ’twasn’t very
funny.”

Sam cocked his head sideways and
beamed up at Pat Stevens sitting
above them on the oak-tree limb. He
drawled, “My lan’ sakes, Ezra. Take

a squint up yonder an’ tell me if
you see what I do. Looks like ol’
Pat Stevens scrooched up there on a
limb like he’d turned into a danged
buzzard. An’ he’s talkin’, by Gawd.
Almost human. Buzzards cain’t talk.”

Ezra squinted hiz one eye upward
with mock seriousness, then let out
a whoop of laughter at sight of Pat’s
face. “Danged if you don’t look
plumb funny, Pat. Where-at did you
fly from?”

Pat Stevens slid off the limb and
let himself down full-length holding
on with his hands for a moment, then
dropping lightly to the ground.

“You boys are as funny as a pair
of busted crutches,” he ground out.
“Slid off them cayuses an’ we’ll have
a pow-wow.”

They stepped down from their
saddles, still chuckling gleefully, and
Sam gave Pat a hard hand-grip while
Ezra almost bowled him over with a
mighty blow on the shoulder. “How’d
you git here, you ol’ son-of-a-sher-
iff?” Sam exploded. “We shore
wasn’t expectin’ to see you no more.
Thought you’d be busy chasin’
around an’ huntin’ bank robbers an
sech.”

Pat said quietly, “I am.”

“You am what?” Sam glanced
swiftly at Ezra.

“Chasin’ bank robbers. You damn
fool, Ezra! What’d you do that for?”

“What’d I do what, Pat?” Ezra
tried to look innocent but his scarred
face was so guilty and contrite that
Pat couldn’t repress a grin.

He stifled his grin and said sober-
ly, “Break in the bank. You might
of known I'd have to be on your trail
for that.” ;

“How-come you think Ezra broke
in that bank?” .

Pat snorted his disgust. “I saw him
when he got out the door. Who'd
you think it was shootin’ over your
head an’ givin’ you a chance to slip
away?” he asked Ezra scathingly.
“Who do you think it was that sent
the posse ridin’ off in the wrong di-
rection?”

“Gosh-a-mighty, Pat. Was that you
inside the bank when I come out?”

Pat nodded. “I had the place sur-
rounded air-tight. Hell, you stayed
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in the vault half an hour with the
light shinin’ out the window.”

Ezra said defensively, “It took a
long time to get the money. I'm
shore obliged to yuh for helpin’ out.”

“But why in tarnation did you ride
out here to sfop us?” Sam Sloan in-
terjected. “That don’t make sense.
Lettin’ us get away las’ night an’ then
ridin’ after us.”

“I aim to take that money back to
the bank.”

“I reckon not, Pat.” Sam’s veice
was gentle but decisive. “We're
keepin’ it.”

Pat said, “I’m still sheriff of Pow-
der Valley.”

“That’s too bad.” Sam’s voice was
inflexible. “We're still keepin’ the
money.”

“We cain’t stand here talkin’ too
long,” Ezra put in. “There’s some
fellers after us—one at the least. He
smoked us out of the Windrow cabin

.awhile back, an’ then tried to ride
ﬁver the mountain an’ cut us off.
“die’ll be turnin’ back when he sees
that rockslide, an’ll be on our trail
again. Sam an’ me wanted tuh keep
ahead of him because we feel like
there’s awready bin too much killin’.”

Pat moved back to squat down by
the side of the trail with his back

against the trunk of the ocak. He -

began rolling a cigarette and said,
“That was me.”

A little moment of silence fal-
lowed his statement. Then Sam drew
in a long breath and asked disbeliev-
-ingly, “You mean that was you back
at the Windrow cabin—you that rode
over the mountain?”

“That’s right.” Pat didn’t look up
frem his cigarette.

“An’ you ride down over that shale
slide to get here ahead of us?”

“How else could I head you off?”
Pat asked angrily. “You'd never of
let me come up to you behind.”

AM let out a long sigh and said
wonderingly, “I don’t see why
you didn’t break yore fool neck.”
“It’s done an' I didn’t,” Pat re-
minded him. “There ain’t no one else
on your trail an’ we got lots of time
to talk. An’ lots to talk about,” he
added grimly.

Sam and Ezra loocked at each other,
then squatted down and also began
to roll cigarettes.

“I dunno how much you know
about things,” Sam began unhappily.
“We had a real good reason for rob-
bin’ the bank an’ takin’ the owl-hoot
for the border.”

“I know the reason.”

“Then you know we cain’t go
back.”

“I’m not so sure of that.,” Pat lit
his cigarette. He cleared his throat
and explained. “Nobody but me has
seen the knife that killed Fred Rals-
ton.”

“That the name of the dude from
Denver?” Ezra put in, his single eye
blazing with interest.

“That’s his name.”

“How-come they didn’t find my
knife?” Sam asked slowly.

“Because I .got to him first,” Pat
snapped. “I mid it inside my bootleg
an’ didn’t tell anybody. There’s only
Kitty’s story to hook you up with
that killin’,” he went on soberly.

“What kinda story did Kitty tell?”

“I’d like to hear yours first. Then
I'll know better what to de.”
“You ain’'t gonna like it,” Sam

warned him. He shook his head with
a disgusted scowl. “I reckon I’ve
been all kinds of a fool.”

Pat agreed, “I reckon you have.”

“Damn a woman anyhow!” Sam ex-
ploded angrily. “Allus messin’ a man
up. I thought Kitty was diffrunt.
I thought, by Gawd, she loved me.
She said so. An’ I was fool enough
to believe her.”

“That was before you knowed she
was married,” Ezra told him.

“Yeah.” Sam’s lips curled back
from his teeth in a bitter smile. “She
was married all the time—an’ makin’
up to me.”

Pat said, “I know about that.
Ralston was ner husband.”

“Yeah. That's what I—found out
las’ night.”

Pat moodily smcked on his ciga-
rette and waited for Sam to go on.

“I better give you the straight of
it—so you’ll know you cain’t help us
none. I was in Kitty’s room with her.
I reckon I was purty drunk. An’ she

Fred
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was sweet-lovin’. I—ast her to marry
me,” Sam ended miserably.

“We was kissin’,” he went on
doggedly, hanging his head and
avoiding Pat’s eyes, “when the door
busted open an’ that feller walked
in”

“Do you mean he busted the door
open?” Pat asked with interest.

“Naw. I reckon it was unlocked.
He jest walked in. An’ when Kitty
saw him she let out a scared scream
an’ said, ‘My Gawd, it’s Fred’ An’
I ast her who the hell was Fred an’
she said it was her husban’ from
Denver. An’ he cussed me for makin’
over his wife an’ started to’ards me.”

Sam paused to catch his breath and
take a long pull on his cigarette.

“I was plumb drunk,” he confessed.
“I pulled my gun an’ tol’ him to
stand back but he kep’ comin’. So I
shot at him twicet. But I reckon
I musta bin awful drunk. I didn’t
even hit him. An’ he kep’ comin’. I
pulled my knife an’ went after him.
Jest about tne time I hit him, I
passed plumb out. Whisky never
did hit me like that before. Like I
was hit on the head with-a ax. I bin
thinkin’. You reckon that bottle of
whisky was doped, Pat?”

“I shore bet it was,” Ezra rum-
bled. “I bin tellin’ Sam I figger it
was a put-up job. I’ve seen Sam
dead drunk before, but he never acted
like that. I'd of swore he got his on
the head and knocked out, but there
ain’t a mark on him.”

“Your head isn't sore at all?” Pat
asked sharply.

“Nope. Not no more'n a hell of a
headache.” Sam put his hand up and
felt the back of his head tenderly.
“I thought ’twas gona split off, but
it’s easin’ some now. That’s why I
think the whisky was doped.”

AT said, “I took two big drinks
out of the same bottle. Tasted
all right to me.”

“Anyhow, that’s what happened.
All I remember is goin’ after him
with my knife. When I come to
early this mawnin', Ezra had me tied
into the saddle. He tol’ me about
the feller bein’ dead an’ about him
robbin’ the bank. So we figgered on

cuttin’ west acrost the range an’
down into Mexico. You got any bet-
ter idee?” he ended savagely.

Pat said, “I’d like to hear Ezra’s
part of it.”

Ezra twisted his big face into a
morose scowl. “There ain't so much
for me to tell.” He took a last puff
on his cigarette and threw it away.

. “I tol’ Sam he was playin’ the fool

with that woman. I figgered she was
after his money. But he wouldn’.
listen to me a-tall. He swore she was
on the square an’ he was gonna marry
her.” .

“Awright,” said Sam angrily. “That
ain’t got nothin’ to de with last
night.”

“He drunk a lot of whisky in the
afternoon,” Ezra told Pat. “But I
didn’t think he was turrible drunk.
Then Kitty come in an’ had a drink
or two with him, an’ they went out
an’ upstairs together, I follered aft-
er a time, and knocked on Sam’s door
but he didn’t answer. I could hear
people talkin’ in Kitty’s room, an’
I figgered it was them. But Sam’s
old enough to know better, so I
didn’t do nothin’,

“I went in my room an’ stretched
out on the bed. I remember thinkin’
how damn glad I was that the Pony
Express started today an’ Sam would
have to git away from the hotel an’
Kitty to ride his stretch. An’ I
reckon I soirta dozed off layin’
there.”

He paused and scowled angrily.
“Fust thing I heard was the shots.

Then a poundin’ on my door. I got
up an’ Kitty was there. She was
cryin’ an’ plenty scared. She said

somethin’ awful had happened an’ for
me to come in a hurry. So I went
across in her room an’ there they

were. Sam an’ a feller I’d never saw
before. Dressed up fancy in city
clothes. An’ there was blood all over

an’ Sam’s knife with blood on it. An’
that pore feller starin’ up at me like
he blamed me for him bein’ dead.
“Kitty was wringin’ her hands an’
cryin’, an’ she begged me to get Sam
outta there in a hurry., She said the
feller was her husband an’ Sam’d
knifed him when he come in an’
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caught ’em. An’ him not even with
a gun or knife,

“I seen ’twas a bad mess, so I

carried Sam into my room. He was-

limp as a drowned rat, but -there
wasn’t a scratch on him an’ I knowed
he musta jest passed out.

“An’ Kitty come in an’ began
talkin’ fast. She recollected that Jeth
Purdue was takin’ over the sheriff’s
badge, an’ she’d heard-some things
about Jeth that made her figger he
might could be bribed to quiet the
whole thing down. She pointed out
how it'd go hard with Sam if it got
out that he’d killed a man who'd
caught him kissin’ his wife, but she
promised.to help hush it all up, sayin’
she hated her husband anyhow an’
was glad he was dead, an’ now she
could marry Sam mebby, if we’'d use
some of our money to pay off Jeth
Purdue.

“Well, it sounded all right to me.”
Ezra paused to draw a long breath,
and he squirmed under Pat’s direct
gaze. “What would you of done?”
he asked defensively. “You know a
jury wouldn’t take kindly to that
kinda killin’. I didn’t blame Sam
none, but other people wouldn’t look
at it that way.”

Pat said, “I reckon not.” Then he
added, “Did Kitty give any particular
reason why she thought Jeth could
be bribed?”

“She acted purty shore he’d do it.”
Ezra wrinkled his brow. “Best I re-
collect, she said somethin’ about
knowin’ him before she an’ him come
to Powder Valley. I didn’t ast her
much about it. I jest tol’ her to see
could she fix it, an’ told her Sam an’
* me’d foot the hill with our money
. we got from sellin’ the ranch.”

“All right. That much of it is per-
fectly clear,” Pat told him. “What
happened to make you take out down
a rope through the window an’ then
do such a crazy thing as robbin’ the
bank?”

“That was all yore fault,” Ezra
told him sorrowfully. “If you'd
turned the sheriffin’ over to Jeth like
you was s'posed to, -everything
woulda bin awright”

“How did you know I hadn’t?”

“I heerd you arguin’ with Joe

Deems to the foot of the stairs—
about comin’ up. An’ I heard you
tell Joe you was still sheriff. So I
ducked in my room an’ locked the
door. An’ when you come knockin’,
I kept quiet an’ didn’t answer.”

(g HY not?” Pat asked im-

patiently. “You knew I'd
help you—an’ you wouldn’t have to
pay me like you would Jeth.”

“You know damn well I couldn’t
ast you to do that, Pat.” Ezra shook
his big red head earnestly. “You
take yore sheriffin’ too serious. That
woulda put you plumb in the middle
of bad trouble. Sure, yo're Sam’s
best friend. That's why I couldn’t
drag you into it. If you did help
us cover it up, you’d hate yourself
for doin’ it. You kin see that, Pat.”

“I can see how you figgered, but it
was the wrong way to de it,” Pat
told him. “Go ahead with the rest

~of-it.”

“With you still sheriff, I figgered
it was best to get Sam outta town in
a hurry. So 1 throwed a slip knot
round him and lowered him out the
winder of my room, then tied the
other end to the bed and clumb down.
I saddled our hawses fast an’ led ’em
aroun’ to the jail and writ you that
note. I left Sam there, still passed
out, an’ went around to the bank an’
broke in the back door. I didn’t
know anybody saw me.”

“Why did you have to add bank
robbin’ on top of everything else?”
Pat demanded wearily.

“We had to have money.” Ezra
looked at him in surprise. “All our
cash money ’ceptin’ a few dollars was
in the bank. We couldn’t take out
on the owl-hoot trail breke. Hell,
Pat, that wouldn’t of bin a mite sen-
sible. An’ we couldn’t wait till the
bank opened this mawnin’y, I didn’t
see no other way but to take it out
my ownself.”

“All right. I don’t blame you for
getting your own money. But I'm
takin’ all the rest of it back. Every
cent.”

“All the rest of what?”

“All the money you stole that
didn’t belong tc you,” Pat told him
firmly.
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“Gosh-a-mighty! That’s what I'm
tellin’ you. I broke in the bank to
get our money. I didn’t take no
other. That’s what took me so long
in the vault. Countin’ out jest how
much we had comir’.”

Sam began to chuckle at the ex-
pression on Pat's face. “You oughtta
knowed that’s all Ezra would take.
Jest what was comin’ to us. Did you
think he stole all the money in the
bank, Pat?”

Pat said, “All right. Maybe I
should of guessed it was that way.
I’m glad to know it But there’s one
more thing I still want to know.
What about jeth Purdue?”

“What about him?"” Ezra asked in-
nocently.

“That’s what I’'m askin’ you. Did
you see him after you left the
hotel?”

Ezra shook his head with a puzzled

look. “Nope. I shore didn't.”
“What about you?” Pat asked
Sam.

“Hell, I don’t know nothin’ that
happened. I was passed out cold.”

Pat began to roll another cigarette.
Without looking up, he said, “Jeth is
dead. Gunned from outside the jail
window with a forty-five while I had

him locked inside.”
A silence followed Pat’s an-
nouncement of Jeth Purdue’s

death. Then Sam said wonderingly,
“You had Jeth locked up?”

“That’s right.”

“What for? He was s’posed tuh
be sheriff today.”

“I had a reason to.”

“An’ he's dead too?” Ezra broke

CHAPTER IV

LONG moment of stunned

in.

“Murdered,” Pat said shortly.
“Shot in the tace without a chance
of shootin’ back.”

“By golly, there shore was plenty
of excitement in Dutch Springs las’
night,” exclaimed Ezra.

“What you askin’ us about ’im
for?” Sam asked suspiciously.
Pat Stevens shrugged. “You were

at the bottom of the other devil-
ment.”

“An’ you thought we killed Jeth?”

“It made sense,” Pat argued. “Kitty
told me about tellin’ you she’d try
to fix it with Jeth. When you de-
cided to take out, I thought maybe
you were afraid she'd already told
him—an’ decided to gun him too.”

“I never done it, Pat,” Ezra as-
sured him earnestly. “I swear I
didn’t know he was in that jail when
I left Sam there an’ went to the
bank.” He paused suddenly, staring
at Sam with his one eye.

Pat, too, was watching the small,
dark man grimly. Sam blinked at
their concentrated attention and
asked uneasily, “What you-all lookin’
at me like that for?”

Pat drew in a long breath. “You
sure you stayed passed out all the
time till you woke up this mawnin’
tied on your hawse?”

“Course I’m shore.
rm

ber nothin’.

Pat turned to Ezra. “Was he
movin’ around any? Tryin’ to talk
or anything like that?”

Ezra shook his big head. “Nary a
bit.” His voice was hoarse. “I don’t
reckon he moved while I was at the
bank.”

“But you didn’t have him tied up
then?” Pat asked sharply.

“No. I left him layin’ by his hawse.
When I left the bank in a hurry I
grabbed him up an’ carried him on
my hawse for half a mile outta town.
Then I heard the posse take the
wrong fork, an I stopped to put him
in his saddle.”

Pat asked Sam, “How many times
you say you shot at Ralston before
goin’ after your knife?”

“Twict. The way I recollect it.”

“Have you shot your gun since
then?”

“Nope.” The bewilderment on
Sam’s dark features was beginning to

ive way to anger. “Look here,

hat’re you fellers thinkin’'?”

Pat held out his hand and said
steadily, “Lemme see your gun.”

Sam glared at him, then reluctant-
ly dropped his hand to the butt of
his holstered .45. He drew it out
and flipped 1t in the air, catching it
by the muzzle to present it to Pat

I don’t remem-
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butt-first. He growled,
Sheriff. Here you are.”

Pat broke i1t and dropped the un-
fired cartridges into the palm of his
hand. The brass cylinders that had
been fired remained in the gun, hav-
ing beenyswelled by the explosion so
they would not drop out without be-
ing forced.

Pat shook his head and extended
his open palm for Sam and Ezra to
see. “There’s only three cartridges
that ain’t been fired.”

“Awright,

AM’S eyes became frightened. He

wet his lips and said hastily,
“That makes it come out right. I
generally: don’t carry but five—leav-
in’ the cylinder under the hammer
empty so she won’t shoot if I drop
her. There’s three in your hand—
an’ the two I shot at Ralston makes
five.”
- Pat said, “Maybe.” He pushed the
plunger that forced the empty brass
cartridges out. He shook his head.
“This time you had her loaded all
the way around, Sam. Here’s three
empties.” :

“Tell you what,” said Ezra hastily.
“I reckon Sam was too drunk to
count good last night. I bin thinkin’
I heard three shots in Kitty’s room
’stead of jest two.”

Pat looked at him sharply. “Don’t
lie to me, Ezra.” He sounded tired
and sad.

Ezra shook his head vigorously. “I
ain’t lyin’. I swear I ain’t. T’ll take
my oath on it that I heard three
shots.” :

“What’s the matter with you fel-
lers?” Sam asked wildly. “What'’s
‘it matter where that other bullet
went?”

Pat said, “I reckon Ezra’s thinkin’
like I am: that maybe you sort of
come to enough while he was at the
" bank to get up an’ walk around—to
maybe walk to the window of the
jail-house.”

Sam shook his head and declared
‘ positively, “I don’t remember noth-
)

“Maybe you don’t remember. I
ain’t saying you’re lyin’, Sam. I'm
~wonderin’ if you could of done it
without rememberin’.” ‘

“Gunned Jeth Purdue? Without
rememberin’?” Sam’s voice came out
in a hoarse whisper.

