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Tumbleweed Terry,
lawman, didn’t know
how many outlaws

he’d killed, from Canada to the Border. But
he knew a couple who were going to be added

to the list if harm came to a certain Indian
girl and her sweetheart!

T WAS a swell dream, 1 re-
I member, all about me beating
“ the Staffels from hell to break-
fast and running them clear off the
range and out of town, and rescu-
ing Storm Kilday from some
Fiutes gone on the warpath; and
6

how Taylor, the assayer at Here-
ford finally told me he’d made a
mistake, and the samples from my
Empire State Mine ran so high I’d
be a millionaire in practically no
time. So there I was, practically
on top of the world, and I had my



Tumbleweed

arm around Storm Kilday’s shoul-
ders, pressing her close to me, her
cheek against mine and her hair
blowing in my face and smelling so
good, like it always smells.

But when I woke up I had my
good arm around the pillow, and
the cabin was a deep grey with
dawn, just light enough for me to
gee my frosty breath in the smelly
air.

_Thaws

® By LUKE TERRY

“Talk, damn you!’ she
sad. “Where's that con-
tract?”’

I raiged up on the elbow of my
good arm, wincing a little, because
1 was so stiff and sore and black
and blue from my last beating, and
I peered out through the window
with the one eye that wasn’t
swollen shut. There was siX or
eight inches of fresh snow on the
ground and I remembered then
how only half awake 1’d heard the
wind howling last night after I’d

7
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crawled between the blankets.

I expect I cussed a little, for a
man feels pretty low just at dawn.
Specially low when he realizes he’s
got enemies as strong as Jerry
Staffel and his daddy, Old King
Staffel. And when the assayer
keeps insisting his ore is worthless
even though he can see streaks of
silver in it, rich and deep and
heavy. And when he gets beat up
and run out of town every time he
shows his nose, and when it looks
like no break in the world will ever
give him the money to get the girl
he loves. Swell girls like Storm
Kilday have to have money. They
oo together like, well, like Ham and
Eggs, or maybe Smith and Wes-
- son.

The water in the bucket was
froze solid, but I got a fire going
in the pot bellied little stove,
chipped out some of the stuff and
put it in the coffee pot to melt. I
didn’t mind the cold so much—I’d
been raised in upper New York
State—but the lonesomeness and
the hard knocks were about to get
me, 1’1l admit, and 1 was feehng
pretty blue.

Then I heard it. Faint, muffled,
came the voice, ‘‘Hello, inside.
Anybody to home?’” And when I
stood there, thinking maybe I’d
been alone so much I was hearing
things, it came again, more muf-
fled, weaker than ever. ‘‘Inside,
there, can you help me?’’

HE first thing T thought was:
It’s another trap of Jerry
Staffel’s. It wasn’t the first time
I’d wished for a gun lately! You

see, my daddy had a gun accident
- when I was just a kid. He killed

a man, and they hanged him for it.

loose like.

And before he went to the gallows

he made me promise never to own

a gun, and I promised. So I ex-
pect I am about the only man in
Utah that hasn’t. got one. Well,
anyway, 1 picked up a good oak
club out of the firebox, and slipped
the heavy bar from the door, and
opened it just a erack.

I called, ‘“Who’s there and what
do you want?’’

s Traveler ’’ came back the muf-
fled voice, “and if you got a knife
come get me off this horse.”” He
talked sort of funny, like he had
some of them Spanish castanets in
his hand. He’d sayv a word, then
there’d be that clackety-clackety-
clacking noise, followed by another
word. I opened the door a little
wider, so I'eould make him out.

His horse’s breath made clouds
of steam in the cold air. It stood
there, tired and dispirited, like it
had come a long way, front legs far
apart, head down between them.
At first T thought the man in the
saddle was an Indian, for he looked
like nothing else than a dummy
swaddled in blankets. There was
a blanket over his head and shoul-
ders, and a handkerchief over his
face, and more blankets wrapped
about his body, and others about
each leg. You couldn’t even see his
hands, and the reins were looped
around the horn of the saddle,
And sticking all over
the saddle, and all over the mum-
mified figure was frost and icicles!

I said, ‘“All right, mister, light
and come in. There’s a ﬁre in-
side.”’

““I — clackety-clack — can’t —
clackety-clack—get off—clackety-
clack!’’

Off in the pines a hunting owl
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boomed sorrowful like, the way

they do at dawn when the hunting
is over, and right in plain sight
a rabbit went scampering across
the clearing, and a coyote slid on
its haunches and stopped, and
trotted back into the brush, steam-
ing from its mouth.

It was getting real light, and I
saw the fellow was stuck in the
saddle, all right, not only stuck, but
tied. I went out in the snow, and
fumbled for my knife. He was
wound round and round with a hair
rope, like the reatas the Mexes use
way down south. He must have
sensed the knife, for he clackety-
clacked out a few words asking
me not to cut the rope but just
to untie it. So I did. It was hard
work, too, for though it was
knotted loosely, it had been wet,
and ice still clung to it.

The blankets, frozen like that,
meant only one thing. This fellow,
whoever he was, had blundered
onto Devil’s Drink. That’s a moun-
tain creek about eight miles south
of my place, back toward Canton,
and it fools lots of people and even
animals in the winter. The ice
looks firm and solid enough, and
is, in toward the shore, but out
in the center it must be fed by
a warm spring because it won’t
hold so much as a coyote.

I got him unwound and stepped
back. He sort of tottered, strain-
ing to get off, and suddenly danged
if he didn’t tumble toward me. Me,
having only one good arm, I
couldn’t stop him, and he sprawled
in the snow and lay still. The horse
nickered and pawed at the snow.

I had a lot of trouble dragging
him inside. He was a sight, that
fellow was. I got the blankets off

him somehow, and his clothes were
partially ~frozen, partially wet
from the heat of his body. I had
a quart of Old Taylor in the cup-
board, and a slug of this made him
open his eyes. It-trickled through
his cold-blued lips, and some of it
rolled on down onto his handlebar
mustaches and off onto his chin.
He opened his eyes then and
grinned with them, yes, grinned
with his eyes. They were as blue
as his lips.

“L-1-1-1-tle d-d-damp in your
c-c-c-country, p-p-partner,’”’ he
managed and closed his eyes. 1
peeled off a sheepskin coat, and
his fleece lined gloves. I remember
thinking to myself that this was
one of the fattest cowpunchers I’d
ever seen, and about that time I
came to his gun belt.

THE gunbelt and the holster

were handcarved, Mexican
work, I'd say, and the big Colt
hanging there had a lot of filigree
work inlaid in the cold black plates.
I touched it, and those blue eyes
came open with a snap, and the
blue lips snarled something over
the chattering teeth. I never saw
a man change so quick in my life.
First he’d been there on the floor
by the stove, passed out from cold
and exposure, about half dead.
Then 1’d touched his gun and he’d
snarled at me like a wolf, tensed
like a steel spring.

‘“S-s-sorry,”’ he muttered, and
danged if he didn’t sit up! He up-
ended the bottle, holding it careful
with both hands, and I'noticed then
how black his fingers were. If they
weren’t frozen they were badly
nipped, and I told him so. Well,
sir, he played his aces then, aces
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as far as I’'m concerned. He asked
me would I mind taking care of his

horse, that he could manage him-
self.

I got a good windtight shed I
used to use for my own horse, be-
fore somebody run him off and
shot him, so I led his tired horse
into it and unsaddled him. The
horse was a big rawboned roan,
worn travel-thin, and lifting off
the saddle I was rlght curious. It
was double rigged, which meant
Texas, and it had a saucer sized
horn, hand carved and ornamented
fenders and tapederos. Remember-
ing the hair rope it wasn’t hard
to tell where my half frozen visitor
came from. He was a long way
from home. That was a border rig,
Mexican, if I ever saw one. I threw
a blanket over the roan and picked
up the morrals and bed roll, both
wet, and went back into the house.

He was practically sitting on the
stove. He’d put my blankets
around him, and built up the fire,
and his teeth had stopped chatter-
ing a little. And he’d gone out and
got a pan full of snow and was
rubbing his feet and hands in it!
Beneath them blankets he was
naked as a jaybird, and it was
quite a shock to see how blamed
skinny he was. It wasn’t flesh that
made him look fat! That pile of
clothes he’d been wearing steamed
and smoked on a stool beside the
redhot stove. He’d thrown a hand-
ful of coffee in the water and it
was smelling fine.

Naturally I asked him how come
he was soaking wet, and just as I
thought he’d tried to eross Devil’s
Drink in the dark and gone in. He
said he’d been riding from Canton
to Hereford, which is the Staffel
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town about as far north as Canton
is south. He didn’t tell me why he
was riding at night and I didn’t
ask him, figuring it was none of
my business. I did tell him I was
Eph Jones, and when I asked him
his name he had another one of
them shaking fits getting it out. It

‘sounded like Tom to me, and that’s

what I began ealling him.

He explained he’d worked hard
tying them blankets on like that,
figuring he could easy work out
of them when he wanted to. But
with frost bitten fingers, and the
hair rope wringing wet, he’d been
out of luck, poor devil!

He was a right tophand with a
knife and fork. It was at the break-
fast table that he noticed me wine-
ing when I used my right arm.
Polite like, he laughed and said,
‘““Eph, it looks to me like you fell
down that mine of yours you been
talking about.”’

““You might say,”” I told him
grimly, ‘I fell down a town. The
town of Hereford. Couple of fel-
lows beat me up last time I rode
.

‘“Ain’t you got no gun?’’ he
asked. So I told him. His mouth
came open and his eyes spread
wide like he’d never heard the
like, and I guess he hadn’t, but he
did and said a funny thing. He
shook his head sadly, and he said,
“Eph, sometimes I’'m like your old
man, I wish to God I’d never seen
nor heard of a gun.’”’ Then he sort
of sighed, and shook his head, and
the first thing I knew he was stand-
ing beside me feeling along my
right forearm.

““Maybe you don’t know it,’’ he
said, ‘‘but this arm is sure frac-

tured. Sit still.”’
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" He took a butcher knife and went
_over to the wood box. Twenty | |
minutes later I was a little white /
about the sore mouth and there
was sweat on my head, but my arm
was set and splinted. He’d been
sort of prodding me about my

I pushed her aside with
my foot and jerked the
door open. A gun ex-
ploded almost in my face.
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troubles, and the first thing you
know I began cutting loose.

Outside came a halloo, ‘‘Oh,
Effie, Effie!”’
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I GOT red in the face I reckon
and his mustaches bristled and
he moved over to where his gun
was hanging. I damned the caller,
and explained. ‘‘It’s a damned
Piute squaw that’s took a liking
to me. Danged if she ain’t worser
than a hydrophoby skunk, always
dropping in and cleaning up the
place so I can’t find nothing.’’

Then she hammered at the door
and there was nothing else to do.
I went and opened it. She was
standing there taking off her snow-
shoes, and she had a shotgun over
one shoulder and three fat rabbits
lying at her feet.

Tom chattered, ‘‘Close the door,
Eph, I’'m freezing to death.”” Then
she stepped in. His teeth quit chat-
tering and his eyes got bigger than
they’d been before. He stood there
staring at her, and all at once he
clutched the blanket around his
shoulders and said, ‘““‘Hell’s bells,
you said a Piute squaw!”’

She laughed and set the gun in
the corner, her black eyes not miss-
ing a thing, I’ll tell you, from my
splinted arm to the pile of drying
clothes. She said, ‘‘It’s a game,
mister. I call him Effie and he calls
me squaw. He’s too dumb to in-
troduce us. I’'m Piute all right.
Tilli-sana-wachee, that’s me, but
just call me Tilly. Everybody
does.”’

She was over by the stove then,
undoing her leggings. She’d been
wearing a deerskin skirt, pretty
short, and the leggings came up
pretty high. That was the way with
Tilly, she had no modesty. Me, I
was used to it, but as she kept
on unwrapping those danged leg-
oings, higher and higher, and more
and more of her bronze legs came

into view, you could hear poor Tom
breathing all over the cabin.

She tossed them aside, and un-
wrapped a scarf, and took off a
sheepskin coat. Underneath it she
had on a store sweater, tight, too,
that sort of called attention more
than ever to the way she was put
together. Funny thing, I never
paid Tilly much mind, but hearing
Tom having a spasm, practically,
maybe I looked at her slender, lithe
body a little closer. She was all
right. Course, a little thin com-
pared to Storm Kilday, my girl
over in Hereford, but all there.

She sort of smoothed the sweater
and wiggled down into the skirt

-slow and deliberate, and I heard

gulping, choking sounds and
looked at Tom just in time to see
the last of my Old Taylor disap-
pearing down his throat.

Well, Tilly went on about her
business, taking my broom and
brushing up and making the bunk,
and shaking out Tom’s clothes and
putting on more water. All the
time she cleaned the three rabbits
she hummed and sang Indian
songs, and after while I saw it was
no use talking to Tom for he
couldn’t take his eyes off her. After
while I said, ““Tilly lives with her
folks up in the valley. She went
to mission school, that’s how come
she can talk so well. But at heart
she’s a danged interfering female.
Always trying to take care of me.”’

‘““He’s so stubborn and hard
headed,’’ she said, without looking
at us, ‘‘somebody has to.”’

And Tom put in, ‘I ain’t much
on pretty speeches, Tilly, but I’d
like right smart having a fine
young girl like you looking after
me!”’ |
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““You can have her,”” I snapped
and was sort of sorry. Tilly was
good to me.

“‘He’s not interested in me,’’ she
snapped back, disregarding me
and speaking to Tom. ‘‘He’s got
 agirl! A big fat washed out blonde

named Storm, over in Hereford.’’

Now that made me sore. Storm
wasn’t fat, she was just plump,
that’s all. So I said, ‘‘Now you
leave Storm out of this, Tilly! I’m
going to marry her—’’

“Storm,’’ said Tom, quiet like,
““Storm. That’s a peculiar name
for a woman. I’ll bet you I can
describe a dame with a name like
that.”’ I glared at him but he began
talking and I guess I quit staring.
It was uncanny! He desecribed
Storm to a Tee! Even Tilly quit
cleaning rabbits and stood up star-
ing at him with her hands on her
slim hips and her red mouth open.

TOM laughed. ‘“I’'m cheating,”’

he admitted. ‘‘ A fellow I once
knew described her to me. They
ain’t many Storms, so I took a
chanece on it being her. This fellow
that told me about her, down south
a bit, mentioned a friend of hers,
too, a big tall skinny ranny with
a patch over one eye:’’

““That’s her brother,”” I told
him. ‘‘His name is Jack.Kilday.
He’s a blacksheep, a gun man. He
works for King Staffel. Spends
most of the time hanging around
Hereford in the winter time. His
sister, Storm, is singing at the Ace
High. Jerry Staffel, King’s son,
owns that. Storm don’t even speak
to her brother!’’

Tilly put in, ‘“That’s the outfit
that keeps this stubborn fool all
beat up.’’

13

Tom admired her with his eyes, -
and she came over and sat down
at the table and began talking. She
had a habit, Tilly did, of rubbing
her chin and throat when she
talked. The top two or three but-
tons of the store sweater came
loose and the smooth bronze skin
above her breasts slid into view
with a suddenness that sort of
smacked a man right between the
eyes ; and again it looked to me like
this feller Tom wasn’t following
the story very close. I kicked her
in the shin beneath the table and
eyed all that skin with a scowl, and
she laughed in my face, and sort of
preened herself and stuck her chest
out so that the sweater covered
even less than before! Tom nearly
fell off his chair.

‘“‘Let me get this straight,”’ he
said, sort of choking. ‘‘You come
in here and squat on some land
that used to be King Staffel’s
range?’’ I nodded, still glaring at
Tilly. ““He don’t pay you no mind
until you run a shaft back in the
rock and dig out some samples.
Then you take them into Hereford
to an assayer named Taylor.”

Tilly put in, ‘‘He’s a crook. He’s
Staffel’s man.”’

Tom beamed at her. ‘“Then be-
fore you got a report,’”’ he turned
back to me, ‘“‘Jerry Staffel, the
Staffel son, tries to buy your home-
stead.”” I nodded. ‘‘When you
wouldn’t sell, Taylor returns a re-
port that your mine is worthless?’’

‘““But it isn’t,”’ I said, and went
to the cupboard for ore samples.
Tom looked at them a long time,
and he took a fork and pried at
a streak of silver. P

Then he said, ‘‘Hmmmm. Me,
I’m no roek man, but even if this
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here was lead it looks like there’s
enough of it to be valuable. How
come you don’t take it to another
assayer, or send it away?”’

And it was Tilly that told it.
Coming from her it did sound im-
possible, but me, I was going
through it, I knew it was true. You
see, I’'m halfway in between Can-
ton, the county seat, and Hereford,
eight miles from each. The Staffels
run the whole county, always have,
politically and every other way.
To get to either town, I got to
walk, because like I mentioned be-
fore, right after I git paydirt,
somebody stole my horse out of
my shed and killed it.

It is hard to stemaech that even
men that work for the government
can be crooked, but the thing is,
being a postmaster is sort of a
political job after all. I’d mailed
letters in both Canton and Here-
ford, and never got no answer to
them for the simple reason they
never left town. The postmasters
would give them to their political
boss, who was Jerry Staffel, the
son! I didn’t carry a gun, I
couldn’t and keep my promise.

So as soon as I’d get to either
town somebody would pick a fight
with me, usually Jack Kilday,
Storm’s no good brother—though
she wasn’t responsible for him !—
and someone else would pitch in
and I’d get pretty bad beat up!
Why, sometimes I even had to de-
-pend on Tilly to bring out sup-
plies!

Tom said, sort of curious like,
‘¢ And what does your girl advise
you to do?”’

“Storm?’’ snapped Tilly, like
it was a bad taste in her mouth,
what with her being so jealous.

“‘She is so frightened for him! So
frightened! She wants Effie to sell
out complete to the Staffels and
take her away from it all, damn
her! And Effie falls for it. He tells
her all his plans, he talks every-
thing over with her before he does
it! Hell, he wouldn’t wipe his nose
without asking her advice!”’

““Storm’s smart,”’ T said defen-
sively. But Tilly just got up and
began pacing the cabin floor, her
mocassined heels coming down
hard enough to make her hips
quiver and dance, and T saw Tom
was forgetting about my troubles
already.

FINALLY he said, ¢ And no mat-

ter what you try to do, no mat-
ter how you try to get out of the
pocket you’re in, this here Staffel
and his son know your plans?”’ I
guess I looked my amazement, it
seemed like he was a clairvoyant or
something.

Tilly looked at him, hands en
hips, with a meaning look, as if
to say. ““See? What have I been
telling you.”’

Tom got up sort of slow. He
walked over to where his morrals
were and opened one and came
back with three bottles.‘‘Tequila,’’
he said. ‘““Good to warm up a man’s
insides. I been riding the snowline
so danged long I’m froze. Suppose
we sit here and drink a little geri-
ous liquor. Then I’ll catch a little
shuteye, and maybe we’ll go in
to Hereford and see some folks.?”’

You know, it was funny. T felt
like a load had been lifted from
my shoulders. Tom was that sort
of fellow, capable looking, and the
way he even walked on his sore feet
was catlike, and T remembered
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“You damn’ squaw!” cursed Storm. “Yow've been
here all the time. What'd he do with the contract?”’
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what had happened when I touched
his gun earlier. Yes sir, I’d prom-
ised my daddy never to possess a
gun but I never promised him not
to go along with someone that did
have one, and someone that could
use it. So we sat there and drank
and I began to get a glow from the
tequila. Tom, he kept telling about
things that had happened down in
Texas, and Tilly took a few drinks,
and loosened the sweater even
more, and even did us a parody
of a Piute stomp dance that was
really funny. T could look at her,
all slim, and eopper color, with her
flashing eyes and red mouth and
white teeth, and I tell you it made
me think of Storm, and wish I had
Storm in my arms and all our
troubles were over!

Bye and bye Tom rolled into my
bunk and started snoring.

He slept thirty-six hours by the
clock.

IT WAS eight o’clock in the night-

of the second day before Tom
got up, and when he did erawl out
of the bunk, shaking and shivering,
though the stove was glowing
cherry red, he was hungry as a
wolf.

““Never mind,’”’ he said, finish-
ing up what bacon was in the house,
and tearing into the last can of
beans, ‘‘you can get more tomor-
row in Hereford.’”” And he asked
about Tilly, too, and made the com-
‘ment that she was about the
prettiest piece of woman flesh he’d
seen from Guadalajara to here,
which was as far as he’d ever
gotten north!

