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with
fresh Eveready Batteries

W

“Wait till he throws down some more coconuts”

Ib‘ YOU FIND your dealer out of “Eveready”
flashlight batteries when you call—please
understand this: Most of those we’re now R R NINR KN, LARY;
LONGER.. .. Look for
the date line ——>

canon®
)

able to make go to the armed forces, lend-
lease and essential war industries.

| arioms

If you can’t say it with bombs—say it with bonds.
Buy those War Bonds every payday!

The word “Eveready” is a registered trade-mark of National Carbon Company, Inc.
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CREATES A SENSATION
WHEREVER YOU GO...
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A
'WONDERFUL
NECKTIE

an its magnifi :
and startling miracle of its glow in the dark, that
makes it the most unusual, strikingly unique tie
you've ever seen. Imagine its marvelous effect—its
actual protection in biackouts, or dimouts, for its
light can be seen at a distance. And now, through

T st Qg

YOU MUST SEE THIS MIRACLE YUURSI.F

SEND NO MONEY . . . MAIL COUPON . . . YEST AT OUR RISK
Make no mistake, this new Victory Necktie must not be con-
fused with any ordinary novelty tie, for by day you'll be vastly
proud of its fine material, its smartness—a high-class, distine-
tive tie in every way: Wrinkleproof ! Ties up perfectly! It's a
rich dark blue, and in a splendor of red and white, is the Victory
Code that glows in the dark. You would cxpect this wonderful
tie to be very expensive, but it won't cost you $5 nor even §2,
for under this special limited offer, it is yours for only 93¢.
Nor is that all. You send no money. You merely pay postman 98¢
Dlus postage. Then examine. See how beautiful. And if you're
ot eager to wear it, if you are not fully satisfied in every way,
all you need to do is return it under the manufacturer’s positive
assurance of money refunded. That's fair, isn't it? Don't wait.
Send for your Victory Necktie that glows in the dark NOW.

MAIL THIS COUPON!
& 0III.Y98¢
Everywhere you go, by day or night, your

1
Victory (also called Blackout) Necktie will at- |
tract attention, envy, and admiration. Imagine |

1

or give as treasure

rGLOW IN THE DARK NECKTIE CO. -=
215 N. Michigan Ave., Dept. 861, Chicago 1, Il

Rush me my Victory Necktie that glows in the l
dark. T will pay postman 98¢ plus postage with your |
positive assurance I will be delighted or return tie |
for full refund.

1¢ you want us to send you 3 Glowing Neckties
for $2.79 check here [

its beauty by day—the fighting man’s + * » —
“V” for Victory, in striking colors! And
at night the Victory Code in flaming beauty!
Wear this tie with pride—it’s smart, wrinkle- :
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i
I

-

proof—and holds its ~shape perfectly. A | N

superb bargain in quality, with the added |

sensational magic of glowing in the dark. j

Send for yours now! 1 City. Stats
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Know Radio

As well-paid technicians know it

's your opportunity to get a
'ood Joh in a busy fleld with a bright
Ppeacetime future! There is a shortage
today of trained Radio Technicians and Operators.
So mail the Coupon. Get my 64-page, IIIu\'tn\ted
book, “Win Rich Rewards in Radio” . It
i ibiy micy fasciasting: types of Banio Jobe
tells how N.R.L trains you at
how you get practical experience building and test-
ing Radio Circuits with 8IX BIG KITS OF RADIO
PARTS T send!

Big Demand Now For Well Trained
Radio Technicians, Operators

Keeping old Radios working is booming the Fadio
Repair business. Profits are large; after-the-war.
pects are bright too. k of the new boom

les and Servicing that’s coming when new Radios
lnm svailable — when requency Modulation and Elec-
moted — when Television starts its

Dostwar expansion !
Broageasting Stations, Aistion Tadie, Polico Tadio, Lou:
Sywems, Hadio Munufscturize alf ofer eood idos “sow
‘Qualiiéd Badio men — and ot of these flas Dave & D1y
Bactloy of business that has buil up during the war, piks oppor-
niics fo o e Helds opened by Sarcimo ereloomenis,

o ime again when
a'start In Radiof

Many Beginners Soon Make $5, $10
a Week EXTRA in Spare Time

day you enroll for my Courso T start sending you
uo\zv o SRSt Gt st o
Radios in sparo time while still learning.
X b il 2t Radio “piris
LEARN madio Londamentals from
Tessons—PRACTICE what you learn
galls — PROVE wiat' you 'learn B erating s oo the ¢
cuits you bula!

Find Out what N.R.l. Can Do For Yeu

Il be so easy 10 get

MAIL THE COUPON for my FREE 64-pago book. It's
packed with nml-l— x:(\mgln‘yuu mm knew about. opportunities i
o Sersioing, Aviaiio

.
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n.:i‘ To8™ Natisnat ‘Ridio” 1hitute, Washington 9, b .

Our 30th Year of Training Men for Success in Radio

My Radio Course Includes.
TELEVISION + ELECTRONICS &
FREQUENCY. MODULATION

1 Will Train You at Home
for Success in RADIO!

o
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MAILTHIS NOW |
64 PAGE-300K

. SMITH, President, Dept. 4J09,
Naﬁencl Radio Institute, Washington 9, D. C.

N without obligation, your G4-pago
§ bok: “Win Rich Rewsrds in Badie” (No saleman
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A Department for Readers Conducted by FOGHORN CLANCY

America’s Most Famous Rodeo Expert and Handicapper

1, WADDIES, let’s gather around in

the old Bunkhouse once more and spin

a few yarns of the West, that section of our

country where the cowboys’ bunkhouses orig-
inated.

If you remember at our last Bunkhouse
meeting we took an imaginary trip to Okla-
homa and met Adjutant General Frank M.
Canton, along with Ben Cravens and a num-
ber of Oklahoma outlaws, and we may take
another trip to the same state this time, and
the reason for this trip is a motion picture I
saw a short time ago which was supposed to
depict early days of a part of that state. It
was a swell picture, a dandy story, but so in-
accurate in some details that I went to see it
the second time just to check on it and pick

- out the discrepancies.
The picture depicted the opening of the
Cherokee Strip on April 2znd, 1889, and
showed great hordes of people on foot and in
every conceivable conveyance of that time
racing to the interior of what is now Okla-
homa, each one of course eager to beat the
others and stake out a claim, as the land was
free to those who staked their claims first.
at part of the picture was a swell repro-

duction of the actual land rush, and while I
was a little too young to be in that rush I
have a very good mental picture of it, as the
m-n had mon: to do with that *89ers land
o anyone else, the late Ma]or

Gordon W. L:lhe (Pawnee Bill) and I staged
a reproduction of that run on the state capitol
;rmmds at Oklahoma City, April 22nd, 1926,
in conjunction with the "89ers Annual Cele-

on.
The Boomers

Major Lillie was the man who helped hold
in check near the Kansas-Oklahoma line a
laxge portion of the great horde of people

“Boomers” who were awaiting the
ﬁrhg of the gun at mgh noon on April 22nd,
1399, for the start of run.

In the picture, hawever, ‘Tulsa, or that sec-
tion of country that is now adjacent to the
oik metropolis, is shown as destina-
tion of the principals in the drama, while as
& matter of fact the run was made to a sec-
tion further west, to that section of country

Wior flonptont

where Oklahoma City and Guthrie are now
located.

In one scene of the picture there was
a great rambling wooden structure, and on
the front of the b building a buge sign “Saloon,”
while as a matter of fact there was a federzl
law prohibiting the possession or
toxicating liquors in that section of the Terri-
tory and on any of the Indian reservations.

years ai fter the opening of the

Ch:rnkee Stnp or the ’89ers land armed

ards very often searched the trains as they

entered the Territory, and if they came across

any grip or package that to them looked as

though it might contain alcoholic beverages,
they simply o] gened it to see for themse!

Men who brought liquor into the Terri-
tory in grips on the train almost always sat
their grips down in one part of the train and
took seats in another, znd then if the law
opened the grips and found the contraband,
the owner of the grip just lost the grip a and
its contents and never acknowledged that it
was his property.

Pioneer Days

There was plenty of lawlessness shown
the picture, and this part the director did not
have to overdo, because there were plenty of
badmen in that section of the country in those
early days of what is now a great and pros-
perous state,

Oklahoma in the early days was what might
be termed a melting pot of many classes
and creeds. Some of the range country in
Texas had been settled and the Texas coun-
try’s cowmen had drifted north with their
cattle, ranging over the Panhandle and into

Indian Territory, leasing hundreds of sec-
tions of grazing lands from the Indians for
practically nothing. They were nearer the
cattle markets, the Indians were not molest-
ing them seriously and the cattle business
was _thriving.

These cattlemen believed that the country
was and should always be kept strictly a cat-
tle_country. They were very much against
such a great cattle country being cut up into
farms.

(Continued on page 8)
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© You See
© You Play

It’s easy as A-B-C!

Yet it's from that stirring favorite of the South, "'Dixle"
N

ho utes you find
Yourself playing the famous %

Thousands learn to pla their favorite instruments

this quick, easy way

EARNING music this “Print snd-Picture” way is

{uat as ensy g it sounds. YOU ... YOUSEE
YOO BLAT 'Yer,'you oara 1o Dlay b7 ‘playony real
the start. As you start to play, you
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winded explanations to bale )on
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home.  Learn ~inger Printing, Firearms
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THE BUNKHOUSE

(Continued from page 6)

Like, the old saying, “Maay men of many

minds,” there were now many m
Shiracters il shngen wers mom oAy iy e
Iot of carefree spirits assembled from many
parts of the world, from widely diversified
strata of society and from various previous
of them came to the new

of Jdeptitcation employ students and craduates
. “A. 8. You, too, el o ) &

Seopinaible crimme deaction iob with $001 pay #nd
stendy employment, But don't delay—get the de-
tails now. Let me show you how casfly and com-
pletely T can prepare you for this fascinating work,

Tome. You may pay
Now... Be sure to

BB BOOK

&8 ou learn. Write today . OF " CRIME™

INSTITUTE oF APPLIED SCIENCE

1920 Sunnyside Ave. +_Chicago 40, Iil.
=155 GRAY HAIR

or your money back

Send no meney. Send
n.m“nd"fﬁd.:s'; Wewill
W

mprovement after 50
imaoe s ind Full e Yt oL s
of Beutalure at our expense.

BEUTAI.URE, Ine Vinese Siere

countey because their new associates would
not be too curious about their past lives or
their former names; some came
from secret sorrows to become mclandmly:
silent brooders among their livelier friends:
some came for sheer love of wild nature or
adventure; some were already there because
they had grown up with the land and were
a natural part of it.

Rebellious Hombres

Their environment developed them as in-
dividuals in an unorganized social group. For
lack of social organization, they, as indi-
viduals, solved their problems %mckly and
without compunction, often with flaming six-
guns delivering death most carelessly.

On the whole they were much like a lot of
wild, spoiled boys. 'y worked hard, fought
bitterly, and played intensely. Few of them
had the inherent qualities that make ou!laws
and criminals, but many o( them became out-

idance” NOW1
AHER!CAN EXTENSION SCHOOL OF LAW
‘646 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago |1, Il

ETEC‘I‘IVES

laws an was
more o loss. forced-mpon them, cpmpelliag
them to adapt themselves to a routine of ex-
istence which they detested, to conventional
(Continued on page 75)
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Accident Disability Benefits
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Disability benefits start the very first day, no wait-
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ACT TODAY! TOMORROW MAY BE TOO LATE!

SICKNESS BENEFITS
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HOSPITAL EXPENSES
for Sickness or Accident, in-
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{00003
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required! No red tape! Policy issued
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[m.sorry
I invenfed
the pocket!

F I HAD KNOWN that some Americans
would be using pockets to hold all the

extra money they’re making these days, I
never would have invented them.

Pockets are good places to keep hands
warm.

Pockets are good places to hold keys . . .
and X h: for carf: d

But pockets are no place for any kind
of money except actual expense money
these days.

The place—the only place—for money
above living expenses is in War Bonds.

Bonds buy bullets for soldiers.

Bonds buy security for your old age.

Bonds buy education for your kids.

Bonds buy things you'll need later—that
you can’t buy now.

Bonds buy peace of mind—knowing that
your money is in the fight.

Reach into the pocket I invented. Take
out all that extra cash. Invest it in interest-
bearing War Bonds.

You’ll make me very happy if you do.

You’ll be happy too.

"WAR BONS o o and o ol

The Treasury Department acknowledges with appreciation
the publication of this message by

THE PUBLISHERS OF THIS MAGAZINE

Thia is an oficial U.S. Treasury adyertisement—propared under auspioes of Treasury Departasent
‘ar Advertising Council



Ay ‘ ‘ The #hree riders fore on @s the men from the river
3 kept charging (CHAPTER M)

SIERRA GOLD

By TOM CURRY

The Rio Kid rides with guns flaming in a roaring battle
against swindling sidewinders who plague honest settlers!