“I hope not,” Pat said hastily. “I
hope not, Sam.” He flipped the six-
gun shut and handed it back to Sam,
empty. “I reckon I better keep these
here bullets for evidence.”

“What kinda evidence?” Ezra
asked angrily. “I’ve done tol’ you
I swear I heard three shots in the

hotel.”
“All right,”” said Pat amiably.
“Then these’ll be evidence that

you’re tellin’ the truth.” He got up
and stretched. “We better be ridin’,
I reckon.”

They both looked at him in as-
tonishment. “You goin’ with us?”

“Why, I reckoned ycu’d be goin’
back with me,” he told them pleasant-
ly.
“Now looky here, Pat,” Ezra began
earnestly. “You know doggone
well—"

“I know doggone well that you two
yahoos ain’t got no business runnin’
off like this. How about that Pony
Express set-up?”

An expression of pain flickered
across Sam’s ugly face. “That hurts
worse’n anything,” he admitted. “I
was shore lookin’ forward to the job
of ridin’ the mail.”

“You too,” Pat reminded Ezra
sharply. “You signed up for the job
of runnin’ that station. They're de-
pendin’ on both of you to carry that
first batch of mail through today.
Think how it’ll look if Dutch Springs
falls down on the job. They say
there’s goin’ to be governers an’
everything in Denver when the first _
rider gets there. An’ the president
of the United States his own self has
got a letter ridin’ in that mail pouch.”

“Shore hate tuh let the president
down,” Ezra agreed mournfully.
“But there jest ain’t no way of get-
tin’ ’round it, Pat. Sam’ll have tuh

stand trial for the murder if he
shows his face back in Dutch
Springs.” '

“I ain’t so sure about that.” Pat
shook his head slowly.

“What do you mean?”

Pat shrugged his shoulders. “I
told you-all that I got in Miss Kitty's
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room first an' carried Sam’s knife
out.”

Sam’s jaw dropped. “You don’t
mean—you’d cover up for me, Pat?”

“We've been friends a long time,”
Pat reminded him gruffly.

“Shore, but I still don’t like for
you to do that. Hell, Pat. You jest
cain’t. I ain’t gonna let you. Not
with the way you feel about lawin’
an’ all. You've still got that sheriff’s
oath you took in Winters’ store.”

“T’ll be the judge of what I want
to do.”

“Nope.” Sam Sloan shook his head
positively. “’Twouldn’t be right no-
how.”

“Be just as bad,” Pat argued, “if
I let you go on from here.”

Both friends stared at him in con-
sternation.

“What’s the difference whether I
turn you loose here or let you go
back to town an' cover up for you?
Either way, I’'m turnin’ against my
oath of office. If I don’t arrest you
now, I'll be aidin’ an’ abettin’ your
escape.” He spread out both his
hands helplessly.

“That’s easy enough,” Ezra
snorted. He drew his gun and cov-
ered the Powder Valley sheriff.
“We'll take yore gun off you an’
then you cain’t he’p yoreself.”

“What good’ll that do?” snorted
Pat wrathfully. “I still know I could
have taken you if I'd tried. I tell
you it’s this way. You go back with
me an’ let me see can I fix things
up—or I ride to the Border with
you.”

“You? Take the owl-hoot trail
with us?” gasped Sam.

“I don’t see nothin’ else for it if
you're goin’ to be stubborn an’ ride
that way yourselves.”

“You can’t do it, Pat. You belong
in Powder Valley. There’s Sally. An’
there’s Dock.”

“Yeah, it’d be kinda hard on them,”
Pat muttered.

“It'd dang near kill Sally,” Sam

told him angrily. “An’ you want
yore boy to grow up knowin’ his
pappy was a crooked sheriff that
rode off with a couple of outlaws
’stead of arrestin’ them?”

Pat shrugged helplessly. “What

else can I do? Only way out of it
is for you to come back with me.
I got an idea,” he added slowly,
“that I can work things out so there
won’t be no trouble over them kill-
ings. An’ the bank robbin’—well, if
you just took your own money I
reckon you can’'t be held for taking
something that already belonged to
ou.”

“We’d ruther go on,” Ezra told him
wistfully.

“Im ridin’ with you if you do.”

“You danged stubborn fool,” Sam
swore softly, and his voice was
choked with emotion. He abruptly
turned his back on Pat and walked
away.

“Don’t do it. Pat,” Ezra implored
him. “Shucks, me an’ Sam don’t
matter. We're kinda tired of Pow-
der Valley anyhow. Need a change
of scenery. An’ we both got a yen
to see what’s down on the other side
of the Border.”

“You lie,” said Pat quietly. “You've
both been proud as peacocks to get
that Pony Express job. It’s some-
thing big an’ important for the West
an’ they need you two to help run
it right.”

Sam turned and came back. “No
use arguin’ with him,” he told Ezra
savagely. “You know that as good as
me. Stubbornest damn fool west of
the Mississippi when he sets his
mind on somethin’. An’ he’s right,
too,” Sam went on swiftly. “No use
of you ridin’ off into trouble with
me. I got into it. I wouldn’t of let
you if I'd bin in my right mind last
night. An’ this mawnin’ when I come
to, it was too late. You’d already
blfxfsted into the bank an’ carried me
off.

“We'll ride back with you, Pat,”
Sam’s dark features tightened reck-
lessly. “I’ll make that first ride into
Dutch Springs with the mail. After
that—well, we’ll see.”

XACTLY as though he could

read Sam’s mind, Pat knew what
the wiry little man was planning,
He’d make that first mail ride, and
then he’d confess to killing Fred
Ralston to prevent Pat from break-
ing his oath by covering up for him,



Sheriff On the Spot * % * &7

There was no use discussing that
now. Pat knew Sam would deny it
violently if he accused him of hav-
ing that in mind. And Pat still had
hopes that he could fix things up to
keep Sam out of jail. He didn’t
rightly know just exactly how every-
thing would work out, but he had
the glimmering of a plan. A lot de-
pended on getting Sam back to the
Pony Express station in time to carry
that first mail sack-—as Lon Estis was
announcing in town that Sam would
do.

So he said gruffly, “That’s fair
enough. We've got just about time
to make it back to the station in
time for both of you to take over like
nothing had happened. Like you say,
Sam, we’'ll see how things turn out

-after you've made that first ride.”

/.

He went back to the clump of
juniper where he’d left the bay mare,
mounted her and rode back to rejoin
his two friends in the trail.

Sam looked at him curiously as he
rode up, and asked, “Weren't you
ridin’ a roan when you tried to come
up to Windrow's cabin?”

“Yeah. Big Red. I threw the
pack-saddle on him an’ turned him
loose to go home when I saw my
only chance tc head you off was by
ridin’ over the mountain an’ down
the slide.”

“You must of bin figgerin’ on a
long ride. Bringin’ a lead hawse an’
a pack-saddle.”

“I figgered on trailin’ you down
into New Mexico if you'd gone
across the pass”

“How'd you know we didn’t?”

“I stopped by the Estis ranch. Lon
told me you hadn’t rode that way.”

“He knew you were after us?”

“No. No one knows it. Like I
say—no one knows you killed Rals-
ton or held up the bank. I reckon
Kitty Lane an’ Joe Deems’ll keep

their mouths shut till I have a talk ’

with ’em.”
- Sam Sloan nodded as though that

~satisfied him, and the three strung
_out single file on the trail and put

their horses to a gallop. The sun was

~ almost directly overhead, showing

‘that there was little time to spare

- for Sam and Ezra to reach the Pony

Express way-station in timeé to speed
the first pair of mailbags on the new
north-south route into Dutch
Springs.

CHAPTER XV

the time for the first Express

rider to come galloping in from
the South when Pat left Sam and
Ezra at the little way-station ten
miles south of Dutch Springs.

The station itself consisted of a
two-room shack, with beds in the rear
room for the station-keeper and the
rider who was lying over between
trips. Behind the shack was a large
corral and a feed-shed for the care-
fully selected mounts of the fast mail
service. The way the route would be
ridden, as Pat understood it, was that
Sam would be ready and waiting with
a fresh horse saddled when the rider
from the south completed his ten-
mile dash at breakneck speed.

As he reached the station, he’d have
his mailbags loose and ready to fling
to Ezra. Without wasting a moment, -
Ezra would toss them behind Sam’s
saddle and he would gallop away on
the next lap to Dutch Springs. The
rider whom he had relieved would
sleep at Ezra’s station until Sam re-
turned from Dutch Springs the next
day with the south-bound mail. It
was an intricate and speedy process,
carefully worked out by the Govern-
ment and requiring the services of a
great many men and horses, but it
had already been proven feasible on
the east-west route, and there was no
reason why this new north-south
feeder route should not prove just as
valuable.

The riders were carefully selected
for horsemanship and reckless cour-
age, with none of them weighing over
one hundred and thirty-five pounds;
while the station masters were re-
quired to be men of proven integrity,
chosen for their ability to handle
horses and men.

There was a curious air of tension
about the little way-station as Pat
prepared to ride away. Both Sam and
Ezra were having a hard time trying
to act nonchalant as they waited for

lT WAS less than an hour from
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the first rider to gallop in from the
south. They were both strongly con-
scious of the responsibility that rest-
ed upon them; had an excited feeling
of being a part of something big and
important in the growing-up of the
West.

Today would mark an important
milestone in the history of Powder
Valley—and they were to have a part
in making that history.

~ Pat grinned down at them from the
back of his bay mare, as he paused to
roll a ﬁnal cigarette before riding
away. “I'm sorry I wan’t be here to
see you take off, Sam. You figure on

hangin’ up a record on the ride into

Dutch Springs?”

“I won’t be ridin’ at a walk,” Sam
told him.

“I bin thinkin’ about things,” Ezra
broke in anxiously. “I shore hate tuh
not be in Dutch Springs an’ see how
things turn out.. Don’t you reckon
it’d be awright for me to mosey on
in after Sam’s took out with the mail?

There won’t be a blasted thing for me -

tuh do here till Sam gets back to-
morrow.’

Pat licked his c1garette and shook
his head. “You got to be on the job
here, Ezra. You promised that when
you took the job.”

“Don’t see why,”
fully.

“Because this is Government busi-
ness. If anything goes wrong at one
station along the way, it throws the
whole schedule off kiltey, That’s one
reason why I wanted ygu boys to
come back. Think what %would of
happened if you two hadn’s been here
when that rider comes if an hour
from now. The whelé damn mail
route would be ruined. Folks
wouldn’t trust their letters to go
through, an’ wouldn’t pay the big
money for speed. Damn it, you got
to realize the Government’s dependin’
on both of you.”

" “Yeh, I reckon yo’re right,” Ezra
agreed pensively. “By gorry, think
of it, Sam. The President of the
United States will be waitin’ in
Washington to hear what time you
make on yore run.”

Sam said, “Yep.

of that,” in a surly tene.

Ezra said wist-

I've bin thinkin’
He looked

up at Pat from beneath the brim of-
his Stetson. ‘“You gonna be in Dutch
Springs when I ride in?”

“I reckon. ’Less you pass me on
the way. An’ you're liable to do that
if I don’t get started. I ain’t goin’
to ride this she-hawse any tco hard.
Not after the way she brought me
down over that rockslide.”

“Yeh. You better be startin’,” Sam
agreed. “I’m gonna be ridin’ like a
streak of greased lightnin’ when I get
them mail bags on my saddle. Give
me room if you see me comin’.”

Pat Stevens nodded. “I’ll be seein’
you in Dutch Springs. An’ you take
it easy, Ezra. I get a hunch every-
thing will be all right.”

S HE rode away he wished it
was' more than a hunch. He
thought he saw'a way out for them,
but shucks, it was just a lot of guess-
ing. He needed something definite to
back up his guess-work. If he could
get that—if a certain thing would
happen during Sam’s ride into Dutch
Springs—

But he refused to let himself do teo
much hoping. It was a wild chance
at best. He’d have to try bluffing it
out if his hunch didn’t come true, and
bluffing was a tricky solution.

He spurred the willing mare into
a lope as he left the way-station be-
hind. The road to Dutch Springs
lay flat across the open prairie for a
distance of some five miles. He
wanted to be across that open ex-
panse well ahead of Sam.

There was a rough area of foothills
and deep gulches through which the
road passed after the open plain end-
ed. This rough area was not more
than about half a mile in width, and
after the road passed it there were
ranch houses along the way leading
into the outskirts of the village.

If he made the ride on schedule, it
would just abeut be dusk when Sam
hit that broken stretch of country.
That was the time and the place if
Pat’s figuring was right.

He held the mare to a lope all along
the stretch of open country. The
lower rim of the sun was almost
touching the topmost western peaks

(Continued On Page 86)



THESE GUNS SPEAK
FOR ME

By Lee Floren

(Author of "Powdersmoke Prescription,” “The
Boothill Buckaroo,” etc.)

People fear you because you're
a killer, Porter. But yet, they
send for you to clean out their
towns. And this town — your
old home town, is no different!”

ALL Jim Porter stood in front

I of the Stockman’s bank and
checked his guns. The after-
noon sun, slanting in, sent facets of
light dancing from the .45s. And the

face of Jim Porter was stern and
foreboding.

69
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Jim Porter juggled the guns mo-
mentarily, finding satisfaction in
their weights. He broke open the
loading gates. Each held six shells,
He holstered the weapons.

He did not jam the Colts deep
into holsters, but let them ride easily
in the leather peuches. Then he saw
Martin comeé out of the Silver Bird
saloon, across the street.

Martin was short, squat. He walked
with a rolling gait, and his stubby-
fingered hands rested on his two
Colts. - His éyes did not leave Jim
Porter, and his heavy voice, rolling
across the street, beat in Jim Porter’s
ears.

“Jim Porter,” he called.

‘(Yes.’)

Martin advanced. "The street-dust
purred against the man’s boots. ' Jim
Porter knew that Martin was think-
ing of the past—and finding in it
a source of driving anger.

He murmured, “That’s far enough,
Martin.”

Martin halted then. He stood with
his heavy legs wide apart, boots an-
chored in the dust. Twenty feet
separated them,

Martin said, “You wounded me
that night in Deadwood, but I drug
myself out of town. You figured I'd
die, Jim Porter. But I lived! Lived,
hear that? I came back into Dead-
wood to kill you. But you—and
those damned guns of yours—had
drifted on. I lost track of you,
Porter. Then I heard they’d called
you into this town. I left word with
the liverybarn man to tell you I was
lookin’ for you.”

“He tol’ me,” said Jim Porter
quietly. He added, “Do you work
for Ben Matson, fella?”

“T=do” 3

Now two men stood in front of the
Silver Bird. Jim Porter lifted his
calm gaze to them. One was tall,
lanky. He wore his gun tied low on
his right thigh. Jim Porter did not
know this man.

The other was big: Wide of shoul-
der, heavy, solid. He studied Jim
Porter across the dust and the heat.
And Jim Porter knew, somehow, that
he was looking at Ben Matson.

Then he jerked his attention back

to Martin. For Martin’s voice, jerky
and uneven, rasped against his ears.
“Pull your guns, Jim Porter!”

HIS man Martin was fast. Cat-

fast. Even now, his guns were
leaving leathers, their black bores
raising. Hot blood tumbled through
Martin’s veins. He was ahead of Jim
Porter—way ahead. Hope ran like
a strong wine through Martin’s
brain. Then, suddenly, that hope
died.

Strangely, Martin couldn’t breath.
A steely hoop, strangling and dead-
ly, seemed twisted around his chest.
The sight of Jim Porter, dim and
vague, standing there with smoking
guns, seemed unreal, ghostly.

Martin did not remember gring his
own Colts. He did not know that
his leads had pounded harmlessly in-
to the dust at Jim Porter’s boots.

Something hot, something sticky,
trickled down Martin’s chest. Martin
sat down, tried to raise his guns,
failed.

“You've killed me; Porter!”

Jim Porter said, “I guess so, Mar-
tin.”

Martin spoke slowly. “Seo this is
the way a man feels when he dies.
Numb an’ silent an’ full of pain.”
DesEair swept across his bleak face.
Darkness closed in; he did net fight
it. He bent forward, rolled sidewise,
and never moved again.

Somebody said, “He’s dead.”

The voice came from the sidewalk.
Jim Porter lifted his gaze to the six
townsmen standing there. He knew
four of them. And there was, he
saw, a resentment, an antipathy, in
their gazes. This rubbed savagely
against the grain of Jim Porter.

Every town is the same, an inner
voice said. The people fear you be-
cause you are a killer. But yet, they
send for you to clean out their
towns. They hire a wolf to kill a
wolf. But all the time they’re afraid
of you. And this town—your old
home town-—is no different from the
others.

He looked at the girl.

HE stood across the street in
front of the drugstore. She wore
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a gingham housedress and the end-
less prairie wind pressed the dress
softly against the outlines of her
firm breasts, the clean length of her
thighs, Jim Porter saw horror mir-
‘rored in her brown eyes. This stung
him -with a knife-like Dbitterness.
Then she entered the drugstore.

Now Ben Matson and his gunman
moved into the street.
went forward and met them beside
Martin’s corpse.

“Are you Ben Matson?” he asked.

‘(I am‘”

“I’m Jim Porter. This town sent
for me. They want me to clean out
you an’ your killers, Matson.”

“Where’s your star?”

Jim Porter smiled.
time to get it yet. I just got into
town about ten minutes ago. This
town—an’ these people—don’t- want
you aroun’ any longer, Matson.”

“T see.”

“Haven’t had

“You'll have to leave,” said Jim

Porter. He added, “Or I'll have to
kill you.”

“I don’t kill easy,” said Ben Mat-
son. “Always remember that, Por-
tet”

Matson’s companion said, “I'm Jud
Corey. Martin was my friend, I'm
takin’ up his fight, Porter.”

Jim Porter studied him.
heard of you, Corey.”

Corey’s voice was low. It carried
great depth. “Why not pull your
guns, Porter?” he demanded.

“I always give a man a chance to
leave town, Corey. If he doesn’t
take that chance, then it’s guns. I'm
givin’ you that opportunity.”

Corey opened his mouth to laugh.
Then, as Jim Porter hit him, the
gunman’s teeth clicked together sav-
agely. The crushing blow smashed
against Corey’s blunt jaw. Corey
flung up his right arm, and Jim Por-
ter hit him again.

The blow drove Corey back against
Ben Matson. Matson stepped aside.

“I’ve

Corey would have fallen had not Jim

Porter grabbed him by the shirt
front. Three times Jim Porter hit
Corey in the face, all the time hold-
ing the gunman upright. Then he
- released his grip and Corey fell.

~ Corey rolled in the dust, reaching

Jim Porter

for his gun. But already Jim Porter
had Corey’s .45. Corey got slowly to
his feet. Jim Porter took the bullets
from Corey’s gun, handed it to him.

“You two better leave town,” he
said.

No more was said. There was no
fight here, for the present, and Jim
Porter knew it. Later, there would
be gunsmoke. So Jim Porter turned.

HE group of townsmen still

stood on the sidewalk. He saw
Banker Hanson there, so Porter went
that way. He glanced back once.
Matson and Corey were toting the
dead Martin into the Silver Bird.