“‘She’s an Indian,”’ I shrugged,
‘““but you ought to see my girl,
Storm!”’ And away 1 went, telling
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all about how white and rosy pink
she was, and her lips always look-
ing moist and parted, and how soft
and warm her arms were about a
fellow’s neck. And when I looked
up, old Tom had pushed back from-
the table and had his head on.his
chest and his eyes closed. He was
snoring,

At ten, after 1’d washed the
dishes, he put some more blankets
on the bunk and crawled under
them again. Pretty soon he was
hard at it, and dang me if he wasn’t
still sleeping the next morning
when Tilly halloo-ed.

She had a big piece of venison
this time, and while she wriggled
out of her leggings and jacket her
black eyes found my pack and
turned inquiringly toward the
bunk. ‘“Where you going?’’ was
question one. ‘‘And is he sick?”’
was number two.

I shook my head. ‘“We’re riding
or walking into Hereford,’’ I told
her, and ‘“He ain’t sick. He’s the
sleepingest fellow I ever saw!”’

About then he opened his eyes
and grinned. ‘‘Hello, squaw,’’ he
said. ‘‘What you bring us to eat
this morning? Venison, hanh?
Reckon you can turn your head and
put a thick slab of it in a skillet .
while I get into my britches?’’

She could and did. He ate three
thick steaks, beaming at Tilly all
the time. ‘‘Now Tilly,’” he grinned,
picking at his teeth with a five inch
clasp knife, ‘‘is my idea of a good
provider. On account of not hav-
ing no dessert, a little kiss would
be sweet enough for an old feller
like me.”” And danged if he didn’t
reach over and pick her up and set
her on his knees and kiss her, right
enthusiastie.
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Sure, it wasn’t any of my busi-
ness, but it looked to me like Tilly
didn’t fight her best. And when
she put her arms around his neck
and helped, and that short skirt
began sliding way up over her
bronze knees, well, I started to go
outside and leave them alone,
pretty mad, I'll tell you. But Tom
stopped me, set her on the floor,
smacking his lips, and she looked
over and laughed in my face.

“If we’re going,’”’ he said, ‘‘I
reckon we better git. 1 got a little
clothes changing to do first.”’ He
went over to his morrals and
shucked off his shirt. 1 began

prettying myself up—after all T

was going to see Storm!—and
when I finished, Tom was ready,
too. -
He didn’t look like the saddle
bum who’d rolled in the snow at
my front door not long ago! He’d
slid into a close fitting white silk
shirt, with a little black string tie.
And over it he wore a Mexican
jaqueta of soft, tanned skin, caught
at the waist with a belt made out
of silver pesos, making it into a
blouse. The sleeves were orna-
mented with colored feather work,
and on the back was a big Mexican
eagle, the national emblem, all
worked out in colors. I tell you it
was swell. And Tilly thought so,
too.

OM stuck his head out the door

and right away his teeth began
chattering. He sure hated to go

out into the cold! He made me go-

get his roan, and when I got back
he had both his legs blanket
wrapped, and had on all those
clothes again till he looked big and
fat. It took me and Tilly both to

desperate.

P

hoist him on his horse.

Then he wrapped a blanket over

his head, and a handkerchief over
his face, and another pair of blan-
kets about his shoulders. And he
insisted I take the hair rope and
wind him round like a coccoon.
This time, he said, he wouldn’t fall
in no water and get frost bit so
his hands wouldn’t work. He was
loose enough so with a little con-
triving he could get himself out
of the blankets, but he was tight
enough to keep out the cold.
- “T wish,”” he groaned, sort of
muffled, ‘‘I’d a thought to tie the
stove in here with me. Crawl up
here behind, Effie, and we’ll go to
Hereford.”’

Tilly did a funny thing then. She
came out and laid her hands, both
of them, on Tom’s leg, and said,
““You sure it’s going to work out,
mister?’’

He just laughed, hollow like, in-
side all them blankets, and sort of
jeered, “‘I’ll see he don’t get hurt,
squaw. Reckon you can have some
hot venison ready for us?’’ She
reckoned she could, and we trotted
off through the winter sunshine,
that wasn’t much warmer than a
winter wind.

All the eight miles I worried.
‘ After all, I didn’t know much
about Tom, and here I was with
my arm fractured, without a gun,
going in where I’d been warned to
keep away, and depending on him
to take care of me. Sure, I was
ashamed of it, but I tell you, I was
Just picturing how
happy me and Storm could be if
everything was all right, why,
shoot, I was willing to try any-
thing.

(Continued on page 82)
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OLITA, the dance hall girl,
L brought out a special bottle

that was better than the red-
eye on the bar downstairs. The
thin garment she had donned flared
with her lithe movements and re-
vealed silken, skin-tight undies
about the intriguing swell of her
hips. When she poured two drinks,

He grabbed the man’s wrist just
as the gun started to come out.

tempting olive tinted flesh showed
above the contours of her pulsing
bosom.

“Slim’? MeCann’s eyes were
half closed and he muttered thick-
ly. He wasn’t nearly as drunk as
he seemed and he was watching
Lolita’s liquid, sloe-black eyes.
Occasionally he glanced at her



Slim was certain that the girl, Lolita, was responsible

for the leaks concerning the gold shipments.

What

hadn’t occurred to him was that trying to get infor-
mation from Lolita was twice as dangerous as playing
with dynamite

other enticements and his spine
tingled in spite of himself. He was
sprawled on the sofa in the room
that made him sick with its musky
smell of cheap perfume.

When she had downed her own
drink, Lolita came over and sank
down beside him. She slid a small,

warm hand to the back of his neck.
Her nearness stirred him and made
him nervous with a desire to take

the red-lipped girl into his arms.
He judged that Bart Owner must
have yielded to that same urge.
And Hodge Hopkins. They had
been freight skinners on the Dev-
19
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il’s Tail the same as Slim McCann.
Both now were dead in the whirl-
ing waters of the Devil’s Tail
river. They had been with this Lo-
lita shortly before their freight
wagons had started down from
Snag Mountain to Stubtown with
consignments of gold from the rich
Big Basin stamp mill

Slim had learned that much, and
he wasn’t honing to join them in
the Devil’s Tail. But he had sworn
to himself that he would get at the
hombre behind the murderous
holdups of the wagons carrying
the gold. ‘“Wolf”’ Callow’s owl-
hooters pulled the jobs, but Wolf
Callow had not the brains to do
more than stage occasional raids
on the cow ranges. And Wolf Cal-
low had struck only at the freight
wagons carrying the gold, al-
though the consignments were
loaded secretly and at odd times.

So, behind Wolf Callow and the
gir] Lolita there had to be a keener
mind. Roaring Stubtown had many
such minds, but the murders of
Owner and Hopkins went back to
Lolita. Slim downed his drink and
mumbled sleepily, letting his arms
go at last about the girl.

““You like Lolita veree much?”’
she crooned softly into his ear.

‘Like Lolita?’’ he said with
drunken gravity. ‘‘Yuh betcha! I
ain’t never seen a filly that could
beat yuh for looks.”’

““You kees Lolita then!’’ she
said breathlessly, both her arms
suddenly locking his neck and
bringing his hard-lipped mouth to
her own.

Her soft bosom flattened and her
heart pulsed against him. Her thin
rohe fell away and her warm,
rounded thighs were brushing his
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lanky knees as her lips parted. Slim
hadn’t meant it to be quite this
way, but nature had so fashioned
Lolita that the quivering of her
luscious body made Slim forget his
purpose for the moment.

His hands upon her yielding back
strained her to him. He couldn’t
then for a time keep in mind that
this was the way it must have been
with the two dead freighters. Lo-
lita gave maddening response to
his caresses—

WHEN she stood up, sighing and

breathless, and poured him
another drink, Slim McCann hated
himself. She was beside him again.
Then it came.

““Slim ees love Lolita much?’’
she murmured, dark eyes heavy-
lidded. ‘‘Maybe eet ees he would
take Lolita away. Next time when
the gold ees come down in Slim’s
wagon? Yes?”’

Slim’s lean body tensed. Thus
far he had read sign rightly on the
freight murder trail.

‘““Well, mebbe so,”” he grunted
thickly. ‘‘Reckon yuh could git
ready by then for the long trail?’’

Lolita’s eyes sparkled with tri-
umph. This drunken freight skin-
ner was about to give up the
information she was after.

‘““When ees eet the next gold ees
come?’’ she said. |

‘“‘Lemme see,’’ considered Slim.
“Next time on my wagon a week
come Thursday.”’ |

He reached for the special bottle,
but Lolita’s arms had locked him

tightly.

“Slim ees maybe love Lolita?”’
“Um-m-m-m!’’ he grunted with
her vibrant lips pressing his mouth.
And from the bedlam of the bar-
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room and dance floor below came

a cry that cleared all the fog from

Slim’s senses.

““Lemme go! I tell you I must
find Slim MecCann!’’

“Up them stairs, ma’am!’’ ob-
liged a heavy voice in sudden si-
lence over the barroom. ‘‘Flirst
door t’ your right, but I reckon
yuh’d best not—"’

Slim was freeing Lolita’s arms,
wrenching her away from him. Re-
sisting, the girl tripped, toppled
backard. Sleek, bare thighs, taper-
ing to shadowed silk flashed golden
in the lamp-light as her thin robe
whirled apart and she sereamed.

Slim recalled too late that the
flimsy door had no lock. There were
quick steps and the door flew open.
A willowy girl with bits of the sky
for eyes and coiled yellow hair
swayed in the opening. Her pretty
oval face was white, then it slowly
flushed to scarlet as she took in the
sprawled figure of Lolita on the
floor and coatless Slim MecCann.
Slim’s belted .49 hung over the
back of a chair.

“You? Slhim McCann!” The
words came with a lash of scorn
in the tense voice of the girl. ‘‘ And
they told me that maybe you could
help me!”’

Lolita rose slowly to her feet,
pulling the robe around her lus-
cious curves. Her black eyes flashed
and her hand darted to her silk
brassiere. A sharp jeweled dagger
appeared and Lolita emitted a hiss-
ing scream as she sprang at the
gir] in the doorway.

“‘Stop it, you damn’ fool!’’ grat-
ed Slim, moving with a lithe quick-
ness that carried him to the two
girls,
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HE HAD no time to attempt to
* seize the mad girl’s knife
hand. The best he could do was
make it a straight punch with his
fist to the soft flesh under her ear.
Lolita cried out and erumpled.

The girl in the doorway hadn’t
moved.

‘“‘Maybe I ought to thank you,
Slim MeCann!’’ she said scathing-
ly. ““But I don’t feel that way!’’
Then her voice broke into a sob.

‘“ And while you’ve been here
pleasurin’ yourself, Daddy Dorn’s
freight wagon is in the Devil’s
Tail! Wolf Callow got him and the
mules went off the cliff! Shorty
Masters was with him and he got
away! But I can’t expect anything
from you now, Slim McCann!”’

She turned, starting to run down
the stairs into the barroom. At the
top she tripped and a bearded hom-
bre, much the worse for redeye,
caught her in his huge arms at the
bottom.

But instead of releasing her, he
cursed jubilantly into the silence
that had fallen.

“Damme t’ hell! Who’d ever ex-
pect to see such a pretty critter in
the Black Jack? An’ she jumps
right inter my arms!”’

Mary Dorn’s corn yellow hair
tumbled from its coiled knot into a
lustrous mass over her shoulders.
She didn’t speak or cry out, but
clawed furiously at the bearded
face of the tough. He roared with
ribald laughter and holding her off
easily with one hand, deliberately
ripped away her shirt to expose the
little bandeau that protected her
firm young breasts.

‘““Let ’er go, yuh damn’ pole-

cat!”’ roared Slim MecCann as he °

hurled himself from the stairs
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above, not waiting for his gun.

Slim’s hard, lean weight struck
the tough with an impact that car-
ried both him and Mary Dorn to
the muddied floor. The girl’s skirts
whirled high and a gasp of appre-
ciation ran around the barroom.

Mary had perhaps the neatest
ankles and the trimmest legs in all
of Devil’s Tail county. Slim and
white, they were revealed above
her black stockings to lacy white-
ness of the kind of underthings
range girls wear. Nothing of silk,
but there wasn’t an hombre in the
barroom who didn’t appreciate the
difference between her clean fine-
ness and the tinsel fripperies of
the dance hall girls.

The collision knocked the breath
from Slhim, but it didn’t prevent
him crossing a hard right to his op-
ponent’s chin as they lay on the
floor. The tough swore heavily,
rolled over, and his gun came from
its ‘holster. Unarmed, Slim stared
into the round hole of death, almost
feeling the lead cutting into his in-
nards.

A smaller calibred gun exploded.
The tough’s .45 belched fire, too,
but the bullet went wild. The tough
fell to his back, dead enough, with
one eye gone where a slug had hit
his temple.

A hoarse mutter of surprise went
around the room.

Slim got Mary to her feet. He
was looking at ‘‘Diamond’’ Rea-
gan, the thin, dark-faced gambler
who ran the games for the Black
Jack. Reagan was pushing his .38
back into his shoulder holster with-
out any trace of emotion. '

‘““Reckon I owe yuh one for
that,”” muttered Slim. ‘‘Come on,
Mary, let’s get out.”’

HERE were two score tough

hombres looking on. ‘‘Pinky”’
Duval, who owned the Black Jack,
blinked small eyes over his fat,
pinkish cheeks. He was nodding
approval with a smile for Reagan.

‘““A lady’s a lady, even in the
Black Jack,”” Duval said with a
short laugh. ‘‘The drinks are on
the house.”’

Slim got Mary through the bat-
wing doors. He took her arm as
they crossed the muddy street be-
tween the plank walks. Then she
freed herself.

“I'll go on alone from here, Slim
MecCann, if you please,’’ she said.
‘““‘Reckon you may  want-a go
back.’’

Slim had often watched Mary
Dorn, but had never before said
more than ‘‘howdy’’ to her. With
{rembling fingers she was holding
her torn waist over her heaving
white bosom and her eyes still
scorned him for what she had seen
in Lolita’s room. Her red lips were
drawn into a thin line.

‘““Mebbe so I'd best go back,”’
Slim said quietly. ‘‘But not for the
reason you’re thinkin’ on. It’s too
late to save Dad Dorn.”’

He had too much stiffness of pride
to tell her why he had been in Lo-
lita’s room. That could wait until
he suceceeded or failed in uncover-
ing the hombre behind Wolf Cal-
low’s murderous holdups.

‘““You’re as much of a beast as
the rest of them!”’ flared Mary an-
grily. ‘It ain’t too late to get Wolf
Callow!”’

She turned and ran along the
plank walk. Slim knew suddenly
that Mary Dorn was the only girl
he would ever love. Her scorn had
made him feel sick and empty bel-
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He had no time to reach the
girl’s knife hand.

lied, something that never before
had happened to Slim.

When he got back to the bat-
wings, several girls were quitting
for the night and crossing over to
the boarding house where they
lived. Lolita was not with them.

He saw Lolita over the batwings.
She was talking with the gambler,
Diamond Reagan and with Pinky
Duval. They were at the back end
of the bar. Surveying all of the
hombres in the Black Jack, it
struck Slim that the Black Jack
was the meeting place of all the
owlhooters and gunnies infesting
the mnewly opened Devil’s Tail
country. :

: 393

There was not a single law-abid-
ing citizen of Stubtown in the
place. There wasn’t a doubt in
his mind now but that all of the
crimes of rustling and raiding in
the new Devil’s Tail range and

gold country were brewed right
here.

Even if Lolita hadn’t pointed to
a yellowed calendar hanging on
the wall, Slim could readily have
guessed that she was imparting to
Reagan and Duval the information
she had wormed out of him about
the next time his freight wagon
would be toting gold from Snag
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Mountain. Duval was nodding and
smiling.

“So that’s why Reagan was so
damn’ handy with that snipe gun
o’ his,”” muttered Slim. ‘‘If I’d
have got lead poisoned, then I
wouldn’t be bringin’ down the gold
like I told Lolita.”’

He swung his lean length
through the batwings and went
back to Lolita’s room for his gun.

““You need a drink, McCann,’’
offered Pinky Duval as he came
back down the stairs.

““Mebbe so you’re right,”’ mut-
tered Slim. ‘‘I’m right sorry I had
t’ hit yuh, Lolita,”” he told the
inky-eyed girl, who was standing
with Duval and Reagan.

‘““‘Eet ees, what you say, hunkee
dorree,”’ the girl smiled at him.
Her look said she was the brand of
female critter that would go for an
hombre who beat his woman.

Slim saw Marshal Nathan
sprawled drunkenly in a chair. He
was all the law there was in Stub-
town or in the Devil’s Tail country.
He didn’t amount to the hoot of an
owl because he always started
drinking before breakfast, Pinky
Duval supplying the redeye.

~Slim downed his drink and
thanked Diamond Reagan again
for saving his life. The gambler
killer smiled thinly and said, ‘“I’d
have gunned him for that girl,
Mary Dorn, anyway.’’

Slim had another drink and went
-out. He could feel the eyes of the
two men and Lolita on his back. He
was convinced now that Reagan
and Duval were the brains behind
the gold holdups on the Devil’s Tail
freight trail. And it was a toss up
whether Wolf Callow’s killers
would be waiting for his wagon at
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the top of the narrow canyon trail
a week from the coming Thursday.

There was moonlight and Slim
could see the snake-like wagon trail
where it had been zigzagged up the
five hundred foot bluff behind the
Black Jack saloon. The saloon was
built against the cliff directly un-
der it.

LIM McCANN’S high-wheeled
Concord freighter creaked up
the narrow trail toward the top of
the grade coming from Snag Moun-
tain. Slim rested the mules before
reaching the summit where the
road dipped steeply on the curving
incline toward Stubtown.

“If Wolf Callow’s ridin’, reckon
he’ll be waitin’ below the top o’
the grade like he did with them
others,’’ said Slim, talking to the
mules.

For it was up here that Owner
and Hopkins and Dad Dorn had
gone to their death in the Devil’s
Tail river. The black waters of the
river boiled and churned through
the canyon nearly a thousand feet
below. The wagon trail here was
a powder blasted shelf, barely more
than the breadth of the wagon.
There were cuts in the wall every
mile or so for passing.

Except for occasional splits in
the rock, the canyon wall rose sheer
above the road another thousand

. feet. A few hard horse trails broke

through the wall at intervals, and
it was over these that Wolf Callow
and his outlaws rode to some hide-
out back in the Malpais of the mesa
at the top of the mountain.

It was late afternoon, and it was
the Thurday on which Slim had
drunkenly confided to Lolita he
would be bringing down g6ld from
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Snag Mountain. He was not toting
gold, and the Big Basin stamp mills
would ship no more until help had
been sent by the U. S. marshal at
Butte to clean out the holdup kill-
ers.

Slim hadn’t intended to be car-
rying gold, anyway. But his wagon
was heavily loaded, although the
freighters usually came back light
after taking in supplies to the min-
ing town of Big Basin. Slim had
seen to that, and he was smiling
grimly as the mules rested and he
looked down into the oily, roiled
blackness of the Devil’s Tail river.

‘“‘Reckon Mary Dorn has me
branded by this time as the lowest
kind of a varmint,’’ he said. ‘‘It’s
a helluva country where you can’t
stir up enough law or honest cit-
izens to get a posse out after Dad
Dorn’s gulehers.”’

Mary Dorn had tried to arouse
what few good citizens there were
in the boom camp of Stubtown.
They were too far outnumbered by
the tougher element and too weak-
spined to risk lead in their briskets
for the girl of the murdered old
freighter.

She hadn’t appealed to Slim Me-
Cann again, and he was glad of
that. For he had his own plan
worked out. Now he had one .45
holstered and another one lying on
the seat beside him.

THE four mules quit heaving and
- Slim freed the brake lock. His
steel-gray eyes swept the rifts in
the upper canyon wall, seeking the
gleam of metal or movement that
would tell him he was being watch-
ed. He saw neither. But suddenly
a startled blue jay flew out at the

top of the grade just ahead,
squawking with anger.

‘“‘Company ahead, yuh jennies,”’
muttered Silm to the mules.
‘“‘Here’s wishin’ yuh luck an’ hop-
in’ you an’ me all come through
without punctured hides.’’

He clucked and the loaded wagon
creaked heavily up the last hun-
dred yards of the grade to the sum-
mit. Slim’s broad mouth became a
tightly slashed line. He made sure
the six-gun was in its place on the
seat.

Both his feet were set behind the
high dashboard, and they were
resting on sheet metal plates put
in place before he had rolled from
Big Basin. They afforded good pro-
tection for him as long as the wag-
on would stay on the narrow trail.