CHAPTER I flour sack which the road-agent wore over his
Black Bart head as a mask. The shapeless sack made the
bandit appear huge in the vision of his fright-

HE deep, hollow voice in which the ened victims. The ordinary liven duster cov-
order came startled the stagecoach ering his legs to the boot tops, and other com-
driver and the passengers riding in- mon gear seemed extraordinary in that fever-
side. ish moment.

“Throw down the box!” “Black Bart!” shouted the driver.
The horses shied, snorting in alamm as a  With a convulsive movement, he kicked the
sinister figure stepped into the road. express box into the rosd. It had been riding

The eyes of the double-barreled shotgun under his long legs, doubled up on the high
were no more terrifying than the slits in the seat atop the Concord stage. A devilmay-

A COMPLETE CAPTAIN BOB PRYOR NOVEL

1




Frontier Rifles Sing a Song of Hate

care ribbon-twister as a rule, that driver
called Marty felt his throat grow constricted
and dry as he realized who had him covered.

White faces showed, unmoving, in the win-
dows of the stage-coach. Everybody had heard
of the terrible Black Bart, who loomed a
giant in the imaginations of men. Elusive,
mysterious, Black Bart struck as he pleased
in central and northern California.

Seeing a pretty girl among those looking
out, the robber politely bowed from the
waist, the flour sack rustling.

“Do not be alarmed, miss,” he said. “I
won’t harm you” To Marty he said, “Dnver,
get down and turn the horses loose.”

ere was no idea of disobedience in
Marty’s shocked mind. Black Bart’s reputation
made it impossible for him to attempt fight.
Quickly the stage driver unhitched the skit-
tery horses. As soon as they felt the traces
loosened they bolted, ripping the reins from
Marty’s hands, and ran madly down the rocky
road of the mountain pass, disappearing quick-
ly around the turn.

‘The bandit with the flour sack with its
sinister eye slits covering his head and shoul-
ders, seized the express box. It was marked
“Wells-Fargo Express Co.” in black printed
letters on the front. It was heavy with gold

_from the placer mines of the northern Slerra:

. With his booty, Black Bart backed off and
disappeared into the manzanita at the side
of the pass, fading through the camouflaged
gap as suddenly as he had come. Somewhere

. Dear was his horse, and the stage was stranded.

driver stood as still as a statue, star-
ing at the wall of brownish-green bush.
Right there little else but bush could be seen,
save the strip of sunny blue sky above, tke
reddish sides of the cut and some big boulders
flanking the winding road.

The stage-coach door opened and a man
with a heavy body clad in a traveler's gray
duster burst from the vehicle. A felt hat with
a curved brim was cocked on his thick brown
hair. A whitish, slanting scar on his upper lip
was half hidden in the bristling mustache. His
jowels bulged, and he pulled in his chin, evi-
dently a habit when angry or excited. His
dark-brown eyes flashed, and in = strong,
blunt-fingered hand he gripped a big Colt’s
revolver, the hammer held back by a thick
thumb.

. “After him, driver!” he roared, a harsh note
to his bass voice. “Are you a yellow-bellied
coward?”
Marty saiffed, and turned, the spell broken.
“That was Black Bart, mister! If yuh're so
all-fired tough why didn’t yuh let him have it
when he was takin’ the box?"

12

“Shucks, I would have, but I expected he’d
step back closer to rob the passengers.”

“Black Bart don’t trouble the passengers,”
snapped Marty. “It's the box he’s after.”

“Be careful, Mr. Kedwin,” called a girl,
whose anxious face was at the window. “That
robber may not have gone far” And she said
to someone else. “Please, Father! Stay in-
side. I'm afraid you may be hurt.”

“No, no, Edith, my dear,” came a man’s
voice from inside. “I'll just get out and stretch.”

There were four rs in the stage-
coach, and now all of them got out, for they
were stranded, without the horses. Fred Ked-
win, the belligerent, heavy fellow, smmd
through the bush, gun in hand, as though to
pursue Black Bart. A thinner, slighter man
with a drooping left eyelid, black hair nnd .
sallow, daxk-complemaned face, trails
him. He was “Smoky” Lownes, Kedwin’s Oom-

panion.

The father of the girl who had been called
Edith—Colonel Timothy Thorpe—stretched
himself as he stood in the rocky road. He
wore a blue suit with a swallowtail coat, and
fine black boots. He was a splendid-looking
man of about fifty, with white hair and goatee.
His eves were clear, but open and frank. His
Very bearing gave the impression of an hon-
est, fine personality. His white stock came
high up on his throat, and covered the V made
by the neck of his frock coat. His voice was
cultured, when he spoke with his Southern
accent, and his erect carriage showed his mili-
tary training.

Edith, his daughter, was slim and young.
Thick, dark hair was piled high on her head,
and her dark eyes were large and long-lashed.

She took her father’s arm, and kept close
to him, as though to guard and be guar
Her manner and her anxious glances into the
colonel face showed her deep affection for
him, and it was fully returned in kind.

Edith Thorpe had, in fact, been her father’s
constant companion and only comfort in life
since the colonel's wife, Edith’s mother, had
died during the Civil War, still new in the
minds and hearts of men and women. Mrs.
‘Thorpe had died of heartbreak when Edith’s
brother had been killed fighting for the Con«
federacy at Gettysburg.

‘The colcnel himself had been wounded at
Bull Run, but that hurt had been mild com-
pared with his anguish at the loss of wife and
son. Now Edith was everything in life to him,
as he was to her. She gloried in the strength
he had found to stifle his grief and carry on,
and would follow him wherever he might lead,
as she was doing now. For father and daugh-
ter had come to California, the new land of
promise, to start a new life.



When Crooked Operators Stalk the Range!

To that end, Colonel Thorpe, who had lost
his plantation in Georgia, his wealth, had
liquidated what little he had left and taken
this long trek, hoping at least for peace—and
what happiness there might be left in life.

Fred Kedwin and his friend Lownes did not
pursue Black Bart for long. Edith and her
father heard the crackling of the dry man-
zanita, still brown after the winter and just
starting to show a few green shoots in the

spring, and presently the burly Kedwin
and his companion appeared. Kedwin brushed

BOB PRYOR

:lmpnz leaves and sticks from his fine trou-
, fitting tight about his thick calves.

“Ha: gone,” he said shortly. “No sign of
him. There are too many thorns in there to
keep on looking.”

Marty, the driver, grinned. “I reckon yuh
didn’t run foo fast tryin’ to catch up with
Black Bart,” he drawled dryly. “Oh, weil, 'm
goin’ after the hosses.”

“PIl report you for cowardice, driver!”
snapped Kedwin.

'ARTY shifted his tobacco cud from one

leathery cheek to the other, staring at
Kedwin. Then he grinned again, turned, and
trudged around the rock bluff which jutted at
the turn.

“We might as well take it easy, ;enﬁem:ﬂ.
remarked Colonel Thorpe, as his
daughter sat down on a flat rock at ﬂ‘le side
of the road. “I reckon it'1l be some time be-
fore we continue our journey.” His musical
voice was pleasingly mellow. Any words
‘would have sounded well, uttered in the softly-
slurred cadence that was the mark of the high-
born Southerner.

“It's irritating!” exclaimed Kedwin, impa-
tiently. “We’re only an hour or two frem the
mine, Colonel. I wanted to show it to you

”{. &7
" A

before dark today. I have so many important
matters on my hands just now that delay up-
sets me. For one thing, I've got to be back in
San Francisco by Thursday, to keep an ap-
pointment with Governor Stanford.”

“I's a shame, sub.” Thorpe nodded. “
we can’t help it.”

An hour passed, and still Marty did not
return with the runaway horses. The sun was
warm yet, but it was dropping in the sky.

“Why doesn’t that fool driver come back?”
fumed Kedwin, who had been smoking in-
numerable cigarettes, waiting for the horses
to be brought back.

‘Then the wind brought them the clopclop
of horses’ hoofs on the stony road. Kedwin
and Lownes moved in the du'emon of the



sound, to where they could see a section of
the back trail along which the stage had come.
A trio of riders stirred up the reddish dust as
they came into sight.

From where they stood they could view the
brown blanket ‘of Sierras that was turning to
fresh green, although spring still was young.
Poplars, willows, oal and “toyon
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gray coat, and with the black stripe down the
spine that marked the animal as one of “the
breed that never dies.” The dun had stamina,
too—that was plain—since he showed far less
fst]g\.lz than the other two mounts after pull-
ing up the steep grade.

“Good day, my man,” said Kedwin, conde-
“You've come just in time to help

with bright red berries from the past season
covered the hills. For mile on mile the wild
mountains rose against the horizon, and in
them were a thousand places to offer haven to
Black Bart or any man who wished to hide.
East and southeast reared white-capped peaks
of the mighty Sierra Nevada, most perfect and
magnificent of American ranges. The cool air
was aromatic and bracing.

Kedwin's booted feet were spread and he
kept a hand in his pocket on the hidden gun
there as he watched the approaching riders.

“Tough-lookin’ hombres, Boss,” murmured
Smoky Lownes, his drooping eyelid fluttering.

Kedwin glanced quickly around and satis-
fied himself that Colonel Thorpe and Edith
were far enough away not to overhear what
was said.

“What of it,” Kedwin said to Lownes. “An
encounter with a few more tough hombres
won'’t affect our deal with the old goat. I want
to get on, though. Ive got him in just the
right frame of mind right now.

“He ain’t got but a few thousand of his
_own,” reminded Lownes,

“His friends back where he came from have
plenty, put together. And Thorpe'll sell the
mine to them, once he’s hooked. I need big
money.”

“S’pose Thorpe and his friends get mad at
us?”

Kedwin shrugged. “Zaldini has twenty fight-
ing men to take care of that. Once the deal’s
consummated, Thorpelll be blamed by his
friends. And they won't have a leg to stand
on as far as we're concerned. If they attack

us—well, we'll be ready to defend ourselves,”
Then he said, “Quiet, now!
‘Thorpe.”

Here comes

CHAPTER II
Riders of the Sierra

stranded  stage-

voice, but this time it
was the drawling voice
of the leader of the three
horsemen who reined in
where they stood in the
road.

“Howdy, ma'am—and
howdy to you, gents!”

The rider who spoke
gave a military salute
and a smile to the pas-
sengers as he brought up his snorting dun. It
was a long-legged mount he rode, one with a

us out. We were held up by Black Bart, the
notorious robber, and we’ve lost our horses.
Tl give you twenty-five dollars for the loan
of yours to Stirling. Just,hitch two o( 'em up.
Yours will do, and that yellow cayuse.”

The leader of the trio of riders blinked, sur
prised for a moment at Kedwin’s breezy assur-
ance. His quick, blue-eyed glance sought the
deep-set eyes of one of his riding mates, a
tall, rangy fellow with a flowing, tawny mus-
tache, and whose expression never changed as
he sat his black mustang.

‘The blue-eyed man cleared his throat, and
his voice was softly drawling as he replied:

“Suh, I'm Bob Pryor, mostly called the Rio
Kid. This is my friend, Wyatt Earp, and the
hombre over there on what yuh call the yellow
cayuse is my trail pardner, Celestino Mireles.
We’'re strangers in these parts ourselves, and
would like to help other strangers out. But 1
don’t reckon yuh'd like our hosses hitched to
yore stage.”

“Why not?” snapped Kedwin. “We're in a
hurry, and want to get on. I'll pay you for
them.”

“These mustangs won’t stand for traces and
somethin’ bangin’ behind ’em,” explained the
Rio Kid, “It would be yore last ride.”

He smiled, an infectious smile, and Edith
Thorpe and her father smiled back at the
handsome rider, Something in this Rio Kid's
bearing told the colonel that the man was a
product of military training, in all probability
had been an officer—and he was right, al-
though Captain Bob Pryor had looked into
the mouths of flaming cannons on the opposite
side of the conilict in which Colonel Thorpe
had seen service—and lost so much.

Though born on the Rio Grande, the Rio
Kid had enlisted i be-
ginning of the Civil War.
passioned in his determination to fight bitterly
to keep the Union intact. He had fought under -
Custer and Sheridan, as a cavalry officer, and
had made an enviable record. But at the end
of the war he had found himself wprooted
from all that had been familiar to him, and he
had become one of those restless men who
rode the wild trails of the West in search of
excitement.

The Frontier towns knew him, knew his
daring, and knew well he could be depended
on to fight still—now for the bewildered and
oppressed wherever he found them.

In his devil-may-care blue eyes was reckless
courage and strength. He had a straight nose,
crisp chegtnut hair, and his smooth bronzed
cheeks glowed with health from his outdoor
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life. Broad at the shoulders, tapering to a
fighting man’s waist, and with a powerful chest,
the Rio Kid was the ideal height and weight
for a cavalryman.

He wore a dark cavalry Stetson, a Union-
blue jacket, and a three-inch-wide black leather
belt supported the two Colts he carried in
sight. Two more were hidden in shoulder hol-
sters. From his silver spurs, his shining black
soldier boots and whipcord breeches, to the
top of his hat, the Rio Kid was the picture of
neatness. Life in the Army and an inherent
passion for order were training that kept him
surprisingly well-groomed and trim, even on
the road.