He said, “Hello, Hanson.”

“Hello, Jim.”

The others nodded briefly. They
talked for a minute or two about ir-
revelant matters. There was, Jim
noticed, a tenseness. Finally Hanson
said, “Let’s go down to the bank,
Jim.”

“What does
asked Jim.

They entered the bank. They went
intoe Hanson’s office. The banker
opened a drawer in his desk, took out
the badge. He tossed it to Jim
Porter.

“You haven’t answered my ques-
tion,” reminded Jim.

“Do you need an answer?”

“I’'ve got eyes,” said Jim slowly.
“They don’t like me. But I would
like your opinion, Hanson.”

“Your appointment barely carried
the town council’s vote., A few mem-
bers were violently opposed. I
talked them into hiring you. You
have two powerful enemies in Jud
Corey and Ben Matson. You face
a strong enemy in the townspeople.
?'ut your biggest enemy is yourself,

im.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve known you all your life, Jim.
I held you when you were a baby. I
bought you candy when you were a
kid. I saw you go to school. I'm
your friend, Jim. And because we
are friends, let me give you some
advice.”

“Go ahead.”

“We have both made a mistake, I
made mine when I had the council

the town think?”
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appoint you marshal. You made
yours when you made your living by
your gunspeed. I can correct mine.
You can never correct yours.”

((Yes-l’

“Did you see Connie today, Jim,
when you killed Martin? She stood
in front of her store. And her eyes,
Jim, were the eyes of a woman who
had seen red hell unfold before her.
Don’t let your guns turn her against
you. She loves you.”

“Then why did she want me to
come home? You said, in your let-
ter, that she wanted me appointed
marshal.”

“The ways of a woman are hard
to understand, Jim. Man cannot un-
derstand them because he is a man.
But Connie had some definite reason
for asking you to return. I don’t
know what it is. Neither do you.
But Connie does. You've been gone
five years, Jim. During those years,
you’ve lived by your guns. You had
to leave this town because you had
killed men. These people will al-
ways remember that. Today, they
saw you shoot down Martin. And
the brutality, the horror, of it sick-
ened them. Now do you see?”

Jim Porter nodded.

IM PORTER walked down the
: Main street. His spur rowels,
dragging on the plank sidewalk,
made a musical sound. But there
was no music in Jim Porter’s heart.
His thoughts were dark. turgi.

Eyes were watching him. Watch-
ing from stores, from saloons, from
business houses. He met old man
Ballard., .

“Hello, Ballard.” =

No answer.

Jim said, louder: Hello.”

“I’'m not deaf,” said the old man,
shortly. “Hello.”

The old man continued on his way.
Jim Porter moved on, a hard hand
gripping his heart. The oldster’s
slight, he knew now, had been inten-
tional, and not because of hard hear-
ing. And, strangely, that thought
hurt.

Mrs Norwich came out of the Mer-
cantile carrying a shopping basket,
and came toward him. Then she saw

him and crossed the street to avoid
meeting him. Doc Snell, fat as ever,
sat on the bench in front of his of-
fice. Jim said hello.

“How’s things, Doc?”

“Some of us, Jim, are glad to see
you.”

“You one of them?”

“I am. But you don’t intend to
stay, do you, Jim?” -

“I think so.”

“Don’t stay, fella.”

Jim entered the drugstore. A few
kids were reading the magazines
racked in front of the cigar counter.
Connie was mixing a prescription.
Jim’s heart beat a little faster at
the sight of her cool beauty.

“Let’s go back into the office, Jim.
We can talk better there.” Jim en-!
tered ahead of her and she closed
the door behind them. She leaned
against it: a pretty girl with tired
eyes. And Jim felt something akin
to pity move through him.

“Glad to see me, Connie?”

“Yes. And no.”

He kissed her. Her lips were cold.
“There’s nobody else?” he asked.

“Only you, Jim.”

Irritation touched him. “You don’t
seem very glad to see me.”

“But I am, Jim.” She closed her
eyes, leaned her head back. This
time, her lips clung to his. The feel
of her proud body, the smell of her,
touched him strongly. He stepped
back.

“All right,” he said, almost gruffly.
“Talk.”

“Jim,” she said, “you’re no fool.
You have eyes; you have ears. I
made a mistake, Jim. I asked Han-
son to bring you home. And now,
I don’t know.”

He stood there, face bleak. Here it
is again, he thought. Now she is say-
ing the same thing. For five years,
I have lived by my guns. Now, those
five years are catching up with me.
My guns—and my way of life—are
turning even her against me.

Now another voice whispered, You
can whip this town, Jim Porter. You
have whipped everything you have
met. Whipped it with your guns,
your fists, your brain. There is noth-
ing you cannot defeat. Never run, -
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Jim Porter. You have your pride.
You can whip your past.

TONY-FACED, his battle raged.
And Connie, sensing his inner
struggle, spoke again.

“We can leave this town,” she said.
“We can leave this country. We can
go to South America. We can go to
Australia. I can sell my store. Bank-
er Hanson will buy it. Jim, would
you do that?”

“NO."

“Why not?”

“I am a man,” he said. “I have
pride. That would be running.”

“Pride,” she said bitterly. “What
is pride? I'll tell you what it is,
Jim Porter. You Porters all have
pride. Pride led your father to a
gunsmoke grave. Pride caused your
brother Bill to die under a gun.
Pride made you take up their fight
—made you go to the ways of a gun.
Now your pride is doomed to keep
us apart. Your pride will kill you,
Jim.”

“Brave men die proudly, Connie.”

“Then you’ll go against Corey and
Matson?”

“Yes.’)

“Your pride demands it?”

“Yes, Connie.”

She said softly, “Then God help
us, Jim Porter. God in his Heaven
look down upon us and help us.”

“My guns,” he said, “are my god.”

“Your guns are not your god,” she
said. “They are the power that is to
destroy you, Jim Porter.”

Jim left.

He went to the liverybarn. His
buckskin, tired from its long trek,
nickered as he entered, then started
eating again. He hired a blue roan
gelding from the proprietor.

“Leavin’ town, Porter?”

“Sure am.”

“Comin’ back?”

“You ask too many questions.”

He rode toward the south. Here
greasewood and sagebrush grew high
and there were foxtail and bluejoint
grass. A covey of young sagehens
flew out of the brush with whirring
wings.

- This was his home range.
thought brought satisfaction.

That
He

gained the foothills an hour later.
He put the roan down a coulee and
rode along its bottom for a mile.
Now he came out among the scrub-
pine along the summit of a ridge.

Hidden here, he drew rein. A rider
was following him and that rider, he
saw, was Corey. He rode on again.

Five miles farther he stopped and,
hidden, he looked for Corey. But
he could see the man nowhere.
Corey had hidden in the gully down
in the pines. Corey was waiting until
he rode back to town.

Twenty minutes later he came to
a group of buildings situated on Cot-
tonwood creek. A log ranch-house
was set against the hill. The cor-
rals and the bunk-house were in
good repair. He dismounted 'and
knocked at the ranch-house door. A
fat Mexican woman opened it.

“Hello, Conchita.”

“Senor Jeem! Come in.”

It was cool in the big room. An
old woman, stoopshouldered and
gray, sat in a rocking chair facing
him. She did not rise.

“Hello, Mother.”

“Jim?” She made it a question.

He saw her eyes, then. They were
blank, expressionless. She was total-
ly blind. He knelt beside her chair.

“You’re blind,” he said.

oe ES,” she said, “I have been

blind for four years. And
sometimes, Jim, I'm glad for that. I
cannot see your face then.” She ran
her fingers over his features. “My
fingers tell me all, Jim. Yours is
a proud face. But it is the face of
a killer. Sometimes I wish I were
deaf, too. Then I could never hear
the stories about you.”

He felt sick at heart, and tired.
She is like the others, he thought.
She never thinks of the happiness
my guns have brought. I have gone
into roaring towns where a good
woman dare not walk the streets. My
guns have tamed those towns. Now
those women walk unmolested. They
never mention that. They talk only
of the men I have killed.

“I’'m home to stay, mother.”

She shook her head. “No, Jim,
you can’t stay here. There would
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only be trouble. Gunmen would ride
in to try to kill you: You have too
many enemies. I'm an old woman,
Jim, and I want to spend the rest of
my life in peace.”

“Mother—"

“Jim, leave the United States.
Take Connie and go to South Amer-
ica. You can start all over again
there. You can’t stay here, Jim. You
can’t escape your past.”

He said soberly, “I understand.”

“Go to Connie. Take her, and
leave. Don’t go against the guns of
Corey and Matson and Martin.”

“Martin’s dead,” he said. “I killed
him.” He added, “I had to, or he’d
have killed me. I carry a star. I
can’t forget that, Mother., I owe that
to the people whe hired me.”

“They distrust you, they hate you.

You have your father’s pride. You
even talk as he did.”

“I’m his son.”

She said, “Goodby, Jim.”

She wanted him to go. He looked
at her for the last time. Conchita

had tears in her eyes when she
opened the door for him.

E KNEW this country well so

he circled unseen through the
hills, and came in behind the spot
where Corey waited. The dusk was
thick now, and he had to work fast,
or soon it would be too dark.

He tied the roan in the brush and
went ahead, carrying his Winchester.
He gained a high ridge and here he
hunkered, searching the terrain with
his field glasses. Finally the lenses
found Corey.

The gunman lay on his belly
among the rocks. From there he
could watch the trail below. He had
his rifle over the rock in front of
him.

Jim Porter moved forward toward
Corey. He worked his way with a
great patience, for this was old to
him. He had little heart for the job
ahead. Even now it was bitter to his
palate, sick to his heart. For the
theme was the same: Kill or be
killed.

Now he was fifty feet behind
Corey. He settled there, and watched
the man. Corey was rolling a cigaret.

Jim Porter let him lick the cigaret,
let him light it. Then he spoke.

“Corey.”

Corey rolled over suddenly and
stared at him. But the thick brush
and the dusk made for uncertain vi-
sion, so Jim Porter moved out and
then Corey saw him plainly, And
Corey’s face was strong with con-
flicting emotions.

“Are you waitin’ for me, Corey?”

“What'd you mean, Porter?”

“I saw you trail me out of town.
I saw you hide in this canyen. I
knew then you intended to ‘bush-
whack me. But I outguessed you,
Corey.”

“I reckon so,” said Corey.

Corey had dropped his cigaret. He
ran- his thumb across it, extinguish-
ing the coals. He sat up. His rifle
lay beside him. He studied Jim
Porter.

Corey’s brain was busy. Jim Por-
ter’s rifle, he saw, lay idly across his
knees. He knew Jim Porter intended
to kill him. But Jim Porter was
going to give him an even chance.

Corey grabbed his rifle.

Corey did not bring the rifle to
his shoulder. He flicked back the
hammer and shot as he raised the
weapon. But he shot too quickly. His
bullet missed Jim Porter. And, by
that token, Corey knew he was dead.

Jim Porter’s Winchester spoke.
The bullet hit Corey in the heart.
The gunman fell back. He dropped
his rifle. Slowly the echoes of the
gunfire died. But Jud Corey did
not hear them. <

Jim Porter levered the spent cart-
ridge from barrel, kicked in a new
one. He did not go to Corey. He
went down into the canyon and
found Corey’s horse. He untied the
animal and led it back and boosted
Corey’s limp body across the saddle.

He tied Corey’s hands and feet
to the cinch-rings. Mounted now,
he led Corey’s horse. He rode to-
ward town. :

HE darkness was thick when he
reached the cowtown. He rode
into the livery through the back
door. The hostler was evidently out
to supper. He got the lighted lan-
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tern and unsaddled his roan by its
feeble yellow rays. Connie entered
the barn.

“What are you doin’ here, Con-
nie?”

She wore a hoop-dress of silk and
the tips of her shoes showed from
under it. A small hat, decorated by
a long plume, sat on her brown hair.

“I'm leaving, Jim.”

“Leavin’? Why?”

“I’'ve sold my store, Jim.—-TI can’t
stand this any longer. They're wait-
ing for you, Jim. They know that
Corey followed you out of town.
They’re like wolves, vultures. Even
now Ben Matson is waiting in his
saloon. Waiting to see whether you
or Corey would ride back.”

“But why are you goin’?”

“Jim, I was instrumental in bring-
ing you back home. I had a definite
purpose behind my request to the
town council. Don’t tell me you are
blind! Don’t tell me you cannot
see!”

He understood then. The sicken-
ing realization flooded him with bit-
terness. He had thought he could
return home and stay. She, in her
womanly wisdom, had known this
was impossible. So she had called
him home.

“So that’s why?”

“You would have gone on and on
and on, Jim. You and your guns and

the death they personify. Then, one
day, you would have been killed. I
had to show you what these people—
your neighbors and 1 friends—
think of you. They think the same
of you as the others you have met.
Your name is feared, and hated, all
over the west. Now do you under-

“The stage 1s coming into town,
Jim. Hear it? My luggage is at
the depot. I'm taking that stage. I
cannot stay here any longer. This
town holds only memories. And
those memories hurt.”

“You’re runnin’ away,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Where are you goin’?”

“The stage runs into Saco. I can
catch the train there. But I'm wait-
ing in Saco for twelve hours, Jim.
Then, if you don’t come to me, I'm
going home to my folks in Ohio.”

“An’ if I come?”

“Then we will be married. We're
going to San Francisco. We can get
a boat there and go to South Amer-
ica. But if you do ride to Saco, Jim,
remember this: Come without your

uns.”

“Y1l be there, girl”

“Leave with me now,’

He shook his head.

“Then you will risk your life for
the people who hate you? You are

she pleaded.
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going against the guns of Ben Mat-
son?”

He nodded.

‘lWhy?’)

He said, “Call it my pride.”

She said, “Goodby, Jim,” and left.

IOMETHING inside said, Go

with her, Jim. Sure, she is only

a woman. There are thousands of

women, millions of them. But she’s

all gold. She'll stand by you until

she draws her last breath. Go with
her, Jim Porter.

But that would be running, an-
other voice whispered. 4nd you can-
not run. These townspeople look to
you for protection. Otherwise they
never would have sent for you. They
hate you, yes, and they fear you. But
you are the only human standing be-
tween their safety and the guns of
Ben Matson.

Go, Jim Porter, go.

Only cowards run, Jim Porter. If
you ran, you would have to live with
your cowardice the rest of your life.
It would always be in your thoughts.
W here is your pride, Jim Porter?

Go, Jim, go.

No, Jim Porter.

His stern face registered the keen-
ness of his inner struggle. Method-
ically he saddled his buckskin. The
hostler entered and stared at the
dead Corey.

“Did you kill him, Jim?”

“1 did.”

“He was a fast gunman.” The old
man had known Jim all Jim’s life.
His puckered eyes studied Jim won-
deringly. “There’s the stage leavin’,
Jinmk?

“I can hear, old man.”

“Connie’s on that stage. I saw her
get into it. That stage is takin’ her
away from you.”

Jim spoke sternly. “Go down to
the Silver Bird. Tell Ben Matson
I've killed Corey. Tell Matson I'm
comin’ after him. Hurry, old man!”

OW he was moving dewn Main
street. The evening breeze,
whipping in from the mountains, was
cool against him. The lamps in stores
threw rectangles of light across the

“there for a long moment,

sidewalk, and he moved through
these., He saw the dark shadows of
people watching him from doorways.
He heard their low whispers as he
passed.

These sounds registered, but he
paid them no heed.

Only one thing matters now, Jim
Porter. Kill Ben Matson and then
ride to Saco and Connie. Go to her
without your guns. Go, Jim Perter.

He loosened his Colts in holsters.
The feel of the heavy grips flowed
through him and became lost in him.
Never again would he loosen them
preparatory to a gunfight. That
thought, then, was satisfying,

Ben Matson came out of the Silver
Bird then. Matson saw him and he -
came toward him, heavy form bulk-
ing against the night. They came
forward this way,- and then they
halted. Matson’s voice was heavy.

“Jim Porter?”

l‘YeS.”

Matson lifted his guns now, and
they ran red. Their flames moved
across darkness and pounded into a
building behind Jim Porter. Now
Jim Porter’s guns were up and they
kicked back against his palms. Then
Jim Porter stood there, and waited.

Matson fell to his knees. He
dropped both guns, and braced him-
self against a building. He stood
fighting
death. And Jim Porter waited, his -
face stoney.

Matson fell
died.

Men were moving out on the street
now, and Doc Snell came up to Jim
Porter. He said kindly, “You’d bet-
ter leave now, Jim.” )

“Thanks, doc.”

Jim Porter turned, and went to the
livery. He unbuckled his badge and

forward then, and

his guns and handed them to the

old hostler.

“The badge goes to banker Han-
son,” he said. “You can keep the
guns, old man.,”

“But why, Jim?”

Jim Porter smiled.
know.” ,

He mounted his buckskin. He rode
toward Saco.

THE END

“You’ll never
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“You're washed up, Ashburn, and if I tell what I know about what you did
in Montana, you'll streich rope. Are you ready to play smart and ride with
me tonight?”

"I—‘URNING the plow over on its
side, Tom Ashburn watched
Clay Martin come closer. Push-
ing his battered range hat back on

his tanned forehead, he scowled
deeply, wondering what Martin
wanted.

“Heard someone burned your barn
last night,” Martin said.

Tom’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits.
He was awakened last night by the
crackle of flames. When he looked

77

out, his barn was a mass of fire. It
was the only wooden building he
had.

“Gil Morgan hates nesters,” Mar-
tin said.

Tom knew Gil Morgan, owner of
the Bar-C, hated nesters, and he
wasn’t particular about concealing it.
But until he nad proof—besides, Gil
Morgan’s way was riding down with
thundering hooves and blazing guns,
not sneaking up in the night.
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“I lost my hay and most of my
equipment,” Tom said curtly.

He didn’t like Martin. He didn’t
like his beady eyes, the slinking
droop of his mouth. Martin had
money, but never worked. He spent
his time playing poker in the Palace
Saloon, but was no professional gam-
bler. He played cattlemen against
nesters, at the same time professing
friendship to both.

Tom felt like taking the man by
the collar and saying, “Listen, mister,
state your business and move!” But
that would be going back to the old
days. He couldn’t go back! He was
an honest homesteader now. He
couldn’t ferget that—ever!

“You're doin’ all right here, Tom,”
Martin said slowly. “Why in a cou-
ple years, you’ll have this place
proved up like nobody’s business.”

Tom grunted and crumbled a clod
of earth between his fingers. Sure,
he thought, in a couple of years. If
range war doesn’t come bustin’ loose
and wipe me out. The snakes that
burnt my barn wouldn’t have to do
much more.

He turned toward his sod shack.
Suddenly he wondered if Martin had
anything to do with burning his
barn. Martin bought land now and
then when he could get a good piece
for practically nothing. The muscles
of his jaw hardened to knots.

“You got a mighty nice place here,
Tom,” Martin said. “A mighty nice
place.”

Tom suddenly wondered if Vickie
Adams thought so, too. He remem-
bered she hadn’t been over for nearly
two weeks. He missed her, missed
seeing her soft brown hair, her full,
red lips, her soft curved young face.