He judged Wolf Callow and his
owlhooters would be blocking the
trail just below the summit where
the road wound sharply around a
shoulder of the wall. For it was at
this shoulder, some two hundred
yards below the summit that the
other freight wagons had been held
up, then dumped into the Devil’s
Tail.

The pitch over the summit was
just ahead.

The cracking report of a rifle
rang out, echoing from the canyon
walls. It was beyond the summit.
A man’s voice cried out sharply as
though he had been hit and the rifle
exploded again.

““Git up!’’ snapped Slim at the
mules, swinging the long whip with
a snap that joined a second echoing
rifle shot.

Because of the creak and groan
of the wagon, Slim could hear noth-
ing now but the dying echoes of
two rifle shots. The four-mule team
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topped the summit. Ahead half a
dozen hard, slouch-hatted hombres
were trying to control horses ap-
parently spooked by the shooting.

Slim was sure there were other
riders out of sight beyond the rock
shoulder. Then he saw Wolf Cal-
low, a squat figure more like a huge
toad in the saddle than the Wolf
he was called.

Slim slowed at the summit, set-
ting the brake partly, his one hand
gathering the reins and his other
seeking the six-gun on the seat. He
clucked at the mules, freed the
brake, taking in the line of mount-
ed owlhooters squarely across the
narrow road.

“‘Hold ’er, McCann!’’ rang out
Wolf Callow’s command. ‘‘Yuh git
yore paws up, an’ brake ’er down
or yuh git a bellyful o’ lead!’’

““Yeah!’’ yelled Slim. ‘‘An’ the
Devil’s Tail gets a bellyful o’
Skunks this time!”’

He let out a yipping shout at the
mules and dropped below the level
of the high dash, peering over. The
full weight of the heavy wagon
jammed down upon the heels of the
wheel team and the tongue rammed
the doubletrees of the lead mules.

“Look out!’”’ shouted Wolf Cal-
low. ‘‘Plug them lead mules! The
damn’ fool’s goin’ to try ridin’ it
out!”’

The mules broke into a gallop,
then the wagon was pushing them
into a run. Slim sawed the reins

~ with one hand, holding them to the

narrow trail.

““T'en seconds an’ it’ll be over
one way or t’other!’’ he grated be-
tween set teeth as the short guns
of the owlhooters started cracking.
Lead thudded into the dashboard,
zinged into the metal. The four
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mules were on the dead run now.
The nigh leader stumbled and stag-
gered as a bullet nipped him, but

- he was carried ahead and kept his

feet.

A flattened bullet glanced and
struck Slim’s jawbone and seemed
to tear off the side of his face. But
his unexpected defiance and the
thunder of the heavy freighter
wagon stopped the shooting tem-
porarily.

‘@it ’hind the shoulder!’’ yelled
Wolf. ‘“He cain’t make the turn!
Damn’ ’im, he’ll go over with the
gold!”’

CLEAR of the gun menace for a

few seconds, Slim fought off
dizziness from his face wound and
laid his weight on the reins. There
was no stopping the ecrowded mules
quickly, with the wagon Jammlng
upon them, but Slim got a hard
foot on the brake.

He had figured on that shoulder
turn and he had doubled the lever-
age of the holding shoes against
the wheels. The big, canvas-topped
wagon swung as the wheels locked,
sliding, and was within inches of
the edge of the drop into the Dev-
il’s Tail. Slim threw all of his
weight into holding the leaders
close to the wall.

““Damn’ ’em!’’ he spat out
through the blood in his mouth.
‘‘ Lemme make that swing, an’ 1’1l
roll ’em over the rocks or chase
’em the hell into Stubtown!”’

The mules veered to sawing reins
and plunged ahead The tipping
wagon grated its steel tires as it
slid, then it was around the shoul-
der and headed into a straightaway
down grade. A feeling of grim ex-
ultation swept through Slim.
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She tripped and fell

squarely into the arms

of an hombre who was

much too full of red-
eye.

There were a dozen bunched owl-
hooters on their horses ahead. Un-
doubtedly they expected to see the
wagon plunge into the Devil’s Tail
on that turn. And Slim had a gun
in one hand and was thumbing it,
adding its bullets to the death men-
ace of the big wagon roaring down
upon the outlaws.

One bearded owlhooter threw up
his hands, his horse reared, then
both man and horse went rolling
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into a thousand feet of space above
the churning, black river.

““Turn, yuh skunks, an’ run for
1t!’’ yelled Shim, starting to drop
again for the protection of his met-
aled dash as lead once more whizz-
ed over the mules.

Then, ‘‘Great God!’’ groaned
Slim, rearing up and putting all
his weight upon reins and brake.

Wolf Callow had turned his men
to run for it ahead of the runaway
wagon, but there were two figures
that could not escape hoofs of the
mules and the wild wheels of the
freighter. One of these was an owl-
hooter, whose doubled body proved
he was past being harmed. _

The other was Mary Dorn, lying
limply in the middle of the trail,
her yellow hair streaming and her
white face toward the oncoming
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death. Like a flash, the answer as
to how she had come there jumped
through Slim’s brain.

Those rifle shots and the dead
outlaw told him. The girl of Dad
Dorn must have set out alone to
avenge her father’s murder. That
could be the only answer to the
rifle shots Slim had heard.

Asg this hit his brain, with the
sight of Mary, the girl moved, arose
partly, lifting herself on her hand,
staring at the mules plunging upon
her. Slim’s next split second of
action was automatic. He fully ex-
pected to go into the Devil’s Tail
with his wagon, doing what he did.

The braked wheels screamed,
Slim’s full, desperate strength on
the reins fairly hurled the nigh
lead mule into the inner wall. He
had sick emptiness inside as the
big wagon slewed and swung part-
ly around. He was sure the rear
wheels would go over the edge and
drag the mules with it. He started
to throw himself from the seat as
the nigh leader hit the wall, fell
and tangled the feet of the wheel
horse behind him.

Through the bedlam of sound
made by the scream of the down
mule and the sliding wagon, Slim
heard Wolf Callow’s hard rasping
voice.

““Got ’im, by hell! Knowed he
wouldn’t run down that killin’,
hellcat gal!’’

SLIM had a vagune glimpse of
‘ Mary Dorn staggering to her
feet now, her hands reaching as if
she were trying to hold the big
wagon on the trail She was in rid-
ing breeches, but her wool shirt

had been torn off by ruthless
hands.

In the space of less than three
seconds while his life hung in the
balance, it was strange how clearly
Slim could see and mark every-
thing. Mary standing there with
her bared white arms and shoul-
ders, her tumbling yellow hair all
the concealment there was for the
sweet eurves of her breasts and her
slender body.

Then Slim plunged from the
wagon seat, landed on the hard
rock of the trail and his head
seemed to explode into a galaxy of
stars. That was all he knew for
perhaps many minutes. He didn’t
know as voices murmured then
grew louder in his awakening ears
that the blood from his face wound
and his crooked position led Wolf
Callow and his owlhooters to be-
lieve him too dead to be worth the
wasting of a bullet.

‘““Yuh take the gal back t’ the
hideout!’’ floated the voice of Wolf
Callow. ‘“When I git back from
Stubtown t’night, I’'m lookin’ after
her personal!’’

Slim’s muscles failed to respond
to the most desperate effort of his
will. He could open his eyes only
with an effort. One bearded owl-
hooter was pulling Mary aecross
the horn of his saddle. She cried
out with pain and rage, clawing at
his face. The owlhooter laughed
raucously and his flat hand struck
the girl’s head at one side,

Although he couldn’t speak,
Slim cursed inwardly. The blow
stunned Mary, and she drooped as
lifelessly as an empty sack. Other
owlhooters were swearing because
there was no gold in the freight
wagon. Slim saw the big wagon
had stayed on the trail, the lead
mules were down and the wheel
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animals were standing, shivering
in a tangle of torn harness.

All of his desperate effort failed
to bring Slim out of his semi-coma.
Even the thought of what would
happen to Mary Dorn in the hands
of the toad-like Wolf Callow could
not overcome the fog in his brain.
The fog thickened and he lost con-
sciousness again.

Because of that, Slim did not
hear Wolf Callow make a sudden
change of plans concerning Mary.

The sun had been low in the
West over the Devil’s Tail when
Slim’s senses deserted him the sec-
ond time. He awoke in the chill of
late night in the high mountains.
Except for the movement of ani-
mals nearby, there was silence on
the wagon trail.

Slim discovered he could move
slowly. One wheel mule was lying
down and the other was still stand-
ing, both trapped by their harness
and the bodies of the other mules.

He saw by the stars it was after
midnight. His first thought was
again of Mary and Wolf Callow’s
promised personal attention on his
return from Stubtown. There was
no possibility of finding the outlaw
hideout in the bewildering mazes
of the Malpais running back from
the mountain mesa.

Slim uttered low oaths. ‘‘Bigod !
If Wolf Callow has harmed her,
I’ll find ’im an’ drag ’im to death
at the heels of a brone. But
how—1?2"’

It struck him then how he might
discover Wolf’s hideout, although
it might be too late to save Mary
from his brutal hands.

“Diamond Reagan! Pinky Du-
val! That girl Lolita!”’

He repeated their names with
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the slowness of deadly intent, al-
though he knew that in Stubtown
he would be but one wounded and
weakened hombre against Reagan
and Duval, and their many gunnie
cohorts.

His strength returned as he
moved. He found one of his guns
and reloaded it. Next he tackled
the tangle of harness about the
mules. Dropping the front traces,
he got the live team hooked up and
in perhaps half an hour the big
wagon was moving slowly down
the grade on a half set brake

“toward Stubtown.

SLIM McCANN sat in the wagon
seat and watched the front
lights go out at the Black Jack
saloon. He had stopped on the
snake curve trail directly above
the saloon building, a distance of
about two hundred feet above its
roof.

The dancing girls had trooped
over to their boarding house. The
last of the night’s patrons seemed
to have left the place, and it was
four o’clock in the morning . by
Slim’s big silver watch.

He was sick and shaken, but the
feel of his gun warmed him some.
Climbing stiffly to the ground, he
tied the mule team and eased him-
self down the trail. When he
reached the town Ilevel, light
showed from the shades of a win-
dow at the rear of the Black Jack.

“‘By all hell, either Pinky Duval
or Diamond Reagan will talk!’’ he
said between tight lips. “Once I’ve
got the drop, I’ll kill one an’ I
reckon that’ll loosen the other
skunk’s tongue!’’

He judged that Reagan and

(Continued on page 91)
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He married his best friend’s widow, and never
dreamed that he might be guilty of bigamy.
If, by any chance, Single Shot still lived, one or

the other of them must die

watering trough, rubbed his
square chin. His squarish
young face clouded, and his alkali
whitened brows contracted. He
wanted to see Sabina, but he
wasn’t certain that he had a right
to. Not until he was sure she was
a widow.
He was about to ‘‘hallo the
house’” when he heard a choked
cry and then a man grumbling,

SINGLE SHOT paused at the
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There was just that
one slug, but that was
enough.

miliar voice cut in, ‘‘Stick to bust-
ness!’’

Single Shot was short, but he
‘‘Shucks, Sabina. Businessis busi- moved fast. He was in the house
ness.’’ before his footsteps could give

A stinging slap. Sabina’s fa- much warning to those inside.
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THE RIVER

By E. HOFFMANN PRICE

The blonde woman who strug-
gled with the tall man was lithe
and shapely. Her efforts pulled
her faded calico dress taut, show-
ing the curve of her hips, and out-
lining her lovely legs. Her silver
blonde hair tumbled in a gleaming
cascade as she wrenched free.

Sabina clutched at the faded blue
tatters. She barely hid the white-
ness of her bosom. Then she saw
the newcomer, and so did the big
man in the velvet vest.

“Fill your hands, Morgan,”’
Single Shot said, very quietly.

Morgan licked his lips. ‘“‘If
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you’re aiming to gun me out, go
to it. I ain’t slapping leather with
no gun slick.”’

THE banker of Burning Wagon

was not yellow; just prudent.
The only man in Texas who would
have had a chance was Hat Rack
Smith ; the tall, hatchet faced mar-
shal whose horse had come back
alone, thus leaving Sabina exposed
to the advances of whoever thought
a widow was fair game.

“Get out,”” Single Shot com-
manded. ‘“‘If you wamt to talk
about notes, she’ll see you in town.
If I was to holler about what you
was Jest fixing to do with a lone
widder, this town’d stake you out
on a ant heap, and you know it.”’

Morgan raised a trembling hand.
““Maybe I did git familiar, but—’’

“Tearing the clothes offen a
gal’s back,’” Single Shot explained,
‘“is more’n playfulness. Now, you
renew them notes for her. Hat
Rack Smith was a good marshal,
and he’s still my pardner, even
if he is dead.”’

““Now, look-ee here, Single Shot
—1I tell you—"’

“Y’ain’t telling me nothing.
You reckoned account she was
alone, you could git fresh and she’d
be ashamed to holler. But now
she’s got a witness, and there
warn’t nothing embarrassing to
talk about. Except embarrassing
for you, you gol dang skunk. So
them notes is renewed, huh?”’

Morgan left, red and sweating.
He had been nicely cornered.

When he rode away, Sabina
sighed. ‘‘Thank heaven! I don’t
know where the fool’d stopped,
and all the boys are riding the
line.”’ ;

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

‘““He’d not’ve dared, honey.’’
Single Shot put a comforting arm
about her bare shoulders; the first
time he had ever been so near to
his friend’s widow. ‘‘He’d not
gone further.”’

‘““He would have.’’ She choked
a sob. This had been the climax to
Morgan’s six months of hounding
her. Now that Hat Rack was gone,
the Lazy S was slowly riding to
hell. Varmints, cattle thieves, the
inefficiency of cowhands who

lacked a hard man’s supervision

had ruined the spread. Sabina
could not quite believe that her late
husband’s friend had effectively
cornered her oppressor.

She let him take her to the
threadbare sofa. She pillowed her
face on his dusty shirt and cried,
“Oh, if I only knew! If I could
only hope Hat Rack would come
back, or if T knew he couldn’t!”’

Secretly, he had been in love
with Sabina ever since she had
come from the East to take over
a legacy in Burning Wagon; but
Hat Rack Smith, his best friend,
had married her. And now that she
was in his arms, trembling from
reaction, he could no longer re-
strain himself.

He kissed her, stroked her
gleaming pale hair. He knew that
she was turning to him as she
might to an elder brother, but her
response made his blood race like

‘a prairie fire.

Then her quickened breathing
betrayed her, and so did the slim
body that clung ever closer. This
wasn’t any sister’s embrace!-

Suddenly, she slipped away, and
said, ‘‘Please go—I’m afraid—I
was terribly upset—we mustn’t—?’

The flush of breathless response
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became deeper. Single Shot’s
tanned face became ruddy.
““Honey — uh — Sabina — Mis’
Smith—aw, hell, m’am—mebbe I
could sort of help you keep a eye
on the Lazy S.”’

“‘I know you could.’”’ She smiled
through her tears. She came closer,
and kissed him, lightly. ‘‘Now run
along. It’s awfully niee, knowing
that poor Hat Rack’s pardner is
a sure enough white man.”’

But as he rode back to town,
Single Shot muttered, ‘‘ Warn’t a
bit square, me cutting up thatta-
way, not krnowing if she’s a wid-
der.”’

HE scars on Hat Rack’s horse

indicated that the bullets had
come from the rear. He had gone
out once too often on a lone hunt.
He used to say, ‘““Don’t need a
posse. There’s too much noise and
talks !

Single Shot wondered, during
those dragging months, who had
warned Hat Rack’s unknown
quarry. The close mouthed mar-
shal never talked nor asked ad-
vice. But something had slipped.

Several weeks after Morgan’s
play for Sabina, a Mexican from
across the Border came to the
Alamo Bar. His name was Vaseo,
and he had the eat footed gait of
a gun slinger. Single Shot eyed
the silver embroidered jacket, the
velvet breeches, the carved leather
holsters.

““That there hombre,”” he said
to Ab Wilkins, the new marshal,
‘‘ain’t no false alarm.”’

‘““Ever see him before?”’
stroked his chin whiskers.

‘“I ean tell from the way he car-

Ab

ries hisself. Them eyes. Never
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miss nothing, and look at them
hands. Alive as snakes. I wonder
what that gent is looking for, and
how come he’s so far from home.?”’

‘““Why,”’ challenged Ab, ‘‘don’t
you axe him?”’

Single Shot shrugged, ‘‘’Tain’t
my business. Not yet.”” He chue-
kled and turned to the bar.

Ab declined the gestured invita-
tion. In the bar mirror, Single
Shot saw that Ab was striding
directly toward Vaseco.

‘“Whiskey, .Mike,”’ he said; and
to himself, ‘“Ab kin take care of
hisself, jest axing lawful ques-
tions.”’

That was a reasonable opinion,
but things did not work out that
way. An oath exploded from the
burr of the marshal’s voice and
the purring Spanish of Vasco.

‘““Why, you murdering son of
a__!”

Ab was drawing. Vasco’s hand
was like a rattlesnake darting for
a hole. Omne-two! Colts blazed, a
man yelled, and there was a seram-
ble for cover.

Ab was sagging. The Mexiecan’s
smoking gun was leveled. His left
hand drew a second weapon. ““Ca-
balleros,”” he said. ‘‘1I eame peace-
ful, and I leave now—steady there,
sefior!’’

‘‘Hell,’” muttered someone,
‘‘that’s Hat Rack’s gun he’s got!’’

But Single Shot had already
seen the familiar weapon. He went
into action, and Burning Wagon
saw a draw that went into history.

Vasco had too many men to
cover. He lost a split seeond, shift-
ing that gold mounted Colt. Single
Shot’s gun blazed as it cleared the

holster. .
Just that one slug. Vasco pitched
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“Fill your hands, Morgan,”
Hat Rack said quietly.

face forward. Single Shot was
walking through the haze of gun
smoke. He was holstering his gun.
Only one shot was needed. That

| was how he had earned his name.

He booted the weapon from
Vasco’s hand, and knelt.

““Sound off, Spick! Tell the
truth, and I’ll give you a good
funeral. Or else, the coyotes get
your carcass.’’

Blood frothed from Vasco’s
mouth and stained his black mus-
tache. His swarthy face was gray.
But he was a fighting man, and
a good one.

““Seiior,”” he croaked, ‘‘I have.
seen good shooting, but not like

this.”’

His pride in finishing like a man
made him pay this compliment.
‘““What — do — you — weesh —
to know?”’

“Did you kill the man that
owned that gold mounted gun?’’

Vasco’s eyes searched Single
Shot’s hard face. ‘“He was your
friend, ne?”’

‘“‘Makes no difference.’”’ Single
Shot supported Vasco with his
crooked arm. ‘‘Someone bring him
a drink! Quick.”” Then, to the
gunner, ‘‘Tell me. You get a good
funeral. A mass. Anything the
padre gives a gentleman. Other-
wise—"’

“I believe you, senor.”” Vasco
choked on the slug of whiskey,
then recovered a little. “‘No. I.do
not know who is the owner. I
bought thees gun.’’

‘““Where? Tell me. Quick,
Vasco!’’

MORGAN was among the specta-
tors who crowded around. He
snorted, ‘‘Huh! A Greaser
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wouldn’t tell the truth to save his T

life.”’
His booming voice blotted out

the hoarsely muttered words. Be- [/

fore the dying man could repeat

himself, he slumped back against
Single Shot’s arm. Vasco was {///j

through, and the trail was blocked. 1/}

““T could knock your head off!’’ |/
Single Shot picked up the gold
mounted Colt. ‘‘Sure as hell, this |
is Hat Rack’s gun. Ab didn’t make
no mistake, except getting hasty.’’

The next night he rode out to the
Lazy S to see Sabina. When he ar-
rived, not a light was burning, and
the cowpunchers in the bunk house
were snoring lustily. i

He knocked, and when he heard
a stirring in the ranch house, he

said, ‘‘Sabina, it’s me. I got to see NG

you.”’
She recognized his voice. ‘‘Come

in.”” A few vague sounds, and then, |/
“I declare, I can’t find a mateh! |/

Wait a second—?’

““Don’t need no light, honey,’’ }
he said, impulsively barging over
the threshold.

She did not try to get out of his
arms. She was lonely, and this see-
ond ardent embrace was not quite |{
the surprise that the first one had |ff/
been. And as he kissed her, she }
snuggled closer, and whispered,
““What is it, Single Shot? What’s
wrong? Tell me!”’

He side stepped toward the
lounge that he could just distin-
guish in the gloom, and drew her to
his knee as he seated himself. |

‘““‘Honey, there ain’t no more
hope. I jest shot it out with a
Spick. He had one of Hat Rack’s
guns.”’