Bob Pryor was young to be a veteran of the
Civil War. But he had fought through it all.
He, too, had been at but he.had
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The Rio Kid dismounted. “I'll shore do all
I can and so’ll the boys,” he promised. “Mebbe
there’s a ranch near here where we could pick
up some hosses, in case the driver don't find
the ones yuh had.”

Wyatt Earp also dismounted, to stretch his
long-legs. He was six feet tall, broad of shoul-
ders, rangy. His thick, tawny hair matched his
mustache, and his blue eyes were deep-set. He
wore leather pants and a brown shirt and
jacket. A single Colt’s six-shooter rode in a
pleated open holster at his bony hip.

he other of the trio of riders, Celestino
Mireles, was a young Mexican. His slim body
was clad in characteristic velvet gam His
tight-fitting trousers were with con-
chux, and. he wore a high-peaked sombrero.

come through it alive, as he had through other
big battles. Having been a captain of cavalry,
it was not strange that another fighting man,
Colonel Thorpe, should have recognized an air
of command about the Rio Kid, and in his

voice.

Saber, the horse he rode, was a veteran of
the war, also, though that was not so evident
at first glance. Saber was not prepossessing
in appearance, but he was the fastest mustang
the Rio Kid had ever known. His fiery temper
had been of value in battle, but now that bat-
tles with cannon were over, he had never be-
come mild, especially with strangers. Saber

_did not like strangers, and he proved that now
as he bared his teeth, threatening Kedwin
‘when the bulky man stepped too close.

“Keep that brute under control, you!”
shoutedxedwm

“Yuh see?” drawled the Rio Kid. “It’s like
I told yuh.

“Hed turn amund and bite yore leg off if

I hitched him up.”

ECRETLY he was amused at the burly

man’s pomposity. He kept a rather grave
face, however—until he looked again at the
girl, who was watching him. Then he smiled.
She was beautiful, all right, and he felt his
heart leap as he looked at her.

Her red lips parted and for an instant she
and the Rio Kid gazed straight into each
other’s eyes. The admiration in the Rio Kid's
glance was so plain that Edith lowered her
long-lashed lids.

Colonel Thorpe stepped forward.

“Happy to know you, suh,” he said cordially.
“I am Colonel Timothy Thorpe, recently of
the C.S.A. My daughter; Edith. These gen-
tlemen are Major Fred Kedwin and Mr. Dan
Lownes. We were traveling together to see a
mine of Major Kedwin's—I am hunting for a
profitable investment the major said he might
offer me—when we were held up by the rob-
ber, Black Bart, as Kedwin has told you. Could
you help us, do you think?” Thorpe’s soft
voice was politely persuasive.

“I wish you would.” said Edith.

adorned his proud, dark face with
its hawklike, patrician nose. He was the Rio
Kid’s constant trail-mate, and together they
had ridden the Western trails ever since Pryor
had snatched Mireles from death in Old Mex-
ico, when the young Mexican had thrown in
his lot with his rescuer, whom he chose to
call “My General.”

Glancing now nnd then at Edith Thorpe, the
Rio Kid thought that never had he seen a
girl who appealed to him as she did, nor one
whose voice was so alluring.

He did not care for Kedwin especially, for
the burly major had spoken to him as though
to an inferior, and men like the Rio Kid and
Wyatt Earp were quick to take offense.
were gunfighters, and free as the air they
breathed. Usually they made their own law,
living by a code of ethics that was rough, but
decent, and neither considered any man his
superior.

‘The Rio Kid was puzzling over what could
be done for these stranded passengers when
Marty, the stage driver, trudged to the brink
of the rise and sang out to them.

“Them allfired cussed hosses—’scuse me,
ma’am—are gone to blazes—’scuse me, ma’am
—and further!”

“My friends and I will ride on and pick up
hosses at the nearest place, Colonel Thorpe,”
said the Rio Kid. “Just a while ago I saw
some smoke beyond here, in the valley. A
ranch, I reckon. Come on,

He saluted, smiled at Edith, and hit leather.
He, Earp, and Mireles galloped to the brow of
the rise and through the gap where Black Bart
had held up the stage.

“S'pose we cut down the slope, boys?” sug-
gested the Rio Kid. “We can make it, and that
smoke is a lot closer that way.”

A wave of his arm indicated the plume of
wood smoke in the clear air. They could see
the silver ribbon of a little river in the valley,
and while there were some black ravines on
either side, the way looked passable for horses.

Taking the lead, the Rio Kid broke through
the manzanita and snaked down a rocky slope.
He soon cut a narrow trail where his quick eye
picked up fresh hoof treads.
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“Say!” he remarked.
Bart come this way!”

“Pd like to come up with that sldewmder,
fair and square,” observed Wyatt Earp.

“Me, too, Wyatt.”

‘That was a natural desire on the part of
both men. Earp was a law officer, and the Rio
Kid had had a crack at hunting down robbers
and killers himself on occasion.

“Ees a box zere,” said Celestino suddenly,
pointing to the side of the trail.

They drew up, and Pryor dismounted, star-
ing down at the smashed Wells-Fargo box.
Some papers remained in it, but the gold bags
were gone.

Black Bart had left the old axe with
which he had smashed open the strong-
box. Pinned to the chest was a way-bill. Curi-
ously, the Rio Kid picked it up, for somethmg
had been written on it. He began to grin,
dryly, as he read the verse printed in pencil:

I’ve labored long and hard for bread,

For honor and for riches.

But on my corns too long you 've trod,

You fine haired sons-of-witches

Wyatt Earp laughed. “That’s a good onel A
poetic road-agent!”

“Yeah. But we better move on. Them
stranded folks are in a hurry. That young lady
has beautiful eyes, hasn't she?”

“Hear that gunfire?” broke in Earp.
right ahead!”

“I wonder ‘if Black

“It’s

'Y swung on toward the ranch. Rifle

and pistols were banging in the hills,

just over the next rise, screened by manzanita.

The Rio Kid felt the quickening of his blood

and Saber, his dun war-horse, snorted in excite-

ment and spurted forward. That battle-trained

animal enjoyed a scrap as much as his rider
did.

“Say, mebbe Black Bart run into some
trouble'at that!” exclaimed Pryor, toppiog the

Ha was looking down over the river valley
where he could see some running cattle near
the silver stream which watered the beautiful,
wide range. A dozen riders were driving sev-
eral steers before them, and four other men
who had caught them rustling were trying to
check them.

‘The Rio Kid took all this in at a glance.

“Looks like that gang was runnin’ off some
cows and got caught in the act!” he shouted
to Mireles and Earp.

Even as he spoke, the Rio Kid saw other
riders moving swiftly in through broken bush.
A line of horsemen was snaking up to the rear
of the defenders while the main bunch kept
the cowmen busy. They were moving behind
a low spur which hid them from the punchers
‘who were trying to stop the rustling. Within a
few minutes they would reach the point where
they could riddle the already badly outnum-
bered, but fighting cowmen.

CHAPTER IO
Square V'

'OHNNY VALE'S face was
red with anger as he
worked his short-bar-
reled carbine. He was
seeking to save his cat-

since he had only three

the
Square V.

One of theln, “Shorty”
Manners, on Vale’s right,
was a stocky, brave young fellow who had
been with him for two years. others
were “Red” Phillips and Ben Agnes, trusted
employes

“Give ‘em thunder, boys!” Jobnny shouted.

“That’s the gang that’s been stealin’ our beefs
the past week!”

They were up above the creek bottoms, and
had some cover from rocks on the hillside. In-
tent on the dozen shooting from the creek,
Vale and his men did not see the eight riders
creeping in from their rear, getting closer and
closer.

The red lights flamed brighter in Johnny
Vale's dark eyes as he battled the rustlers. He
wns a fighting man, though just turned twenty-

ve—a strong, powerful, big-bodied young
fellow in a blue shirt, fancy vest, leather chaps,
expensive half-boots with silver spurs, and a
fawn-colored Stetson. His hair was thick and
black, and his jaw strong and determined.

The horse he rode bore a Square V brand,
as did the mustangs of his cowhoys. ‘The ranch
belonged to him. It was mot a big outfit in
comparison to some spreads, but he made a
good living from it, and he loved the life, and
would die in defense of his own.

“Watch yore left!”

Over the crackling of guns, Vale caught that
stentorian voice, from his rear. He whirl
his bronc, and a bullet shrieked past his ear,
not an mch from him. His movement had
saved hi

Vale glu-npeed the huge rider in black togs
—he had seen that fellow before, at a distance
—who had just fired on him from the low
cross ridge, a fault running up from the river.
He had an impression of a dark-skinned face,
gleaming big white teeth, and flaming eyes.
Then he saw that more men had sneaked
around him and his boys to destroy them.

“Down, boys!” he bawl

Shorty cursed, and sagged from his saddle.
A slug had taken him in the right shoulder
and blood spurted from the wound.

ridge, try
The donen rustlers at the creek whooped it up
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in triumph, and started to charge the slope to
cut Vale off. Vale’s mustang suddenly jumped,
and sank to earth.

And it was at this moment, when Johnny
Vale thought he was about to die with his
men, that he became aware of a new factor in
the swift battle.

The man who had shouted the warning to
him, and two other riders swept up, their Colts
blazing. The black-togged rascal at the end of
the low ridge and his followers were also
aware that others had taken chips in the game.
Lead was clipping them, accurately, and two
men felt the bite of it.

“Zaldinil” gasped an attacking rustler. ‘T
it!

hit m

“Get back, cuss you,” shouted the man in
black, called Zaldini. “They got us right!”

Rio Kid, Wyatt Earp and Mireles had
them in plain view. Roaring guns echoed in
the valley, and the cursing Zaldini whipped his
stallion around and led the retreat from the
ridge.

The three men who had saved Johnny Vale
tore on, cutting around the upper end of the
ridge, coming toward him, and the leader of

trio waved to
et young rancher. Not yet aware that Zaldini
had ‘been dislodged, the dozen men coming on
from the river kept on charging.

Vale and his two remaining men—Shorty
lay in a heap on the reddish earth nearby—
could concentrate on the main gang. And then
the three riders who had come to the rescue
rode up to help—a handsome, reckless young
rider on a dun mount, a tall, leonine fellow
with imperturbable courage, and a hard-fight-
ing young Mexican.

“Zaldini!” bellowed a wildeyed rustler,
low over a brick-colored mustang as he led the
charge up the slope. “Where are yuh?”

But Zaldini was retiring in confusion. The
added Colts and carbines of the Rio Kid and
his friends checked the charge, and the gun-
nies turned and ran, leaving the cows behind
as they crossed the river and made for the
other side of the big valley.

“Thanks, mister,” Johnny Vale said, looking
up at the grinning Rio Kid. “Yuh shore saved
our hides!”

“Don’t mention it. Fact is, we're huntin’ for
the owner of that ranch over there. It's you,
ain't it?”

Vale nodded. “That’s me. That gang was
runnin’ off some of my cows. They've took
some before, and we were layin’ for ’em.
They're from up there in the mountains.” He
swept a long arm toward the rising hills on the
north, the source of the river. “Waitll I see
how bad Shorty’s hit.”

Rio Kid dismounted and joined him.
They squatted near the wounded puncher
Shorty was unconscious, breathing hard,
“I guess it punctured his lung” growled
Vele

The Rio Kid shook his head. “Don’t think
so. He’s shocked, that’s all. Looks like a clean
hole through the shoulder. It oughtn’t to lay
him up for long” The Civil War had made
the Rio Kid an expert on wounds. “Let’s take
him back to the house.”

They loaded Shorty on a horse and Vale
got up behind to hold him steady. As they
moved off he introduced himself.

“Pm Johnny Vale, gents, and like yuh
guessed, this is my ranch, the Square V. The
boys are Red Phillips and that's Ben Agnes.
Shorty Manners is this hurt one.”

“Glad to know yuh, Vale,” said the lithe
fellow on the dun. “I'm Bob Pryor, the feller
some folks call the Rio Kid. This here is
Wyatt Earp, and Celestino Mireles, pards of
mine. We drove a bunch of mustangs to Stock-
ton and decided to have a look-see at the
Sierra country before we went back to Kan-
sas.”

Soon they saw the yard of the low-lying,
comfortable ranchhouse, built of pine logs cut
from the mountain slopes. There were the
necessary outbuildings, and corrals in which
Vale’s mustangs ran. A Chinese cook in white
stood in the doorway. He had been watching
them come in. He was an old fellow and gave
his employer a toothless grin.

“You no eat chow if you catchee bullet,
Boss,” e jested. “Dead man can't chew good,
sabe?”

“That’s right, Chin. Shorty’s hurt. You take
care of him.”

When the wounded man was tended and
placed in a bunk, with Chin Lee watching over
hnm, the Rio Kid said to Vale:

'e were comin’ here to ask a favor. The
stage was held up in the gap above by Black
Bart, the road-agent. Hosses run away, and
they need some others to draw the stage to
Stirlin’ station.”

“Of course,” said Vale. “T'll be glad to give
a hand.”

He had wagon-broken horses, and shortly
were soon on their way with four strong
blacks. Vale went along, and they hurried to
where the stranded stage stood in the moun-
tain gap. Kedwin met them, a hundred yards
out.