“A man ought to be mighty proud
to take a piece of wild land and make
things grow,” Martin said, half to
himself.

Quit stalling, Martin, Tom thought.
Sure it’s a nice place, Haven't I
worked from sun up till dark seven
days a week for the last two years
and put every dollar I had in it?
Haven’t I froze here in winter and
cooked here in summer?
place! There’s enough blood and

A nice

sweat to make the crops grow with-
out a drop of rain!

“Yup,” Martin said, “I guess it
keeps a man pretty busy and pretty
broke, too.”

Tom grunted in assent. Broke,
hell! He couldn't remember when
he had a doliar that didn’t go for
something badly needed. He was
running on a shoestring, and the
shoestring was near breaking.

All it would take, he thought grim-
ly, was a little more range war, if
that’s what burnt his barn. A ten-
sion was growing between the ranch-
ers and the nesters. It would take
only a spark, and the dry tinder of
bloody range war would flame,
sweeping the country with hot lead
and spilled blood.

“Truth of the matter is, Kid,” Mar-
tin went on easily, “you and I could
help each other in lots of ways.”

Tom spun abruptly on his heel. He
gripped the table top, knuckles
white. In a voice almost a whisper,
he said, “The name’s Tom Ashburn.
Don’t call me ‘Kid’ Martin.”

“Why five years ago, you was
known to lots of people as the ‘Kid’",”
he said coolly. “I’ll bet some people
in Montana would still remember
yuh.”

OM cursed inwardly. There

were things a man couldn’t get
away from, even working for years
on a wild spot of land. Montana was
a long ways away, but he still
couldn’t escape.

Martin met his eyes coldly. “I'm
offering yuh a job, Kid,” he said. “A
good job. Not like turnin’ over sage-
brush land all day with a plow. It’s
easier and pays more!” He said the
last words with slow deliberateness.
There was no mistaking his mean-
ing. ;

“Go tuh hell, Martin,” Tom said
huskily. “Yuh don’t know me from
Adam. I ain’t working for no one!”

“It’d be easy tuh go under here,
Kid,” Martin said softly. “I think
yuh should stick to homesteadin’, but
yuh can’t prove if you're dead broke.
Yuh’d lose everything.”

Their eyes met dangerously. “Yuh
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don’t’ know me, Martin,” Tom said
hoarsely. ‘

Martin moved across the room. H
spoke like the crack of a whip. “No,
but people in Montana do, Kid. Cer-
tain people in Montana would give
a lot to know where you are!”

Tom went to the wooden bunk and
sat on the edge. He buried his face
in his hands. There was no escap-
ing, no way out. Martin had him
cold. They both knew it.

He’d been a kid in Montana, but
he was greased lightning with a gun.
For a year he’d run owlhoot. At
night he became the “Kid,” his real
identity known only to the other
four in the gang. A bank, a stage-
coach, it was easy—until he mur-
dered his own brother in cold blood!

He quit the gang when he found
who he’d killed. Maybe luckily, be-
cause the sheriff winged one, that
man confessed and they got the
others. They identified Tom before
they were stretched on a rope. But
by that time, he was far away.

His notoriety spread like wildfire
after he’d gene, partly because of
his lightning draw, partly because
he’d murdered his own brother, and
partly because he was the only one
who’d escaped. Escaped! He could
never escape. He knew that now.
You can’t run away from yourself!

Martin went on. * “And that's not
sayin’ what ranchers and the like
would think if they knew. They’d
be mighty surprised, Kid. Even
Vickie Adams would be mighty sur-
prised.”

Tom stood up, anger flaming.
“Since I left Montana, I ain’t never
packed a gun. And I don’t ever in-
tend to again!”

“I could use a draw like yours,
Kid,” Martin said.

“I ain’t hittin’ the owlhoot again,”
Tom said. “Get that and get it
straight.”

“One good job, Tom, and we’d both
be fixed,” Martin said.

Tom turned, his face ashy and his
breath coming in short gasps, “Get
out, you lop-eared polecat. Get out
~and stay out!”

Martin had been sure of himself
before. Now he backed toward the

door. He saw Tom’s hands clench
and unclench, the knuckles white.
Steel sparks jumped from his slate-
grey eyes.

“T’ll be waitin’” your answer in
town,” he said. “And I'll only wait
till sundown tomorrow. Remember,
Kid. Sundown tomorrow!”

OM stood in the sod shack long

after Martin had gone. Gradual-
ly the anger died away, and the old,
sick feeling returned. He should
have killed Martin. But it was no
use. Another killing wouldn’t do
any“good. There were some things
you couldn’t get away from.  Some
things there was no escaping.

Martin would wait. If he didn’t
come....the news would spread like
prairie fire. Charlie Adams would
tell his daughter, Vickie. Charlie
Adams was the only cattleman
around he could call friend. They
had gotten along well.

Charlie Adams remembered range
wars too well. He did everything in
his power to smooth the differences
between the nesters and the cattle-
men. He knew it only led to blood,
bullets and tombstones on boothill.
He had countered Clay Martin’s un-
derhanded talk with sound advice of
live and let live.

Old Charlie even encouraged
Vickie to ride down and see Tom.
He liked the young homesteader,
who seemed to be hacking farm land
out of prairie. And Vickie liked
Tom, too.

Tom was skeptical. He got to
town seldom, because he was always
broke. Vickie was being courted ar-
dently by Lance McCrae, her dad’s
foreman. What chance did he, Tom,
have?

He remembered the last time she’d
ridden out to see him. He'd been
sitting, smoking, It was nearly dark.

“Hello, stranger,” she said jok-
ingly.

“Hello,” he countered.

“We expected you Sunday. You
didn’t come.”

- Something about talking to Vickie
made indescribable emotions surge
within him. The soft curve of her
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cheek, the light brown of her hair.
He wanted to reach and touch her.

“Dad was wondering if you needed
help,” she said. “It’s hard home-
steading on a shoe-string.”

He would never accept help from
‘Charlie Adams, but it made a warm
feeling come over him.

Together they sat and talked until
late. He rode home with her. Later,
he dreamed impossible dreams. He
imagined working a homestead with
her.

But that was crazy. She didn’t
give two cents for him. She was
Lance McCrae’s girl. She was just
being nice.

He thought about Vickie and his
heart sank. He’d hit the trail, and
two years work homesteading would
be gone. He cursed his blind stupid
ways when he was scarcely more
than a button.

If he wore hardware for Martin, it
would start all over again. Sooner
or later, they’d get caught, and then
what? Maybe it was just as good.
If the smouldering range war was
touched off, he knew, in spite of
Charlie Adams’ help, he’d be wiped
out. A range war would ruin him.

TOM threw a saddle on his lanky
range horse the next day and _
started for town. He hated Martin,"
but was heading for trouble if Mar-
tin told. Heading for a hangman’s
noose in Montana!

Tom tied his horse by the long
watering trough and nedded to Sher-
iff Hines and his deputy who were
in earnest conversation.

“....and we’ll meet the stage at
Stoney Pass,” the Sheriff was say-
ing. He stopped abruptly as Tom
approached, not wanting to be over-
heard.

It sounded strange, but Tom de-
cided it wasn’t his business. He had
to find Martin and get the score
settled. Maybe Martin had already
blabbed. Martin held the cards and

. he had to see the hand dealt.

In the rear of the Palace Saloon,
Martin was at his usual place. He
didn’t look up when Tom entered.

“Make up your mind, Kid?” he
asked.

i

Tom smothered the anger that
surged within him. “What’s the
play, Martin,” he asked. “A stacked
deck?”

“I need a gunman, Kid,” Martin
said. » :

“Get someone else. I ain’t worn a
gun since I been in Texas,” he an-
swered evenly.

“It wouldn’t mean givin’ up the
homestead,” Martin said. “You need
money to keep your outfit runnin’.
Bad luck, like some range war, would
finish you.”

Tom knew he was on his last legs.
He’d worked hard and stretched his
credit as far as it’d go. Involvement
in any range war would ruin him,

His proving meant more than almost

anything to him. He’d spent two
years of hard work, and he hated to
lose it.

Two men came in and walked to
the bar. Tom noticed one was Lance
McCrae, Charlie Adams’ foreman. He
wondered what McCrae was doing in
town this time of day. They had a
drink and left.

“What do yuh say, Kid,” Martin
asked.

Teom clenched and unclenched his
big hands. He knew he should wrap
his strong fingers around Martin’s
neck and squeeze until his eyeballs
popped.

“One, maybe two hauls,” Martin
said quietly. “You go back tuh home-
steading with enough to tide yuh
through.”

Tem'’s mind raced. He couldn’t es-
cape the ghost of the owlhoot! :
“Have a drink and think it over,
Kid,” Martin urged. :

Outside, he walked aimlessly. If
Martin talked, he’d have to pull
stakes and hit the trail.

He heard short, running steps be-

hind him. He turned and Vickie was
coming toward him,
“Tom,” she panted, “I've been

chasing you for a full block. Are
you trying to ignore me?” she asked
with a smile.
“I'm sorry, Vickie,”
swered. “I was thinkin’.”
“I just wanted to say ‘helle’,)” she
said. “Lance brought me to town to-

Tem an-
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day. I wanted to invite you over for
dinner Sunday.”

“That’s mighty fine, Vickie,” Tom
said. “I sure got a hankering for
some good home-cooked grub.”

“I thought you would,” she said.

“Tom — Tom, there’s another
thing,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“Lance just said you were talking
to Clay Martin.”

Tom’s anger surged. McCrae ought
to keep his mouth shut.

“What if I was?” he answered
heatedly.

“Everyone knows what Clay Mar-
tin is,” she said significantly. “You
can’t let people get a chance to say
things like that about you. You can’t
afford to.”

“Afford to!” Tom said bitterly. “I
couldn’t afford a ten-cent cigar. I
ought tuh stand a little gossip.”

“Tom,” Vickie started. “I didn’t
means

“Didn’t mean that I was stone
broke,” he finished for her. “If Lance
McCrae would mind his own busi-
ness, instead of mine....”

“But Tom,” she said, “you must
be careful.”

“Careful!” Tom exploded. “Be
careful and some tin-horn burns your
barn. Is that what you mean?” He
laughed bitterly and thought of the
proposition Martin offered him.
“Does it pay to be careful?”

“I thought you might like some
friendly advice,” she said, suddenly
cold.

“Advice is one thing that’s plenty
free in this town,” he said.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have spoken,”
Vickie said icily.

“Maybe not,” Tom burst out.

She turned and walked away, her
chin trembling.

TOM watched her go with a sink-
ing feeling in his stomach. Damn
Lance McCrae, he thought.

He continued up the street. Out-
side Ike Fineberg’s store, he leaned
against a hitching post. McCrae sud-
denly came out of the store.

“Hi, there, sod-buster,”
greeted him,

It fell like

McCrae

ice-water on Tom.

Anger surged before his eyes. Mec-
Crae, a good-looking, smiling young-
ster, was young to be Charlie Adams’
foreman. Damn him, Tom thought.

“How’s the garden of Eden in the
prairie coming,” Lance joked.

“None of your damn’ business,”
Tom said, his eyes glowering.

“What you cookin’ with Clay Mar-
tin,” Lance asked lightly. *“You and
him was thick as thieves in the
Palace today. People’ll be sayin’
things....”

He never finished. Tom’s right fist
lashed up and caught him full in the
face, spinning the young puncher
around.

Tom closed in with hammering
fists. All the pent up anger against
Clay Martin came out in his slash-
ing blows. McCrae went down in
the dust.

He stood back as McCrae picked
himself up ana came forward. The
cowpuncher was wiry, and for a few
brief moments, traded blow for blow.

Bringing his fist up from waist
high, he caught McCrae on the point
of the jaw. The puncher went
sprawling in the dusty street. He
tried to rise and couldn’t.

Tom looked up and saw Vickie
Adams staring at him. Her mouth
was drawn into a thin, tight line and
her eyes blazed with well-bred fury.
He looked for a moment and his
gaze faltered.

He could give Clay Martin his an-
swer now. Vickie wasn’t his girl, at
least, not now. He’d been a fool to

think those things about her. She
was Lance McCrae’s girl. What
chance did a sod-buster like him
have?

He’d hit the owlhoot. Martin said
i'd only be a couple of jobs, and
they’d quit. He’d get enough to
weather him *ill his crops produced.
He'd go to hell before he’d lose “his
homestead or see it overrun by cat-
tle!

Clay Martin saw the answer in
Tom’s eyes before he sat down. He
motioned to the bartender for a bot-
tle.

“You in, Kid?” he asked.

“Count me in,” Tom said huskily.

“We’ll drink to the partnership,
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Kid,” Martin said, filling two glasses.
“Don’t call me ‘Kid’, Martin.”
“All right—Tom,” Martin said.
“Mud in your eye.” ,
Martin looked up quickly. He

didn’t like Tom’s tone and he

frowned, but made no comment. He’d
won the first hand.

“What'’s the job,”
abruptly.

Martin lowered his voice. “There’s
money—big money—coming through
on the stage. They're keeping it in
the bank tonight. Figure it ain’t
safe to travel with it at night, al-

Tom asked

though they don’t get here till way

after dark.”

“What about the Sheriff,”
asked.

“That’s it,” Martin grinned slow-
ly, meaningly. “Us and the boys
tags the stage before it gets here.
And the Sheriff stays up all night.”

Tom grunted in assent. Martin
had it all figured out. He cursed
Martin silently under his breath.

“I’ll see yuh at your place tomor-
row, Kid,” Martin said. ‘“We got
long ridin’ tuh do.”

Tom

ARLY the next afternoon, the

two men left Tom’s proving.
Martin rode easily, leading the way
out of Red Valley, into the hills of
the Stony Mountains.

It was nearly dark and the two
were covered with dust and sweat.
Martin wheeled his horse into a
small draw and they came upon an
old prospector’s shack, hidden until
the rider was upon it.

Martin drew up his horse and
whistled twice. A fat, grizzled man
poked his head out of the cabin, and
advanced in the open, holstering his
gun,

Tom knew this man was a killer.
He searched out of the corner of
his eyes, furtively down the trail to
see if the newcomers had been fol-
lowed. He limped slightly and his
arm crooked naturally so his hand
was scarcely inches from his gun.

“Who's the hombre?” he asked
querulously, nodding to Tom.

“Tom Ashburn,” Martin explained.
“Five’s better than four on this job.”

“Things divide easier four ways,”

Martin, Tom thought. After this

the man countered. “I don’t like
strangers on business like this!”

“So you’re aimin’ tuh do what,
fatty?” Tom said contemptuously.

The man’s brow beetled darkly and
he advanced, head thrust forward
and fists clenched in hard knots. “I
dorn’t like your talk, stranger,” he
said.

Tom stood, feet planted wide, mus-
cles taut and alert, ready.

Martin stepped up, pushing them
apart. “Shut up, Keel,” he snapped.
“We got work to do.”

So the fat one was Keel, Tom
thought. He’d remember that.

Inside the shack, Tom’s eyes swept
the room. The fourth wall was dug
out of the mountain, and a crude
stone fireplace was used for heat,
light and cooking.

At a table in the center of the
room, two men sat over the dirty
dishes of a finished meal. One, with
a dark face and straight black hair
studied Tom quizzically. He re-
minded Tom of a rat he’d once seen
on the river wharves at St. Louis.

The other was a redheaded man.
Little veins stood out thickly on his
nose and cheeks, evidence of years
of heavy drinking, :

Tom suddenly hated the men. He
remembered the owlhoot in Mon-
tana. It was the same here. Men,
these were, who couldn’t step into
the light of day without the fear of
seeing a posse riding up the trail.

“You’re Tom Ashburn,” the rat-
faced ‘man said. “Heard you been
havin’ bad luck.” :

“I do all right,”
evenly.

“I pick up news in town that your
barn got burned, your girl’s gein’ to
marry a guy named McCrae, and be-
cause you beat up a puncher, Gil
Morgan’s been threatening to go over
with some of his boys and wipe you
out.”

The thought stabbed into Tom like
a knife. Vickie going to marry Mc-
Crae, and Gil Morgan riding on the
nesters. He knew he wouldn’t be
the only one once Morgan’s men got.
started. I’ll play this game through,

Tem answered
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job, I'm through, come hell, high
water or nester-hatin’ cattlemen.

His thought was suddenly inter-
rupted. Keel grabbed his shoulder
and spun him around. “I was talkin’
to yuh, hombre,” he rasped. “I ain’t
used to bein’ ignored!”

Tom saw the fat man’s face leer-
ing into his. He brought his fist up
and smashed it against Keel’s yellow
teeth, The fat man grunted and
staggered back. With the cry of a
bull, he charged. >

In spite of his appearance, Keel
was quick and strong as an ox. His
first blow glanced off Tom’s shoul-
der, spun him around. By instinct,
he ducked to one side and felt Keel’s
other fist nick his ear,

Tom spun quickly and smashed a
solid blow behind Keel’s ear as the
fat man passed him. Keel grunted
heavily and went down on one knee.

Before he could rise, Martin stood
between them, gun drawn. “I’ll plug
the next one that moves!” he rasped.
“There’s work. to be done tonight.
We need every man.”

EEL looked at the gun in Mar-
tin’s hand, then turned to

Tom. “I’ll get yuh for that, stran-
ger,” he said hoarsely. He wiped
his mouth with the back of a hairy
hand; it came away red and sticky.
“People don’t swing at me and live
to talk about it.”

“Shut up, Keel,” Martin snapped.

Martin turned to the other two
who sat quietly by, a half grin on
their faces as they looked at Keel.
“Come on, we’re riding,” he said.

“We meet the stage at Stony
Pass,” Martin told Tom dryly.

‘Tom knew where the stage road
led through Stony Pass. The place
wasn’t far. They had ridden several
miles out of their way to meet at
this miner’s shack. The pass was
dotted with big boulders, making an
ambush easy.

It was now dark, and as they rode,

Tom dropped to the rear. He didn’t

want Keel behind him, The fat man,
he knew, would shoot him rather
than miss a meal. Keel wasn’t par-
about circumstances. It

would be in the back, and with no
warning.

Tom followed the shadowy figures
in front of him. A large moon
pushed over the hills and bathed the
mountains in a dark, eerie light. He
thought of Vickie and Charlie
Adams. If Gil Morgan was riding
tonight, like the rat-faced man said,
two years work on his preving was
gone. He hated the owlhoot but it
seemed the only way.

Suddenly he knew he couldn’t quit
after one job with this bunch. Clay
Martin would lead him on, telling
him just one more, holding an added
threat ever his head. He’d soon be
living and thinking like Keel and
the others.

He thought of Stony Pass and it
flashed across his mind. What he
had overheard the Sheriff say in
Smoke City: “....and we meet the
stage at Stony Pass”” He cursed
himself inwardly. Why hadn’t he
thought.

There would be blood shed at
Stony Pass tonight, If Martin’s
gang ambushed the whole posse, they
wouldn’t get away, only kill ten or
twelve of the sheriff’s volunteers be-
fore they, themselves were killed.

He knew he had to stop the hold~
up. But he didn’t know how. Four
against one. He’d be stopping lead
and riding dangerously close to boot-
hill tonight. .