““Ohhh. .. .”” Sabina drew away.
The silence that followed was
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tense.
‘““That means — there isn’t — a
chance?”’

‘Reckon not. I don’t know what
to say.”’

She listened to his account. It
was the catch in Single Shot’s voice

that cracked her, and released the

long dammed flood of tears.

““Oh, now what’ll T do? I knew
it, right along, but I wouldn’t let
myself believe—"’

Their common grief drew them
together. And Sabina was too
wrought up to realize what she
was doing. Her tear salted lips
were seeking his mouth.

““You’re the only friend I’ve got
left,”’ she cried.

He knew he ought to break away.
Though she was a widow, he had
no right to kiss her, so soon after
breaking the news. But Single
Shot was dizzied by that close em-
brace. For a long moment they
clung lip to lip.

At last she tremulously whis-
pered, ‘‘You never fooled me, Sin-
gle Shot—I knew, all the time—
how you felt—and I'm glad now
you did—I don’t feel so terribly
alone—"’

““You knowed, all the time?’’

“Of course. And the way you -
kept your place—all these months.

—1I can’t ever care for anyone like
I did him, but you’ve been wonder-
ful—helping me with Morgan—
and—"’

She sighed, and their lips met
again. And this time, Single Shot
had no more qualms. . . .

HE clock struck two. Sabina
| murmured, ‘‘Honey, you’d bet-
ter leave. The cook’ll be ringing

She choked back a sob.

the breakfast bell in a couple
hours.”’

Single Shot slowly rose.
““There’s two things that’s got to
be done. You and me is getting
married.’’

““You mean that?”’

““Only way I kin take care of
you right. But it won’t look exactly
proper. You ain’t had any time to
be in mourning or anything.”’

““I’'m alone, and I need someone
to help me with the Lazy S.”’

““There’d be talk, darling.
That’d lead to trouble if I heard
it. So we’ll ride away on the Q.T.
And we’ll announce it next spring,
when 1t’ll look proper.”’

“I'm so glad you feel that way
about it. I—we—we were both .. .
well . . . giddy, a couple hours
ago.”’ 3

‘““Now you git packed up. Now.
Tonight.”’

““What’s the other thing we’re

going to do?”’

‘““That’s something I’'m doing,
honey,’’ he gravely said.

‘““What?’’

- ‘“‘Guess.”’

She shook her head. ‘‘Tell me.
I’m too shaky to think.”’

““I got Hat Rack’s gun. I can’t
have you onless I settle the skunk
that bushwhacked him. Some
Spick in town’ll end up by telling
me where Vasco come from. They
liked the way I gave Vasco a good
funeral. With music and a barbe-
cue. That’ll be enough to work
on.’’

They rode into what remained of
the night, and all of the following
day. Sabina had left a note for the
ramrod, saying she was going out
of town to raise some more money.

A week later, they pulled into
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Las Tinajas, not far from the Rio
Grande. The saddle mounts and
the pack horse were exhausted.
Sabina gestured toward the lights
of the town ahead, and said, ‘‘It’s
been wonderful, just us two in the
malpars. I reckon the next town’ll
be far enough away.”’

“We’re gettin’ married right
now. This is plenty far from Burn-
ing Wagon. 1’1l boot the jedge
from his supper.”’

This he said as they rode down
the dusty main street of the old
town. Most of the houses were
dobe, with unsquared cottonwood
rafters to support the flat roofs of
clay and withes.

They found the judge. He wiped
the gravy from his mustache,
called for his gray haired wife as
a witness, and set to work. The
job was done before the barefooted
Mexican criada had set out two
extra plates.

‘‘ Now kiss yore bride, young fel-
ler, and you and the missus put
yoreselves around some chuck,’’
he invited, casting Sabina an ad-
miring glance.

Later, the judge, despite Single
Shot¥s protests, accompanied them
to the hotel.

“Killing us with kindness,”’
Sabina sighed, when the old fellow
left. She glanced about the barren
little room. ‘‘Looks like a palace!”’

She laid out that one threadbare
silk gown. As she pulled the dusty
blouse over her head, and wriggled
out of her riding skirt, Single Shot
said, ‘‘ Honey, I’m going out to buy
you some things, whilst you’re get-
ting prettied up. I seen a light in
the genrul store, and—"’

““Oh, wait till tomorrow,’’ she

cut in, and turned to blow out the
lamp.

The yellow flame blinked out,
and all he could see was a white
shape in the gloom. Moonlight
reached in through the window, but
it did not quite touch her.

HIS first thought, when he heard

the sound at the door, was that
some of the Mexicans of the town
were lurking in the hall to sere-
nade the newlyweds until the
groom bought them a drink. That
warned him, and so did Sabina’s
exclamation. At the first hinge
squeal, he leaped toward her, to
shield her from some playful
drunk’s intrusion. He’d forgotten
to bar the door.

It kicked in. A man was at the
threshold; a tall, lean man who
was silhouetted by the murky glow
of a distant hall light. His face was
shadowed, but there was no mis-
taking that figure, nor the swift-
ness of his gesture as he croaked,
‘‘ Reach for ’em, you skunk!’’

It was Hat Rack Smith. The
shock paralyzed Single Shot. He
could not have drawn, even if he
had wanted to. And whatever Sa-
bina thought, she was quicker than
either man. Her ery had barely
left her lips when she was between
the two. ‘‘Hat Rack! Don’t! Put
up that gun—you don’t under-
stand—’’

‘‘Git out from behind that wom-
an,’”’ said the voice from the dead.
‘““And come out where the light’s
even.’’

““You fools,”” Sabina eried,
“‘whoever lives through this, I'll
hate him for life. Hat Rack—he’s
got your gun. That’s why he
thought you were dead. He knew
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—we knew—you must be dead.”’
She reached behind her, and
jerked the weapon from the hol-
ster. Hat Rack recognized it. He
holstered his new Colt. He

slumped, making him more

stooped than ever, and his hatchet

face became gray. Slowly, he
stalked into the room, and sank
into a chair.

Sabina lit the lamp.

‘““We got married, i Single Shot
said. ‘‘I guess the Jedge told you.’

Hat Rack nodded. As the full
significance of it sank home, there
was no room left for wrath.

‘I was hunting down a cow
thief,”” he began. ‘‘And someone
spilled my plans.”’ He cast an ac-
cusing glance at Sabina. Her ex-
pression suddenly changed, but
she did not speak. ‘‘I got bush-
whacked, and left for dead A
Mexican picked up what was left of
me and took me acrost to Los Jaca-
les. When I could ride, I went fur-
ther into Mexico, looking for my
man. I got framed and flung in jail,
for months. I busted out, and
headed back home.”’

“‘The jailer sold your guns and
a fellow named Vasco wore one,
right in Burning Wagon,’’ Single
Shot said.

Hat Rack sat up straight. ‘Who
was he coming to see?’’

‘T kilt him afore he could an- '

swer.”’

~ “It’s all my fault this hap-
- pened,”’ Sabina cried. ‘‘Morgan
came out about those notes, the
day after you left. I didn’t say

much but I must have given him _

a hint. And he had you dry
gulched.”’

““Vasco,”’ said Single Shot, ris-
ing, ‘‘must’ve come as a go-be-
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tween, from some Mexican cattle
thief wanting to deal with Morgan.
Sabina’s right. It must be Morgan,
dealing in wet cattle on the side.
But he won’t fight, and we can’t
prove anything.’’

‘““We ain’t getting nowhere,”’
Hat Rack sombrely cut in. ‘‘I
didn’t go into Burning Wagon,
jest went to the Lazy S. Sabina was
gone. I went to your spread, and
you was gone. And I trailed you.
I overheard the boys mumbling
when they didn’t know I was lis-
tening. It’s all over town, about
you two.”’

‘‘Listen!”’ Single Shot’s voice
crackled. ‘‘I treated her like your
wife until I kilt Vasco. Then I
lowed she was your widow, and I
was proud to marry her, and who
wouldn’t’ve been. Am I right?’’

‘‘Shore you’re right,’”’ Hat Rack
admitted.

‘“If she’d been my widow,
what’d you done?’’

“I'd shore admired to marry
her.”’

““Then what in tunket you got
agin her now?’’ Single Shot chal-
lenged.

‘““A woman kain’t run around
with two husbands. It ain’t right.”’

HIS voice was uncompromising.

One of the two had to die.
There was no talking him out of
it, simply because he was not
moved by any personal wrath. He
believed the story. He understood.
But the fact remained that one of
Sabina’s husbands had to drop out.
Old friendship made the problem
worse; nor could it alter the neces-
sity, as Hat Rack saw it, of a quick
move to put Sabina right with the
world.
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Single Shot read this from his
friend’s voice, from his eyes, from
his posture. He would have to kill
Hat Rack, or die at his partner’s
hand.

““Me and Single Shot,”’ Hat
L Y Rack said, ‘‘is talking this over

private like. Outside—"’ He ges-

Viij i e tured, and half turned toward the
door.

Single Shot lunged. His fist
caught the marshal completely un-
prepared. Hat Rack knéw that un-
til they had taken their distance,
there would be no shooting. The
unexpected blow froze him on his
feet. He collapsed, glassy eyed.
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‘‘Him and me ain’t going to kill
each other,”’ Single Shot said to
Sabina. ‘‘ But you ain’t having two
husbands at onct for long, honey.
I'm going to get the skunk that
tried to kill him.”’

““To Los Jacales?’’
that that was suicide.

‘““To Los Jacales, and don’t you
dast tell him.”’

He snatched the gold mounted
gun and left before she could
speak. And once on the street, he
mounted Hat Rack’s horse. He
had no time to get his own. He
had to ride, and quickly!

Single Shot found Los Jacales a
duplicate of Las Tinajas, except
that it was larger and dirtier, and
contained more swaggering Mexi-
ean cut throats and American gun
slicks per block.

And then, in the Cantina del
Corazén de Oro, as they called the
largest saloon in town, for the sake
of the gilded heart that decorated
its front, he found Pilar. She had
finished dancing, and the crowd
echoed her name. An Indian girl
was picking up the coins that the
spectators had flung to the floor.
Single Shot tossed a gold piece in-
to the scattering that dotted the
hard packed earth.

Her black hair was high piled
and gleaming, and tall combs rose
as a crest from her proudly car-
ried head. Her bare arms and
shoulders had the warm whiteness
~ of rich milk. The close fitted bodice
could hardly have been cut any
lower without becoming a girdle.

She stood there, kissing her
hands to the applauding crowd.
The musicians struck up again.

She smiled and shook her head.
She bent her knees in a curtsey.

She knew

The blue and gold of her striped
skirt billowed out as she kept its
hem from touching the dirt floor.
Then she rose, and darted toward a
table in the corner.

The crowd kept its distance. So
did Single Shot, until he saw
Pilar’s companion. The tall Mexi-
can’s jacket and trousers were sil-
ver laced. He wore Colts in hand
carved holsters, and a broad red
sash bound his slim waist. For a
moment, his resemblance to the
gunner Single Shot had downed in
Burning Wagon startled him; then
he saw that the dancer’s friend
was older than Vasco. But they
must be kinsmen.

Single Shot strode directly
toward the two. There were whis-
pered queries: ‘‘Is the Gringo fool
asking Pilar for a dance?”’

There were other girls, circulat-
ing from table to table. Pilar, Sin-
gle Shot had already gathered,
owned the cantina. She was to be
admired, not approached. Don
(Gaspar was there to enforce this
law.

INGLE SHOT lifted his Stet-
son. ‘‘Don Gaspar — Dona
Pilar—I have come on business
that concerns one, maybe both of
you,”’ he said in Spanish. ‘It is
this gun in my left holster.”” He
raised his hands from his sides.
““Be pleased to draw it, se#ior.
Your kinsman asked me to bring it
to you.”’

Pilar leaned forward, elbows
planted on the table.

Don Gaspar drew the gold
mounted Colt. His expression
changed. He laid the weapon on
the table, and gestured to a chair.
‘‘Be so kind as to join us, Don—"’
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¢ Mike,’’ Single Shot said. ‘‘Mi-
guel, in your language, se#ior. Don
Vasco—he did not live long enough
to tell me all his names—begged
me to bring his brother this gun.
He was a brave man and he died
like one, so it was an honor to
oblige.”’

(Gfaspar bowed, and said, ‘‘He
was my cousin, but your mistake is
natural. I cannot let you go with
an empty holster. Take my gun.
It is the mate to this one you bring.
My cousin and I—but I would bore
you with a long story, senor!”’

Don Gaspar took the weapon
from its holster. It was Hat Rack’s
other .45. All Single Shot now had
to do was learn more about Don
Gaspar, and his dead cousin. Be-
fore he went out ablazing, he might
put a rope around Morgan’s neck.
But that required headwork, ra-
ther than guns. He rose and said,
‘““Buenas moches, senorita ¥y
sefior.”’

““If you are not too tired, se#ior,
be so kind as to keep Dona Pilar
company. I must see my cousin’s
family. They have been anxious.’’

Pilar stared moodily over the
edge of her fan. ‘‘Must you go,
(Gaspar?’’

‘‘It is my cousin,’’ he said. ¢ And
this caballero is worthy to take my
place for a while. Otherwise he
would not have had the courage to
humor a dead man’s whim.”’

When he left, Pilar said, ‘‘You
fooled him, but not me.”’

‘““What do you mean?’’ He
twisted a Durham cigarette. ‘‘ Fool,
how?’’

““You are one who does not care
when he dies. A man sees you as
a whimsical daredevil. A woman
sees you for what you are.”’

Single Shot was not sure wheth-
er she was warning or threatening
him.

‘““What do you mean?’’ he re-
peated.

““You are beyond caring wheth-
er you live or die. Let me give you
an aim. This is my cantina, so you
think. But in fact, it is part of this
outlaw town’s business. I am the
bait. Gtaspar is not my lover, and
he protects me only because in the
long run, I am worth more guard-
ed than thrown to the crowd. Get
me out of this cage. I will pay you
what you ask. Provided you live
and do not call for cash. ...’

““Out of here?’”’ He gestured
about him. ‘‘This cantina?’’

She smiled indulgently. ‘‘The
whole town is my prison.”’

His glance dropped to follow her
swift gesture. She hitched up the
billowing striped skirt. Pilar’s legs
were as lovely as the rest of her,
and she was generous, for that mo-
ment. She paused long enough,
taking a key from her erimson gar-
ter, to give him glimpses of the
smooth sleek swell that blossomed
from her hose top. Then silk rus-
tled, and the warm key was pressed
into his hand.

She whispered the address, and
added, ‘‘Tonight, amigo. Gaspar
18 afraid to force himself on me.
I am too valuable to hurt.”’

When Gaspar returned, Single
Shot left; the Mexican’s thanks
and Pilar’s challenge whirled in
his brain.

Hat Rack and Sabina did not
need Single Shot’s quest of death;
Pilar did. Like him, she was seek-
ing escape from the intolerable,
and the cost did not count. ...

(Continued on page 93)



IS leather chaps were worn,
his blue shirt faded, his
wide brimmed hat grey

with dust. There was nothing
you’d notice about him in partieu-
lar exeept maybe his guns, the Iit-
tle diamond shaped scar near the
. corner of his right eye, and his
eyes themselves. The guns were in
open-flapped heolsters that were
tied low on his thighs and their
butts had a dark sheen that only
the palm of a hand ean give them.
The diamond shaped sear was
hard to see unless you looked at
42
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""" him closely, but his eyes were un-

forgettable. They were greyish
green and cold as iece. A gum-
hawk’s eyes.

Sitting his tired bay, he looked
up and then down Perdido’s single
street. He glanced at the swinging
doors of the Jackpot saloon just
opposite him, then his eyes lifted
to the sign on the floor above that
read ‘‘Jabez Goteh, Attorney at
Law.’’ A toueh of his knee swung
his cayuse in toward the hitching
rail. Dismounting, he knotted his
reins around the weathered hori-
zontal timber and stood there for
a moment, eyes still roving as he
fished the makings out of his
pocket.

The General Store was next to
the saloon. There was a rickety
buckboard in front of it, a flea-
eaten grey between its shafts. Sev-
eral men lounged on the store’s
porch. The ones sitting on the
steps were typical cow-town loaf-
ers, but the two who stoed near
the store’s screen deor were of a
different breed. One was big,
rangy. The whole right side of his
face was livid with a bright red
blaze of a birthmark. The other
jasper was short and stocky with
a powerful spread of shoulders.

They both packed guns as if
they’d feel naked without them
and, engaged in a half joshing ar-
gument that had an undercurrent
of tenseness in it, they had not
even noticed the stranger hiteh up.
Putting the quirly he had rolled in
his mouth and lighting it, he could
hear what they were saying.

““ And I’m betting five she does,’’
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“Turn around and get
going,” she said.

said the man with the birthmark
belligerently.

The chunky waddy snorted.
‘““You’re plumb loco, Blaze. She
thinks you’re lower’n a horned
toad’s belly. She wouldn’t give
you time if you was the last man
on earth.’’

‘““The whole trouble with you,
Hacker, is that you don’t under-
stand wimmen-folk. Get ’em when
they’re spooky and {freat ’em
rough, that’s the way to make ’em
eat out of your hand.’’

By REX
NORMAN

Three hundred dollars
they offered him to see
that young Taylor
didn’t turn up at the
Two Bar B before
noon! They knew that
he was the man they
wanted when they saw
the way he treated the
girl in front of the
Jackpot saloon

Hacker guffawed. ‘‘Eat out of
your hand? She’ll likely bite it off !
If she talks to you, it’ll be to cuss
you to a slow gravy.”’

Blaze scowled at him. ‘‘Listen,
put up or shut up! I’'m bettin’
she’ll be talkin’ sweet as honey to
me before she leaves town.”’

‘“‘Better make up your mind,
Hacker,’’ whispered a horse-faced
gent sitting on the steps. ‘‘Here
she comes.”’

Hacker grinned slowly. ¢‘All
right, Blaze. It’s a bet.”’ '

43



44

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

T b

Smoke jetted out of the stran-
ger’s nostrils. Slowly he walked
forward, leaned against the end of
the hitching rail. There was a rack
of farm tools standing against the
outside wall of the store. The
hombre called Blaze picked out a
rake, turned his back to the door
and pretended to examine its
handle.

The door opened and a girl came
out, her arms piled high with bun-
dles. She was young, slim. Her
eyes were blue and her hair a pale
gold, as fine as spun silk. Her plain
gingham dress, faded with many
washings, clung tightly to her lithe
body, its hem just reaching her
knees. Below that her tanned legs
and small feet were bare.

IGNORING the men who goggled

at her, she walked toward the
steps. Blaze, his back still toward
her, glanced over his shoulder.
Then, when she was just behind
 him, he bore down on the handle
of the rake. The teeth at its other
end shot up, caught the bottom of
the girl’s skirt and held it. With
a startled ery she stumbled, almost
fell. She whirled around, still
clutching the bundles to her heav-
ing breast.

‘‘Blast you to hell, Blaze Bow-
ers!’’ she raged. ‘‘Unhook that
rake!”’

Blaze grinned wickedly as the
watching men snickered.

‘““Why, sure, Hilda, sure.’”’” She
was trying to jerk the skirt free
without tearing it and without
dropping her bundles but Blaze,
his eyes fixed on her slim bare legs,
managed to keep the metal teeth
entangled in the cloth. ‘‘I’m turri-
ble sorry, but I can’t seem to .. .”’

‘““Maybe I can help you,”’ said
the stranger. The quirly still be-
tween his lips, he stepped up on to
the porch. One of his knees was
under the center of the rake han-
dle. With a swift movement, he
brought his hands down. The
toothed end of the rake dropped,
releasing the girl’s skirt. The
other end snapped up over the ful-
crum of his knee and caught Blaze
a terrific smack in the face. With
a howl he staggered back, clutch-
ing a bloody nose. Hacker and the
other men stared bug-eyed at the
stranger, then snarling a curse,
Blaze threw himself forward into
a crouch.

““Damn you!’’ he bellowed, his
hands dropping to his guns.
“I’].]. ¥ L .,,

His voice trailed off and he
stood there open-mouthed as he
looked down the barrel of the
stranger’s Colt. He was accounted
hell a-wheeling with a gun, yet the
stranger’s speed had made him
look like a rheumatic cripple.

““You’ll what?”’ prodded the
stranger. Again smoke jetted from
his nostrils. ‘“ You’re in a bad way,
mister. Seems like you can’t han-
dle either a rake or a gun. Let’s
see can you handle your feet. Git!’’