“I's about time,” he fumed. “Did I hear
shooting down there?”

3 shore did, mister,” Vale said coolly,
eyeing the fancy clothing of the heavy man.
“A bunch of rustlers tried to run off some of
my beefs, but this gent and his friends come
along in the nick. Ain’t you the hombre who
was diggin’ up in the north hills above my
place a while back?”

“Yes, yes,” Kedwin said shortly. “I have a
claim there.”

“Yuh better keep an eye peeled for that
Zaldini sidewinder, Vaie,” wamed Earp. “He’s
liable to come back for more.”

Kedwin scowled. “Zaldini? Who's that?”

“Looked like the boss of the rustlers,” an-
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swered the Rio Kid. “But let’s hitch up these
plugs. The lady and her dad must be all-fired
bored by this time!”

He grinned at Marty, and they moved to the
stage.

Edlth Thorpe was looking from the window.
She had been sitting inside, out of the raw
wind, as they waited for the Rio Kid. Vale
stopped his bronc, and stared as though he had
never seen a girl before

“Why,” he thought, “she’s the purtiest thing
T ever hope to mee

Looking into her eyes it was moments be-
fore the young rancher realized how openly
his admiration must show, and he grew flus-

, wondering if the others noticed.
“I’ll give a hand,” he muttered, getting down

CELESTINO MIRELES

to help Marty and the Rio Kid hitch up the
B

lorses.

He brushed close to Bob Pryor as he was
fastening a trace. He had brought harness and
zeins, for the runaways had gone off with

“iWho's the young lady?” he whispered.
“Wiil yuh introduce me, Rio Kid?

Pryor nodded. When they finished hooking
up the Square V animals, he led Johnny Vale
to the stage-coach door.

“This is Johnny Vale, Miss Edith—and
Colanel Thorpe, Miss Edith’s father, Vale.”

PPy to meet you, suh,” Colonel Thorpe
said heartily. “Your ranch is not many miles
from here, I take it. Perhaps we'll see more of
you. We may be neighbors, in fact.”

Vale was shaking the colonel’s hand, and
then he took Edith’s, held to him in greeting.
She smiled at him, and life suddenly took on
a bright hue and the world quickened for
Johnny Vale.

“How do you do,” she said. The words were

commonplace, but her soft voice, the pretty
Georgia accent, transformed them magically
until they were music to the yeung rancher’s
ears.

“We're on our way to Major Kedwin's claim,
Vale, explamed Thorpe, “to mvesngate it,”
Yuh're gold prospectin’, then:

“We’d better get on,” broke in Kedwu: im-
patiently.

ALE didn’t like Kedwin, He had met the

burly man and Smoky Lownes two or
three times, earlier in the seascn. They had
come to the ranch to buy food once. But then,
he didn’t like any gold-hunters—except Miss
Thorpe, of course.

“You don’t seem enthusiastic about gold
minin’, sub,” said Edith. She had been watch-
ing Vale’s face.

“No, ma’am. I ain't. In my opinion it ruins
a good country. All miners want is to rip up

ground, get the gold, and go back where
they come from. They do a lot of damage, and
as a rule they’re a tough lot—not like you, of
course, Colonel.”
ank you, suh. I'm glad of that”

“My dad was a Forty-niner,” went on Vale.
“Got killed in the rush for gold to California.”

He was not usually so talkative, but he kept
on now. He was not speaking directly to the
girl but it was for her that he was explaining.

“Suppose we hear your life history some
other time?” said Kedwin. “I'm hungry and
tired. I'm afraid it'll be too late to visit the
mine today, Colonel Thorpe. We'll make it in
the morning.”

The passengers got in. Marty was on his
box, and he snapped his whip. The stage
rolled toward Stirling, the next station.

“We’ll fetch yore hosses back, Vale,”
the Rio Kid.

“I reckon Ill ride on into town with yuh,
said Vale. Then he grinned. “Not that I don’t
trust yuh, but I'd kmd of like the ride, and it
ain’t far.”

The four young men rode after the creaking
vehicle, its brake set as it descended the steep
road from the gap.

Vale watched the debonair Rio Kid from
the corner of his eye. He admired Bob Pryor,
and wished he could acquire such an air as the
Rio Kid carried.

“So yuh met up with this Kedwin before?”

said

the hills over my range”
d he have any luck?”

Vale shrugged. “Yuh never can tell. Miners
don’t tell about their strikes till they've sewed
‘em up. I reckon Kedwin owns a claim there”

“He’s tryin’ to sell it to Thorpe, I figger,
ssid Pryoc. “Somehow, T don’t Juck ke the thnt
Kedwin jigger.”

“Me, either. But then, I don't like prospec-
tors nohow.”

“Pd hate to see Thorpe get cold-decked.
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Mebbz the boys and me’ll hang around and
watch.”

“Yuh're mighty welcome at the SquareV
any time, Rio Kid,” Vale said cordially, al-
though he was fully aware that if he made
such plans as were now in his mind for seeing
more of Edith Thorpe that a man like the Rio
Kid would be a rival to be reckoned with. His
heart sank, but his admiration for Bob Pryor
was not lessened.

The stage rolled at full-tilt into Stirling
Station, a log building in the settlement’s cen-
ter. The agent and a small crowd were wait-
ing for the late express.

“Black Bart done held us up!” Marty bel-
lowed. “The box was stole!” <

Excitement seized the waiting crowd and
spread quickly through the town.

“Let’s have a drink,” suggested the Rio Kid
to his saddle companions, after they had seen
Colonel Thorpe and his daughter to the small
hotel.

Vale went along. They spent a pleasant
hour or so together, and it was dark when
Johany Vale pulled out of Stirling, leading his
horses back to the Square V. The placid rou-
tine of his life had been thrown out of kilter
that day. His mind was filled with all that
had happened, but the most important event
had been meeting Edith Thorpe.

“Pm goin’ to win her if I can,” he told him-
self. “That Rio Kid may give me a race. May
fthe better man win!”

CHAPTER IV
 Gold Mine

4 OLONEL THORPE'S face
was flushed with excite-
ment. With his sleeves
rolled up he had panned
out several big scoops of
dirt from Kedwin's hill-

side claim.
“Gold!” he shouted
elatedly. “Look, Rio Kid!

A nugget as big as the tip
of my finger!”

Pryor glanced up. The
¥ dull sheen of the magic
% metal caught the noon
sunlight. He had ridden
out with Thorpe, Kedwin and-Lownes, and
naturally Wyatt Earp and Mireles had
tagged along.

“T got several good-sized chunks here in my
pan, Colonel,” the Rio Kid said. “It looks
goed.”

Kedwin sat nearby, on a flat rock, smoking
a cigar. The site of the claim was near the
tiver, where it issued from the high moun-

tains. The stream flowed swiftly here, not yet
spread out in the lower range where Johnny
Vale’s ranch was situated. A high red bluff,
undercut by rain and the tools of the prospec-
tors, blocked off the eastern approach. They

had left their horses and come the last quarter
of a mile afoot, over a steep trail to the north
of the staked claim.

Kedwin had handed Thorpe a short-handled
pick and shovel, a couple of flat pans, placer
mining equipment.

“Go to it, Colonel, and see for yourself,” he
had said.

Smoke Lownes, Kedwin's taciturn compan-
ion, strolled off up the bank of the stream, and.
Kedwin sat down to wait while the Rio Kid
and Thorpe washed out several pans of gravel
and dirt. Earp and Mireles had poked around
a bit in the gravel, but Earp had remarked he
was not much interested in digging for gold in
somebody else’s mine.

‘Thorpe and the Rio Kid had almost imme-
diately found colors and bits of gold. The
shaft ran, slanting down, for about fifty feet
into the bluff, where it terminated in a clay
wall from which jagged rocks stuck,

“How come yuh don’t develop this gold
mine yoreself, Kedwin?” asked the Rio Kid.

He didn’t care whether he offended the bur-
1y man or not. He had an inner warning against
Kedwin, and wished to make sure that Thorpe
'was not being cheated. But now he was almost
convinced it was a real mine, and a promising
one. Kedwin had not told them where to dig
but had left it to them.

Kedwin apparently had accepted the Rio
Kid as Thorpe’s unofficial adviser.

“I've already explained to the colonel that T
have to get capital quickly for a bigger ven-
ture,” he answered carefully. “That’s the only
reason I'm willing to sell this mine. Of course,
you never can guarantee what a gold mine will
do in the end. The veins might peter out.” He
shrugged.

orpe was enthusiastic. “I reckon I've seen
enough, suh. I'll hustle back to my friends and
recommend this to them as a splendid proposi-
tion!”

He washed his hands in the river, donned
his coat, and the party started to climb the
bluff trail, back to the horses.

The Rio Kid tagged behind, glancing back
over his shoulder at the claim. He was not
satisfied. Not only had he had that instinctive
warning, but the old wound over his ribs,
where he had been hurt during the Civil War,
itched frantically—a sure sign something was
amiss. Suddenly he turned and went back
around the end of the bluff.

Finding a rusty crowbar on the rocks near
the mine mouth, he picked it up and hurried
into the shaft. There was a turn, and the day-
light was blocked off, but he had a candle stub,
which he lighted, and when he reached the
clay wall at the bottom he set the flickering
candle on the ground and turned to the wall.

He hit the clay wall. It did not move but he
thought that it gave off a rather hollow sound.
Again he drove the crowbar into the wall, put-
ting all his force into it. He made several more
tries before he fell forward with the bar as it
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went through. A cool draft hit him, and even
by the weak candlelight he saw that a strong
partition had been built here. Ahead loomed
a much larger shaft, running on into the hill.

“Mighty neat,” he muttered. “This claim’s
been worked out! Kedwin hid it, made it look
like a new one!”

His wound itched maddeningly. He
scratched at it through his sweated shirt, ex-
cited by what he had discovered.

At a slight sound he whirled, reaching for a
Colt. But he froze as he saw the glint of the
shotgun muzzles covering him. He was against
the candle-light.

“Clever, ain't you?” a mocking voice. said.

“All right, Kedwin,” the Rio Kid said coolly.
“Yuh can't kill me and get away with it. Yuh
built up this mine, but it's run out. Ill have
to tell Thorpe.”

“Thorpe’s not likely to worry about you any
Tonger.”

The Rio Kid, expert in gunfights, knew that
Kedwin was going to shoot. The man was in
a hurry, for one thing; perhaps he had started
Lownes off with Thorpe, but Earp and Mireles
would be back for the Rio Kid.

He did the best he could, in the constricted
passage, and against the light. He threw him-
self sideward and down, flinging his lithe body
to one side, even as the shotgun belched death.

The tearing buckshot caught him. The world
blazed with light as his shocked, stunned brain
registered the pain. A confused roaring was in
his ears. He could no longer see, as the black-
ness struck, but im i sion of
more gunshots. . ..

HEN the Rio Kid regained conscious-
ness, Johnny Vale stood over him.

“How’d 1 get here so quick, Vale?” he asked.

“Quick?” Vale laughed. “Why, it’s three
days since yore pards toted yuh in and we put

to bed, Rio Kid. Yul've been out of yore
head. Lie still.

Someone bounded through the open door,
seized the Rio Kid’s hand.

“My General! You feel better, si?” It was
his loyal friend, Celestino.

Bob had been wounded before, during
the Civil War and while riding the wild
Frontier. He knew the reason for the lassitude
which clutched at his being. It came from
shock and loss of blood. There was a bandage
at the side of his head and his left ribs, bulky
with another dressing, also ached.

Wyatt Earp, hearing Pryor’s voice as he an-
swered Celestino, came from the porch. His
tall figure slouched in the low doorway of the
room where the Rio Kid lay.

“Feelin’ better?” he inquired.

“Yeah, Wyatt, reckon I am. What in blazes
happened after I went out?”

“Well, Thorpe and Smoky Lownes got to
the hosses, with us close behind. When you
didn’t show, me'n Celestino started back to
hunt yuh. We thought we heard a shotgun and

The Rio Kid flung himsetf down o5 tho Secring buckshot
cought him (CHAPTER 1)
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I sang out. Kedwin come out of the mine. He
said there’d been an accident and that we bet-
ter hustle and help yuh. Mireles run in, but I
was leery. I stuck near the exit, and Kedwin
run off, after Thorpe. As I stepped out, I seen
a bunch of gunnies—they looked like them
Zaldini rustlers—jump up on the other side of
the river and head over toward me. I man-
aged to hold ’em till Celestino got yuh out.”

“Kedwin shot me,” said the Rio Kid. “I
reckon he was in a hurry. He thought I was
dead, I s'pose.”

The Rio Kid closed his eyes, then opened

“Try to find Colonel Timothy Thorpe. He
come to Stirlin’ with an hombre named Fred
Kedwin, who was sellin’ him a gold mine near
here, If yuh can trace Thorpe in time, tell him
1 said not to buy the mine, that its a salted

“1 will”

As Hume rose, Vale returned, leading a
genteel, slender fellow who smiled as he
looked at the Rio Kid with deep-set eyes. He
had graying brown hair, a heavy mustache, and
he limped a bit.