The figures in front of him drew
up. Martin motioned him along-
side.

“There’s the pass,” he said, point-
ing to the thin coach trail that rib-
boned itself in the moonlight below.
“We’ll leave the horses here. When
the coach comes, I'll down the lead
horse to stop her.”

“Ashburn,” he motioned to Tom,
“will cover the guards while Keel
gets the strongbox. You two,” he
motioned to the redhead and the
rat-faced man, “will keep the guards
in your sights.”

Very neat, Tom thought quickly.
Martin couldn’t have figured it out
better. Only Martin didn’t reckon
with the posse.

Crouching low against a boulder,
Tom wished the moon wasn't so
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bright. A vague plan was shaping in
his mind.

Then he heard the sound of horses
hooves against the stone. The stage-
coach was coming. But he could tell
from the sound that there was no
posse with it—yet. He would have
to work fast!

Slipping from his hiding place, he
crept to the boulder where he knew
the rat-faced man was hiding. Tom
was on him before he heard. Before
he could turn, Tom smashed the bar-
rel of his gun on the base of the
man’s skull. The man gave a grunt
and slid forward, his face in the
sand,

Tom started to where the redhead
was hiding. His heart beat a steady
trip-hammer against his ribs.

Suddenly Keel yelled. He sus-
pected something wrong. Tom fired
a shot toward the boulder where
Keel crouched. He heard it richochet
from the rock and Keel cursed.
Ahead, Martin yelled, but the stage
had been warned.

Martin was on his feet, cursing
hoarsely and coming toward them.
Tom aimed and he saw dirt kick up
twenty feet behind Martin. He'd
missed!

CROSS the road, Keel fired and
dirt splashed against his boot.
Tom fired again at Martin ‘coming
down the road. saw him stagger, arms
outstretched, and fall.
Keel’s shots were well placed and
getting close. He moved behind an-

other rock and saw the redheaded

man peering over, trying to locate
him. The man spun and fired as Tom
triggered his gun.

He felt a scaring painstab through
his chest. The redheaded man
sprawled with a bullet in his fore-
head. Keel was coming across the
road. Tom felt his gun jump and
roar and saw Keel stop suddenly,
then come forward again. He trig-
gered again and again. Keel lurchad
violently each time but kept com-
ing.
My God, Tom thought, how much
can the man take?

Keel’s gun flamed in the moonlight
and Tom spun around by the impact.

: Hot fire started at his shoulder and

ran the full length of his arm.

Then between the roar of the guns,
he heard the thundering hooves of
the posse—he had to get away.

He triggersd again at Keel, but
the hammer clicked sickeningly on
an empty shell. He dropped to his
knees and searched for the redhead’s
gun. It was still clenched in his
fist.

Tom jerked it free and fired two
more shots at Keel, scacely five feet
away. The fat man stopped, stood
unsteadily, his feet far apart, his
arms hanging apelike at his sides. In
the moonlight, Tom could see blood
and saliva running from his mouth.

Then he pitched forward awkward-
ly, his arms groping. Tom stepped
back. The fat man fell forward on
his face.

Tom started for the horses, but
found he could hardly walk. He put
his hand against his shoulder and it
came away warm and sticky.

He staggered among the boulders,
away from the trail. It seemed to
him it was getting darker, the moon
was going behind a cloud.

His legs gave out and he sagged
behind a rock, hoping the posse
wouldn’t find him, fighting against
the pain and darkness ‘that threat-
ened to sweep over and engulf him.

He heard the hoarse shouts as the
posse found Martin’s body. “Here's
another,” someone yelled as they
found Keel.

Tom forced himself to walk. He
staggered blindly up the hillside
where the horses were. He had to
reach his proving. Had to stop Gil
Morgan. Pulling himself in the sad-
dle, he raked the lanky range horse
with his spurs.

He was weak and in no condition
to ride, but if Morgan was riding
for nesters tonight, he’d have to kill
Tom Ashburn before he wrecked his
proving.

Tom figured vaguely he could
make his proving in three hours. He
and Martin had ridden leiSurely and
taken nearly six and had gone out
of their way. He could make his
proving, with luck, and if he could
stay conscious.
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The big horse was racing at dan-
gerous speed over the rugged coun-
try. Tom heard the crack of a six-
shooter and felt a bullet fan his hair.
The posse had heard him leave and
sent men in hot pursuit.

He gave the horse its head and
raked him with spurs again. The
animal leaped forward even faster,
cutting in and out between boulders,
leaping small arroyos. Tom held on
the best he could. His arm and chest
sent fiery pains through his whole
body.

Looking over his shoulder, he saw
three horsemen silhouetted against
the sky and moon. They were afraid
of riding fast in the darkness over
rugged countiy. A wild hope surged
through him. He might lese them—
if he could hold out.

If he could hold out! His head
was light and dizzy and he couldn’t
move his arm. The rest was night-
mare. It seemed an endless night,
where his body was racked with pain
as 1f he were burning,

ICE he regained conscious-

ness and found his herse had

glowed to a walk. Twice he raked

the animal with spurs and plunged

on again, holding blindly to the
saddle,

When he awoke again, the sun was
streaming in his face and he still
sat astride the horse. He was alone,
His tongue was parched and his lips
‘caked and cracked. He wasn’t more
than a mile from his proving.

As he neared the place, he knew
he was too late. His sod shack no
longer existed. From the appearance,
- someone had planted dynamite inside
and concussion had leveled it to the
ground.

He sat bleakly on his horse and
looked at what remained.. Gil Mor-
gan and his waddies had been there
last night. He looked at the ashes
of the burned barn. This was the
end, the ﬁmsn of two years’ work.
== THe =
away e Tom saw them. Gil
Morgan ‘and kis boys were back to
- finish the job, he thought. He forced
- his arm toward his gun, fighting

~violent pain. -

ders were a quarter mile’

“Let ’em come,” he muttered sav-
agely. “I’ll give them hot lead for
their trouble.

Then the darkness was surging up
against him, he felt himself fall-
wmE

When he aweke, he was aware of
strange surroundings. Charlie Adams
leaned over nis bed.

“That was a plumb fool crazy

thing to do,” he said, “running away
like that. Yuh lost a heap of blood.”
“Martin....” Tom started, won-

dering if Martin had told.

“Martin’s dead,” Charlie Adams
said briefly. “You earned a mighty
good name for yourself around these
parts by tackiing them killers single
handed up at the pass. We won-
dered how yuh guessed it was Mar-
tin that burned your barn. Why, I
guess I don’t know.” °

Tom knew. Martin wanted to force
him to ride owlhoot. Tom tried to
speak, but was cut off.

“I know, I know” Charlie Adams
said, “but the rest of them don’t
know and never will. I was the only
one that talked to Martin before he
died, and in the excitement, I sorta
forgot what he said.”

The door opened and Vickie
Adams came in the room, smiling.

“Some - folks,” he went on, ‘‘are
thinkin’ that Gil Meorgan and his
waddies didn't do the right thing
when they busted up your homestead.
Seein’ as you’re the country hero
around these parts, why folks just
figured tuh have your homestead
fixed up right proper when yuh go
back., Till then, you're stayin’ right
here.”

Charlie Adams looked up and met
his daughter’s eyes.

“All right, gal,” he said, “I’ll go. I
guess I know where I ain’t wanted.”

THE END
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(Continued From Page 68)
when he reached the beginning of
the broken region.

He slowed the mare to a trot and
searched the terrain ahead and on ei-
ther side of the road carefully. He
could see nothing, but there were
numerous deep gulches along the way
that would afford perfect conceal-
ment for men and herses.

The road wound around the base
of a hill and dipped suddenly into a
wide dry wash lined with willows on
either bank.

Pat reined to the right off the road
into the bottom of the dry wash. It
was deep enough to hide him from
sight as he rode up a hundred yards
and around a bend that put him out
of sight of the road.

He dismounted and ground-tied the
mare, pulled his carbine from its
leather boot suspended from the sad-
dle, and crept up over the north bank
of the wash cautiously.

He parted the thick growth of wil-
lows and peered out, nodded with sat-
isfaction as he discovered his recol-
lection of the terrain had been good
and he was directly south of a high,
rocky knoll that looked out over the
entire expanse of rough country.

He pushed through the willows and
bent forward to make his way up to
the top of the knoll, dropping to his
hands and knees as he neared the top,
then to his belly, wriggling forward
until he could see over and get a
clear view of the road.

Only the upper half of the sun was
visible as he settled himself in a com-
fortable position on his belly with his
short rifle thrust out in front of him
and resting on a boulder for steady
shooting. .

He realized he was letting Sam
Sloan take a terrific chance in rid-
ing unwarned into a possible ambush,
but this was the best way Pat could
figure to handle the situation. He
couldn’t warn Sam of possible dan-
ger without telling him everything
he suspected, and he was loath to do
that. He might so easily be wrong.
If nothing happened, it would ruin
everything to have told Sam. It was
better this way. Sam would have to
teake his chance with possible dry-

gulchers. He'd ridden into worse
danger before and come out un-
scathed. On top of the knoll with his
saddle-gun ready, Pat was in a com-
manding position to take a hand in
any trouble that might arise.

He didn’t want to scare them off if
they were hidden below there waiting
for the Pony Express rider to come
dashing through. The entire success
of his plan depended on having them
feel safe to attack Sam as he rode by.
It was sort of making death bait out
of Sam Sloan, but Pat knew Sam
would be the first to approve if he
knew why it was being done.

HE sun was below the western

. horizon now. A red glow still
lingered in the sky, touching the
landscape with a rosy hue that was
remindful of blood.

There was a vast silence that
seemed intensified by the approach of
darkness. As far as Pat could see in
any direction, he could not perceive
a single moving thing. It was as
though the world stood still, catch-
ing its breath in anticipation of the
deadly drama about to unfold here
on the road into Dutch Springs.

Not a superstitious man, Pat Ste-
vens was deeply sensitive to the vary-
ing moods of -nature, and he felt a
sharpening of his perceptions, a
tightening of his muscles as the sun
sank lower behind the mountains and
the blood-hue slowly faded from the
silent land.

Into that graying silence came the -
faint drumming of galleping hooves
from the south. Pat felt a prickling
sensation, as though the short hairs
at the back of his neck were standing
up. The seund came louder, like the
faint rolling of distant thunder. He
twisted his head and saw a black
speck far off on the ribbon-like road.

The black speck grew swiftly larg-
er and the pound of hoofbeats more
tumultuous. Something inside Pat
made him feel like standing up and
waving his hat and shouting. He was
seeing the first Pony Express rider
in southern Colorado. The beginning
of a new era in the West, and it made
him feel glad and triumphant and tre-
mendously proud all at once.
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He could tell, now, that it was Sam
Sloan, leaning forward over the neck
of his racing horse, pacing him care-
fully over the ten-mile grind to make
the maximum speed without breaking
his wind.

Suddenly, horse and rider were lost
to Pat’s sight as the road dipped
down into the wide arroyo behind
him. Seconds later, they leaped into
view on the other side, over a ridge at
unslackened speed, then down a short
slope to another dry wash.

Pat’s gaze remained concentrated
on the speeding mail rider, and every
sense was alert. It wasn’t taking long
for Sam to dash across that dangerous
half mile of broken country. If
something didn’t happen soon—

The crouching figure of Sam Sloan
disappeared into another arroyo al-
most half a mile away. As he went
out of sight Pat heard the sound he’d
waited for and dreaded, yet hoped
he’d hear. The sharp spang of a
rifle. '

Pat didn’t breathe until horse and
rider showed again on the other side.
Sam was slewed sideways in the sad-
dle and his six-gun was barking back
at a point to his left and rear.

Two other horses surged out of the
dry wash a little west from the road.
The twilight was thick enough to
show orange flame lancing from their
guns leveled at the Express rider.

One of the pursuing riders rode in
to the steady sights of Pat’s rifle. He
pressed the trigger gently and the
rider went headlong into the dust.

The other was checking his plung-
ing horse, turning to. see from
whence this new danger had come.

Pat had time for careful aim, and
even in the murky half-light of dusk
his bullet went where it was aimed.

The second rider faltered in the
saddle, slumped forward and fought
to regain his balance, then fell heav-
ily to the ground. His horse trotted
on away from him, and the man half
arose as though to follow, and then
~ dropped to the ground again.

- The drumming of galloping hooves

rew fainter. Sam Sloan was a bare-
- ly discernible moving speck in the
~gathering dust. True to the tradi-
_tions of the

Pony ‘Express, he had

not slackened speed one instant. No
matter how curious he might be, he
carried the mail northward and noth-
ing must be allowed to slow it up.

Pat got to his feet and trotted
down the slope to his mare. He
vaulted into the saddle and sent her
back to the road, then northward.

She snorted nervously and shied
away when they came to a figure
crumpled in the dust of the road, the
first of the dry-gulchers to cross Pat’s
rifle sights.

He steadied the mare and dis-
mounted. Made a quick examination
ard found the man was quite dead.
He rolled him over and nodded som-
berly when he recognized the dark,
sneering features of a man known in
Dutch Springs only as Mex Joe, a
half-breed with a surly disposition
and ready gun-hand who lived most-
ly by hunting and trapping and was
suspected of many minor crimes.

AT left Mex Joe lying in the

road where he had fallen. He
caught the reins of his mare and led
her forward until he came on the
second of the dry-gulchers.

Ben Larkin was nursing a shattered
right shoulder and cursing loudly
when Pat reached him. He was a
burly black-mustached man who
owned a small poverty-ridden spread
a little east of Dutch Springs. He
greeted the sheriff with a snarl of
hatred when Pat said soberly, “What
you doin’ sittin’ here in the road,
Ben?”

“Yo’re smart, huh?” roared the
wounded man, “Layin’ back there an’
shootin’ a man from behind. By
Gawd, if I c’'ud git holt of a gun I'd
let you have it right now.”

“You’ve done plenty of shootin’ for
one night,” Pat told him, “Why
don’t you stand up?”

“Twisted my laig when I fell,”
Larkin muttered. “Cain’t put' my .
weight on it. You got me wrong,”
he whined. “I didn’t mean no harm.
Wuz jest funnin’ when Mex Joe an’
me thought we'd skeer Sammy with
the mail.”

“Who put you up to 1t?” Pat de-
manded shortly.

“Nobody. Honest to Gawd, Pat—"
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Double Action Western

Pat said, “Shut up. Only reason I
didn’t kill you was to leave you so
you could talk. An’ you’re goin’ to
talk, Ben Larkin. Don’t make no mis-
take about that.” He turned and
strode away to his mare, mounted
and spurred her after Larkin’s roan
saddle horse.

He overtook the frightened animal
a quarter of a mile down the road,
dropped a noose over his head and
led him back to Ben Larkin.

When Larkin began to whine for
pity again, Pat slapped him savage-
ly and told him to save his strength
for a long time in jail. He hoisted
the wounded man up into the roan’s
saddle, used a lariat and some half
hitches to secure him so he wouldn’t
fall off, and set out at a gallow for
Dutch Springs with the roan on a
lead rope behind him.

CHAPTER XVI

Dutch Springs by a back street.

He circled behind the bank and
stopped in front of Doc Montgom-
ery’s house.

The doctor was eating supper when
Pat knocked on the door. He was a
paunchy, fat-cheeked man, and he in-
vited the sheriff in to have supper
with him when he saw who was at the
door.

“Thanks, Doc.” Pat shook his head.

“Sorry to disturb you,” he went on
apologetically, “but I got a hunk of
shot-up meat I wish you’d look at
before I lock it up in jail.,”
- Doctor Montgomery said, “I heard
you were out after the bank robbers.
Wait till I put on a coat.” Pat wait-
ed while the doctor put on a coat and
got a lantern. “Caught them, did
you?” asked the doctor as he came
out the door,

“Not exactly,”
of, though.”

The doctor gave him a benignly in-
curious glance. “Funny thing about
that bank robbery. When they count-
ed the money this morning there was
exactly seven thousand four hundred
and eighty-three dollars missing. All
the rest of it right there.” He cleared
his throat and added apologetically,

lT WAS dark when Pat rode into

Pat confessed. “Sort
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“Some folks are trying to make some-
thing out of the fact that your
friends, Sam Sloan and Ezra, had ex-
actly seven thousand four hundred
and eighty-five dollars on deposit.”

Pat said disgustedly, “Ezra never
was much good at countin’ money.
I’'m s’prised he came that close.”

He stopped beside the horse car-
rying the wounded man. “Here it is,
Doc.”

“Ben Larkin?” Doctor Montgom-
ery muttered without undue surprise,
holding the lantern up to survey the
would-be dry-gulcher. “I knew you
needed money for whisky, Ben, but
I didn’t know you’d hold up a bank
to get it.”

Larkin responded with an oath, and
Pat explained, “He didn’t do nothing
that brave. It's more Ben’s style to
hide out by the side of a road an’
shoot a man ridin’ by. I've been tell-
in’ Ben,” he went on casually as the
doctor stood on tiptoe to look at Lar-
kin’s wound, “that it’s a mighty bad
business interferin’ with the United
States mail. I reckon I'll have to turn
% llu’n’a over to the U. S. Marshal, won’t

“I understand that’s the law,” Doc
Montgomery told him absently, “This
shoulder isn’t too bad, Pat. Why
don’t you lock him up and let me fin-
ish supper? TI’ll come over to the jail
and dress it.”

“All right. Got to keep him alive
for the Government so’s they can
string him up for botherin’ with the
1 € e

“By all means,” the doctor con-
curred heartily. “As a matter of fact,
Pat, you and I would both be liable
to arrest if we let him die through
our negligence before the Govern-
ment gets hold of him. That is, if
‘he’s been stealing mail.”

“He tried to,” Pat growled. “Same
thing, I reckon. Took a pot-shot at
‘the Pony Express tonight.”

“I keep tellin’ you I wasn’t tryin’
to steal the mail,” Ben Larkin burst
out. He wasn’t very bright, and had
listened to their cornme\nt with grow-
ing apprehension.
~ “You can tell that to the U. 8.

Marshal,” Pat said curtly. “Thanks
Doc, for lookin’ him over.” He led

> (Contmued On Page 90)
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nre vn“ SEEklng ; (Continued From Page 89)
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tried to stand erect on a table in the
rear. John was a near neighbor of
Pat’s, a steady-going industrious
rancher except on occasions like this
when he was likely to get too much.

Right now, John Boyd was pretty
drunk, and he was heil-bent on mak-
ing a speech to the crowded saloon.

He was saying, “Lishen now. I
wanna hear three cheers for Sham
Sloan. Three loud ones. Hesh the
boy that carried the mail. Lesh give
him three cheers.”

He lifted his arm and waved it,
and men laughed and responded with
shouts and cheers.

Then Pat saw Sam Sloan. He had
Harold Morgan drawn to one side
and was arguing fiercely with the
deputy Pat had left in charge of the
sheriff’s office. His dark face was
tight with anger and he was talking
loudly to Morgan who kept smiling
and trying to back away from him.

John Boyd fell off the table as the

cheering died down, and laughing
men caught him and helped him to
the bar. Pat began threading his way
through the hilarious throng, un-
noticed as he went toward Sam and
Harold Morgan.
. But other men were beginning to
notice the scene, and were crowding
in on the two to hear what the argu-
ment was about.