Blaze jumped a little under the
lash of his voice. He hesitated a
moment, but the stranger’s eyes
were steady and cold as his gun
barrel. Glaring balefully, Blaze
circled wide around him, went up
the street and into the Jackpot
Saloon.

The stranger holstered his gun,
ignoring the scowling Hacker and
the other men on the porech, and
turned to the girl.

“I’ll help you with them bun-
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dles, miss,’’ he said and took them
from her. She was flushing belat-
edly now, her young breasts rising
and falling tumultuously under her
thin dress, but her eyes were
warm.

““Thanks,”” she said quietly.
‘““‘Just because we’re nesters, these
buzzards round here think they
can pull anything they like. Dad
usually comes into town with me,
but he’s kinda sickly. Been that
way ever since old Ben Taylor
died.”’

A faint spark appeared in the
stranger’s eyes.

“Who? Who’d you say?”’

‘“Old Ben Taylor. He used to
own the Two Bar B spread. He
was a friend of dad’s, let us live
down in the hollow, but he got
killed a while back and . ..”’

‘“Oh,”” said the stranger.
‘““Friends of Taylor’s, eh?’”’ He
was standing next to the back-
board, her packages in his arms.
Without changing his expression,
he let them drop into the dust of
the road.

‘““Sorry,”” he went on flatly.
““Seems like I dropped your bun-
dles.”’

She stared at him for a moment
as he stood there, making no move
to pick them up. Then she went
white with rage.

““You did that on purpose!”’

““Smart girl. Anyone who’s a
friend of the Taylors is pure poi-
son to me.”’

““Why, you . . .”” She grabbed
the buggy whip out of its socket,
slashed at him with it. ‘“‘I’ll cut
you to ribbons! I’ll...”’

He ducked under the whistling
lash, caught her wrist and pulled
her to him. |
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‘Maybe that Blaze jasper was
right after all. There’s only one
way to handle a hell-cat.”’

HOUGH she writhed and twist-
ed, his iron grip held bher,
crushing her soft young bosom so
tightly against his chest that she
gasped for breath. Slowly he bent
down and pressed his mouth to
hers in a deliberate, searching kiss.

- As she stiffened, becoming rigid

with surprise, he picked her up
and tossed her into the buckboard.
Scooping up her packages, he
threw them after her.

““Hasta la revista,”” he said
calmly.

With a shrill ery of rage she cut
at him again with the whip. This
time he caught it, tore it from her
hand and brought it down sharply
on the flea-bitten grey’s flank.
With a jerk, the horse went gallop-
ing off down the street.

A roar of laughter went up from
the loafers who had been watching
from the porch. The stranger
turned slowly.

““You wasn’t laughing at me by
any chance, was you?’’ he asked
quietly. The men’s eyes fell be-
fore his. No one answered.

““Or was you laughin’ at her?”’
Still no answer.

The stranger nodded. ‘I see
how it is. When a passel of hy-
enas gets together, they laughs
withouten any reason.’’

Dropping the whip he had taken
from the girl, he flicked some dust
from his shirt front and without a
backward glance, walked over to
the Jackpot saloon and went in.

He stood inside the swinging
doors for a moment, studying the
place, then walked up to the bar.
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Several waddies were standing
there. They made room for him
as he slapped down a eoin, ealled
for a drink. Nobody seemed to be
looking at him, yet he could feel
an electric tension in the air. He
leaned casually against the bar.
His eyes, seemingly sleepy, were
fixed on the mirror behind it. He
could see most of the saloon re-
flected in its depths. Behind him
was a stairway. When he had come
in, he thought he had caught a
glimpse of a figure stealing up it.
It had looked like Blaze Bowers.

In the far corner of the room,
near the piano that was jangling
out a tinny melody, was a table
with a man and a girl sitting at it.
The man was burly, heavy jowled,
dressed in dark clothes. A wide
brimmed hat was pushed back on
his head. The girl was black
haired, black eyed, with creamy
white skin. She was wearing a red
dress cut so low in front that it
barely covered the full swell of her
breasts. She was wicked lookmg,
but as attraective as sin.

The bartender slid a glass over®&

to the stranger, watched as he
tossed 1t off.

“‘Just ride in?’’ he asked.

The stranger nodded.

‘‘Staying around?’’

The stranger shrugged.

‘“Mebbe. Mebbe not,”” he an-
swered.
‘““What . . . 2 The bartender

was not looking at him but at the
glass he was polishing. ‘“What
might your handle be?’’

““It might be most anything,”’
said the stranger, ‘‘but it happens
to be none of your damn’ business.
Still,’” he pushed his glass over to
be refilled, ‘‘if you gotta give me
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a handle, you can call me Pecos.

I hail from down Texas way.”’
“‘Sure, Pecos,”’” said the bar-

heartiness.

tender with false

He was ac-
counted hell
a - wheeling
with a gun,
yet the strang-
er’'s draw had
made hwm look a
like a rheu- A
matic cripple. 1.

“‘Drink up.
house.’’

‘““Thanks. And noew maybe you
can answer some questions for me.
How far is it out to the Two Bar
B?”

“‘The Two Bar B?’’ repeated the
bartender, glancing at the table
in the eorner. ‘‘Why, about twelve
miles. You got business out
there?’’

““Yeah,’” said Pecos quietly. ‘I
got busmess out there.’’ His hands

This one is on the
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had strayed down to the butts of

his guns, hitching them forward.

“‘Important business,’”’ said a
throaty voice, ‘‘or can it wait a
while ?”’

He looked to his left. The girl
in the red dress. She was standing
so close to him that he could feel
the warmth of her body, see the
ivory swell of the tops of her
breasts as she leaned forward.

‘It might wait,”” drawled Pecos
quietly. ‘“What’ve you got in
mind ?”’
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Slowly the girl’s body swayed
in toward him until he could just
feel its supple pressure against
him.

““It’s not what 1've got in my
mind that matters,”” she mur-
mured softly.

PECOS’ temples were throbbing.

It was as obvious as hell. Even
if he hadn’t seen her sitting with
the big hombre, he would have
known what she had been sent over
for. To hogtie and throw him. Yet
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1if her actions were obvious, so
were her charms. He slipped an
arm around her, ran his hand de-
liberately up her back, his fingers
sliding appreciatively over the firm
contours of her body.

““Well, what are we going to do
about it?’’ he asked.

A slightly startled look came
into her eyes. She evidently hadn’t
expected quite this response. The
slow, caressing movement of his
hand, the look in his light eye, the
lean hardness of him were doing
things to her. She wet her lips.

““We might...”” She jerked her
head toward an inner doorway.
Pecos grinned slowly, his eyes nar-
rowed. When in doubt about the
strength of an opponent’s hand,
the play is to force it.

‘““Now that,’’ he said, ‘‘is a right
sound idea. A little privacy
wouldn’t be bad at all.”” Stooping
he picked her up. As she gasped,
he started to carry her across the
saloon. She had some reason for
wanting to get him away from the
bar. Well, he had no objection to
going but he didn’t feel like get-
ting bushwhacked. If that were
the play, if Blaze Bowers were
somewhere waiting for him, he was
going to be a lot safer with the
girl in his arms. No one was going
to heave lead at him when there
was a chance of hitting her.

He paused a moment at the door-
way.

““You sure got a way of making
a hombre feel at home here,’’ he
called over his shoulder to the
gaping bartender, then he went on.

There was no one on the stairs,
no one in the corridor. Several
doors opened off of it, the one at
the end lettered, ‘‘Jabez Gotch,
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Attorney at Law.’’ The girl’s eyes,
still wide, were fixed on Pecos’
face. She pointed to the door next
to the lawyer’s office and he car-
ried her toward it.

‘““What do they ecall you?’’ he
asked. |

“Kitty,”” answered the girl.
““You’re Pecos, aren’t you?”’

‘““Yeah. I’'m Pecos.’’ His voice
was a little thick, his throat dry.
Opening the door of the room he
carried her inside, kicked it shut
behind him.

Her lips were slightly parted,
her breath coming quickly. Slowly
he bent down and pressed his
mouth to hers. She uttered a low,
moaning sound and her arms went
up around his neck. Her lips part-
ed, became moist. Without taking
his mouth from hers, he let her
slide down until her toes touched
the floor. Her body was trembling,
her eyes half closed. - Then, as her
knees gave in complete compliance,
Pecos pushed her from him, let her
sink into a chair.

*“All right,’’ he gritted, ‘‘Talk!”’

She bit her lips to control their
quivering, looked wide-eyed at
him.

“Talk?’,

‘““Yeah. I ain’t no woman-erazy
short-horn and you ain’t foolin’
me for two bits. Who was that
jasper you was sittin’ with and
why’d he want you to get me in
here?”’

““That ... s thatwas  Link
Kenny,’’ she said uncertainly. ‘‘He
owns this saloon. He wanted me
to find out who you were, what
you were dolng in town here, and
why you was interested in the Two
Bar B.”’

‘¢ And why is he interested in the
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Two Bar B?’’ As she hesitated, he
took a step toward her. ‘‘Suppose
1 tell you I don’t give a hoot about
the Two Bar B, that I came elean
up from Texas to find me a hombre
named Larry Taylor?”’

“‘Larry Taylor? What fort”’

He didn’t answer direetly but
glanced down. Her eyes followed
his to the well worn butts of his
Colts.

““You’re gunning for him!’? She
continued to look at him specula-
tively for a moment, then making
up her mind, nodded. ‘‘All right.
Here’s the whole story. The Two
Bar B’s the best spread around
here. It belonged to an old coot
named Ben Taylor. About six
months ago he was found dead, a
slug through him. In trying to find
out who did 1t, Sheriff Hague
turned up a will where old Taylor
left the ranch to a nephew of his
named Larry Taylor.”’

““I got that much down in Texas.
Where does Kenny come in?’’

““Old Taylor hadn’t seen his
nephew in years. He wasn’t even
sure he was alive, so he put a six
months clause in his will. That
six months is up tomorrow at noon.
[f Larry Taylor doesn’t turn up

by then to claim the ranch, it goes

to the first mortgagee . . . and

that’s Link Kenny.’’
“NOW it figgers,”’ said Pecos

slowly. ‘‘Kenny wants the

ranch. He likely don’t know what
Larry Taylor looks like, so he has
to get the savvy on any stranger
that drifts into town since it might
be him.’’
“You’re
Kitty.
“‘Sure I'm smart. I been after

smart,”” admitted

Larry Taylor for two years now.
There’s a little matter of a girl
down in Texas that . . . ”’ He
cheeked himself. ‘‘ Anyhow, I seen
notices around saying he should
come up here to Perdido to claim
an estate. I figgered that was my
chanee to get on his trail, so I ecome
up here myself.”” His voice be-
came harsh. ‘‘I aim to plant that
hombre. Kenny would just as soon
he didn’t show up before noon to-
morrow to claim the ranch. Maybe
Kenny and I should have a little
falie’’ -

‘““Maybe you
Kitty.

All the time that they were talk-
ing, Peecos had been using his eyes
and ears as well as his brain. He
had seen Kitty glance past his
shoulder toward the door, heard a
board ereak faintly in the corridor
outside. Someone was there, lis-
tening. The same rule held good
now as before. When in doubt, play
a forcing game. His hand went
out, pulled her to him.

““In the meantime, how about
you and me getting friendly?’’ he
asked.

She hung back a little, glancing
at the door again.

‘“Gee, honey,
if . . . , ,

His strong arms were around
her, pressing her closer and closer
to him. The look in his eyes, the
slow, stroking movements of his
hands were too mueh for her. With
a moan she surged forward, her
body swaying in close against him.

‘‘He’ll kill me,’’ she whispered.
et

Pecos’ lips welded themselves to
hers. His arms tightened about

should,”” said

I don’t know
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her lithe form, when the door be-
hind him opened.

‘‘Hope I ain’t intruding,’’ said
a harsh voice. Pecos released
Kitty and they both turned. Link
Kenny stood in the doorway, look-
ing at them sourly. His wide-
brimmed black hat was still on his
head. A bald, shriveled-up jasper
in dark clothes stood beside him.

““So you were listening outside
the door, eh?’’ remarked Pecos.
‘I kinda figgered that.’’

““You’re smart, like Kitty said
before.”” Kenny jerked his head
at the man who stood next to him.
“‘This is Jabez Gotch. How about
comin’ into his office with us?’’

“‘Sure.”” Pecos threw an arm
casually around Kitty’s shoulders.
““Come on, Chiquita.”’

Scowling angrily, Kenny pulled
her away from him, pushed her out
into the hall.

‘‘Listen, she done what she was
supposed to do and it don’t go no
further. From now on, lay off!”’

Pecos smiled crookedly, winked
at Kitty. ‘“‘If you pick range like
you pick women, the Two Bar B
must be a winner.’’

He followed Kenny into Gotch’s
office. Hacker and Blaze Bowers
were sitting on the desk and they
glowered at him. Pecos grmned
coolly back.

“So they’re your boys, -eh?
Which one of them killed old Ben
Taylor?’’

“‘Neither of them!’’ shouted
Kenny. ‘‘They never left town
here the day he was shot. Stran-
ger, you talk too damn’ much!’’

‘“Now, now, gentlemen,”’ said
Gotch smoothly. ‘‘Let’s keep our
tempers. I know there’s been one
unfortunate incident already.’’ He

glanced at Bowers’ swollen nose,
““‘but that was before we realized
we all had the same interests.”’
His eyes were beady as he looked
at Pecos. ‘I understand you know
Larry Taylor by sight. None of
us do. The last time he was around
here was when he was nine years
old. Could you deseribe him to
us?’’

‘“‘Sure,’’ said Pecos. ‘‘He’s
about my height but a little heav-
iler. Dark, kinda shifty eyes.
Dresses real fancy and carries a

pearl handled gun. But there’s

one sure way of telling him. He’s
got an American flag tattooed on
his chest.”’

““Ah,”” purred Gotch. ‘‘Very
satisfactory. Of course, we only
want to know so we can help him
claim the estate if ... ”’

¢efVOTCH, you’re too consarned
cautious,”’ growled Kenny.
““I’m putting my cards on the
table.”” He turned to Pecos. ‘I
wasn’t too sure about you till
Hacker here told me how you
turned on Hilda Erieson when you
found out her pa was a friend of
old Taylor’s. That cinched it. Now
get this, Larry Taylor mustn’t
turn up at the Two Bar B before
noon tomorrow! I wunderstand
you’re gunning for him. Well,”’
he took a roll of bills out of his
pocket, threw them on the desk.
““There’s a hundred and fifty dol-
lars. Take ’em. If he doesn’t claim
the ranch, there’ll be another hun-
dred and fifty for you. Savvy?”’

‘““T'’hree hundred bucks! You’re
loco!”” howled Blaze Bowers.
““Why me and Hacker ... "’

“‘Shut up!’’ snapped Kenny. ‘I
know what I'm doing. You and
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He knew she wanted to get
m away from the bar, but
he didn’t care.

5
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Hacker were here in the saloon
when old Ben Taylor was plugged.
I want to keep just as much in the
clear if Larry Taylor gets planted.
You two are the first ones the sher-
iff’d come after. That’s why some-
one that ain’t known is gonna do
the job.”” He looked at Pecos.
‘“Well 2’

Pecos scooped up the money,
tucked it inside his shirt.
- ““How do you get out to the
Two Bar B?’’ he asked.

Kenny slapped him on the back.
““That’s the ticket. Wait out there
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for him. We’ll be along a little
before noon.”” Quickly he told him
how to reach the ranch. Pecos
nodded, grinned at Blaze and
Hacker, then turned to go. Kitty
was standing next to the door,
watching him. He couldn’t help
himself. There was a devil prompt-
ing him and Kenny riled so easily.

‘““How about saying goodbye,
Chica?’’ he asked. Before she
could answer, he pulled her to him,
pressed his mouth to hers. Kenny
bellowed with rage but Pecos ig-
nored him. He kissed her expertly,
thoroughly, till she was trembling
like a leaf. When Kenny started
for him with murder in his eyes,
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he broke away from the girl,
skipped out the door.

““Hasta la manana,”’ he called,
and waving a mock farewell to
Kenny, went down the stairs.

It was dark when Pecos reached
the Two Bar B. No lights showed
in any of the buildings. All the
cowpokes had left after old Ben
Taylor’s death. He rode on to the
creek, a short way above the ranch,
hobbled his horse, built a fire, and
cooked his chow. He smoked one
quirly, staring into the embers; he
then rolled into his blanket.

Somehow he couldn’t fall asleep
immediately. Even when he closed
his eyes a face seemed to be float-
ing before them, the face of the
blonde girl he’d had the run-in
with in town, Hilda Ericson. Her
expression kept changing. First it
was grateful, then it was raging,
burning with hate and indignation.
A wry smile twisted Pecos’ lips.
She and her father lived out here.
Perhaps, tomorrow . . . Her face
faded finally and he slept.

When he woke, it was instantly,
cleanly, with every faculty alert.
Yet such was his control that not
the tremor of a muscle showed he
was no longer asleep. He opened
his eyes slowly, just enough to peer
out from under the lowered lids,
and then he knew he had been wise.
Bending over him, only half wvisi-
ble in the early morning mist, was
a spectral figure.

E THOUGHT fast. His guns

were under the rolled up
slicker he was using as a pillow.
His left arm was underneath him,
inside the blanket roll, his right
hand was next to his face. The
figure bent lower . .. and Pecos’

free hand shot up and grabbed its
throat. A sudden jerk and he had
pulled the figure crashing down te
the ground. He dove for his guns,
then froze. There, lying half
stunned beside him was the girl of
whom he had been thinking as he
fell asleep the night before, Hilda
Ericson!

-He released her and she sat up,
shaking her head to clear it.

‘‘Blagt you! What’s the idea?”’
she raged, glaring at him.

Pecos chuckled quietly as he
rose to his feet, buckled on his
guns.

“‘Looks like we’re starting in
just where we left off yesterday.
You hadn’t oughta come sneakin’
up on a man like that. Makes him
spooky.”’

““Spooky? It’s a wonder you can
get a wink of sleep with a con-
science like yours!”’

She ignored his proffered hand,
rose to her feet also. She was
dressed as she had been when he
had first seen her, in a plain, faded
gingham dress. It had shrunk until
it was too small for her and with
her blonde hair hanging down over
her shoulders, with her bare feet,
she looked like a lovely, oddly ma-
ture child. A bucket lay on the
ground nearby. She had evidently
been on her way to the spring to
get water when she had seen him.
She stirred restlessly under his
scrutiny.

““Well, haven’t you stared at me
enough?”’

Pecos shook his head slowly.
““That’d be kinda hard to do,
Hilda. It could keep a man busy
his whole life.”’

It was true. There was some-
thing so pulse-stirring about her
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lithe loveliness that he was unable
to tear his eyes away. She flushed,
her face softening a little.

““I oughtn’t to be talking to
you,’’ she murmured. ‘‘Not after
what happened in town yesterday.
Besides, what are you doing out
here?’’

“I got some business to take
care of. And ... well, I sorta hoped
I’d get a chance to see you again.”’

Her eyes were downcast.
‘““Why?’’ she asked.

““Why?’’ he repeated. ‘‘To ex-
plain things to you. To . . . oh,
hell!”” His hands went out and
around her. ‘“Does this tell you
anything?’’ And pulling her close
to him, he erushed his mouth to
hers.

Her body was taut, unyielding,
her lips cold. Then slowly, trem-
bling, she relaxed. She swayed a
little closer to him. Through the
thin fabric of her dress he could
feel the warm, rounded softness-of
her young figure. His heart started
pounding more quickly. Then with
a sudden movement, she had
broken away from him and one of
his sixguns was gripped in her
hand.

““Yes!’”’ she said. ‘‘It tells me
that you’re a sneaking side-winder
who I oughta drop in his tracks!”’

‘““But, Hilda . . . > He checked
himself, his lips tightening, the
warm glow that had filled him turn-
ing chill. So her seeming response
had just been a ruse to get his gun.
He shrugged. ‘‘Now what?”’

“Turn around and get going.

I’m taking you to our shack.’’
A crooked grin on his lips, Pecos
followed her orders. He had meant

it when he Kkissed her. She did
something to him that no woman
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before had ever done, and this is
what he got for it.

THEY reached a rough cabin set

back a little from the creek.
Prodded by Hilda’s gun, he pushed
open the door and went inside.
An elderly man lay in a bunk on

‘the far side of the eabin’s single

room. He looked at Pecos, at
Hilda, then back to Pecos. His
eyes narrowed a little.

‘““Who-all’s this, Hilda?’’ he
asked. ‘“And why’re you holding
an iron on him?”’

““This is the hombre I met in
town yesterday, the one I told you
about.”’