His clothing was plain and clean, and his
large head gave him an intelligent, scholarly

them again, There was something queer about
it all. They were hiding ing from him,
he decided!

“What's up?” he demanded.
“There’s a Wells-Fargo detective hangin’
’round here, waitin’ to speak to you,” answered
Johnny Vale.
“We told him he was loco but he wants to
speak to yuh just the same,” explained Earp.
“Wells-Fargo? What they want with me?”
Earp cleared his throat. “Kedwin and
Lownes, along with Thorpe, found a flour sack
like Black Bart wears hid in yore saddle-bag,
Rio Kid. Kedwin claimed you must be the
road-agent!”
laughed and the Rio Kid laughed with

“Show him in,” he ordered. The charge was
utterly absurd, but only the Rio Kid and his
friends were sure of t]

After a few minutes, a tall, wiry man in a
dark suit and muddied boots came into the
room. He had high cheekbones, and wore no
beard. His eyes were alert, quick. He stopped,
looking down at the Rio Kid.

“Good afternoon. I'm J. B. Hume, of Wells-
Fargo. Are you strong enough to talk to me?”

“Yeah, go to it, Hume. But 'm warnin’ you,
you're barkin’ up a wrong tree.”

“I've barked up a good many since I started
on Black Bart's trail, sir,” Hume said quietly.

He pulled up a chair, and began to question

“How do you account for the mask being in
your saddle-bag?”

“Somebody put it there, and it wasn't for a
joke,” replied the Rio Kid. He was certain
that Lownes or Kedwin had planted the Black
Bart mask in his bag.

“Of course, your two friends here have
given you a perfect alibi, clearing you,” said
Hume, “But I can't let any slight clue slip. 1
must catch Black Bart.”

“You will, if you keep goin’, Hume. But 1
ain't Black Bart and I'm just as glad, with you
on the trail”

Someone sang out in the yard, and Johnny
Vale left to answer the call. The Rio Kid,
after Hume finished talking to him, felt ex-
hausted. Adroitly, the detective had, pumped

him dry.
“Will yuh do me a favor, H\Ime?” he asked.
“Yes, if it’s within my power.

“Meet Perfessor Charles Bolton, boys,” said
Vale. “He’s a friend of mine.” To Hume, the
rancher said. “Why not stay and eat with us,
mister? We'd be piumb glad to have yuh.”

“No, thanks. I've got to run along. Thanks
for your help.”

The restless searcher after Black Bart, the
Terror of the Sierras, nodded and hurried
away.

The Rio Kid needed sleep and strength-giv-
ing food, so with plenty of them both—Chin
Lee fixed him strong, hot broth—he felt better
next morning. Professor Bolton brought him
more broth on a tray, and sat with him while
he ate,

Pryor enjoyed Bolton’s company. Edue
cated and well-informed, Bolton interested the
Rio Kid with his_conversation.

N THE next few days, Bolton spent a good
deal of time with the invalid. Earp was
out, riding the range with Vale, and Celestino
had to keep Saber and his own horse in trim.
Then, too, the Mexican dui his part around
the ranch to earn his kee

Bolton had a game leg snd confesed he was
not much of a rider.

“It's mighty peaceful here at the Square V,”
he remarked, with his kind smile. “I was here
before and it did me a world of good, so I
came back for more.”

He had a leather-bound volume of Shake-
speare, well-thumbed, and he read from it to
the Rio Kid, entertaining him while he lay in-
Jjured.

One evening, when Bob Pryor’s wounds
were about healed, and his strength was re-
turning, he and Bolton sat in the dying sun-
light, on Vale's front porch. Johnny Vale came
galloping up and dismounted.

“She’s back, Rio Kid!” he sang out.

“Edith?”

“Yeah. The colonel and a passel of his
pards have set up camp at Kedwin's mine.”

“Then Kedwin sold his bill of goods!”
groaned the Rio Kid. “He brought it off before
Hume could trace Thorpe and give him my
message!” s

‘There seemed little he could do about it all
now. But he must do something. The Rio Kid
decided that he must see Thorpe as soon as
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possible, and did pay the colonel a visit the
next day.

The gray smoke twirled slowly up from the
Rio Kid's cigarette as he walked into the
camp.

Busy men were digging in the bluff, and a
windlass was being set up. Boxes and bales lay
about, and on the river's edge stood half a
dozen ‘brown canvas tents, the homes of
Thorpe's friends who had returned here with

Celestino Mireles had accompanied the Rio
Kid to the camp, but Wyatt Earp was out
hunting in the mountains again. He was a
restless fellow, always on the move. Earp was
a manhunter by instinct, and while he had
announced that he was going after bear and
venison, the Rio Kid was sure that Earp was
seeking clues that might lead him to Black

Big rewards were posted for the myste-
rious road-agent’s capture.

The aristocratic Colonel Thorpe, bulky in
corduroy and miner’s boots, hurried toward
the Rio Kid. He looked Pryor in the eye and
held out his hand.

“Suh,” he said, “I owe you an apology! When
last we met, I was given the impression you
might be the road-agent, Black Bart! Major
Kedwin’s friend,, Lownes, found a flour sack
pierced with eye-holes in your baggage, suh. I
don’t understand it altogether, but young Vale
says it was a mistake, and he completely set
our minds at rest.”

‘The Rio Kid smiled and shook hands with
the colonel. Over by the tents he observed
several women, wives and daughters of the
hopeful miners who had come to share the
hardships of their men and care for them.
Among them was Edith Thorpe and the sight
of her set Pryor’s heart to pounding.

“Did yuh get the message I sent you by
Detective Hume, Colonel?” asked the Rio Kid.

“Message? No, suh. Of course, I haven't
been still for long. Soon as Kedwin and I
reached Sacramento, I gathered my friends to-
gether and we purchased the Thorpe’s Hope—
that's what the boys were kind enough to
name the mine. We hope to make our for-
tunes here. All of us have invested heavily—
everything that we could scrape up. Of course,
we pray that Fate will be kind to us in our
search.”

He paused, beaming. His voice held the
hope of which he spoke, and honesty shone
from his eyes.

No one could ever believe that Colonel
Thorpe would even vary an inch from the
path of rectitude.

“Yuh never can tell about gold mines, Colo-
nel,” said the Rio Kid. He was uneasy, finding
almost impossible his task of telling them they
had bought a salted proposition.

“That’s true,” said the colonel. “It’s always
a gamble. Still, we’ll hope for the best. But
come along, I want you to know my friends.”

GOLD
CHAPTER V
Gold Miners

EARTILY, Colonel Thorpe
took the Rio Kid by the
arm and led him to the
workers nearby. Pryor
walked with leaden feet,
as his duty became more
and more d\ﬂizult Johmxy
Vale - ha

twice, since che l'cspec
tors had set up camp, but
he had frankly informed
the Rio Kid he hadn't the
heart to disillusion them.

“This is the Rio Kid,

boys,” said Th , smil-

ing as he introduced his friends. “Jeb Anson,

on the left there. His wife and lad are with
lum.”

Anson shook hands. He was a big man, a
few years younger than Thorpe. He crisp

black hair, a square, strong face and strong
hands. In his rough outdoors clothing his size
was accentuated.

“Happy to have the pleasure, suh!” said
Anson.

“Then here is Rob Murray, my closest
friend,” said the colonel. “We fought under
General Forrest together.”

Murray was a lean man whose hair was
graying at the temples, and had a severe,
strong mouth. He looked to be a fine man.

Thorpe went on around the circle.

“George Donovan—Larry Tate—Vern Wil-
son.”

‘They were all Southerners, uprooted by the
Civil War. They had lost much, and had been
urged by pride and desire to recover them-
selves in a shattered world, to taking what
they had managed to save and coming to the
new land of California.

The Rio Kid knew the type—men as fine
and strong as their women were cultured and
beautiful—and also strong.-

“Gents,” said Pryor, “m happy to know
yuh all. And I shore wish yuh the best of
luck. But did any of yuh notice that the shaft
inside runs on a good ways into the bluff?
Colonel, it was walled up when yuh looked
her over.”

“Yes, I noticed that,” said Thorpe, still
pleased. “It looks as though there’d been more
work done here than I believed at first.”

“It'll save some diggin’,” observed Jeb An-
son. “We've had luck already, Rio Kid. This
mornin’ we panned out three hundred in flakes
and small grains of gold.”

‘They were still working in the front of the
shaft. And, the Rio Kid saw, they were green-
horns at prospecting. But then, so were ninety
per cent of the men who searched for placer
gold, when they began.

“Yuh better not pin yore hopes too high,
boys,” said Pryor. “That old shaft that was

23| ~.
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covered up, Colonel, when Kedwin showed

the mine, means it's been worked out”
He paused, trying te tell them they had been
cheated.

“Gold’s where you find it,” said Murray.
“It's mighty fine to know you, Rio Kid. Excuse
us if we get to our work.”

They were turning away, eagerly, to the
picks, shovels and shallow pans when Pryor
spoke again.

“Kedwin’s a unok—” he bega

“What's that?” said Thorpe, t.he smxle leav-
ing his face.

“Lemme talk to yuh, Colonel, private-like.”

Thorpe went with him. The rest were going
back to work.

“I got to tell yuh, Colonel,” blurted the Rio
Kid, “that yore mine’s salted. Kedwin hooked
yuh”

Thorpe’s face turned red. “How can you
say that, suh? We've already panned out over
a thousand dollars in gold.”

“Kedwin planted it there for yuh in the
walls of the short shaft. Prob’ly fired it from
a shotgun into the gravel and clay. Mebbe he
used up four or five thousand in dust and
small grains or nuggets, That way yuh could
pan, shallow, of course, anywhere in the shaft
that yuh seen, and hit gold.”

Thorpe's bearded lips were open. He grew
redder and redder and his fists clenched. But
he managed to keep his voice down.

“Suh, I know you mean well. But if what
you say is true, then I have done an awful
thing. It was I who sold this mine to my
friends. They've put all they had into buying
it and into tools, equipment and provisions. I
can only hope you are mistaken in your as-
sumption, for if you aren’t, then my friends
are paupers, and thanks to me.”

“Don’t take it so hard, Colonel. You ain’t
the first man who got taken in on a salted
proposition.”

The Rio Kid had to drop his gaze from the
colonel’s eyes. There was agony in them, tor-
ture. But the soldier in Thorpe held an iron
control over his erect body.

“I will ask you please not to repeat what you
have said to me just now, Rio Kid,” said
Thorpe, with quiet dignity. “If it is true—
which 1 can only hope it isn't, and that you
are making an honest mistake—we must find
it out for ourselves. No offense meant, suh.”

He held out his hand. It was shaking a little.

RYOR was distressed, désperately sorry
for the man. Thorpe took all responsi-
bility on himself. He had borne up under
many hard shocks, the death of his son and
his wife, the war. But now he felt that his
Tonor was involved.
“I'm ready to help yuh, Colonel, any way I
can,” said the Rio Kid. “Yuh don’t happen to
savvy where that Kedwin snake is now, do

Thorpe shook his head. “I left him in Sacra-

mento, after we had paid him and taken the
deed to the mine.”

“Ain’t nothin’ to be done legal-like,” drawled
the Rio Kid, “but if I meet up with him before
he spends all yore money, I might salvage
somethin’.”

Thorpe stared at him, his face grave, set
with deep lines that showed the inner emo-
tions he fought to conceal.

“Kedwin had me fooled, at first, Colonel,”
the Rio Kid said. “’Twasn’t till I went back
and cut through into the old shaft that I sav-
vied he'd salted the mine. I tried to get to
yuh but he was on me with a shotgun and
downed me. It was days before I could talk
and then I tried to send word to warn you, but
it was too late. I feel partly responsible. I
didn’t cotton to Kedwin and that's why 1
tagged along when yuh come to see the claim,
hopin’ to see yuh wouldn’t be hornswoggled.”

“It isn’t your fault, Rio Kid. The blame is
entirely on my head, suh. That is, if it turns
out as you say.” Thorpe nodded and turned
away, his body tense.

“He believes what I said, but he just can’t
admit it yet,” Pryor thought compassionately.

His anger against Fred Kedwin increased,
burning hot within him. win had wounded
him, tried to kill him, but the Rio Kid counted
that as nothing to what the man had done to
Thorpe and the people with the colonel.

‘When the Rio Kid strolled over to the tents
Edith Thorpe came to greet him, smiling, tak-
ing the hand he extended.

“m happy to see you again, Rio Kid!” she
exclaimed. “Johnny said you were staying at
his ranch, and that you'd been laid up.”

“Yes'm. A sidewinder got me with a couple
of buckshot. But yuh can’t kill a man as full
of deviltry as me.” He grinned and the girl
laughed with him.

“T've got some things to wash out in the
creek,” she said. “Will you come and talk to
me while I work?”.

“T'll help yuh,” he said promptly. “In the
Army I learned to be a good washerwoman.”

They went to the stream together, below the
camp, and in the clear flowing water cleansed
the linens and other garments. Edith asked
him about Johnny Vale, about the Square V.
She seemed interested in Val

“Doggone, I wish she’'d ask me more about
myself,” thought the Rio Kid.