When he got a little closer, Pat
heard Sam saying savagely, “You got
to do it, Morgan. I'm tellin’ you.
It cain’t wait till Pat gets here.”

“Go on and have another drink,”
Morgan insisted good-naturedly.
“You don’t know what you’re talk-
ing about. Why, you’re the hero of
Dutch Springs tonight, Sam. I can’t
arrest you.”

“You got to,” There was almost
a sob in Sam’s voice. “I tell you I
got to be arrested ’fore Pat gets
here.”

“I'm already here,”
loudly.

Pat announced

N looked around in surprise

and moved aside to make way
for him to reach Sam and Morgan.
There were knowing grins on the
faces of mest of the men, who

(Continued On Page 92)
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(Continued From Page 91)
thought Sam was drunk and didn’t
know what he was saying.

Sam’s jaw dropped when he saw
Pat. He shook his head mournfully
and said, “I wisht you'd stayed away,
Pat. When you wasn’t here when I
hit town with the mail I thought
maybe you’d got some sense in yore
haid an’ decided to stay out of town.”

“Whew!” Harold Morgan breathed
a sigh of relief and mopped sweat
from his face. “I’m sure glad to see
you, Pat. I reckon I'm undeputized,
huh?”

“Not yet.” Pat stepped past Sam
and asked Morgan in a low voice,
“What’s the matter with him?”

“Says I got to arrest him.” Mor-
gan lowered his voice too. “I’ve been
having the dangedest time trying to
keep him shut up You told me I
wasn’t to let on to anybody about
how he was tied up with the Jewel
Hotel killing. But damn it, he’s
wanting to tell everybody.”

“I told you to keep your mouth
shut till I fixed things.” Pat swung
on Sam angrily.

“That’'s why I ain’t gonna keep it
shut,” Sam defied him. “I've made
my ride with the mail. That’s all
I wanted. Now I'm gonna tell the
truth.”

Men were edging close to listen
again. Pat glanced around at them,
and then demanded swiftly of Sam,
“What you goin’ to tell the truth
about? That you had to fight off a
couple of dry-gulchers on your way
in with the mail?”

Sam scowled with amazement,
“How’d you know about that?”

“What'd you think happened to
’em?” Pat asked sarcastically.

“Panged if 1| knew. That’s why I
didn’t tell nobody. Thought mebby
I’d gone to sleep an’ dreamed it. Fust
there was two of ’em shootin’ at me
—then they weren’t there.”

Pat said, “I happened to see it an’
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I picked ’em off with my rifle.” He
turned to the gaping crowd with a
laugh, “Sam wanted to be locked up
because he thought he’d done gone
crazy an’ was seein’ things. Couple
SR of coyotes tried to hold up the mail

while he was bringin’ it in, an’ he

92 never. slowed up to see what hap-
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pened to ’em.” Pat turned back to
Sam with another laugh. “An’ I bet
you haven’t been up to the Jewel to
let Kitty make over -you for that
ride,” he bantered. He put his arm
about the smaller man’s shoulders
and drew him toward the door, say-
ing over his shoulder, “You come
along toe, Morgan. You're still dep-
utized.”

Sam weakly tried to argue, but Pat
pushed him along, got him outside
the crowded saloon As soon as the
swinging doors closed behind the
three, Pat said angrily, “You dog-
gone mnear spoiled everything in
there. Why can’t you keep your big
mouth shut?”

Sam said, “I ain’t gonna let you do
it Pat-”

“You're comin’ up to the Jewel
with me.” Pat took him by the arm
and pulled him along. Over Sam’s
“head, he asked Morgan, “Has any of
that stuff leaked out around town?”

“Nary a bit” Morgan shook his
head. “Don’t many people know a
dude from Denver was killed last
night. Those that do, think he killed
himself. Far as I know, neither
Kitty nor Deems have peeped a word
about Sam. 1 reckon they’d be just
as glad to keep it quiet.”

“That’s what I thought,” Pat said
grimly. “Nothin’ new on Jeth, huh?”

“Not a dang thing, Pat. We missed
our chance when we didn’t keep
those footprints outside the windew
from being messed up. People
tramped all over them before I re-
membered how city detectives some-
times measure people’s feet and find
a pair that fit the prints.”

“We should of thought of that last
night,” Pat agreed. “But I don’t
reckon it matters too much.” He
steered Sam in through the doorway
leading into the lobby of the Jewel
Hotel. The door into the adjoining
saloon was open, and a lot of noise
was coming from the overcrowded
room.

‘E LET go of Sam’s arm and
. said earnestly, “Promise me one
- thing, Keep your mouth shut while
I do some talkin’. If I can’t get
~ things fixed so everybody’ll be happy,
e (Continned On Page 94) -
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(Continued From Page 93)
you can go ahead an’ confess the
murder of Fred Ralston all over
town. But I’m still sheriff an’ I'm
runnin’ this show. Don’t you worry
about me,” he went on hastily when
Sam opened his mouth to protest.
“Harold Morgan knows all about
everything. I'm not tryin’ to do any-
thing crooked. He'll be settin’ in on
it an’ we’ll let him be the judge of
what’s right. Is that fair enough?”

“I reckon so.” Sam had to acquiesce
because of Morgan’s high reputation
for probity. “But I'd ruther—"

“You ain’t got your ruthers this
time,” Pat snapped. “Just keep your
mouth plumb shut.”

He turned to the clerk who had
been listening with open mouth and
goggle eyes. “Where’s Miss Kitty
an’ Joe Deems?”

“In the saloon, I reckon.
everybody in town’s in there,”

Pat strode inside the crowded
saloon and looked around. He saw
Joe Deems’ saturnine face behind the
bar, and beckoned to him. Joe came
out, taking off a white apron. “I'm
mighty busy passing out drinks,” he
grumbled. “Can’t it wait?”

“This can’t. It’s waited too long.
Where can we find Kitty?”

“Back end of the room.”

Pat said, “Bring her into the lob-
by,” and strode away before the hotel
proprietor could argue with him
further.

Sam Sloan was slumped back
against the counter when Pat reap-
peared in the doérway. He regarded
Pat glumly, and stiffened when he
saw Joe Deems come through the
doorway with Kitty on his arm.

Kitty lowered her head and
avoided Sam’s dark gaze. She had on
more rouge than last night and her
eyes held a defiant gleam when she
looked at Pat.

He said, “I reckon you both know
Sam. We're goin’ upstairs.”

Kitty started to speak, then went
on past Pat silently but with height-

Most

ened color, Sam drew back to let
her pass, and nodded evenly to
Deems. He muttered, “Hello, Joe,”

and tugged his Stetson lower on his
forehead.
“What are we going upstairs for”’



Sheriff On the Spot

Deems demanded of Pat. “I don’t
see that anything can be gained—"

“I think we’ll settle this whole
thing pretty fast. We’ll all go up
to number fifteen.”

Pat waited fer Joe and Kitty to
precede them, then nodded to Mor-
gan and Sam, and they went up to-
gether.

Deems and Kitty stopped outside
the door of number 15. When the
others came up te them, Deems ex-
plained, “Kitty moved out of this
room last night. Except for that
everything is just like it was when
Ralston was murdered.”

Pat said, “I reckoned she wouldn’t
want to keep on sleepin’ in here. Not
many women would.” He stepped in-
side and struck a match, lit the lamp
on the bureau.

“All of you come in,” he invited
the group waiting nervously on the
threshold. “We ain’t got any body,
but there’s some blood to show right
where he was lying.” ‘

Kitty entered hesitantly. She held
her head high and walked straight
across the room like a sleep-walker.,
Sam followed her in. His dark face
was grim and dejected, and he began
angrily, “Damn it, Pat. Ain’t none
of this gonna do no good.”

Pat said, “I think it will” He
sounded very cheery as his gaze
searched the ceiling and the front
wall of the room.

When Deems and Morgan were in-
side, Pat explained to them, “There’s
two or three things I ain’t got quite
straight on this. Those chairs are
still right where they were.” He in-
dicated the chairs on each side of the
low table that had held the tray and
whisky bottle the preceding night.

“That where you an’ Kitty were
sittin’ when the man walked in on
you?” he asked Sam.

SAM grimaced angrily, “Yeah,
But~"

“That right, Miss Kitty?” Pat’s
voice was low but urgent.

She nodded lifelessly without
looking at him. “Yes. We were sit-
ting in those chairs having a drink,
There wasn’t anything—"

“That’s plenty,” Pat interjected

(Continued On Page 96)
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(Continued From Page 95)
hastily. He took hold of Sam’s arm
and led him back to the chairs. “This
fellow came in that door an’ started
cussin’ you. That it?”

Sam nodded.

“An’ Kitty screamed that he was
her husband,” Pat went on com-
posedly, “an’ he started for you, still
cussin’. An’ you figured he was
lookin’ for trouble so you pulled your
shootin’ iron an’ triggered it two or
three times?”

“I was too drunk to hit him,” Sam
protested weakly. “Even with him
that close.”

“Where’d
asked quietly.

Sam stared at him in bewilderment.
“In yonder wall, I reckon. Or up
in the ceiling.”

Pat said to Morgan, “Do you see

the bullets go?” Pat

any bullet holes in that wall or
ceilin’”

“I sure don’t,”” Morgan said ex-
citedly.

“Nor in the floor nor nc place else,”
Pat pointed out. “Funny kind of
bullets, huh?” I never knew ’em not
to hit some place before when they
were shot out of a forty-five inside
a closed room.”

A moment of daed silence followed
his drawled pronouncement. Then
Deems offered sharply:

“He must have been too drunk to
realize he’d hit Ralston. Probably
jumped him with his knife before he
could fall over. I bet you’ll find those
missing bullets inside Ralston’s
corpse.”

Pat looked at Morgan. “How about
it, Harold?”

The rancher cleared his throat and
shook his head. “I was at the un-
dertaker’s when he laid the body out.
He wasn’t shot. Not even once.
There were two knife holes. One
in front and one in his back.”

A startled exhalation of breath
came from Kiity’s red lips. She sank
back on the bed and covered her face
with her hands as Pat turned on her.

He studied her for a moment with
compassion, then walked to the door
and put his back against it.

“It’s time all of us quit coverin’ up
things an’ told all the truth,” he
warned them. “I'll start with my



Sheriff On the Spot

part of it. You listen close, Sam. An’ ]
keep your big mouth shut till I ask
you a question. You ain’t goin’ to
like some of this, but you’re goin’
to hear it. Maybe you've already
guessed,” he went on to Deems and
Kitty, “that I had a confab with Fred
Ralston in my office last evenin’
right after he got off the stage.”

CHAPTER XVII

“THAT’S how-come,” Pat went

on calmly, “that Jeth Pur-
due got locked up in jail.
He came in right after Ralston left
my office, an’ got wringy when I told
him I’'d decided to hold onto the
sheriff’s badge a few hours longer.

“Fred Ralston thought he was talk-
in’ to the new sheriff,” Pat went on
carefully. “He’d never seen either
one of us, an’ he’d been told Purdue
would be in charge of the sheriff’s
office when the stage came in. I didn’t
tell him different because I got
plumb interested by the time he’d
talked a little bit. He mentioned a
plan that'd been cooked up between
him an’ Kitty an’ Joe Deems. An’
he mentioned a sucker with eight
thousand cash money.”

The Powder Valley sheriff paused
and studied the occupants of the
room one by one. Harold Morgan
was listening with an intent frown,
seeking to add up what Pat was say-
ing to what he already knew. Sam
Sloan had a black scowl on his face
and was making a job of not looking
at Kitty who was sitting erect on the
bed, listening with strained attention.

Joe Deems cleared his throat and
said angrily, “I don’t know what all
this foolishness is about. Sounds to
me like you’re making up a batch of
lies. Fred Ralston is dead and can't
speak for himself.”

Pat said, “You know they’re not
lies, Joe. Even if I haven’t got any-
body to back me up, I got better
proof. When Ralston came over here,
he told you an’ Kitty that he'd
checked with the new sheriff an’ ev-

~erything was fixed. You were after
Sam’s money, an’ I reckon you were
- goin’ to split it four ways. Or may-
~be you an’ your husband were goin’

~ (Continued On Page 98)
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(Continued From Page 97)
to get the biggest part,” Pat added
to Kitty. “Seein’ how you’d worked
it all out between you.”

She wet her lips and sent an agon-
ized glance at Sam who was staring
down at the floor and sweating pro-
fusely. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” she said faintly. “I
didn’t have anything planned. 1
didn’t know Fred was coming.”

Pat laughed scornfully. “He asked
the clerk for number fifteen. The
room right next to yours. An’ you
had the door unlocked for him to
walk in when you got things fixed
right with Sam.”

“lI don’t want to hear no more,”
Sam stepped forward angrily. “I
killed Fred Ralston. I'm not denyin’
it. Mebby I'll hang. I don’t reckon
it matters much. Why don’t you
lock me up?”

“That’s right, Sheriff,” Joe Deems
breke in. “These absurd accusations
of yours mean absolutely nothing.
Sam Sloan confesses he killed Ral-
ston. Nothing else matters.”

“But, how did he kill him? There’s
those bullets that disappeared in thin
air. In Powder Valley it makes a
difference whether a man dies of
lead-poisonin’ or of gettin’ knifed in
the back. A hell of a difference to a
jury,” he added emphatically. “So I
reckon we better find out about those
missin’ bullets.”

“Mebby I didn’t even shoot,” Sam
put in hoarsely. “Mebby I jest
thought I did.” —

Pat shook his head. “Ezra heard the
shots in this room. Three of ’em.
He’ll swear to that. Le’s go back to
yesterday afternocon. You drank
some in the afternoon. Got kind of
drunk, ’cording to what Ezra says.
Then Kitty made up to you in the
saloon an’ suggested you come up to
her room for a drink. Didn’t she?”

When Sam set his lips grimly and
didn’t answer, Pat swung on the en-
tertainer, “You admit that’s what
you did, don’t you?”

“Sure I admit it,” she cried wildly.
“What of it? I told you yesterday
I was crazy about Sam. I was—well,
I was hoping he’d ask me to marry
him.”
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“An’ you already with one hus-
band?”

“I—I thought maybe we could go
away  where Fred would never find
us. I've never really been married to
Fred. I hadn’t seen him for years.
I didn’t think of him as my hus-
band.” Red suffused Kitty’s face.
She lowered her head and began to
cry softly.

AM took a step toward her, his

dark face contorted with pain.
Pat shook his head at him sharply.
“Wait till you hear all of it, Sam.
Then if you still feel the same way I
won'’t say a word.

“Sam an’ Kitty came up here for a
drink,” he went oa harshly. “An’ in
the meantime, her husband had
checked into the room next door. She
knew that., She knew he was in there
listenin’ at the keyhole. He told me
it was all planned out.

“She fed Sam some more whisky
out of the bottle an’ got him good an’
drunk. They were in here drinkin’
quite a while, as you can tell by
countin’ the brown-paper cigarette
butts on the tray. An’ you did get
him to propose marriage,” Pat went
on angrily to Kitty. “You sweetened
up to him while he was drunk, an’ he
started kissin’ you. An’ right then—
your husband walked in.”

Pat stopped and looked at Sam
scornfully. “Can’t you see it was a
put-up job? Of all the times in the
world for him to walk in just the
minute you were kissin’ Kitty, Not
a minute too late or a minute too
soon. She an’ him had the whole
thing planned,” he went on remorse-
lessly. “She’d been werkin’ you up
to just that peint for months. When
she figured she had you ripe, she
wrote to Denver for him to come on.”

Kitty gave a little cry and sank
sideways on the bed, covering her
shamed face with her hands. Sam’s
face turned a grayish color and his
mouth was clamped bitterly shut.

“Nothin’ but the old badger game,”
‘Pat went on wearily, “With a few

~ extra touches. They knew you an’
- Ezra were too tough to pay off just
- because you’d been caught kissin’ a
- man’s wife, so they fixed it for you
’ - (Continued On Page 100)
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(Continued From Page 99)
to think you'd killed him. That made
it different. A killin’ like that is
awful close to murder—an’ no man
wants to get up in court an’ have
that kind of story told on him.”

Joe Deems said coldly, “You've
certainly worked out an amazing
theory, Sheriff Stevens. Ralston
would have been the biggest fool on
earth to walk in here unarmed and
provoke a man to shoot at him.”

“Sure he would,” Pat conceded
quietly, “An’ Fred Ralston wasn’t
that kind of fool. Not by a long
shot.” He swung on Sam. “Start
thinkin’ back. When you first come
in with Kitty, she made some excuse
to get hold of your gun, didn’t she?”

Sam’s face was haggard. He nod-
ded slowly. “Come to think of it, she
did. Claimed she wanted to look at
it while I poured a drink. But she
give it back to me right afterward,”
he added defensively.

“Sure she did. - After she’d unload-
ed it.

“But it was loaded. It shot all
right. Hell, you've got three of the
cartridges in your pocket right now.”

“That’s right.” Pat Stevens reached
inside a pocket in his jacket and drew
out the three bullets he’d taken from
Sam’s .45 that morning. A length of

"| white lisle stocking came out with

the bullets. Pat looked at it and
grinned crookedly, He held it up
by the top and asked Kitty, “Ever
seen this before?”

She sat up slowly, taking her hands
away from her face as though she
dreaded to look. She began, “Why,
it’s one of my—" and stopped abrupt-
ly.

Pat nodded. . “One of your good
stockin’s. Only, it ain’t good for
much now. Not with the foot cut off.”
He laid it aside. “We’ll talk about
that directly. Right now, we’ll talk
about these here bullets.” He hand-
ed one of them to Sam and another
to Harold Morgan, directing, “Try
the heft of them.”

OTH of them began trying the
weight of the bullets in the
palms of their hands. Thoroughly
familiar with 45 ammunition, a be-
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mused expression quickly came over
both their faces.

“Light as a feather, most,” Morgan
ejaculated. He held it up to exam-
ine ft, then excitedly reached in his
pocket for a knife.

“That’s right,” Pat encouraged him,
“Try your knife on the bullet part.
It’s real light wood—painted over ‘to
look like lead. It'd fly all into little
pieces if you tried to shoot it out of
a gun. That’s what Kitty put in your
six-gun before she gave it back to you
yesterday,” he added to Sam. “Fred
Ralston didn’t reckon he was walkin’
into no danger when he came in here,

. You were supposed to be so drunk
you’d think he was dead when he fell
down after you shot, But I reckon
he didn’t fall fast enough,” he added
grimly.

Deems was looking at Kitty in ut-
ter amazement. “Is this true, Kitty?
Did you plan all that with your hus-
band?”

“You were in on it too,” Pat told
him. “You an’ Jeth both. They need-
ed your help to put it over. What
messed everything up,” Pat went on
stridently, “was Sam not being too
drunk to notice Ralston didn’t fall
fast enough after he shot—and him
havin’ a huntin’ knife in a leg sheath.
I reckon you didn’t know he always
carried a knife too,” he added to Kit-
ty. “Or you'd tried to get that away
from him before your husband came
if.”