““Oh!”’ KErieson looked hard at
Pecos. ‘‘And why’d you bring him
here?”’

Somehow Pecos was surprised
at the lack of rancor in the old
man’s voice. Was he a little
touched in the head? He watehed
him warily.

‘“‘Because I got a hunch he’s
here for no good!’’ said Hilda.
‘‘He turned on me when he heard
we’d been friendly with old Ben
Taylor. This is the last day Larry
Taylor can claim the ranch. Sup-
pose this coyote is waiting to dry-
gulch him! Suppose ... ”’

“‘Suppose you gimme that gun
and rustle up some grub. Even if
he’s the varmint you think he is,
we can’t let him starve.”’

Uncertainly Hilda gave her fa-
ther the gun, glared at Pecos, and
started fussing with the stove in
the corner. '

‘“Set down, stranger,”” said
Erieson. He gestured to a rickety
chair with the gun. ‘I don’t like
what I heard about you, so maybe

(Continued on page 102)



DEATH IS ON

He was a fighting, drinking, gambling fool;
but he’d fallen for the lure of soft lips and a
woman’s arms ... to his sorrow! The only
wonder was that he had come out of the trap
alive. No more women for him, swore Whirl
Arrow! But he hadn’t met Maia King

THE GIRL had doped Whirl
Arrow’s liquor after he’d
given the tinhorn gambler
an hour to quit Bordertown. Whirl
Arrow, a man known along the
Border as a fighting, drinking,
gambling, lovemaking fool, had
fallen for the lure of soft eyes
and warm flesh, and a woman’s
willing figure seductive in his
arms.

He’d awakened in the brush,
miles out of Bordertown, sun tor-
turing his eyes. His horse stood
ground-tied nearby and he had his
gun. Whirl groaned, was sick, and
it took a lot of trembling and
sweating before he crawled into
his saddle.

The girl was the tinhorn’s
sweetie! That was it.

“If they figger,”” Whirl mut-
tered darkly, ‘‘this stunt will keep
me away from Bordertown, they
don’t know me a-tall . . . Or do
they, now? They could’ve kilt me,
or left me out here without a
mount.”’

He shook his head and winced.
And as happens to many men, the
feeling flooded Whirl: he was sick
and tired and through with this
wild life and all it meant. And
women? Bigod, never again for
him !

His thoughts turned to the home
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he’d left so long ago, and nostalgia
was heavy, gnawing his insides.
Home! And like a winging bird,
Whirl Arrow headed North. Rains
and heat, cold, plains and moun-
tains ran out behind him. His
nerves and body were ragged and
fatigued the day he reached the
White Mound Hills and his
mount’s feet trod old, familiar
Bent Arrow range.

‘I wonder if the O’ Man’ll for-
give me after all this time?”’
Whirl speculated, thinking of the
heated quarrel that had sent him
kiting away from these parts.

E RODE a little rise and sky-

lined there, leaning suddenly
in the saddle to stare down the
slope beyond. Gaunt cattle grazed
the flats below him, and the
mounted figure that had taken
Whirl’s attention, was dismount-
ing close to a small band of them.

Whirl swore softly. She wasn’t
even dressed for riding, and
showed more ignorance by getting
afoot like that. She hooked a stir-
rup over her saddlehorn, then, and
it was then Whirl’s hooks hit his
horse and he was hightailing down
the slope.

A proddy range cow, head down
and sharp horns ready, was going
for the girl.



White faced and

sobering, he

looked down at

W hirl Arrow, who had fallen and
didn’t move.

Whirl yelled as the girl sensed gingham dress she wore. She
her danger and whirled. She rolled in the short, brown grass
sereamed sharply and jumped. A as the cow wheeled to come at her
horn raked her left leg from knee again.
to thigh, ripping the worn, faded The .45 in the worn holster on
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Whirl’s right hip glinted dull sun-
light and blue-white smoke blos-
somed on the barrel. The cow
broke her lumbering stride, fal-
tered, then dropped as the six-gun
roared again.

The girl was struggling to sit up
when Whirl reached her. Her
small, heart-shaped face was
drawn with shock and pain. It was
an appealing face; as appealing as
the small breast that heaved under
the faded dress.

““‘Lie still!”” Whirl grunted.
“Let’s look at this.’’

She blinked large eyes and
obeyed him silently. Whirl pulled
at the torn skirt. ‘‘Just a bruise,”’
he mumbled, a choke in his voice.
The girl’s leg was slender, white;
a sculptured symmetry. ‘‘Barely
grazed you, from your knee to—’’

““Oh!”’ she cried. Her fingers—
Whirl noted how workworn those
little fingers were—held the rent
together. ‘‘You shouldn’t,”’ she
said in a whisper, not meeting his
eyes.

““ An’ damn’ fool girls shouldn’t
ride out in gingham dresses an’
get down afoot near proddy range
stock!’” he growled. His anger
rose abruptly; anger at her be-
cause she had made him feel pity
and tenderness and desire.

The girl had temper of her own.
“I’ve no riding clothes,’’ she
snapped. ‘‘I had to tighten my
cinch. And,”’ spitefully, ‘I don’t
think it was necessary to kill our
cow.’’ _

“‘Damn’ poor specimen,’’ Whirl
grunted, rising and turning to look
at the dead animal. ‘‘You never
see a Bent Arrow beef? Hell!
That critter is branded Bent Ar-
row, an’ you called it yours!”’
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‘Tt is. And you can stop that
swearing!’’ She limped as she got
up. “I’m Maia King. If a man
named Whirl Arrow doesn’t get
back here within another month or
so, the Bent Arrow comes to my
father and my brother Kip and
me.’’

‘““An’ you don’t want that,”’
Whirl jeered. ‘“Ain’t that just too
bad.’”’ He removed his dusty som-
brero and made a mocking bow.
““I’'m Whirl Arrow, an’ I'm back.
I—Say, where’s my ol’ man?”’

‘¢ Anse Arrow’s been dead more
than a year,”’ the girl said with
soft composure. ‘“‘And I don’t
think it’s too bad you’re back. Oh,
Whirl, I’m glad you are!”’

E SCOWLED. A caustic re-
mark came to his tongue, but
he held it in check. Best find out
whatever he could before he riled
her any more. He merely said,
“I’ll catch up your horse.’’ Maia
King’s breath was swifter, her
eyes a little dewy as she watched
him perform his chore.

As they rode, the girl talked. She
salid: ‘“We came here from Ne-
braska. Two years after you’d left
home. We went broke when my
brother lost our stake in a pok—
Well, lost it.”’

“In a poker game,”” Whirl
sneered. ‘‘Go on.”’

‘““We went to work for your
father, then. Conditions got bad,
your father was getting old. He
died of pneumonia. He willed us
the Bent Arrow if you didn’t re-
turn within a year. If you did, it
was up to you to try and build the
ranch back up, and I retain half.’’

““You an’ your paw and stake-
losin’ brother took advantage of
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an ol’ man, an’ you expect me to
work like hell to see you on the
gravy train again,’’ Whirl snarled.
‘““Well, no woman can run that in
on me. No, bigod!”’ He pounded
the saddlehorn with his fist.

‘““‘Stop swearing,’”” she admon-
ished. ‘‘And lie down and see the
Bent Arrow go on to wrack and
ruin. That’s your style, I imagine.
A man who shouts and swears at
women—"’

‘I never swore at you.”’

“You did!”’

““Damnit, I never. An’ if you
think I’'m goin’ off an’ let you have
Bent Arrow, you’re crazy as a bed-
bug in a railroad boardin’ house!”’

The girl turned her head. Al-
though she was very near tears, a
smile she didn’t want Whirl to see
was imprinted on her lips.

Whirl was fuming when, at
dusk, they reached the ranchyard.
He reined up and Maia was wisely
silent while he had his memories
and his regrets. Then he turned
on her, angrily.

‘““Who in hell let the sheds an’
barns an’ house an’ corral—ah, the
whole huddem place run down like
this?’’ he snarled.

““My father is a cripple,”’ she
said in a tight voice. ‘‘My brother
is, well young and a little irrespon-
sible. 1’d hoped you’d come back
and perhaps straighten him out.”’

Whirl grinned at the idea of the
helling Whirl Arrow acting as dry
nurse to some damn’ poker-losing
bum. So he let that pass, put the
horses in a sagging stable and
went to the house.

HEY stepped from a side porch
into the kitchen’s chill, darken-
ing gloom. A figure was dim in a
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chair beside the cooling stove, and
it complained: ‘“Maia? Whyn’t
you hurry back? The fire’s gone
out, an’ we need light. And Kip
ain’t back from Roamer. Oh, that
you, Kip? You fool, ain’t you ever
going to stop squirting around in
town ?”’

‘““Pap!’”’ Maia ordered. ‘‘Be
still. This isn’t—’’ she touched a
match to a lamp wick and dull yel-
low filled the room—‘Kip. It’s
Whirl Arrow come back home.”’

Whirl and the old man in the
kitchen chair studied each other.
Whirl glared at the whiskered,
rheumy-eyed old son, who had, in-
stead of a good right leg, a pegleg
that had been nailed together
many times, and wound with bail-
ing wire.

““You come home, eh?’”’ Pap
cackled. ‘‘To eat, 1 bet, and your
doggone plate is busted. Scally
wagging all over, while us folks
hardly got enough vittles for our-
selves.”’

‘‘Shut up,’’ snarled Whirl. ¢* An’
get up, before I kick your errant
form to hellangone. A pegleg ain’t
stoppin’ you from doin’ chores an’
gettin’ in some wood. You sit an’
wait for this girl to wait on you
hand an’ foot, an’ do the range
work a young skunk ought to do.”’

He snapped his mouth shut, all-
fired madded up because he’d
taken up for a woman. ‘‘Get up!”’
he roared.

Pap got up and scuttled, nimbly
enough, toward the door. It opened
before he got there. A youth with
a thin, dissipated face and weak
mouth, dressed in cheap, flashy
mail-order cowhand duds, came
in. His breath reeked bum redeye
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when he opened his mouth to ask,
““ Ain’t supper ready yet?’’

““No!”” Whirl rapped. ‘“‘An’
won’t be none until you’ve done
some work. Clean a stable, or
something But work.”’

Kip King turned bloodshot eyes
toward Whirl. He dropped one
hand awkwardly to the handle of
a cheap nickel-plated pistol and
tried to lower his voice to an un-
natural gruffness.

‘“Who’re you, to be talking to
me, a friend of Cass Broone, like
that?’’ he demanded threatening-
ly.
A catlike stride; an open palm
smacking flesh, a cheap pistol flung
into a corner and Kip King into a
chair. '

“Whirl Arrow’s the brand, you
no aceount fuzzface,’”” Whirl
vapped. ‘‘An’ if you ever pull that
pistol on me, I’ll shove it down
your throat. You an’ the ol’ man
get out an’ earn your supper. You
hear me yell?”’

“Wait’ll T tell my friend, Cass
Broone,”” Kip whined as he went
out. Pap thumped out behind him.
Whirl turned toward the girl.

‘““You might mean right,’”’ she
told him scathingly. ‘‘But hitting
a weak boy and threatening a crip-
pled old man is hardly a thing a
man would do.”’

““Who cares if you think I’'m a
man?’’ he rasped, temper out of
hand. ‘“Who cares what you think
about anything?’’

She bent her head as she turned
toward the stove, She answered
Whirl Arrow only with her lonely
heart: Some day I hope you will.

UPPER was a meal eaten in sul-
len silence. Breakfast next
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morning was the same. Whirl tried
to keep his eyes away from Maia,
whose worn house dress had
shrunken from too many washings,
and held tight to the inspiring lit-
tle body that was hers. And be-
cause he eouldn’t keep his glances
away from her, he grew angry
again.

““I noticed the harness for the
team was dried an’ rottin’, when
I looked around before breakfast
this mornin’,”’ he snapped. ‘‘You
whiskered ol’ goat, you’ll oil an’
mend it today,’” he told Pap. He
turned to the sullen, defiant Kip.

“‘There’s corrals to be mended.
You’ll start on that.”’

“Won’t. I got to go to town.”’

“You’ll fix eorral!’’ Whirl thun-
dered. ““‘Or get hell beat out of
you.”’

““Stop swearing and threaten-
ing,”” Maia snapped.

““Stop blattin’ your female
brains out,”” Whirl gave back.
““They’re goin’ to work. Kip, get
up from there. Move, damn you!”’

Whirl’s palm caught Kip’s sul-
len face for the second time, rolled
him out of his chair, and sprawled
him on the floor.

“I’ll fix corral,” Kip panted,
getting up. ‘‘ And I’ll fix you, too.”’

“Try it. Those corrals get fixin’
first. Come on, you two. You’re
startin’ to earn your beans.”’

He dug tools out of the wreckage
of the harness and blacksmith shop
and put Kip to work. Then sat
Pap down with cracked harness
and a can of saddle soap.

‘“You ain’t going to work,’’ Pap
complained.

““I’'m makin’ a ride over what’s
left of the range,”” Whirl an-
swered. He stopped and came
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walking back. ‘“An’ if you think
you’re goin’ to stop, minute I ride
out—"’

He moved in quickly. There was
a flurry of arms and legs, a
squawk, a shrill curse. Whirl
stepped back, holding Pap’s peg-
leg in one hand. ‘‘Bigod, I guess
that’ll keep you there until I come-
back,”’ Whirl hooted. ¢‘I’ll take
this lumber leg along with me.”’

‘““Maia!’”’ Pap shrieked. But
Maia didn’t answer. She was
watching from a window, a broad
smile on her face. Nor did she
come to Pap’s assistance when he
tried to hop to the house and found
the task too much for him. So
Whirl found Pap back at his task
when he returned. Maia was ap-
proaching when Pap held up a tug.

‘Slick’s new,”” he cackled.
‘“Swell job. That’s what we need
around here : somebody to do swell
jobs. Me, now, I aim to have this
place shining and humming before
very long.”’

Whirl nodded. Pap was childish
with the vagaries of mood of the
very old. Shame because he’d been
so rough with Pap was a thing that
bit Whirl’s heart.

““Sure, Pap,”’” he said softly.
‘““An’ maybe we can rustle the
money to get you a good, new leg.”’

He turned. Maia had heard, and
her heart was singing. She knew,
now, there was kindness personi-
fied under Whirl’s veneer of or-
nery stubbornness and violent
ways.

‘““Maybe you can tell me why
what few range cows we got ain’t
got half enough calves?’’ Whirl
snapped at her. ‘‘Or why the stock
ain’t been shifted to new range.
Never mind the last. You couldn’t
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do it. Where’s Kip? I aim to get
some answers out of him.’’

““Kip—slipped away. I saw him
too late to try to stop him,”’ Maia
muttered.

““You could go in after him,”’
Whirl accused. .

““No. You—well, you see, Whirl,
I couldn’t, because I'm afraid of
Cass Broone. The way he looks at
me!’’ she shuddered.

“‘Like that,”” Whirl said darkly.
““Well, I'll go get him. An’ he’ll
wish—"’

‘““Whirl, no!”’” she Dbegged.
‘““Wait. Let’s.take the wagon. I
need things from town. We’ll both
go in.”’

She raised one toilworn little
hand. Whirl thought of the few
dollars in his pockets. Yes, she
needed things. And he’d get them
—oh, not for any reason other
than the lady of Bent Arrow
should have a few decent duds to
wear, by damn!

‘““All right,”’ he agreed, taking
up the newly oiled harness and
heading for the barn.

HE HOOKED a shaggy team to

> the rickety stock wagon and
was tightening the endgate when
his eyes suddenly narrowed. He
climbed up and knelt, examining
dark spots on the boards. He said
nothing until he’d helped Maia on-
to the seat and was wheeling up
the trail.

““Who used this wagen last?’’
he demanded abruptly.

‘““Why, Kip,”” she answered.
“Why?”’

““I’ll answer why,’’ he rumbled.
““I got the answer to why the poor
calf crop is poorer, an’ the year-
lin’s ain’t as many as they ought
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to be. Somebody has used this
wagon to haul butchered beef in.
You got any ideas?’’

Her deep eyes swam with sudden
tears. She sobbed, and her head
was on his shoulder while she
clutched convulsively at his shirt-
front.

““Whirl, oh, Whirl,”’ she sobbed
against his chest. ‘‘I had guessed
where Kip was getting the money
he throws away at Cass Broone’s,
and on one of the girls, KEssie
Doan, who works there.

““But I’'m tired, so tired, and I’d
lost all hope until you came.”’

Her warmth and nearness, her
tears and smallness seemed to pull
the heart and soul out of Whirl.
He wanted to hug her until she was
crushed into being a living part
of himself.

Still, his outward stubbornness
prompted, he’d been fooled before
by women who shed easy tears.

“Kip’ll be tired of somethin’,
too, before it’s done,’’ he growled,
sliding along the seat away from
her.

She straightened, wiping her
eves with a handkerchief fashioned
from a bit of flour sacking. ‘‘I’'m
sorry I eried. But,’”’ with a sudden
rise of spirit, ‘“‘you’re not going
to hurt Kip. He’s my brother, and
he’s young. He’s taken the wrong
pattern, is all. If he had a real
man to use as a pattern—a man
who’d try to understand—perhaps
he’d be different.”’

. ““Nobody made a pattern for
me,’’ he grunted.

““No. And look at the sour twist
you’ve taken against humankind.
You—oh, Whirl, let’s stop this
quarreling. When you’ve got Bent
Arrow back on its feet, I’ll sell to
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you. For just enough to get us
off your hands. I don’t want Bent
Arrow, anyhow.”’

‘““What do youwant, then?’’ He
forced his voice to be calm.

She looked at him, then looked
away, fumbling in a small, worn
purse, hiding her confusion as best
she might. ‘‘Here,”’ she said, hand-
ing something toward him. He
took it without thinking, and the
contact of their hands sent tin-
gling, dangerous sensations
through both of them.

He scowled, then, at the large
gold locket she had given him.
‘““What the h—what’s this?’’ he
demanded.

““We’ve got to have groceries,”’
she murmured sadly. ‘‘That locket
1s all I have left of my mother’s
things. I think there is a man in
Roamer who will buy such things.’’

““You—you’d part with this, to
feed your father and brother?’’
There was deep reverence in his
tone.

- ““And you,”” she said simply,
small head bowed and poor, rough
little hands folded in her lap.

““ Ahhh,”” Whirl Arrow almost
groaned. He slipped the locket in-
to the shirtpocket over his heart,
reined the team with the other
hand, and looked at her.

Range silence and the rolling
hills were around them, and there
was silence on their lips; their
lips together. Their bodies quiv-
ered with the strain of emotion
that was deep and abiding and so
real it fairly made them ache.

Her fingers quivered as they
curved the back of his neck and she
sobbed because she knew there
were no words to express her want
of him. The straining, arched little
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breasts of her flattened against his
heaving chest.

IT was Whirl Arrow who stopped

this thing—before it ran beyond
the bounds of endurance and re-
straint. Spent, quivering, the girl
whispered shakily, ‘“Whirl, oh,
Whirl, is it a shame to love as we
have shown we do?”’

““There’s no sin in Heaven,’’ he
whispered back, shaking visibly as
he picked up the reins and rolled
the wagon on again.

The road ran its way almost
into Roamer before he spoke.
““This Cass Broone, now: what
has he done to you?”’

‘‘Nothing. Kxecept try to paw
me, once. He offered to see that
Kip stopped coming to his place,
if I—I would—"’

““I know.”” His voice sharpened
impatiently. ‘“ An’ he’s still tryin’,
through Kip. Well!’’ There was
erim finality in the word.

He walked the team up Roam-
er’s sad Main Street, noting the
place had changed but little since
he’d seen it last. Only the old
Palace of Pleasure had changed.
A sign proclaimed the old struec-
ture now to be ‘‘Cass’s Bar.”’

He hitched before the porch at
the General Store and helped Maia
alight. She cried, gaily but se-
riously, ‘I seem to be flying, not
walking, Whirl.”’

““You fly into the store, then,
honey,’’ he told her. ‘‘Get what
you need. I’1l—I’ll see what I ean
do about the locket,”” he added
with a lie.

He turned and put his course
toward Cass’s Bar, entered, had
one small, quick drink and went on

toward the rear where four men
carried on a poker game.

Kip King, tighter than any gam-
bler ever should be, weaved in his
chair and looked up at Whirl. Fear
flicked Kip’s bloodshot eyes, and
then he straightened defiantly and
looked at Cass Broone, the heavy-
set, thicklipped dark man across
the table. These two took Whirl’s
attention, he dismissing the two
punchers filling out the game.

Whirl nodded at an empty chair.
““Is this a closed game?’’ he in-
quired, his look at Broone a dare.