He left her after the noon meal. As he took
his leave, he said, looking into her eyes:

“Take care of yore dad, Miss Edith.”

“What do you mean, Rio Kid?” she asked,
a little startled. “I always take care of him as
best I can.”

“Well, walch over him. Good luck. T'll be
seein’ yuh 5001

“It was good ol you to come,” she said. “Tell
Johnny, Father was speaking of buying some
beef from him if he can spare it. And tell him
I asked for him.”

“Yes'm.”
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The Rio Kid picked up Celestino and they
walked to their horses, on higher ground be-
yond . Pryor was in a gloomy state
of mind. Now that he had seen the hope and
enthusiasm of the people who had been
cheated, he was hurt to the core.

The men at the Square V had missed the
Rio Kid at dinner time, for he had been work-
ing up a healthy appetite, and Chin Lee served
delicious meals. Professor Charles Bolton, the
Rio Kid, Johnny Vale and Celestino, with
Vale’s handful of punchers, did full justice to
them in a long shed adjoining the kitchen.
Shorty, who had been nicked in the fight with
Zaldi rustlers, was one of them now also,
for he had recovered from his injury and was
back in the saddle.

Vale, coming in late from the range, found
the Rio Kid smoking in the yard.

“Did yuh tell ’em?” asked Vale.

“Tried to,” Pryor said soberly. “I told the
colonel. He’s tryin’ not to believe it. Edith
was askin’ after yuh, Johnny. She says them
miners want to buy beef from

Johnny Vale regarded his friend, the Rio
K:d ]uokmg straight into his blue eyes.

ebbe yuh already know it,” he said, “but
I au-n to marry Edith if she’ll have me.”

Rio Kid held out his “Me, too,
Johnny. But we're friends just the same”

Vale sighed deeply, with relief. “I was hop-
in’ yuh'd see it thataway. Yuh're shore a man,
Rio Kid. I hope yul’ll think the same of me.
I didn’t want to get the jump on yuh so I
stayed away for a day or two, till you seen
her again. I'll let ’em have beef. . .. Say, I
run onto some tracks today—rustlers, I be-
lieve. Prob’ly Zaldini’s same bunch that’s been
annoyin’ me. They were drivin’ a dozen cows
ahead, but the sign was two days old.”

“Come get it!” Chin Lee was ringing his big
iron bell, hung at the kitchen door.

Y went in to supper, and soon after
everyone turned in
Next morning, the Chinese cook was up first

of all, as usual. He always rose at the crack of
dawn. He was waiting for Johnny Vale, when
his boss came into the kitchen for breakfast.

“Creek no good any more, Boss,” remarked
Chin Lee. “Too much mud. Stop pipe. I boil.
Coffee taste like mud.”

“What yuh mean, Chin?” demanded young
Vale.

The Chinese shrugged. He waved a skinny
arm toward the river, flowing from the hills.
It was Vale's water supply, for his cattle and
horses, for the house.

Vale went outside, and the Rio Kid, rolling

a quirly, joined him as they moved toward the
river.
“Look at that!” exclaimed Pryor. “It's as

brown as the Mississippi!”

“Why, it's risen a foot overnight!” cried
Vale. He was puzzled, worried. The river was
vital to the Square V. Then he swore. “Shucks,
it's them fool miners up above, Rio Kid! They
must have dumped the whole cliff into the
stream.

‘They work mighty fast, then,” answered
Pryor. “They'd hardly set up any of their
machinery yesterday, Johnny.”

“Well, 'm goin’ up and see about it. They’ll
have to be more careful about dumpin’ their
leavin's. A couple feet more and half the val
ley’ll flood.”

Snatching breakfast, they saddled up. Vale,
the Rio Kid, Mireles, and Wyatt Earp started
toward the Thorpe camp upstream. Bolton,
who got up later than the early-rising ranchers,
was still in his room.

he sun was bright when they left their
horses and walked toward the bluff, which
dropped sharply to the river bed. Beyond it
stood new camp. Reaching the rise, they
could look down and see that the yellow water
of the once clear stream had spread over the
low area near its bank, flooding the tents of
the miners.

“There they are, near the mine,” said Pryor.

‘The men and women who had come to the
Sierras with Colonel Thorpe huddled on a
higher strip of ground at the base of the bluff.
All their belongings were wet.

Jeb Anson and Rob Murray answered their
questions. Colonel Thorpe was not in sight.
Johnny Vale stepped close to Edith, spoke to
her in low tones. [Turn page]
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“The river rose durin’ the night” explained
Anson. “We had to get out in the dark.”

“Must have been a cloudburst in the moun-
tains,” opined Murray.

“Where's Colonel Thorpe?” inquired the Rio

Kid.

“He rode off upriver, to see if he could find
out what was wrong,” explained Murray. “He
left early.”

It was obvious that these people were not
responsible for the fouling and sharp rise of
the river. There was no cessation of the flow,
and the Rio Kid and Vale thought it even
higher than when they had observed it below.

“Let’s go,” said Johnny Vale. He was dis-
turbed over the threat to his range and chief
water supply. “We'll foller the colonel and
find what's causin’ it. I don’t believe there
were any big storms in the mountains.”

Picking up their horses, the quartet headed
for the hills. They kept on a ridge roughly
parallel to the river. The deer trail made hard
going in spots but they pushed on and on,
gammg altitude.

“Look!” said the Rio Kid, pomnna to the
sky off to the right of their pos

Black shapes floated ma)esncally in the
blue California sky.

“Vultures!” exclaimed Vale.

‘Their attention drawn, they watched, and
presently Wyatt Earp remarked:

“There’s a hoss standin’ down there, boys.”

Johnny Vale turned his mustang down a
shale slide.

“That's Colonel Thorpe’s gray geldin’, fel-
lers,” he said. “We'll find him near, I reckon.”

Vale was right. Colonel Timothy Thorpe,
C.S. A, was sitting propped with his back to a
boulder. The gelding was cropping at the
leaves of a greening bush, his reins dropped.
The Rio Kid threw himself off Saber. He
could see the reddish hole, from temple to
temple, in the colonel’s handsome head. A big
Colt .45, Thorpe’s own revolver, lay at the
man’s side, the long fingers relaxed about the

stock.
“Dead, boys!” growled Bob Pryor.

CHAPTER VI
Hydraulics

OUR men stood staring at
the dead. Johnny Vale
gulped, his tanned face
paling. He was thinking

: of Edith Thorpe, of how
she would feel when she

t knew her father was gone.
The Rio Kid felt sick at

Y, the pit of his stomach. He
had jumped to the conclu-

< | sion that Thorpe, unable

to face the music, must

have killed himself in the

shame of the discovery

that he had ruined his friends.

“Mebbe I shouldn’t have told him,” he mut-
tered, the sweat coming out on his brow. “It
might have been better if he'd found it out,
slowlike, for himself.”

“General,” said Celestino softly, plucking at
his friend’s sleeve, “zere are man-ee men up
zere, above.”

The river had cut a gorge through the moun-
tains in which it rose. Ahead loomed a mas-
sive, spruce-covered slope, towering into the
sky, and flanked on three sides by broken
peaks and pinnacles of red rock. Mireles had
moved off, and the Rio Kid joined him, look-
ing up at the mountainside, Smoke issued
from several fires up there.

“It’s a big camp,” said the Rio Kid. “Vale,
what yuh think about it?”

Johnny Vale and Wyatt Earp joined them
and regarded the scene on the mountain. They
couldn’t make out any details at such a dis-
tance, even in the clear, crisp air of the hills,
but the expert Rio Kid didn’t need to, nor did
Vale.

“That’s where the silt's comin’ from,”
growled Vale at last, “or I'll eat my hat with-
out mustard.”

Bob Pryor nodded. “Hydraulickin’,” he said.
“I've seen it before.”

“Me, too.” Vale nodded, his jaw set and his
eyes hardening. “It can wreck a river and its
valley quickern anything. An earthquake’s
easier on land than that!” He was in a cold
sweat, for his property was threatened and he
knew it only too well. “Cuss miners!” he
snarled. “They ruin a country! Always dis-
turbin’ the ground, makin’ messes other folks
has to clean up. P'm almost glad them folks
ain’t hit gold close to me as they are—if it
wasn’t for Edith and her dad.”

The Rio Kid looked grave. “Yuh're a mighty
fine man, Johnny. I'd ride the river wn.h yuh
any day. But them folks are the salt of the
earth. They've been cheated of all they had.
Now what are they goin’ to do? That hole in
the ground Kedwin sold ’em is playing out, if
it was ever much account. Thorpe's dead
cause of it. How many more'll go under we
can’t say. They spent everything buyin' a
salted claim and equipment to work it with,
Some of ‘em got kids waitin’ back in Sacra-
mento. Others are gettin’ along where it ain’t
easy to start fresh on nothin’ but hope and a
pair of suspenders.”

Vale bit his lip. “What yuh say makes sense,
Rio Kid. I never wished ’em anything but
good luck, and I mean to give em a hand when
they need it. But if them hydraulickers keep
goin’ for long, I'll need help myself. Come
on! Thorpe’s dead. We'll leave him till we
come back.”

‘They returned to the ridge trail. The Rio
Kid and Wyatt Earp kept their eyes on the
winding, rocky path. Hoofs had passed along
here recently, as overturned stones and bits
of other sign attested.

A mile from where they had found Colonel
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Thorpe’s body, they dipped down into a cut
and, crossing a small feeder brook which
joined the main river on the east of their po-
sition, a patch of softer ground caught the Rio

id’s eye. He glanced at Wyatt Earp, to see
if his manhunting friend had noticed the same
thing that he had.

Earp nodded, then shrugged, turning his
face toward the mountain. Earp’s tawny mus-
tache bristled and his sky-blue eyes were like
twin marbles.

They were nearer, now, to the bustling ac-
tivity above. They could hear the echoing of
the river, rushing through the gorge, a frantic
sound as of a giant thing seeking escape. No
longer was the water clean and silver, but it
had turned a yellow hue, and stones, mud an
dead limbs of trees rolled in its bed.

But the four riders were pushing their
horses up a beaten road. Pines and cedars,
clumps of bush broke the rocky ground. Wag-
ons had come up here, rutted the softer spots,
the iron tires knocking stones aside, scarring
them, pulverizing the shale.

They could see men scurrying about, and
some brown tents set on a flat above. As they
approached, three shots banged from just
ahead, although they heard no whistling bul-
lets close to them.

“Warnin’ we’re comin’,” remarked Bob
Pryor,

His quick eyes found the sentinel who had
discharged a revolver into the air. The man
was on a high point to their left, screened by
some rocks.

Y kept on. Some of the activity

ceased, however, and men hurriedly

moved into a position from which they could

guard the camp and workings. Strung out with

space between them to allow for fying bullets,
the four riders moved up.

A spur which had cut off their view of the
main workings came te an abrupt end. They
could now see miners, holding four big hoses,
which sent jets of ripping power against a
high cliff close to the river's gorge. The force
was tremendous, fed from above.

At the impact of the confined jets earth,
boulders, gravel, washed from the cliff. Under-
cut sections crumbled and joined the rush. A
thousand rivulets ran off, carrying more dirt
and smaller pebbles along. The spill flowed
over into the river bed on a wide front.

The Rio Kid knew what hydraulic mining
meant. In a startlingly short period of time
it could wash away a whole mountainside and
do more damage than a hundred storms. Con-
centrated in such a way, the water was a wild,
murderous thing, destroying the land. A river
bed could rise in a short time just from the
settling of the mud and débris carried down.
The rise meant that valleys below would be
flooded, ruined.

“Look who’s here!” exclaimed the Rio Kid.

“Kedwin!” cried Johnny Vale.

Over fifty men had lined up. Some carried
guns, while others held picks and shovels or
crowbars. They faced the approaching quartet,
some of them grinning in anticipation of a
fight, others with grim faces. Fred Kedwin
stood with his booted feet spread, watching
them. Smoky Lownes flanked him on one
side, and on the other was a huge man in dark
leather and a black Stetson.

“That big hombre looks like Zaldini, the
rustler!” said the Rio Kid. “Don’t he, Vale?”

“That’s him. Now I savvy why he wanted
so much beef! They must have sixty, seventy
miners up here to feed three times a day.”

Kedwin wore rough corduroys, but his thick
brown hair was bare to the wind that gusted
on_the mountainside. At his heavy waist rode
two revolvers, hanging in open holsters from
the double cartridge belts, the copper cases
glinting in the sunlight.

Lownes had a double-barreled shotgun in
his hands, and was watching them intently,
while Zaldini, with whom they had tangled be-
fore, was grinning, his big teeth showing white.
Clustered near Zaldini were a number of men
whose aspect was different from that of the
miners. They wore leather and carried their
guns in a professional manner. They were
members of Zaldini’s gang, while the rest were
evidently hired workers brought in by Kedwin.

The Rio Kid pulled up within hailing dis-
tance, as the other three riders lined out near

im,

“Well?” Kedwin sang out in his gruff, harsh
voice. “What do you want?”

‘Kedwin,” answered the Rio Kid, “I see
yuh're back. A bad penny always turns up,
don’t it?”