“It was awful,” she cried brokenly.
“Everything went just right, but—be-
fore I could stop him Sam had that
knife out in his hand and was going
after Fred.”

“I figured it happened like that.”
Pat sighed. “An’ that clears up a lot
of things. It would of been better,”
he added severely to Kitty, “if you'd
left real bullets in Sam’s gun. A jury
might let him off for shootin’ a man
like that in the excitement, but stab-
bin’ him in the back is goin’ to be
different. Just because of that,” he
ended sadly, “I reckon he’ll swing
from a cottonwood tree.”

A spasm of horror contorted Kit-
ty’s face. “You don’t—think they
will?” she choked out.

“Plumb certain sure. He’ll stretch

(Continued On Page 102)
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(Continued From Page 101)
a rope—an’ yowll go on livin’, Miss
Kitty. An’ all your life you'll know
’twas your fault an’ ,you should of
hung instead of Sam.”

“That’s right,” she cried wildly.
“That’s it! I killed Fred. If anyone
hangs, I should. I stabbed him. Sam
didn’t, He just thought he did.”

CHAPTER XVIII

S KITTY concluded her as-

tounding announcement, Pat

nodded and muttered, “I
didn’t know whether it was you or
Deems.”

But Sam Sloan strode toward Kitty
saying angrily, “Shut up. You got
no right to say that. Nobedy’s goin’
to b’lieve you.”

Her eyes had come to life again as
she looked up into his fiercely ugly
face. “But it’s the truth, Sam. You
haven’t killed anybody. I did it.
And I'm glad,” she added firmly.

Sam whirled on Pat and charged,
“This is yore doin’. You scared her
with talk about me hangin’.”

Pat said, “That’s what I figured to
do—if she eared a damn about you.”

“I'm sorry, Sam,” Kitty said mis-
erably. “When I did it I didn’t ex-
pect you to get in trouble over it. We
had everything fixed with Mr, Pur-
due. I didn’t expect anyone to ever
know.”

“You couldn’t of done it,” Sam ar-
gued pathetically. “I recollect—"

“You recollect goin’ after him with
a knife,” Pat cut in sharply. “Then
you passed out—or thought you did.
That’s what you told me an’ Ezra,”

“But he was daid. Lyin’ there on
the floor with blood on him when
Ezra come in.”

“That was what Ezra was supposed
to believe. Where’d you get the
blood?” Pat asked Kitty.

“It was chicken blood. I sneaked
a cup of it out of the kitchen before
supper.” Kitty sat erect and her face
was composed now. Her voice was
steady and she appeared glad that the
strain was over.

“You didn’t really pass out,” Pat
told Sam. “You got hit in the head
an’ knocked out.”

Sam put his fingers up and uncer=
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tainly felt the back of his head. “I
never had nary a bump,” he protested.
“Like I tol’ you—"

“That’s where thig comes in.” Pat
reached down and picked up the top
part of Kitty’s white lisle stocking.
He dangled it before her eyes and de-
manded, “Isn’t that it?”

She nodded "and said calmly, “I
wondered if you'd guessed.”

“I didn’t at first. Not until Sam
told about the funny way he passed
out all at once—an’ how he woke up
without a bump but with the whole
back of his head aching. ‘

“That’s what happens when you get
hit with a sandbag,” he told Sam,
“You pass out sudden an’ it don't
lezve any mark—only a bad headache
when you wake up. The bottom part
of a stocking makes a good sandbag,”
he went on slowly. “You cut off the
foot an’ fill it half-full of sand. An’
you don’t have to swing it hard. Even
a lady can knock a man out easy.
Can’t they, Miss Kitty?”

She nodded. “I fixed it yesterday
afternoon. Just to be safe. You nev-
er know what will happen. Then—
when I saw that knife in Sam’s hand,
I had to use it.”

She hesitated and folded her hands
in her lap, then looked up at Sam
Sloan. “You're going to hate hearing
this. And you're going to hate me.
That will make it easier.

“We've pulled this stunt before,”
she went on steadily, looking at Pat,
now. “Fred and I have. He thought
it up. The first time was only about
a week after' we were married. Ten
years ago. I was fifteen years old. I
lived on a farm in Kansas when I met
him, and we eloped a week later.

“I hated him as soon as I found out
what kind of man he was. But I
couldn’t go home. I had to do what
he wanted. He made me invite a man
up to my hotel room—and then he
came in and frightened the man and
made him pay a hundred dollars to be
let off.

I ran away from Fred the next day.
I could sing, and I started entertain-
ing in saloons to make a living. But
~ Fred found me. He needed me to
~help him blackmail people. He pulled
that same badger game on a couple
> (Continued On Page 104)

EXTRACTOR

21ee

ugly, offensive

embarrassing. They

clog pores, mar your

appearcance, invite

criticism. Now your

blackheads can be re-

moved in seconds, scien-
tifically, and easily, without
injuring or squeezing the &

skin, VACUTEX creates a

gentle vacuum around the

blackhead, cleans out hard-
toreach places in o jiffy. &6

Germ laden hands never touch

the skin, Simply place the direc-

tion finder over your blackhead,

: B e il S

. Tac
LN AR YRR &8 biackhead is ejected. VACUTEX
B4 does it all! Don't risk infection,
order today!

8 JUST 3 EASY STEPS
DAINTY

SAFE « SURE

& he;lidfh—then apply VACIghTKX. 3
&4 an en presto, chango, they're
FAST out.
, e 10 DAY TRIAL OFFER
A ; Don’t wait until embarrassing
. clriiilc;isrin makes you alct;( Don’t
3 P {4 risk losing out on popularity and
PL EA LV N, Bl success Decause of ugly, dirt- g
- B clogged pores, ACT NOW! Enjoy
o 5 g2 the thrill of having a clean gkin,
By free of pore-clogging, embarrass-
i ing blackheads. Try VACUTEX
B for 10 days. We guarantee it to
do all we claim. If you are not
& completely satisfled your $1.00
will be immediately refunded.

BALLCO PRODUCTS COMPANY, Dept. 2505
516 Fifth Avenue, New York 18, No\:pYork

g Ship 0. 0. D, I will pay postman, $1.
$1,00 will be refunded 1f 1’”;,3 ngf:!elii}xtg?iplm S

0O I prefer to enclose $1.00 now and save postage. (Same

B cusrantoo as above,)

NAME .....
ADDRESG 5 v eiiiiieirastonisnionsinn tesevneen PP
CITY & ZONE

103



YOU stikine erecishes

A Doctor’s Formula
For Easy ek Treatment
5 I‘.or_\ t Eyelashes

A ‘ d

J MORE ATTRACTIVE,

gives you such a feeling of glamour as long, silky lashes

t 8D .1:3 eyes, wboger welasheiAls tu%t your eym
more neW ea: method.

you do is rub LAS&QGRO gently along th’yed es of the lids

the brush that s with your kit. Do this untll the lashes r

the desired luxuriance. F' instructions and treatise e boluw

care with each order. 10 months’ supply, mclud(ng !‘adeef

postage, only $2.00 complete if remitfance anies order or

gga"i CN o‘ %oouu‘dz: :;mplol)) If not ullch ) your money
AVALON LANE CO. Dept DA-5
175 East Broadway ” " New York 2, N. Y.

Thls remarkably mystic- locklng simu-
lated root has heen valued by certain
Voodoos, Spiritualists and Mediums s&
a so-called

GOOD LUCK CHAR)
Many say that carrying this nlmullud
Salep Root curio on the person is a
great Helping Hand, and that it would
shake the jinx and make a person
lucky in money, health, games of chance, and romance.
Sold only as a Curio, Complete with filler of Attraction
Brand Incense and full information, only $1.20 gontpaid
.or C.0.D, plus postage. SATISFACTION GUAR.
or money back.

ASTURO CO., Dept. 6-AF
37 East 19th St.. New York 3, N. Y.

Do You Want the MAGIC FORMULA
for POWER? 1 ¢

Do you want to make Big Money? Do you
want the love of gnother? Do you want to win
in whatever you do? Do you want to be
envied, admired? Thousands of people have
learned to command this Power. Yon can do so
too! I have a sealed book for you—it tells you
the Secret in plain talk. Don‘t envy others who
enjoy all the good things in life. These things
can be yours. I personally GU. B
SATISFACTION or I will refund your mmey Send me your name,
address, and only $1.00 in full payment today—now! ~Power {s
waiting to work for you. GUIDANCE HOUSE. Dept. HK, Box 201,
Times Square Sfation, New York 18, New York,

CHEATED
You can new learn exactly how it’s done, Ten shots from
hand and dice box fully explained and illustrated. Write

now for particulars. E. Kennedy, 1730 Stewart Ave.,
Kansas City, EKansas.

Let uahe!p ou find real happiness. Join our oldteluble
club. 42 yuzs of depend S; gaxnl service, Corres
spondeats most everywhere. Many with means, seeking cone
genial mates. Proven results, Photos, descriptions free,

STANDARD CLUB, Box C-40, Gray Leke, Il
104

Double Action Western

(Centinued From Page 103)
of men for low stakes, and then he
figured out this scheme.”

Kitty paused to shrug her bare
shoulders. “He planned it very care-
fully, choosing a small town with a
crooked sheriff. We tried it first in
Montana and it worked. The man
thought he’d killed Fred, and paid
the sheriff a thous émd dollars to hush
it up. The sherift' kept two hundred
and gave Fred the rest.

“That was the first time,” she went
on tonelessly. “I’ve run away from
him three times, but Fred has always
found me. I was too good a meal
ticket for him to let me go.

“That’s enough so you’ll under-
stand how we worked it, Then I came
to Dutch Springs. And I met Sam
Evh(;{ had eight thousand dollars in the

ank.”

ITTY drew in a long breath and
looked up at Sam. “I’'d never
minded doing it an awful lot before,”
she confessed. “The other men were
always pretty terrible. It was their
fault for going after a woman the
way they went after me. They, at
least, deserved what they got. But
you were different.,” Her voice trem-
bled. “I never really knew a man like
you before. You didn’t think I was
bad just because I sang in a saloon,
You didn’t try to—act like other men
always had.

“I wrote Fred I wouldn’t do it to
you,” she went on fiercely. “I hope
yow’ll believe that, Sam. But he
laughed at me. He thought I'd gone
crazy. Then he accused me of hop-
ing to get all your money for my-
self—and he threatened to tell you
the truth about me unless I went on.

“I couldn’t stand for you to know,
Sam. I felt that anything would be
better. So when Jeth Purdue was
appointed sheriff, I wrote for him to
come on, And that's—the way it
was,” she ended faintly.

“The damn skunk!” Sam said an-
grily., “He had it comin’ no matter
how he got it, But you know dang
well I killed him. You can’t—"

“No, Sam. You didn’t,” Kitty in-

sisted wearily. “Everything went
just as we’d planned it till you pulled
(Continued On Page 106)
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(Continued From Page 104)
that knife. I knocked you out just
before you reached him.

“Then he lay down and I poured
blood on him and on your knife and
ran in for Ezra,” she went on stead-
ily. “I got him to carry you out, and
promised to see Mr. Purdue about fix-
ing it. I went downstairs and waited
for Mr. Pugdue to come. He was sup-
posed to be there at seven-thirty. But
he didn’t come and I began to get
worried. I slipped up te my roem to
see if everything was all right—and
there was Fred lying on the floor pre«
tending to be dead. With your knife
right beside him.”

She shuddered violently at the
memeory and wrung her hands to-
gether. “I don’t know what came
over me,” she whispered almost in-
audibly. “I saw that was my chance,
I've hated him for years.” Her voice
rang out strongly. “All at once I saw
how I could get away from him for-
ever without paying fer my crime.
You and Ezra thought you'd killed
him. Purdue was willing to cover it.

“I guess I went crazy for just a
minute. I picked up your knife and
stabbed him. It was easy. He hard-
ly moved at all. And—TI couldn’t pull
the knife out.”” Her voice rose hys-
terically, “It was as though his corpse
was still fighting me in death. It
wouldn’t come loose. I had to go off
and leave it there. I don’t know what
became of it.”

Pat cleared his throat. He said, “It
was stuck tight, I found it in him
just like you said when I first came
up here. I saw ’twas Sam’s knife an’
I pulled it out an’ hid it until I could
find out more about what happened.”

“Don’t look at me like  that,” Kitty
called out wretchedly to Sam. “I did
it because I loved you. Do you hear
me? Because I loved you. With him
dead, I thought—"

Sam cleared his throat loudly. He
stared down at her bowed head, then
sat on the bed beside her. He put his
arm about her bare, shaking shoulders
and said, “I don’t blame you, Kitty.
I don’t blame you none a-tall.”

“But I'm afraid the jury will,” said
Joe Deems harshly, “It’s not going
to make a very pretty story in court.”

(Continued On Page 168)
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(Continued From Page 106)

“That’s right,” Pat agreed mildly.
“Your part isn’t goin’ to sound very
pretty.”

Deems snorted, “My part?”

“Sure. You were in with ’em. They
needed you to help pretend to get rid
of the body an’ keep Sam an’ Ezra
fooled. Ralston told me all about
that,” he added.

Deems looked confused, but he
shrugged and said, “You’ll have a
hard time proving I had any part in
it. They’ll hang Kitty,” he ended
venomously.

“Why, no. I don’t reckon they will,
Deems.”

Sam and Kitty both looked up at
him with a start. Pat disregarded
them. “You know she didn’t do
nothin’ but stick a knife in a dead
man,” he told Deems quietly. “That’s
pot a hangin’ offense.”

“Into a dead man?” gasped Deems.

“Sure. That’s why the knife came
out so hard. Knives always stick
tight in a corpse. Seems like there’s
a suction or somethin’ that holds ’em.
Just like Miss Kitty noticed Wheh
she tried to pull it out.”

“You mean I did it, then?” Sam
leaped to his feet gladly.

“Not you, Sam. Joe Deems. He
killed Fred Ralston.”

EEMS laughed out loud. “Just
how do you figure that?”

“It’s the only way it does figure,”
Pat told him earnestly. He turned
to Kitty. “Didn’t you leave your
husband lyin’ on his back that first
time when he was playin’ dead?”

“YeS."

“That’s what Ezra said,” Pat grunt-
ed. “But he was lyin’ on his face
when you came back to the room. An’
he didn’t move when you stuck him.
He was already dead. Morgan, here,
told us he was stabbed twice. Once
in front an’ once in the back, Deems
had slipped in before you with the
same idea you had, Kitty. You’re not
any more a murderer than I am.”

Deems laughed again. “Why do
you think I'd do that?” -

“Because you loved Kitty,” Pat
told him harshly. “You were crazy
about her. You saw a good chance to

(Continued On Page 110)
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(Continued From Page 108)
get rid of her husband an’ lay the
blame on Sam. - Hell, ’twas a perfect
setup. You couldn’t pass it by.”

“You'd better have your head ex-
amined,” Joe Deems laughed.

“I admit it took me a long time to
see how ’twas, But that’s not all.
You killed Jeth, teo. When you
found out I had him locked up, you
got scared. You knew he’d break
down an’ tell everything if I ques=
tioned him. So you slipped out an’
shot him through the jail window
with a mate to that forty-five derrin-
ger I took off you while the shootin’
was goin’ on back of the bank.”

Deems snorted, “Try an’ prove it. "

“But you made a mistake when you
killed Ralston,” Pat went on gravely.-
“You found out afterward that Kitty
was really sweet on Sam. It hadn’t
done any good to kill her husband.
You'd just fixed it so she an’ Sam
could get married. That pretty near
drove you crazy. So, when you heard
Sam was comin’ back to ride the mail,
you decided to finish what you'd
started. You hired Mex Joe an’ Ben
Larkin to dry-gulch him on his ride.”

“Who says so?” 5

“Ben Larkin says so. I got him
locked up in jail right now. Where
you missed was by not killin’ him
too, Joe.”

Deems took a backward step and
showed them a stubby .45 derringer
in his hand, a mate to the one in Pat’s
pocket,

“I’'m going out that side door,” he
announced without a tremor in his
voice. “Anybody wants to eat lead—
try to stop me.”

He took another backward step, and
another toward the side doer.

Sam’s bady left the bed beside Kit-
ty as though it were driven by a cata-
pult. His shoulders struck the hotel
proprietor’s knees and they tumbled
to the floor together.

There was a muffled explosion as
they fell. Deems’ body went limp on
top of Sam.

Sam shoved the body off him and
looked at it wonderingly “Right
through the heart,”
awed voice,
gver',’

“Wlth his own derrm-

(Continued On Page 112)
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rn\ banlu hc penned teader notes to his
osephme And you will find some of those

@asterpieces of affection in this book! There

All you have to do to get this book for fres
‘trigl Is -mail the coupon with your name and
address. Don't send any money now. Just de
posit $1.98, plus o few conts posiage, with
the- letter- carrier when the book arrives. Toke
den full days 1o make.up your mind. Test the
lotter-writing *‘tricks” in the bock. See for
yourself how marvelously they con. help im-
prove your letters. If for any reason at all
you are no! completely satisfied, relurn the
book ond your money will be refunded,

ITRY IT

FOGR 10 DRAYVS

NG hNP‘LY :

’;J*ﬂr“"

¢ pooR
- eructions i thig.Po

!
rs true) == beob!
' azmgu:‘bul l“e '1'1 their ba":x'
Doty on wriles bas @ M
0 'e you learn Ibn lang

"‘Zuwu‘ the lum $

s
cbd

e way
“gts own.

s you

“0Y es.

ou

3 ast
3is

...,...u 51 peoplel
iD PUBLY
,u £, 17th St

7 stounde

€0., DoptiL
Now York 3, N. Y-

lor::“,”

:!y

111

Plelse send me for free trial

I

I will ply postman $1.98 plus postage charge

“How to Write Interesting Wm-me Let.
ters,

‘Write Interesting
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FREE lef&;

make it easy for you to ®ZZP thoughts of

love magically alive! |

This gives you only 2 hint of the valuable
information and instruction you will find in
this book. Numerous other subjects are <ove
ered — all to help you make your letters
sparkle with your inner feelings so. that yous,
loved one can. react the way you wantl J

ST OFSSIGHE OU T OF MIND 2

et
NOT 1£2YOU SENB . ;Ifff/{/lﬂ LF TTERS

AMAZING SECRETS OF PUTTING
“2¢k” INTO YOUR LETTERS

“magic touch and what a difference. it makc:
when your beloved receives a letter of this
¥ kind! Ges this book ar omcel Let ig b:lp
_¥ou keep thay love- lxghr bugning !

-

onLY ACTUAL Yneensoned LETTERS

OF WORLD’S GREAT LOVERS

are also the uncensored love fetters of Henry
VIII's Kathryn, Jane Welsh, the Brownings,
Madame de Stael and other lovers whme
umpassioned words Scorched pea and paper?

la Mluhlnu Co., Dopt.| LX-179
h $1., New Yerk 3,
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copy of
mcludmg my free copy of *'Wit aad

If ‘not satisfied 1 may return “How to
‘Wartime Letters’ and
will refund, my money, ‘Wu and
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We make FALSE TEETH for
you from your own impres-

sions in s’rlei accordance
with new U, §. law.
H e
60 DAYTRIAL i i) as

MONEY.BEACK GUARANTEE of 9’5
SATISFACTION protects you.

e Today for Frve
SEND NO MONEY Baokutasdllauna!