““Not’s fa? I’'m concerned—
bein’ jest gone bust,’’ one puncher
answered, pushing back his chair.

‘““Nothing is closed here,”’
Broone said too softly. ‘“Not even
the shooting season.”’

‘““Be sure you got a huntin’
license sayin’ you’re damn’ good,’’
Whirl answered smoothly, sitting
down.

The remaining puncher dealt.
Whirl said, as he pushed some of
his scant supply of dollars into the
pot and discarded two: ‘‘You
losin’ as wusual, Kip? Well, be
careful. There’ll be no more beef
butchered an’ hauled in from the
ranch. . . . By the way, who owns
the Roamer butcher shop?’’

““Why, Cass owns it—what the
hell you getting at, Whirl?”’ Kip
caught himself up and began shout-
ing angrily.

“‘Gettin’ at it that you’ll be out
of money after this . . . An’ I’ll
raise you five. . . .”’

Kip glanced nervously at Broone
as Whirl raked in the pot. Broone’s
mouth drew down, his look dark-
ened.

Whirl dealt, and said, ‘‘ Gettin’

(Continued on page 108)



CASISSIDY
SUDDEN

By LAURENCE DONOVAN

HAT swirl of blue smoke

should not have been there.

It spelled danger, and it was
one thing that could put the chill
of fear into ‘‘Sudden’’ Cassidy.
He saw the smoke before he heard
the faint, wind-wafted seream of a
girl.

Sudden jabbed his red bay with
stub spurs. Something sent his
long, strong fingers lifting the ce-
dar-butted .45’s and making sure
they were loose in their holsters,
It wasn’t smoke, with its fire threat
to the summer dried pines and the
thick grass of the grazing lands
that caused his precaution. Nor
was it the woman’s scream.

Sudden had been blind-trailing
Black Bart Rogan. Blind-trailing
because he knew too well Black
Bart’s objective. There was but
one clearing on this lower bench
of Saddle mountain, and John
Derring had his cabin in it. In a
few years Derring had cleared crop
soil, and he was grazing a herd.

It was John Derring’s woman
who made Sudden sure of the blind
trail of Black Bart. Hadn’t he
come upon them twice, out in the
pines? She was a redheaded,
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shapely and tempting woman crit-
ter for these parts. Her brand
wasn’t often found in Idaho’s
Snake Gulch country.

John Derring was old, and tired
always with what was perhaps his
last stand against the wild ecountry.
His woman was young and vi-
brated with hell. Black Bart was
big and strong, and he had the best
looking pan of any long rider that
ever rustled prime beef or spilled
blood in the looting of a gold cache.

So those two times Sudden Cas-
sidy had ridden silently upon them
over a cushion of matted pine nee-
dles, it was to see Derring’s red-
headed woman in Black Bart’s
arms, and the delightful perfection
of her body had caused Sudden’s
breath to ecateh, as much as he
hated the woman and Black Bart
for what they were.

When the smoke showed, spiral-
ing through the green of the tall
pines, and the faint, terrified
scream came, Sudden knew Black
Bart was already down in the
clearing. Whatever ruckus caused
the scream of the girl probably was
more sinister than the springing
up of an accidental fire.



Seeing the beauty of Rita Derring, as she wept
over her father’s body, Sudden Cassidy could
understand why the sheriff had made such fre-
quent visits. But that didn’t help him
solve the murder!

“Haun’t mno woman-
critter ever had the
say-se over Black
Bart,’”’ he sasd.
‘Where's thet map?”

Faint as it was, Sudden became
convineed it had not come from the
loose and redheaded Mrs. Derring.
There was a much younger girl
about the lonely cabin. Derring’s
daughter by a former wife. Sud-
den had never met up with her, but
he had learned her name was Rita,
and that Sheriff Ponder‘often rode
out to the Derring cabin from the
town of Snake Gulch with ideas in
his mind.

As the red bay plunged between
the pines, setting a dead run
toward the smoke, Sudden took a

dally in his hate for the Derring
heifer and Black Bart. For no
matter what might have happened,
the badge he wore inside his boot
gave him the feel of his continued

duty.
Black Bart was the active chief
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of the most ruthless band of owl-
hooters ever long riding the Snake
Gulech range and beating the law
by knowledge of the malpais where
the pines and grass gave way to
salty barrens and barraneas. -But
there was a bigger brain behind
Black Bart, and there was some
hombre in Snake Gulch who rod-
ded the owlhoot riders and man-
aged to keep the bars up between
Black Bart’s killers and the law.

So Sudden himself was long rid-
ing. He had greased speed with
his guns, and he had become Black
Bart’s chief segunda. Only Black
Bart knew the Snake Gulch boss,
and only by keeping a close loop
on Black Bart could Sudden Cas-
sidy make that badge in his boot
strike at the real ramrod in town.

HE branch of a low cedar
slapped across Sudden’s tight-
skinned face and stung. Even teeth
showed as he swore. His blue eyes
smoked as he swiped away the
rusty brown hair dropping over
them. The fire down in the clearing
- suddenly changed its smoke from
blue to blackish gray. Sudden knew
then the Derring cabin was burn-
ing, even before his red bay carried
him into view of it.

When he saw the wind-pulled
flame, and saw how the blaze was
breaking through the windows
with black smoke at the core, it
told him there was spread lamp
oil behind it. Which could mean,
in the middle of the afternoon,
only that the fire had been set.

Sudden slid from the saddle,
ground reined the red bay, and
high-heeled into the last clump of
pines before reaching the open
space of the cropped -clearing.

Again came the scream of a girl,
rising in high, clear terror and
despair.

Because of that Sudden did not
pause when he had a glimpse of
Black Bart and John Derring’s
woman. They were making out
through the pines toward a pair of
tied cayuses. Sudden was running
toward the cabin, but his eyes were
cocked backward and they were
quick.

The redheaded woman gripped
something in her right hand. Black
Bart caught her arm. He said
something and the woman thrust
the object she was carrying into
thick rhododendron bushes. Black
Bart caught her in his arms then,
and the thing that happened made
Sudden sick with rage.

They hadn’t turned and they
hadn’t seen him lunging across the
clearing.

‘‘Bidam!”’ gritted Sudden. “I m
layin’ all I got there’s more than
an accident to this fire!”’

He was close to the burning
cabin now. A glance relieved him
of one worry. Barring the wind
whipping a hot brand into the
dried needles of the pines or over
into the summer parched grass, the
wide range would escape. The
cleared land was bare all around
the cabin.

““Oh, God in heaven!”’ sereamed
the glrl ’s voice. ‘‘ What happened?
Get up! I can’t lift you!”’

Smoke was filtering from the
low doorway of hewn logs, but the
way was clear under it. Sudden’s
high-heeled boots ecarried him
through in headlong haste. It
brought him into the big main
room with its puncheon floor.

This was the first time he }lad
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been close to Rita Derring. What
he saw stopped him, caused him to
shift his eyes away, and pulled
them back again: The girl was
bending over the body of gray-
haired John Derring. She must
have been changing dresses when
the oil fire exploded, for her little
cotton underthings didn’t amount
to a damn when i1t came to conceal-
ing the most breath-taking sight
that had ever come to Sudden Cas-
sidy.

She was on one knee, and the
contour of the other leg from ankle
to knee and along the almost com-
pletely exposed thigh couldn’t have
been improved by the best sculptor.
So it was with her slim, white-
skinned waist, and the rest of her
body that was bare to the strip of
linen brassiere over firm, young
breasts.

Glossy black hair tumbled
around her creamy shoulders, and
her tanned, oval face, although it
was strained and desperate, had
the red-lipped sweetness that a
man would keep a long time in his
mind. Sudden was quick, and he
was on a knee beside her.

His arm went around her shoul-
ders, lifting her.

“‘Get outside pronto!’”’ he said
hoarsely, wondering why his voice
went off key at the touch of her
soft flesh. ““I’ll fetch out yore dad!
Hurry!”’

Her dark eyes turned to his blue
ones, and they were swimming
with tears. For the minute she
didn’t seem to think of herself or
the scantiness of what she wore.

“Dad! He’s hurt! He must’ve
been startin’ the supper fire and
the oil exploded! He always used
it! Look! His head’s all cut!”’

65

IT WAS worse than that, but Sud-

den couldn’t bring himself to tell
her just then. John Derring’s skull
was cracked over one ear. The
white streaks that showed in the
slight flow of scarlet fluid was
brains. Derring had been mur-
dered, and it had been meant that
he was to burn with the cabin.

It must have happened while the
girl was in one of the lean-to rooms
changing clothes. Sudden was
quick to think why the girl had not
been eradicated along with her
dad, and then he imagined she
wasn’t important to Black Bart or
Derring’s redheaded woman. Or
maybe they hadn’t known she was
around.

‘““Get outside or we’ll be cor-
ralled by the fire!”” again com-
manded Sudden, lifting the body
of Derring. ‘“We’ll see about yore
dad!”’ '

Even as he carried Derring, with
the hot blaze beating in his face
and the smoke choking him, Sud-
den could not keep his eyes from
the girl. He could understand
now why middle-aged, hard-jawed
Sheriff Ponder came riding to the
Derring cabin. The owlhooters had
kept track of that when raids on
grazing stock were planned, or the
robbing of some lone creek pros-
pector was on hand.

The heat of the flaming cabin
sent Sudden across the clearing
and into the edge of the pines with
Derring’s worn body in his arms.
And as he gained the shelter of the
trees, he saw Black Bart and the
redheaded woman again.

““In the old well, not the new
diggin’!’’ the woman cried after
Black Bart. ‘‘Behind them stones
in the third row! It’s the map of
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Red Horse gulch an’ shows the dis-
covery! The dumb, old coot was
slick in holdin’ off to keep from
causin’ a rush!’’

Rita Derring was again down
beside her dad’s body. This time,
Sudden lifted her and damned if
he could get a dally around the
thing that swept over him. For
she saw now that her dad was dead,
and her soft cheeks were wet. She
needed any comfort that could be
given, and Sudden pulled her close
to him and kissed her lightly—at
first.

He swore at himself inside then,
for it was one helluva time and
place to change a comforting kiss
into a savage pressure against her
red lips. A helluva time and place
to feel his spine and his neck go
cold, and to tighten his arms until
her soft breasts were crushed to
his shirt and the touch of bare legs
against him started the pulse
pounding in his temples.

Perhaps it was the wave of
shocked emotion, the reaction from
realizing her dad was dead at their
feet, for her lips parted and quiv-
ered and she was clinging to Sud-
den as if he had always been in her
life. Outlaw that he outwardly
was, she never had seen him be-
fore.

Sudden damned himself for
what he was doing, and he ironed
out his will to put her away from
him.

““Oh!’’ she gasped. ‘“‘Oh! What
-made me do that? Dad!”’

Sudden was debating swiftly. He
couldn’t take her with him to the
owlhooters camp in the malpais.
She must have clothes, and the
nearest house was in Snake Gulch.
Sudden knew he was about as wel-

come in the town as a rattlesnake
or a copperhead in a waddy’s bed-
roll. |

So he wasn’t sure what he in-
tended doing, but he said, ‘‘I’m
Jim Cassidy, known as Sudden,
an’ I’'m seein’ you’re safe in town.
I got my slicker on the hoss, an’
I’'m thinkin’ it might be a peart
idea for you to be puttin’ on the
same.”’

Damned if Rita Derring didn’t
realize then for the first time that
she was wearing a helluva lot less
than any filly should wear out on
the open range. Warm pinkness
flooded her rounded throat and
spread down toward her breasts.

““Oh!”” she gulped, and her
work-worn, strong hands pulled at
the thin cotton underthings as if
she could make them cover a bit
more of her.

BUT Black Bart was cursing vile-

ly over by an old well, and
throwing out mossy stones.- The
redheaded woman was screaming
at him.

“‘The old eoot put it there, I’'m
tellin’ yuh!’’

Black Bart glared at her and
cursed. And then the hoofs of sev-
eral horses clicked over the stones
of a small creek that ran down
from the pines and watered the
grazing land. Sudden saw Black
Bart rear to his feet, hands drop-
ping to his low-slung irons. Half
a dozen riders were riding hell
bent for the scene of the fire.

Black Bart'started running and
the redheaded woman picked up
her skirts and ran with him. Sud-
den heard Black Bart curse at her.

“Damn’ yuh!’’  he  snarled.

3
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“Yuh’d better g1t that map fer me
Or____,?

Then it was the bulky, hard-
jawed Sheriff Ponder who came
around the burning cabin, loping
his horse. Sudden saw the figures
of the other riders a little bit be-
hind the sheriff. Ponder jerked a
carbine from his saddle boot,
reined his eayuse to a sliding stop,
and leveled the weapon at Black
Bart, now almost to the trees.

Black Bart whirled, both six-
guns coming into his hands and
smoking. The distance was not too
great for short guns. Sudden had
seen Black Bart pick off the nose of
a pack rat in the rocks at twenty
yards with one of those same guns.
Sudden’s own hoglegs jumped in-
to his hands.

Black Bart was vital to his plans,
and he must be kept alive i1f pos-
sible. If he gunned down Sheriff
Ponder, the others of the small
posse would sure enough trail him
down. But although Black Bart’s
irons jumped, jolted and roared,
the eye that could pick out the nose
of a pack rat seemed to be off.

The lead was poisoning nothing
but the ground beyond the sheriff.
And with a dead aim, his horse
stopped, Sheriff Ponder triggered
the earbine. That slug went wild,
too. But Sudden’s cracking guns
didn’t send any random bullets.
One of Black Bart’s guns dropped
from a nerveless hand where lead
had ripped across the back of his
wrist. And he stopped shooting
with the other gun at the sheriff as
he heeled around toward this new
attack.

But Sudden was back in the
trees, and while he was in view of

Sheriff Ponder, Black Bart failed
to see who had fired that shot.
The sheriff had missed seeing
Sudden until he had sliced Black
Bart’s gun hand, and when he did
see Sudden, Rita’s slim, nearly
nude body was close beside him.

‘“The damn’ owlhooters!’’ bel-
lowed Sheriff Ponder, swinging
his carbine toward Sudden.
““There’s one of ’em got Derring’s

- gal! They burnt the cabin!”’

Bullets thucked then from sev-
eral guns into the trees around
Sudden.

“Keerful!’’ yelled the sheriff.
““Don’t hit the gal! Git the skunk
what grabbed ’er!”’

‘““No! No!”” screamed Rita.
“Lark! Lark! He ain’t any owl-
hooter! He brought out dad!”’

The whamming guns abruptly
stopped, for the slender, beautiful
girl ran into the clearing. She
made a picture of darting white-
ness, her bare feet touching the
ground lightly, and the shapely
legs carrying her swiftly toward
the horses.

Sudden heard the crashing of
bushes as two horses started away.
Black Bart and his redhead had
made it to their nags, and were
lighting a shuck out of the way of
flying lead. Sudden judged quick-
ly that he had no further immedi-
ate business with the sheriff and
his posse. He was sure that Black
Bart had missed seeing him.

He saw Sheriff Ponder yanking
a rolled slicker from the back of
his saddle. Rita Derring would be
all right now. But there was an
empty sickness in Sudden’s in-
nards, and he couldn’t guess why
at the minute. He was too busy
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fading into the thickly bushed
trees near the clearing.

THE unexpected appearance of

the girl in her unclad condition
held up the Snake Guleh ecitizens
riding with Ponder. Sudden was
only a few yards from his red bay
horse when he crashed into the
clump of rhododendrons.

He groped around, recalling
what he had seen. His fingers
touched cold metal. He held the
iron poker of a stove. The blood
smearing 1t was still fresh enough
‘to be red. A few gray hairs stuck
to it.

So that had been it. John Der-
ring’s woman had murdered him.
She had killed him and fired the
~cabin, probably because of her mad
infatuation for Black Bart. Kven
as he thrust the poker into a sad-
dle bag and forked the bay, Sud-
den’s mind was working.

Black Bart was riding with the
redheaded woman toward the mal-
pais camp. It struck Sudden that
Black Bart was more set upon
horning in on a creek gold dis-
covery than he was in looping in a
woman critter. For Black Bart, as
Sudden had known him, played the

fillies all the way from dance-hall

gals to such straying women of the
range as would have to do with his
ways. And he had the looks, this
Black Bart, with his hard, lean
face and his tall, broad body.

““Kind-a loco,”” he muttered,
‘‘that Black Bart could-a clean
missed Sheriff Ponder at seventy-
five yards, an’ the sheriff couldn’t
nohow hit him with a carbine at
dead aim.”’

The red bay was taking the hog-
back hill through the pines with a

long easy stride. Lead whittled
bark off some of the pines behind
Sudden, but he was soon losing the
sheriff and his small posse. |

‘“By the time they pry into the
ashes of that cabin,”” he mused
aloud, ‘“there won’t be none of ’em
think-a lookin’ for Derring’s
busted head.’’

Again Sudden was pondering on

‘the bad shooting between the

sheriff and Black Bart. It put an
idea into his brain, but that was
about as loco as the woman’s story
that John Derring had hidden the
map of a gold creek.

Once more Sudden was wonder-
ing why his innards were weak and
sick. It hadn’t been the first time
he had looked upon sudden death

by violence. Then what was it?

All at onee he knew. Rita Der-
ring. She was the neatest filly that
had ever been in his arms. He
guessed that for a minute her kiss
had spooked him. And Sheriff
Ponder had been riding out to the
Derring place. Now the sheriff had
the girl in his care.

And Sudden Cassidy would be
about as welcome in Snake Guleh
as a plague of locusts. The sheriff
would have it all his own way.

‘“‘Dangnation!”’ sputtered Sud-
den. ‘‘I ain’t never seen the gal
afore today! She’ll be all right
with the law lookin’ after her!”’

But it didn’t change the way he
felt. And he knew now he didn’t
want the law looking after her. He
could have changed several things
with that badge in his boot, but he
had set out to put the brand upon
the real boss of Black Bart’s owl-
hooters, and he had never pulled
leather before until the iron of the
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law smoked the hide of the hombre
he was after.

THE salty malpars was enough

to make a man curse just to
look at it. Desolate hummocks and
shallow gulches stretched away for
miles. At only one spot in these
badlands was it possible for man
or beast to survive. A sweet arte-
sian spring bubbled up here.

Black Bart and a couple of dozen
of his killers held this spot. Black
Bart and Sudden occupied a sod
dugout, built from the grass that
grew lush around the good soil
near the spring. Sudden came rid-
ing down upon the low dugout,
with its grass sod roof.

He saw a group of the outlaws
on the other side of the spring.
They were swigging from a bottle
of red-eye and splitting the profits
of the last raid by drawing poker
hands. Sudden noticed their faces
turned toward the dugout, and the
drunken weaving of their bodies.

Sudden was convinced Black
Bart and his redheaded woman
must have made it through the
pines. So they had been ahead of
him ecrossing the malpais. He
slipped from the hull of the red
bay, pulled off the saddle and
rubbed the horse’s sweated hair as
the beast started cropping on the
grass.

““O-000000h! Bart! Don’t! In
heaven’s name, don’t!”’

The cry was thin, as if from
some place underground. Sudden’s
keen eyes turned upon the smoke
pipe for the air and the stove, set
into the top of the sod dugout. The
frantic, pain-filled plea of a wom-
an’s voice floated out.

Sudden’s

high - heeled boots

made no sound in the thick grass
before the hut. The door of pinon
wood was closed. He could hear a
moaning, the harsh, snarling
words of Black Bart.

““Damn’ yuh! Yuh went an’ hid
thet gold crick map on me so’s yuh
could crack the whip! Whar is it,
fore I let this knife slip all the
way inter yore guts!’’

‘““Bart! In heaven’s mname!
Don’t! It’s hurtin’ so! I ain’t seen
the map since the old coot—Bart
—Oh!”’

Sudden’s hand went instinctive-
ly to the cedar butt of a gun. Black
Bart had to be kept alive and he
must not suspect Sudden Cassidy
as being other than a long rider.
But there was a limit.

He pushed the door open only
inches. Because most of it was un-
derground, the sod dugout was
lighted by an oil lamp. What Sud-
den saw would have turned the
stomach of any man.

The redheaded Derring woman
was the kind that a man as old as
John Derring never.should have
hitched up with. Her shapely, flexi-
ble body was fashioned to match
the sleepy look in her long-lashed
green eyes. She had silk stuff over
her heaving breasts, which no
other woman on the Snake Gulch
range would have had the gump-
tion to wear, there was so little of
it.