Kedwin tossed his head, smiling. “I was
thinkin’ the same thing, Rio Kid. I had an idea
you were dead, but then I heard you were at
Vale’s. What do you want? We're busy men.”

“Yuh’re wreckin’ my range, Kedwin, with
that hydraulickin’,” shouted Johnny Vale, his
face flaming with anger. “I ain’t goin’ to
stand for it!”

“What do you intend to do about it?” Ked-
win said coolly. “I've staked my claims le-
gally, and I'm washing out my goid. The law
doesn’t say I can’t use hydraulic methods.”

“That's true enough,” muttered Earp. “But
they ought to quit it. It shore ruins a place.”

“P1l stop yuh myself!” shouted the infuri-
ated rancher, shaking his fist.

“Go to it, see if you can,” answered Kedwin."
He was enjoying his position.

Johnny Vale was figuring what forces he
could bring to bear. He had only three or
four riders of his own. He might count on the
Rio Kid, Earp, Mireles, and perhaps a few
more from Thorpe’s camp. They would still
be outnumbered four or five to one, with
Kedwin in an almost impregnable defensive
position and the law on the-man’s side.

It was not the habit of such men as the
Rio Kid and Johnny Vale to call for the law.
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They usually took care of themselves. Besides,
the law in the wilds of northern California
was a principle rather than actual enforce-
ment. Posses now and then came through,
hunting for an outlaw such as Black Bart, but
local justice as a rule was a matter for the in-
dividuals concerned to settle.

ALE was almost bursting with rage.

fist.
polecat,” he yelled. “Ill skin yuh
alive and nail yore hide to my corral fence
for this! I'll—"

“Take it easy, Johnny,” said the Rio Ki
softly. “Don’t give him the pleasure of see
how riled yuh are. It plumb pleases the side-
winder too much.”

Vale pulled in his horns.

“We mxzh! as well go home,” he growled.
“Come on.”

They turned their horses. Grins spread
over the faces of the men watching on the
flat above. Someone gave a catcall, and it
was taken up by the rest. Horse laughs and
ribald jests followed them, and Zaldini fired
his Colt over them, and others followed suit.

The Rio Kid and Earp were furious but
they hid it. They kept cool brains even in
the utmost danger. Bullets sang over the four
as they retreated down the mountain road.
One came close, ricocheted from a round
stone, and zipped past the nose of Mireles’
skittish mustang. The animal snorted and
reared and only the Mexican’s superb horse-
manship held him in the saddle.

The triumphant jeers of Kedwin and his
followers still rang in their ears.

“Cuss Kedwin!” fumed Johnny Vale. “Cuss
his heart and soul!”

‘The Rio Kid glanced back over his shoul-
der. Zaldini, Kedwin and the fighting men
under them were still lined up, but the miners
were going back to the cliffs, to hunt the
gold exposed by the ripping nozzles.

“That's why wanted money pronto,
so’s he could develop this other mine!” said
the Rio Kid. “He hooked Thorpe and his
friends with that salted job and now’s he’s
ridin’ high, wide and handsome!

‘They were out of pistol range new, but
Earp and Pryor kept an eye on the gang
above. They knew why Kedwin had not or-
dered his men to shoot at them while they
were near. Kedwin was well aware that the
Rid Kid, Wyatt Earp and their two comrades
would take a dozen or more with them before
they could be downed. Zaldini had felt the
bite of their lead and had seen their shooting,
and Kedwin and his lieutenants held them in
healthy respect, so far as a gunfight went.

In gloomy silence, Johnny Vale rode with
bowed head, scowling at the trail ahead of his
mustang’s jogging nose.

They picked up Colonel Thorpe’s body,

tied it to his horse, and started to the gold

claim by the river.

Vale licked his lips. “Who—who's goin’ te
tell her?” he asked.

“Tll do it offered Wyatt Earp. “Some-
body’s got to, and I savvy how you boys feel”

Mireles said nothing. He watched his friend
and comrade of the trails, the Rio Kid, his
black eyes slitted. He was fearful that Pryor
would fall in love, marry, and desert the wild
Frontier life. He would lose his partner that

way.

When they came to a soft spot in the
ground, the Rio Kid fell back, and his steady
eyes were held by the imprints of the horse
which had been Thorpe’s. Earp, too, seemed
interested in this. When they had crossed the
stretch, Wyatt said in a low voice:

“The colonel rode past the spot where he
was killed, didn’t he? And then he was
brought back to it”

“To cover the tracks on that shale where
he was left,” murmured Bob Pryor, noddi

Pry
“He never killed hisself, Wyatt, but Ill lay
you a thousand to one I know who did do it
“No takers,”

said Earp sententiously.

New Life
HE first shock of Edith’s
bereavement had passed.

Colonel Timothy Thorpe
had been buried on the
hillside near the

claim by his friends, and
Edith had been taken un-
der the care of Rob Mur-
ray’s wife, Dora. Murray
assumed command of the
little party of prospectors.
They moved their camp
¥ to the higher ground and
kept digging.

A week after the colonel’s death, the Rio
Kid and Johnny Vale rode up to pay a call
on them, to see how Edith was. They had
been there on several other occasions, not
only to see the girl, but because their com-
passion had been aroused by the hard luck
these folks had run into. As yet, Pryor and
Vale had not crushed the miners’ hopes by
telling them that they were certain the gold
claim was worthless. There was, of course,
always the chance a new vein might be struck.

‘That afternoon showed little activity at the
camp. The river, dirty and swollen because
of Kedwin’s hydraulicking above, was over its
banks. Birds sang gaily in the greening trees,
and the warmth of the spring was in the sun.
But the young men found a gloomy gathering
about the tents.

Edith was not in sight. Rob Murray greeted
them, told them the girl had gone for a walk
up the hill.

Murray led the Rio Kid and Johnny Vale
to a spot where they could talk without being
overheard by the rest.
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“We haven'’t found a trace of gold in three
days, boys,” he informed them. “There’s none
at all in the back of !he shaft.”

“How much yuh got?”

“About three thousand, we figure. But it
won't go far among so many.

“I reckon it's about all yuh 11 get, Murray,”
drawled the Rio Kid.

Murray was silent for a time, then he
gulped.

“We were cheated, weren't we?” he said,
his mouth set and his lean body tense. “The
claim was salted, somehow?”

“Yes, yuh was,” blurted Johnny Vale, “Fred
Kedwin done it.”

“I see,” said Murray, his voice quiet. “When
Thorpe shot himself, it made us suspicious.
He—he wouldn’t have done anything dishon-
est, Tim wouldn’t. Some are pretty bitter.
They blame Tim for it all. Our money’s gone
and we don’t know where to turn. Tim talked
us into buying this claim,

“Kedwin fooled him, and he fooled me, too,

for a while,” declared the Rio Kid. “I had
to tell Thorpe. He knew yuh'd been cheated,
and it hit him mighty hard.”

“That’s why he shot himself, then!” ex-
claimed Murray.

Edith Thorpe had come along, and was al-
most upon them as they stood engrossed in
their talk. They had not heard her light step
on the path, and the Rio Kid saw her stand-
ing, listening, her red lips slightly parted. Her
eyes were filled with pain.

“Father was not a coward, Rob! You know
that. He wasn’t the kind who gives up be-
cause - he’s lost something. He—he was the
dearest man in the world and the most hon-
est!” She stified her sob.

Murray was touched. “I'm sorry you heard
what I said, dear,” he said. “You know I
loved your dad. If he made a mistake, it was
an honest one.’

“Father didn’t kill himself,” insisted Edith.

“How do yuh know that?” asked the Rio
Kid.

29
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She shook her head. “He—he just wouldn’t.”
“She’s t, Murray,” said the Rio Ki
“It took me time to find out what she savvies
in her heart, knowin’ her dad as she did.
But Thorpe was shot by somebody, and not

where we found him.

Vale and Murnly were startled. The Rio
Kid had kept his thoughts to himself con-
cerning the tracks he had so carefully observed.
‘Wale had been too perturbed at the time to
notice them.

“How can yuh say that, Rio Kid?” asked

the young rancher.

“First we ﬁggered that Thorpe shot hisself
because he was ashamed to face the music.
But when we passed over soft ground on the
way to the mountain, I saw that Thorpe‘s
hoss had been by there goin’ and comin’. On
the way back, the animal was led. Thorpe
was killed above, put on the hoss and run back
to the shale in the hope of hidin’ tracks.”

“Why didn’t you tell us before?” asked
Murray.

The Rio Kid shrugged. “I didn't see any
point in it, and I ain’t caught the killer yet.”

Edith touched the Rio Kid’s hand. “Thank
you, Rio Kid.”

They walked back to camp together. At the
Rio Kid’s behest, Murray called the others
about the little clearing, and they listened as
Bob Pryor spoke.

“Folks,” said the Rio Kid, “Fred Kedwin
sold you a salted claim here. Prob'ly he fired
a few shotgun loads of gold into the walls of
the shaft, close to the surface. He had most
of it blocked off, as it would have cost too
much to salt it all. The time I found it out,
Kedwin wounded me. Thorpe was shore it
was a good mine and he persuaded you folks
to put all yuh had in the mine. There’s noth-
in’ legal yuh can do. But most gold mines
turn out losers, anyways.”

“That's the truth” growled Johnny Vale.
“Even if a man discovers a big one, they get
it away from him one way or another.”

“Vale and me talked it over, and we de-
cided that when yuh’d had enough of this,
he’d make yuh a proposition,” went on Pryor.
“Go to it, Johnny.”

“It's like this, and the Rio Kid thought it
up,” explained Vale. “There’s good range
above me, on the north, that I ain't usin’. Each
family can stake a section or whatever he’s
able to, and yuh can get a start ranchin’. Yuh
can grow stuff and Tll help yuh set up. It
ain’t easy, but there’s good huntin’ in the
mountains and with what yuh raise, yuh can
skin by till yore herds build up.”

W hope sprang into worried faces as
they heard the Rio Kid's idea and
ohnny Vale’s generous offer.
Rob Murray looked around at his friends.
“It sounds good to me, Johnny, and we’re
mightly grateful.”
There was nothing to hold them there. Vale

and the Rio Kid helped them strike their
tents, and the animals were driven in from a
nearby pasture, saddled or hitched to the few
wagons they had. By dark, they were all at
Vale’s ranch, weary, hungry. Chin Lee blinked:
and rolled up his sleeves, to prepare food for
the large number of guests.

In the next days, the Rio Kid and his
friends were busy assisting Murray’s party in
locating sections in the low-domed hills north
of the SquareV. Each family group marked
out the legal amount of land allowed a rancher,
and Vale saw to it that the homesteads were
at once recorded in the town By put-
ting up a building and making certain im-
provements, titles would pass into the hands
of the settlers.

It was hard work. But there was plenty of
pine and spruce for logs with which to build
cabins, plenty of rock for foundations. Small
feeder brooks or springs supplied drinking
water. The river was still fouled by Kedwin's

and the were par-
tially flooded as its bed was raised by the
debris washing down.

Edith Thorpe lived with Murray and his
wife. Carving a home from the wilderness,
while it was a difficult job, was also intensely
interesting, and the former gold-miners ex-
pressed their gratitude of the Rio Kid and
Johany Vale. As the cabin walls rose, they
fived in their tents. The weather was warm-
ing and the keen Sierra air was a delight to
breathe.

“PIl have to help ’em stock up,” Vale said
to the Rio Kid one evening, as they ate the
good supper pfepared by Chin Lee. “I got
some young stuff and I'm goin’ to start each
man off with a few breeders. And they each
have a little money they can buy with. Luck-
ily I ain't been selli’ much the past two
years and I got spare cows.”

“Yuh're plumb fine, Johnny,”
Ki

said the Rio

He admired Vale, who had undertaken the
responsibility of aiding the stranded pros-
pectors.

Wyatt Earp, Mireles, and Professor Bolton
had helped, too. They were at the table to-
gether. The night had fallen over the Sierras,
and a little wind rustled the fresh leaves of
the trees.

“Somebody comin’ in,” said Pryor, after a
moment.

Men rode up to the porch, and Vale went
to greet them.

“Why, howdy, Hume!” he cried.
and have a bite.”

It was the WellsFargo detective, mud-
splashed, worn from riding.

His eyes were grave, his lips set. He nodded
to the men who greeted him and sank down
in a chair, as Chin Lee brought in hot coffee
and plates of food for Hume and the two
deputies who were riding with him.

“What's up?” asked the Rio Kid.

“Come in
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“Black Bart struck again,” replied Hume.
*We’ve been on his trail since dawn. He held
up the Yreka stage last night and killed the
driver. We think he came this way.”

The Rio Kid's nostrils flared. Black Bart
was a challenge to his manhunting instincts,
just as the road-agent was to Earp’s.

“So he downed a man,” he growled, his trig-
ger finger itching.

“Yes,” said Hume. “It's the first time Black
Bart has killed anybody.”

Charles Bolton was excited, too. “Are you
sure it was Black Bart?” he inquired. “I've
heard a lot about the road-agent but I never
heard of him killing a man before.”