4. B. CLEVELAND DENTAL PLATE CO.

DEPT. 28-E4 EAST ST. LOUIS, ILLINOIS

28 With These Dice Instructions

Our complete and illustrated dice instrucs .
HO T in any=

)
Also gives i'ou Importm\t RULES for
81 percentage winnings.

only $1.00 cash or money order, Worth
many times their  cost. G;uslncuoan
(€.0.D.
orders not accepted.)

10 DRESSES $3.49

(Used Clothing)
In our opinion, these are the best dresses available at this
ilow price. When new, some of these dresses sold as
7 high as $12.95, Assorted coloss, Sizes up to 18 — 10 for
4 $3.49. Larger gizes 5 for $3.00. Seand 50c dopmdt. balance
C. 0. D. plus postage. Merchandise guaranteed Or pur-
chase price refunded, Rush your order now. Mention
size desired. 210 other clothing barn!ns for everybody.
3 {llastrated Catalog F

3 NATIONAL SALES CO.,, Depf AK
865 Sutter Ave. Brooklyn 12. N. Y.

Double Action Western

(Continued _I;‘rom Page 110)
Pat said, “That’ll save Powder Val-
ley a trial.”” He looked at Harold

‘Morgan, “I'd call it suicide—on ac-

count of him having already commit-

.| ted twe murders an’ us catchin’ up

with him,”

Morgan said, “Looks like su:cuie to
me.

Pat said qu1etly, “That leaves only
us four that knows anything about all
this. I don’t reckon anybody needs
to know anything more than that Joe
Deems killed Ralstoa an’ Jeth Pur-
due for reasons unknown an’ then
committed suicide. That the way you
see. it, Morgan?”

The rancher glanced behind him at
Sam and Kitty who were locked in a
tight embrace. He said soberly,
“That’s the way it looks to me, Pat.
And I don’t believe we’re needed Here
any longer.”

Pat looked behind him and chuck-
led. “It sure don’t look like it,” he
agreed. “In fact, I better be ridin’ to

tell Sally the news. Never did seea

woman like her for likin’ to fix up for
a_weddin’”

THE END

Another Powder
Valley Novel

POWDER
VALLEY
VENGEANCE

By Peter Field

Will Appear In the
June Issue of

REAL WESTERN




Herel new amazing mouth comfort without risking a single cent ., enjoy that leehng “of'
thaving your own teeth again. Its efficaciousness is attested to by hundreds of users who
enthusiastically praise Crown Plate Reliner . . . you, too, will join this happy army if you will
just try Crown once. Satisfy your desire for food . . . eat what you want . . . yes, comfortably
eat foods you have been deprived of such as steak, corn, apples, etc. Use Crown Plate Reliner
‘and again make eating a pleasure. Remember Crown Reliner tightens false teeth or' no cost.
Perfect for partials, lowers and uppers.

NOT A POWDER OR PASTE CROWN PLATE RELINER is easy to use.

Don't suffer embarrassment and discomfort caused by loose dentsl plutes. Apply CROWN RELINER. In 2z jiffy
your plute fits like new and stays that way up tq 4 months. No old-fushioned heating to burn your mouth, Just
squeeze CROWN from tube and put your tecth back in. They'll fit as snugly as ever. Inventor is a recognized
wuthority In dentul Hel1, A patent h:xs been applied for CROWN RELINER to prolect you from imitators. After
you reline your pl with CROWN, take your fulse teeth our for cleaning without aff N *

. RELINER, CROWN SLINER is guuranteed . . . it's harmless. NOT A POWDER OR PA
BURN OR IRRIT It not suiistied, even ufter 4 months, return partly used tuhe for full re(nml
#s 8 sclentific discovery that you use without fuss or bhother. Just squeeze it out of the tube ontd the plute and
An 3 jifty your plate will axain feel as tight and comfortable zs It did when It was new, Urder tnisy snd
enjoy this new oral comfort right away.

WHAT Uszas HERE'S OUR FREE OFFER!

3 ‘Lll:ml"",s“—.:lefwg‘:r wrltex: CROWN offers you a twa-way protection for your plates. Order CROWN
"My plates were xo bhad
futtled whea T talked, Now l CL

ir order CROWN DENTAL PPLATE
¢ wnd restores

e r REE with
TAL PLATE CLEANER s easy to v

RELINER und ree
NER. The 1

rnn__eal' -lc-ks,’ corn_on the that new freshness to your plates to help keep your mouth clesn and germ-
:’:’":‘ _"~,,‘W‘- ‘?‘~"'f }'p’““,“ free. CROWN CLEANER eliminates without brushing foods that collect in
o have found STown ¥ plate corners and crevices. Melps protect plates because no brushing s

Reliner all you claim for it . - ;
and- more.” | , . Many more necessary and therefore the danger of seratching is avoided. You will enjoy

attest to same excellent re- the feeling that your hreath is sweet and Is not *‘false-teeth offensive’. Order
sults. Reline your plates with | taday and xet your CROWN CLEANER FREE with the CROWN DENTAL
CROWN. 108" tusteless. s PLATE RELINER . .. remember you don't mk a single cent. You must be

i -
:hﬁn::‘1:;"7‘:1('(‘;;‘\‘%\}"!'("tr:'l,l‘.’\!'l!:';{ 100%  satishied, or your money back.

2B SEND NO MONEY

Try it for 4 months and then return it for
full refund if not satisfied. Order at once and
we will include FREE with your order a tube
of CROWN DENTAL PLATE CLEANER. <
You'll be delighted with both...and the »
CROWN CLEANER will make your mouth
e by feel refreshed. Rush coupon sending name and o z-
CROWN: PLATE : RELINER address. Pay’postman one dollar for combina- !Crown Plastic Co., ngpy,'3405
s tastelessand odoriess: tion plus postage, or send cash and we pay 4358 W. h|l°‘e|Ph|° Ave,]

: 2 postage, Act now and enjoy this new huhpine T ai

0 Step. No: § — e
. CLEAN WELL

CROWN PLASTIC CO., DEPT. 3405
4358 W. Philadelphia Ave., Detroit 4, Mich._ p
Nend your wonderful €¢‘rown Dentsl $late Reliner and
include the FREE Crown Dental €leaner. I will pay postman
one dollar plus postage on arrival, 10 1 am not satisted after
4 months. T may returp partly used tube for full refund,

O 1 am enclusing one dollar in full payment sume guarantee.)




Now YOU Can Lick Any
AUTO REPAIR JOB!

IN LESS TIME=WITH LESS WORK

MoTeR's New Auto REPAIR MANUAL Erams, gﬁv%mtgs dshow yon e
s actly o an

shows you how to serviceand 4,7, i1 Used by the U. S.
repair ANY part of ARY ear} Army, trade and technical
schools everywhere, thousands

Nﬂ auto repmtta%li: 'FRW g%“-f'g of auto servicemen.
when. you ve got MoToR's Now YOU—without eost—
REPAIR %AN?AL' YObU o Mo can see for yourself what a wone
PRIE- Bughitie oot S derbook MoToR’s Auto Repair
rear end—quickly, easily, right! Just Manual really is. TRY it—FREE
look up make, model, and the job ¢, 7 days! Learn first-hand how
in the auick index—and 2o to work! it can pay for itself the first few

Clear, Pictured Fac'b on Every Job
on Every Car Built Since 1935!
Nearly 200,000 service and repair facts

on all these makess:

Clear, illustrated instructions lead
1 times you use it.
you step by step.

To make such an amazing book American Ford Cldsmobila
possible, the engineer-editors of Bantom Groham Overicn
‘Lf)oT{()R dMaga.zing cf?llecltetd a’nd ﬁub’gm - :udson = :;xkav:i :

‘broke down™ 150 official factery X H - ustin upmobile erce
igop gvtzulnuals fot'_y?u, sptqtted all 7 Day Free Examination 2'.’,'5'?, - t:fg::'". = YAm".,w

e vital repair information you  Just mail coupon below—without e " outly
;leeg,N%)vle:-ataéled it 81% tog%ther m& money! When the postman g:ev'fe':. :_‘:::::: :::ﬁ“
bo % ndy, easy-to-understan; brings your book, pay him noth- COZS s Stodebaliod

R ing. First make it show you De Soto Mer:rry Terroplane

what it’s got! Unless you agree Dodge Naosh Willys

Over 600 pages; including 50 pages of car-
buretor text, charts, illustrations, covering

all models, Over 450 charts, tables: Tune-
up Chart; Valve Measurements; Compres-
sion Pressure; Torque Wrench Reading;

Starting Motor; Engine Clearances; Gene-
tch & e Specifications; Ftlgcnﬁ

No Other Manual Like it! this is the greatest ti'me-saver

This BIG beok—640 pages, 8)4x11 and work-saver you’ve ever
inches, bound in sturdy cover—  Been—return book in7 days and
pay nothing. Mail coupon to=

brings you mnearly 200,000 serv-
day! Address: MoToR Book

ice, wrepair, adjustment, replace-
ment, tune-up facts on every car Department, Desk Z77E, 672
1933 to 1942, 'More Madison Ave., New York 22, lgr?éolrvieg&rements eic.. Engines; Eloc
New York. Fuel, Cooling, Lubricatlng Systems; Trans-
; Front *Wheals;

built from

than 1000 cut-away photos, dia-
IR S T mlssxonsas?mvers
ebo.

Same FREE 7-Day Offer Applies on New Fmam :
MoToR’S TRUCK REPAIR MANUAL MAIL COUPON NOW. FOR 7-DAY- FREE TRIAL
§ MoToR BookDept., Desk77 . 572Madison Ave. NewYork22, N.Y.

Covers all types Gasoline Rush to me at once: (check b
MoToR’s AUTO REPAIR muwm. (Iormerelgﬂ :M:T?f’q

For mechanies, truck spe-
Engines; Diese s and Hessel-
Fuel Systems, Gover= Facto Shop Manual’’). If O.
’¥1 monthly for 4 months 8

cialists, service stations

jﬂ%et owx&g; Rgowéers EVERS?

ol 5! ruck made nors, Lubrication Systems

since 1936! 1400 pictures, 900 mllon Systems, Startcrs: {.’,",‘”ﬁ' S?,fl avment ($5.35 in 1).

pages, 300,000 facts. Used by enerators. Clutches, Traﬂs- book in 'z ays. (Feoreign price, r 'Ith da)’
e i i MoToR's TRUCK REPAIR mmun.. (Deser!bed at leﬂ;

I will remit $2 in 7 days, and

charses with

Armed Forces, Warranted to
contain every essential fact viders,
you nced to know. Sturdy Brakes, Steering, etc,
binding, size 814
Offered on same FREE ’7-
Day examination .as Aufo
Repair Manual. Check box
in coupon at right.

Transfer Lases,
lt?)ltb? b03x L l‘.h s 35¢ deliv
monthly for 3 months, plus 35¢
payment ($8.35 in all). Otherwise I wiil refurn book in %

' days. (Foreign price, remit $11 cash with order).

Age.

Name.
Address.
State.

City
SAVE 35¢! Check here if enclosing full payment sm
or money-order) WITH coupon. We pay 35¢ 1

Published by MoToR,

The Leading Automo= D

tive Business Magazine,
high costs. Same 7-day return privilege. >3]
Y CRE SR WS GRS B0y —-—- S

MoToR’s manuals assure
standards of repair work.
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NOW

the heart of Texas.

Here you have a
great volume which
contains famous
cowboy songs and
ountain  ballads

long with words

. d music. Imag-
le yourself sing-

i these when

lights are low or
on one of those
hilarious parties
when everyone
wants to sing. You
will be popular
because you know
them and you will
be happier when
you sing them.

Spoclal
50¢

Price

| famous ___|
OLD - TIME

When good fellows
get together, no
matter what tune
is the hit of the
day, sooner or later
they will all start
singing “Sweet
Adeline’’ and many
other famous tunes
in the American
way. This volume
includes dozens,
yes, hundreds of
the songs with
music you will
want to remember
and want to sing
again, Order your
copy while the
limited supply is
available at the

Special 50
C

Price of

SING+*

-

Now thrill others
the way you hav
been thrilled with
““The Shooting of
Dan McGrew,”’
‘“The Spell of the
Yukon,” ““The Face
on the Barroom
Floor” “Boots,
Boots, Boots,”” and
hundreds of other
Kipling poems,
along_with dozens
and dozens of fa-
mous recitations . .
now memorize these
truly American odes
andwatch your pop-
ularity increase with
your ability to en-
tertain your friends
of both sexes with
them, Limited sup-
ply available at

Special 50

Price of

.

r\* aud. MOUNTAIN

- BALLADS
WITH WORDS AND MUSIC

Now sing all the famous cowboy songs, old-time songs and enjoy
famous poems and recitations to your heart’s content.
are original mountain ballads with words and music . . . the
kind that our cowboys still sing out on the prairies and deep in
They're the songs our real he-men amuse
themselves with when alone, or to fascinate, attract and lure
cowgqirls to their hearts. These songs and recitations have lived

These

traditionally with Americans and
will live forever because they
still hold fascination and afford
wholesome fun and recreation.

The price of each of the above books is an amazing bar-
gain at 50c a copy. Order all 3 and enjoy still a further
saving, making one book free because the entire set of
3 costs you only $1.00. Rush coupon now. You take no
risk. If not satisfied after 5 days, return for full refund.

r-_-------------1

PICKWICK COMPANY, DEPT 905-A l
73 West 44th Street, New York 18, N. Y.
Send books checked below at once in plain wrapper.
| enclose $ (cash or money order)
f C. O. D. preferred, mark X in box and just I
mall coupon.
O Send all 3 books.
Send books checked:
O Famous Cowboy Songs and Mountain Ballads
O Famous Old-Time Songs
O Famous Poems and Recitations

NAME

STREET
CITY & LOMER L o0 bl shi i sesssesesans

additional for Canada

............................................

............................................



WHI 'I" PRIVATE DOCTOR

sso LML) S4GIL /

FOR THE FIRST TIME — DER FUEHRER'S INCREDIBLE,
SHOCKING INTIMACIES REVEALED BY

The Most Sensational Disclosures Ever Made Kurt Krueger, M. D.—An Ex-Nazi
About Any Person Dr. Krueger writes without passion or preju-
By -all normal, human standards—what a Rotten psycho- dice, with medical college frankness. de is
logical background this fiend-incarnate reveals, to his own ',1;’”‘, a Christian and an ‘‘Aryan’’ and was a
private physician who lived Hitler's own life through the & azi, till he realized the debasing purpose: . of
whole 15 years of Hitler's rise to power. And these con- 1@ ‘‘cult’’—for cult it reall, is.
fidential confessions, which explain Hitler’s inhuman ab- Upton Sinclair
errations, his madness for power, his hatred of the Jews, This famous American author says in a special
his vitriolic temper, his blood lust, his lust for sex abnor- introduction to this Dook: I take the lberty
malities, were madeé to give him a greater grip on himself of telling the critics and the book readers of
and on thv: enslaved, miserable ‘‘beneficiaries’’ under the my country that this volume is of great im-
‘‘new or £ portance to our times.’’

Dr. Krueger LIVED History — You READ It B e "
These terrible confessions, these ghastly self-revelations, Exialde ot Fitler, the man who' came § povet
vsere written into this astounding scientific, first-hand psy- . 1‘11 ler and was one of his most injimate
choanalysis of Hitler by Dr. Krueger, his own physician, g until lhcl P*‘ﬂir"’dx"iﬂcrs blood purge,
after he fled Germany to save himself from me hmcr Jrites mpecial “injroductiom Lo KRN LRoOKE mas

rge. And the book was written only in ealing his intimate knowledge of Hitler.
Enpe that widespread detailed knowledge of K. ARVID ENLIND, M.D. LT. COL. MED.
Hitler’s abysmal cruelties of body, mind, " .D., . .
and soul would incense the world enough ES., U. S. ARMY
to help PURGE Hitler. Insa Spe‘rlnll prelfucc to this book, says: -
i = a doctor, recognize the w!u-xmmnn describe

Every Patriot Will Read as_human. and as such understandable. s -

This Amazing Must Book THIS IS WHAT THIS SENSATIONAL
If you hate l-llmer anow.w 1]1]0 BOOK REVEALS

i language wi
::’;';.lqhienv:;(:rr(cv;':‘ffvs LAFTL“ Hitler and his Secret Disease Why Hltler Had
you have read ‘' Was Hit- N § 3 Frustration and Impotence No
ler’s Doctor.’”” It holds you o 2 AR The Patient’s Confession Blitz- Dreums and
breathless. It xc'l!rrn'st y:\u 0 Hitler’s Bestialism Nightmares
r o m astonishment " to Campaign Against Jews Attempted

- t to freezing
:R:,‘&“;L“J‘mck Fohaheatil Hitler and His Women Assassination

peatedly. For you see o / - H#‘Ierns Phnsoﬂ Days ,_'l"he| Suicl‘d‘e CDmp'lex
" 3 £ 1 e Roehm ess itler's Odyssey o
WHAT HITLER &/ . : ati e

TOLD DR. KRUEGER

Yes, through ﬂftoen
ears Hitler—the dia
Kollcal, intultlve

mental relief through
quchoanalysls, and to
Krueger, in man
man discussions,
he confessed his sex
love for his mother,
his venereal taint, his
derradnuon and mur-
der of his glamorous
young nlcce, his abnor-
mal relations with Cap-
tai Roehm and other
men—indeed most of these
authenticated revelations are
so affecting that they may
not even be mentioned in an
acvertisement. Now you, too,
for only $1.98, cam know as
much of Hitler as Dr. Krueger
does; and unders!.:md your news
found knowledre fully because of
the brilliant doctors lucid, scien-
tifie explanations.

DON’'T MISS THIS MOST IMPORTANT BOOK
OF THE WHOLE WAR —from the personal, confiden-
tial files of one of Europe’s eminent psychologists.

57
j s

Never Before—Such a

Literary Miracle

Imagine! Dr. Krueger had to
live tha subject matter of this
epoch-making book. His knowl-
edge made Hitler fear him and
hate him. He had to flee Ger- When the postman arrives with my

many to live, for he, too, was ¢ 0“’[‘]“ pay him $1.98 plus small postage and
on the purge list. So he dedi- ook for 10 Save mnderstand that I may mesd the

: book. for 10 davs and if I am etely
cates this literary miracle to the re- isfied I may return it for '"nn;ietmc:‘;npl L
clamation of the world, to the estab-

D Man %OA D. I will pay postman $1.98 pl\u few
lishment of the Four Freedoms. You I B
MUST read this book. Your family and B enc o sl 98-—mail postpaid.
friends should read it. Simply read the NAME ..
coupon—then send it, but no money—and ADDRESS

these supremely useful historical facts be-
come yours, < CITY. loacdts

10- Dcy Tﬂdl )
Biltmore Puhhshlgg Bo..

223 Pourth Ave., Dept.
New York 3, N. Y. it

Rush my copy of “I Was Hitler's Doctor.’*

teeccesccsces STATE .c0cecns
]
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