Hume shrugged, staring at Bolton. “The
robber wore a flour sack and carried a shot-
gun. He ordered the driver to throw down the
box as usual. Acted like Black Bart all the
way through, but the driver got excited and
Black Bart shot without warnin’. He even
said he was Black Bart.”

“I see.” The professor, a man of books, was
intrigued by the mysterious figure of the high-
wayman.
“Yuh can’t trail any farther tonight,” said
Vale. “Stay here and rest, Hume, and we'll
give yuh a start in the mornin’.”

“Thanks a lot, Vale.”

At dawn, the Rio Kid, Wyatt Earp, Hume
and his men ate a quick meal and, saddling up,
started out in pursuit of Black Bart. Hume
had this time identified the hoof prints of
the horse he was sure the road-agent had
escaped on, and it was this sign which he had
managed to follow for many miles.

T CROSSED a mile south of the Square V,

> to the river, and the Rio Kid and

Eacp now knew the sign. But they lost it in

the water and with no amount of riding up

and down were they able to rediscover the

sign on either side of the yellow, swollen
stream.

Professor Bolton, usually a late riser, came
up with them as they hunted the soggy banks.

“Any luck?” he asked Hume.

“Not yet. We're tryin’ to pick up sign, Pro-
fessor.”

Bolton grunted. “My leg makes it difficult
for me to ride. This is exciting, though, isn't
it? You really think Black Bart came this
way?”

Hume nodded. He was busy with his
thoughts. It was irritating to have followed
the trail so many miles and then have to lose

it.

It was the Rio Kid who found the dead
horse. It had floated downstream for over two
miles, and lay on a mud bank at a curve, half
in, half out of water. They hurried to investi-
gate, and checked the animal.

“This is it,” said Hume, after examining the
mustang’s forehoofs, “There’s the two little
splits making a ‘y’ that we've followed, Rio
Kid” S

“Hind leg was hurt and Black Bart shot
him in the river and then escaped afoot,” said
Pryor. “I reckon he moved in that shallow
water coverin’ the bottoms and got away dur-
in’ the night, Hume.”

“Pll check up on that DD brand,” said
Hume. “I suppose it'll turn out to be a stolen
animal. Ever hear of the brand, Vale?”

The rancher shook his head. “It ain't local,”
he said.

CHAPTER VIII
Famous Visitors

T WAS afternoon when
the searchers for Black

Bart pulled into the
Square V yard, hungry,
mud-splashed, saddle-

weary. Professor Bolton
unable to stand the pace,
had left them earlier, and
now he came to meet
Vale. Some strange
horses were standing in
f/4 the shade on the front of
i the house.

“You have visitors,
said Bolton, as he looked up at the
rancher. “One is a famous man. Senator
George Hearst.”

“Hearst?” said Vale, dismounting.
that? ‘Oh, yeah, I savvy. The
man.”

“He came here to see Hume,” explained Bol-
ton. “I took the liberty of having Chm Lee
serve lunch and drinks to his party.”

“Bueno. Glad yuh di

hey went inside, and a tall man with a
long, prominent nose and studious eyes rose
to greet them. He wore a long, bushy dark
beard that was sprinkled with gray. His glance
was piercing, magnetic.

Though George Hearst was over fifty, there
was no dimunition of his strength and power.
He owned the fabulous Ophir Mine in the
Comstock Lode, Nevada, and other great prop-
erties. His clothing was expensive, his well-
fitting dark blue coat, light trousers and fine
boots in the height of fashion, as was his
fancy vest.

Three professional-looking men were with
him, men wearing high leather boots, cordu-
roys, and straight-brimmed hats.

“Glad to see yuh, Senator Hearst” said
Johnny Vale, shaking hands with the magnate.
were given everything yuh

Vale,”

“Who's
Comstock Lode

“Your hospitality, even when you're not
here, is perfect, Vale,” replied Hearst with a
smile. “Professor Bolton has entertained us.”

“You wanted me, ‘Senator?” inquired J. B.
Hume, stepping forward.

“Oh, yes. We met once before, I think,
Hume. I was told in Stirling that you had
come over here with the sherifii My stage
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was held up this morning fifty miles south of
here and we were all robbed. By Black Bart.”

Hume started. “Fifty miles south of here,
Senator? Black Bart killed a man to the
north of here, on the. Yreka stage, yesterday.
I don’t see how he could have held up your
stage unless he kept goin’ night and day. He
had to shoot one horse not far from here.”

“Well, it was Black Bart, I'm sure,” replied
Hearst. “My ‘men and I were occupying the
stage, and we were coming up through a moun-
tain pass when the road-agent stepped out
and leveled a shotgun at us. He wore a flour
sack pierced with eye-holes. “Throw down the
box!" he ordered. But there wasn’t any box,
and so he made us all get out, lined us up
and took our valuables.”

He glanced down at his vest, a dry grin
about his bearded lips.

“There was a handsome watch chain there
with an heirloom on one end and a gold nug-
get the size of an egg on the other, but Black
Bart took it. He -searched us through, and
then one of my boys, seeing a chance, tried
to jump him from the rear. But he was shot
in the groin, a painful wound. We carried him
to Stirling and got the doctor there.”

“Black Bart shot him?” said Bolton.

“No, not Black Bart. We thought he was
alone, but he had several helpers hidden on
the ledge in the bushes, and it was one of
these who shot my engineer.

“You're up this way on busmess, Senator?”
asked Hume.

Hearst nodded. “Important business. When
I heard from the Wells-Fargo agent that you
were nearby, I hunted you up. I want my
watch back. It's a wedding present given me
by my wife. I'll pay five thousand dollars for
it

The Rio Kid glanced at Earp, who winked.
Such a reward was fabulous, and each knew
that the other was thinking he would go after
the robber and recover Hearst’s trinket.

“Black Bart has suddenly tumned careless
and ferocious, hasn’t he?” said Professor Bol-
ton, with a smile. “Ive heard a good many
stories about him and these holdups seem
different from his usual style.”

Hume shrugged. “You never can tell. When
a bandit begins to kill and taste blood, he
doesn’t know where to draw the line. -And

 evidently he’s no longer working alone, from
what Mr. Hearst says. Ill check everything,
at once, Senator. I hope we can catch up with
Black Bart before he disposes of your watch.”

HIN LEE served drinks, and then Hearst
took his leave. He was a quiet man,
with a deep sense of humor. Shaking hands
with Vale, he thanked him for his hospitality.
“You have a pretty place here, sir. Perhaps
Tl be back to see you again” He
and smiled, getting into his saddle with n
young man’s alacrity.
His engineers mounted, and they set out on

the trail to Stirling, while Hume, the Rio Kid,
Wyatt Earp and Mireles, made plans to hurry
to the most recent of Black Bart’s crimes.

They started south after a brief rest. But
this time they were not as lucky as Hume had
been before. There was no sign that they were
able to follow for more than a few miles, and
after tearing around the Sierras, searching the
folds and canyons, they had to confess that the
road-agent had again eluded them.

Two days after Hearst’s visit to the
SquareV, the Rio Kid, Earp and Mireles
pulled in at the ranch toward dusk. They were
:ir;d out, and slept without waking until day-
ight.

While they were eating a late breakfast the
next morning, Shorty, out in the side corral
with some mustangs, shouted and came to the
open window to speak to Johnny Vale, who
was sitting with his guests.

re comes Kedwin, Lownes, and fifteen,
twenty riders!” warned Shorty. “Armed to the
teeth!”

The tidings brought them instantly to their
feet. They snatched up shotguns and rifles,
making sure their weapons were loaded and
ready, while Shorty called in Ben Agnes and
Red Phillips, Vale’s loyal punchers, from a
nearby field.

By the time they were organized, with the
Rio Kid at their head, Fred Kedwin, Smoky
Lownes and their riders were within a hundred
yards of the house.

“Halt, Kedwin!” called the Rio Kid, his feet
spread wide and his hands hanging loose at his
Colt-girded hips.

In the doorway behind them, Professor Bol-
ton peered timidly out through his spectacles
at sight of the armed array. Kedwin was
slightly in the fore, with two lines of eight or
ten men behind him and his shadow, Smoky
Lownes, at his right. Lownes kept his eyes
steadily on the Rio Kid, his right hand
at his hip, close to the big Colt.

“He’s coverin’ Kedwin,” decided the Rio
Kid, “in case I try for him.”

He did not see Zaldini, the big rustler
chieftain, but most of the fellows with Kedwin
looked tough, and Pryor recognized them as
Zaldini’s bunch.

Kedwin held up his hand in a sign of
friendship. “Johnny Vale,” he called, “I want
to talk to you.”

Vale strode out, frowning. He hated Ked-
win, who had brought such sorrow to Edith
Thorpe, and who had partially wrecked his
range, with his reckless hydraulic mining.

“What yuh want, Kedwin?” he demanded in
a surly voice. “I'd rather you and yore rustler
pards stayed off my range, savvy? Ill give
yuh two minutes to get goin'—then we open

Kedwm stared at the array of xmdmm.
men lined on Vale’s veranda. Though he
more men with him, Earp, theRmKldandun
others on that veranda could easily take care
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of them out in the open as they were.

“I haven't come to fight, Vale. I came to
tell you Im mighty sorry about that hy-
draulicking. I didn't realize how much damage
it's doing your range.”

Kedwin spoke softly, apologetically, and
Vale and the Rio Kid listened in stunn
silence. Seeing they did not mean to shoot on
sight, Kedwin slowly advanced, with only
Lownes beside him, so that he could talk more
easily.

“Yuh goin’ to quit washin’ the topsoil and
mountain down into my valley?” said Vale at
last. “If yuh're sorry like yuh say, Kedwin,
that's what yub'll do.”

Kedwin made a gesture of objection but his
voice was polite as he said quickly:

“But I have a valuable gold mine up there,
Vale. I can’t quit without losing a fortune,
and then someone else would come along and

do the same thmg to you if I sold out, or de-
serted the clai

“Make yore splel Kedwin,” ordered the Rio
Kid coldly. “Shivers run up and down my
backbone at sight of serpents.” He shuddered
realistically. “And my gun hand itches some-

in’ horrible.”

But he was intensely curious and wondered
what actually had brought his enemy to the
Square V to talk as he did.

A flush reddened Kedwin's heavy, jowled
face. His mustache bristled, the white scar
showing through. He controlled himself by an
effort.

“My business is with Vale, Rio Kid,” he
growled.

“The Rio Kid’s a friend of mine, Kedwin,”
snapped Vale. “And that's more’n I can say
for you. Let’s hear what yuh got to say, then
mebbe we can breathe the air ag'in.”

33
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“Pm sorry you feel um way, Vale. Perhaps
I was a bit hasty be

“Hasty!” Vale laughed, incredulous. “If yuh
call what you done to the Rio Kid and them
pore folks yuh cheated, to say nothin’ of Colo-
nel Thorpe—” He broke off short as the Rio
Kid nudged him.

EDWIN didn’t say anything for a mo-
ment but stared at them steadily.
“You mean Thorpe killed himself?” he
asked carefully.

“Yeah, that's what I mean,” replied Vale,
glad to get out of it so easily.

for some time that Kedwin

or ms men had shot Thorpe, and he was not

used to deception. He had almost blurted out

the fact that the Rio Kid had discovered

was murdered.

“Pm sorry for what's happened,” Kedwin
repeated. “I'm here to make what amends 1
can. The hydraulicking will wreck yore range
completely in time. I'd like to settle this feud
between us, and that’s why I'm here, to make
you an offer for yore lands.”

“So that’s it!” thought the Rio Kid, his brain
busy with conjecture. But all he could con-
clude at the moment was- that Kedwin would
ne'ver do anything that was fair, just to be
decent

“What do yuh offer, Kedwin?” he asked cu-
riously. “Mebbe yuh'd like to buy a nice gold
mine up the river.”

Wyatt Earp grinned at Pryor's ironic jest.
But Kedwin solemnly nodded.

“That will be included, of course. You
know it petered out. Vale, I'll buy your range
and the hills to the north.”

“I don't hold them hills. The folks yuh
cheated own ’em, section by section, and duly
recorded.”

Kedwin cleared his throat. “I see. I'm
willin’ to pay you and them a fair sum, though,
to make up for what I've done.”

“Huh” The Rio Kid watched his foe. He
could see that behind his smooth front Kedwin
was tense, eager. “What's he got up his
sleeve?” he mused. “That skunk wouldn’t do
2 fair thing if his life depended on it!”

“I ain’t thinkin’ of sellin’,” drawled Vale.
“But I might if the price was right.”

“Set your figure,” said Kedwin instantly.

As Vale hesitated, the Rio Kid said, “Don’t
sell to him, Vale, not at any pricel”

Kedwin scowled. He held himself in with
a great effort,

“T'd like to talk business with you, Vale, if
we could do it without being interrupted.”

Vale laughed. “I was only foolin’ yuh, Ked-
win, I wouldn't sell yuh a dead cow for a
million dollars!”

“Get goin’, Kedwin,” ordered the Rio Kid.
“I can’t stomach the sight of yuh any longer.
I don’t know what yore ga