The same was true of the foamy
panties that were belted at her
waist and did little more than con-
ceal her upper thighs. And when
Sudden saw her now, Black Bart
had her across the pine slab table.
Her armg were pulled back and
down and were tied to the table

(Continued on page 112)
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The. pliant rope left Angus’ hand in a fast wide loop.

OEL ANGUS eased the
N ‘“‘peacemaker’’ iron on his
right thigh and swore be-
tween suddenly set teeth. His sor-
rel gelding pawed and lifted flaring
nostrils at the nearby gunsmoke.
Three carefully spaced shots came
from the mesquite ridge off to the
right. Their sharp cranging re-
ports said they were from a
musket. |
A blue uniformed post captain
with yellow stripes down his tight
trouser legs was in the rutted bar-
ranca directly ahead.- One of his
legs jerked at the first shot. His
corded hat lost a tassel at the sec-
ond. His heavy black horse reared
up and snorted at the third as if
a bee had stung his nose.
“Right peart shootin’,”” mut-
70

tered Noel Amos. ‘“‘But too damn’
peart. Now .who in the tangled
hell—?27’ -

He pulled his cayuse off to one
side, tense and watchful.

““Ain’t nobody but Cap MacRae
himself,”” he said. ‘‘An’ what he
ain’t got on the Big Sioux reserva-
tion is a lot o’ friends, red an’
white, but that ain’t redskin shoot-
in’. Whoa! Hell! He’s tailin’ it
back!’’

Captain MacRae was tailing it,
as Noel Angus put it. The wide
openness of the barranca evidently
was not to his liking. He was ly-
ing low over the saddle pommel and
putting his black horse into a strid-
ing run.

“‘That pilgrim up there could’ve
have punched one o’ his brass but-



SHOOTIN’
ARMY GAL
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What Cap McRae didn’t have on the Sioux
reservation was a lot of friends, white or
red! But these shots from ambush weren’t
redskin shooting . ... It was lead poison
from a girl!
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tons, but he didn’t,’” surmised Noel
Angus, swerving his own mount
and picking out a draw that would
carry him toward the hidden
marksman in the mesquite. ‘‘Looks
as how that lead poison was meant
only for a warnin’. About time
some’un put a dally.in MacRae’s
snaky loop, but none o’ the Red
River settlers would-a tried it
’thout word to me.
Blaze!”’

Angus gripped a tough, lean
hand upon his sorrel’s leathers.
For a white spotted pinto pony
burst out of the mesquite as spooky
as a tumbleweed riding a prairie
wind. At first Angus imagined the
runaway was riderless.

Then—*‘Great God’’ he rasped
out. ‘‘It’s a dang’ kid, an’ the hoss
throwed him—’’

THE squirming figure, caught by

one foot in a stirrup, did have
the appearance of a button. The
small body, clad in fringed buck-
skin, was jouncing and hitting the
ground, as the unhorsed rider made
desperate efforts to double and
grab a handful of saddle cinch or
gear.

Angus saw an army musket hit
the mesquite bush and bounee
away, and it was simple to guess
that the dragged rider must be
the marksman who had just taken
the gulehing pot shots at Captain
MacRae. Then Angus guessed
something else, as he veered his
sorrel at the proper tangent to head
off the pinto. :

Undoubtedly the thrown rider
had dismounted when the shots
were fired, then had swung for the
pony’s hull and had been tossed by
a sudden leap of the half-wild

b
An’—easy,

e

paint. Angus thumbed the copper
honda down on the loop of his rope,
freeing it, bringing the sorrel neck
and neck with the pinto in the un-
even, rocky malpais.

At the same time, Angus In-
stinetively coocked an eye over his
shoulder and saw that Captain
MacRae was still riding hell-bent
for the Big Sioux post stockade a
little more than a mile away. Also
there was a small cloud of white al-
kali dust whooming up close to the
fort itself, indicating riders coming
to the captain’s rescue.

“Damme!’’ gritted Angus, even
as he lifted and swung his loop.
““Tt’11 be hell-for-leather on a short
trail when MacRae gets to the
troop! Damn’ loco for a wanted
owlhooter to be ridin’ into this
ruckus—’’

Swish!

The pliant rope of cured Buffalo
hide left Angus’s hand fast and
wide. Its loop hooked under the
pinto’s near forefoot and wrapped
all the way around the body of the
helpless rider. The sorrel stiffened
on his forelegs and the rope
smoked and tightened on the horn.

Angus went tense and a little
sick. That dally spelled either in-
stant relief or death for the
dragged rider. The pinto stumbled
and rolled, and the stirrup leather
broke. Angus hit the ground on
quick feet, glanced back toward the
hewn logs of the post stockade, and
he scooped the figure in soft buck-
skin into his arms.

What he had feared and expected
then happened. Blue smoke puffed
from the distant dust cloud of
troopers. The unmistakable whang-
ing of army muskets started the
nearby mesquite fanning and sing-
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ing with a volley of lead. A bullet

thucked into the body of the rolling

pinto as Angus sprang back, hold-
ing the light body in his arms and
handing himself into the saddle.

The wham-wham of muskets and
the mean whine of lead increased
on the clear Dakota air. Then
Angus was putting the sorrel to his
best pace, with the limp figure of
the unconscious rider cushioned
over his legs. He headed for the
first dry wash that dipped into the
Red River badlands. There he re-
versed his direction and doubled
back on the trail he knew the post
troop probably would take in pur-
suit.

Angus reached a shallow ford,
splashed through it and into a
thicket of serub pine. He keened his
ears to any thumping of hoofs that
would indicate that Captain Mac-
Rae and his men might have de-
tected his ruse. Then Angus went
through what looked like a solid
wall of green busheg, and behind
this he was in black rocks below a
rising hogback.

He eased the sorrel down and
his gray eyes held a grim smile. In
those black rocks were a few of his
own hombres, waiting. He had
been riding straight into the Big
Sioux post, expecting under the
cover of approaching darkness
further to blacken his own reputa-
tion as an outlaw.

For he had expected to seize the
best known girl in all of the Red
River range, the daughter of
Colonel Thurston, post com-
mander. He had intended to make
the girl become a ransom stake for
the lives and rights of more than a
hundred Red River settlers. And
the girl would have been as safe in
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the hands of Noel Angus as she was
in her father’s quarters.

WELL the inexplicable attack

upon Captain MacRae by this
loco kid had delayed his plans, but
here he was, riding into the wilder-
ness of black rocks with a limp
figure in his arms.

Angus rolled off near a clear
mountain spring. If the eyes of his
own Red River men were upon him,
it was possible they would believe
that he had already accomplished
his purpose by some lucky or dar-
ing coup.

‘“An’ now, younker,”’ sa1d An-
gus, ‘‘we’ll see if you come through
this ruckus with a whole skin, an’
find what in time roiled you into
makin’ a target out’n the captain’s
hat tassel? Damn him, he’s the
one that’s backin’ the Black Riders
in chasin’ out honest men!”’

Angus sopped his bandanna in
the spring and he loosened the
thonged strings that held the res-
cued rider’s buckskin shirt. -

““Great glory be!”’

Right here the normally clear,
hard reasoning of Noel Angus, re-
puted bad man and Dakota killer,
damned up on him. The warm,
smooth softness of skin under his
hand sent an icy chill all the way to
the back of his neck.

Angus snatched his hand away
as fast as if he had touched a coiled
rock rattler. But he could not pull
his eyes from the dainty throat that
shadowed into a valleyed cleft of a
young girl’s maturing bosom.

‘““Great glory be!’’ ejaculated
Angus again. ‘‘A filly, an’ gunnin’
for Cap MacRae? What the hell—"’

The hell at this minute was a pair
of the sweetest curved lips that
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Angus had ever seen. A little more
hell was in the rising and falling of
the firm young bosom, in the torn
buckskin that exposed the neatest
knee and thigh that Angus had
ever seen.

Now which settler’s daughter
could she be? There were several
new families in the Red River val-
ley whom Angus had never seen,
although he had oiled his peace-
maker guns in their behalf.

Which one of the new gal critters
had guessed that the troops on Big
Sioux post were being used to help
the Black Riders in robbing law-
abiding settlers of their lands and
their rights?

All he knew at this minute was
that this eye-filling lady had been
personally gunning for Captain
MacRae. Or had she been?

Angus was recalling those mus-
ket shots. That lead had swung too
straight and too true to have been
misplaced. A bullet had nicked a
yellow-threaded leg. Another had
cut the tassel off the officers’ hat.
The third had apparently flicked
the captain’s horse across the
nostrils. |

You didn’t shoot so closely and
so expertly just by chance.

The eyes of Angus swept the
black rocks and his teeth gritted.
Nothing stirred. The dropping sun
hid the Dakota Hills. There came
to his ears a faint thudding of
hoofs which brought a hard grin.

‘‘Ride ’em to hell, you braided
owlhooters an’ see if 1 give a
damn!’’

He was about to purse his hps
into a whistling ery. It was like
the high, shrill yelp of some lone
lobo had Angus completed the sig-
nal. It was a call known to a chosen

few of Red River’s nerviest gun
hands who had set themselves up to
block crooked land grabbers. Land
looters who controlled a few rene-
gade troopers of Big Sioux post.

“Then the girl’s sweet, clean lips
parted a little and she gave a long
sigh of returning consciousness.
Slight as it was, a sudden crack of
thunder could not have had a more
devastating effect upon big Noel
Angus.

The girl’s arms with the
browned and strong little hands
were flung wide. The long lashes
of her eyelids quivered. Glossy
black hair, as wild and tangled as
running berry vines, tumbled into
view from under the furred rac-
coon cap she wore.

Suddenly Angus seemed to be
drawn toward the oval, tanned face
that contrasted so sharply with the
creamy white skin where the collar
of the shirt had been opened.

““Spooked, sure as hell!’’ gritted
Angus, even as he bent swiftly and
kissed the tempting mouth, his hard
arm lifting the girl’s head until
her soft and yielding shoulders
were drawn against his breast.

Her eyes remained closed, but
sudden, responsive life trembled
through the lovely figure and her
hands reached up, as if in a dream,
and pulled Angus closer. Well,
Noel Angus had kissed but few
women along the hard riding bor-
ders of his life, and now it seemed
to him he had never before kissed
any woman.

Lips and body belonged to Angus
for a long minute, until he was hat-
ing himself for giving away to an
impulse he could not understand.
Upon which he caug ht the girl’s
wrists, put her arms away and said,
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thickly, ‘“Ma’am, I sure didn’t
mean to—"’

Lids fluttered from over the be-
wildered, appealing eyes. She said,
incredibly—

“I’ll get Noel Angus—’’ Then
her voice went into a bursting sob.
‘““He’s the one—Noel Angus—I’ll
get him myself!”’

It was unlucky for Angus that
the words had the explosive effect
of a bombshell upon his amazed
conseiousness. Although his gun
slinging reputation was widely
known, and his name was plastered
through the Red River country on

$1,000 reward posters, it was a loco
idea that this rescued girl gunnie
should know him.

‘““Great glory be!’”’ grunted
Angus. ‘““You sure can’t be knowin’
me, ma’am—"’

He ceased speaking, for he could
see that the wildly sobbing girl was
still out of her head and not ac-
countable for what she was saying.
So Angus picked up his soaked ban-
danna and applied the cloth gently
to her face and eyes, and—

ROM several places among the
jagged black rocks there came

He loosened the
shirt of the uncon-
scious rider.

-
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spine chilling movement, the rub-
bing of metal on stone. It was the
furtive but sure preparation of am-
bushers who must have crept up
under cover of the fast descending
darkness. Angus had failed to hear
them during the brief, delirious
minutes when he had kissed the
stranger girl, and heard her start-
ling outburst and use of his name.

He was glad the girl was again
quiet and limp. It was so dark in
the bowl of rocks that the lurking
ambushers could not be sure of
their loeation, although they had
heard the girl’s voice.

‘‘ Couldn’t be none o’ the boys,”’

gritted Angus, his mind upon his
own Red River hombres. ‘“So it’s
got to be some o’ the Black Riders
an’ maybe Cap MacRae with a few
- renegade troopers—So—"’
Angus was fully aware that his
“death was much more desired than
collection of the $1,000 reward up-
on his head. His peacemaker .45s
would be of little service against
the hidden skulkers.

“‘Could give the boys the kyoot
call,’” he muttered. ‘‘But that
means maybe killin’ we wouldn’t
be wantin’. ’Tain’t sense to start a
ruckus ’thout havin’ the makin’s
of a showdown in our own hands.
If I could-a grabbed old Colonel
Thurston’s gal first—?%’

No good now, that locoed scheme.
A plan that, while lawless, had
been intended solely to drive home
to Colonel Thurston himself the
truth of what some of his own of-
ficers and troops had been doing to
eviet lawful settlers for the land
grabbing Black Riders.

The spot where Angus now
crouched tensely beside the girl
was in the slight hollow by the cold

spring. The man’s quick eyes took
in all of the chances out of the black
rock bowl, and saw no trail along
which he might swing his sorrel,
carrying the girl, without collect-
ing sure lead poison, possibly for
both of them.

The girl stirred and moaned.
Angus muffled her soft lips with
one hand. Then his vision picked
out one desperate chance, if not of
escape, at least of opportunity to
use his irons until he would be
gunned out.

Below the spring, but a few
yards away, a huge rock loomed
oddly against the darkmess. All
sides of it were sheer and Angus
knew that its top was flat. A
chance, yes. But the rim at the top
was slightly above the level of a
man who might be mounted on a
horse.

““Might work—an’ if it don’t—

The sorrel gelding stood Waltmg
close beside the spring, nipping at
green Buffalo grass. The sorrel
was a smart and willing cayuse,
and Angus sometimes believed had
had reason enough to understand
much of his master’s words when
he talked to the beast on lonely
trails.

Up swung Angus, lithe and quick,
the limp girl once more cradled in
one crooked arm. He held his
breath, still hearing the faint but
distinet movements of the killers
lying in wait. His fear was for the
sudden blast of irons, the biting of
lead into the body of the girl.

He had to risk that. Now he was
beside the geldmg, crouched, and
then he was in the hull with str1d-
ing leap, reining the sorrel about.

The first clicking of the sorrel’s
iron shod hoofs as he turned on
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bunched feet brought the zingine
rain that Angus had feared. Guns
cranged! Reddish blue slashes of
wicked fire stabbed from all direc-
tions!

The mean whine of flattened lead
ricocheting off rock hedged the
leaping horse in what seemed a
barbed barrier of death. Shooting
by sound, with the figures of horse,
man and girl little more than a
vague, fast moving blur, the am-
bushers could count only upon the
luck of their bullets cutting down
the much wanted outlaw of Red
River.

“God!’’ grated Angus as the
strain of the horse’s jump swung
the unconscious girl’s weight upon
his arm and his left leg numbed
under a jolting rap.

Then the sorrel was beside the
flat-topped rock, already running.
None of the cursing, shooting
gulchers could see what happened
in the deeper blackness beside the
bulk of the huge rock.

ANGUS put all his rawhide
strength into the upward
heave that lifted the girl and sent
her over the rim and onto the
rock’s wide, flat top. It was then
that Angus checked the sorrel just
enough to raise his lean length in
the stirrups, grip the edge of the
big rock and swing himself free.
““Go it, Blaze!’’ he intoned be-
tween his teeth as his fingers
slipped and it appeared for a sec-
ond or two that he would be hurled
to the ground below. ‘‘Run, you
damn’ brone—run to hell an’ gone
—an’ luck to you, fella!’’
- The sorrel’s flying hoofs pound-
ed, scarcely missing a beat. There
was the even hair’s chance that a
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smashing slug might down the
cayuse. Angus got himself onto
the top, freeing his irons and mak-
ing ready.

If the horse was hit and dropped,
the air hereabouts was due to be-
come unpleasantly filled with buzz-
inz death when it was discovered
the animal was riderless. Nip and
tuck! Anus held his breath, and
then expelled it with heaving relief.

“Good fella, Blaze!’”’ he said
huskily, as much for the escape of
the horse as for the success of his
ruse thus far.

For cursing men were running
among the rocks. Commands
rapped out to the cayuses being
held some distance away.

‘““Get the damn’ catamount!”’
barked a harsh voice that Angus
instantly identified as that of Cap-
tain MacRae himself. ‘‘He took
the girl with him! We gun down
Noel Angus or there’ll be hell roar-
in’ all over the Big Sioux! It was
damn’ good we pulled off them oth-
er Red River hellers!”’

One arm laid across. the glrl’
soft figure, making sure she was in -
a safe postion, Angus had his mind
more confused in one way and

-cleared up in another.

It was evident Captain MacRae
was dead set upon getting this
stranger settler’s girl. Perhaps
there was some personal hate or
fear in that. Angus had but the
unexplained bullet baiting of Mac-
Rae by the girl a short time before
to account for whatever animus lay
between them.

MacRae’s own words had just
told him why none of his own Red
River men had appeared at the first
sound of shooting. Angus had in-
structed his own small band of
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‘“owlhooters’’ to be watehful for
any sign of trouble that might in-
terfere with his intended seizure of
Colonel Thurston’s daughter with-
in the Big Sioux post itself. That
seizure was to have been aided by
Lot Kee, a Chinese long trusted
by the Red River settlers as being
on their side.

But MacRae and the Black Rid-
ers had undoubtedly tricked the
other Red River hombres away.
Angus swore under his breath as
he realized what the trick might
have been. Perhaps another set-
tler’s cabin had been fired and was
now in ashes. Or there might have
‘been another cowardly killing,

These were the things that had
‘been happening. And they were
crimes for which Noel Angus and

his own men had been blamed. Not

by the victimized settlers, but by
the Black Rider grabbers and their
chief ally inside Big Sioux post
Captain MacRae.

Blocked from getting the truth
before Colonel Thurston or others
high in authority, Angus had been
inspired to the desperate attempt
to seize Colonel Thurston’s daugh-
ter, being convinced this would
give him the opportunity to force
the post commander to listen to
facts.

THE last faint drumming of
hoofs faded out. Cut off from
his men, dismounted, with the mys-
terious settler’s girl on his hands,
- Angus realized the time for show-
down action was at hand. No doubt
Cap MacRae and the Black Riders
would be combing the hills for him,
even if they succeeded in overtak-
ing his riderless sorrel.
A new and daring idea looped
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Angus’s brain. While this hunt
was on, perhaps he could get di-
rectly to Colonel Thurston inside
the post stockade. 1f he followed
out his original plan to seize the
girl, he would have to add the
slight, hanging offense of stealing
a horse.

Then here was the 0'1r1 beside
him on the rock.

‘““Got to get her somewhere out
of the way of that skunk captain,
no matter what brought on that
right pert shootin’ o hers,’ ’ mused
Angus. “‘But how—

‘‘Hist, Angus!”’
The voice came from the dark-
ness below the rock.

““Buck Kellar, bigod!’’ jerked
from Angus’s lips. ‘‘Might-a
knowed he’d be stickin’ around—
Buck!”’

Buck Keller, who had lost a cab-
in and cattle, had been Angus’s
loyal chief aide in their feud wth
the land grabbers.

““You all o’ one piece, Angus?’’
said Kellar below. ‘¢ snuck around
that damn’ MacRae’s men, an’
‘lowed I’d locate you. Was it the
colonel’s gal you was totin’ when
you rode into this hole? If’n it be,
I’ve got hosses an’ you can hole up
in the cabin we fixed until I git the
news to Colonel Thurston?’’

‘‘No, ’tain’t her, Buck,”’ replied
Angus. ‘‘I was thinkin’ maybe she
is one*of them new settlers at the
south end. Maybe one o’ the Bark-
leys, whose women folks I ain’t
ever seen. But now you’ll have to
be seein’ she’s taken home, while
I take one of the hosses and hit it
straight for the post. Either we
have a showdown tonight, Buck, or
maybe our goose’ll be cooked. Mac-
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With all his might he heaved her \
up onto the ledge.

Rae an’ the grabbers are out for
blood this time.”’ |
““Shucks!’’ growled Buck Kellar
disgustedly. ‘‘Here I was fixin’ to
help you loop old Thurston, even
if we had to hogtie him an’ tote
him off instead of makin’ him ecome
to rescue his gal! An’ now—"’
“‘Bring the hosses, Buck!’’ said
Angus with grim humor. “‘I’ll do

the ridin’ into the post, an’ if 1
ain’t grabbed first, 1’1l be comin’
back with the colonel’s girl or the
old ranny himself!’’

““Loco 1dee!”’ came from Buck.
““An’ all T git is a damn’ ride! I
don’t hanker after nursin’ hellion
gals—’’ _

Angus smiled grimly as Buck
stumped away after the horses.
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ALL this time, Angus had kept

a hand lightly touching the
girl’s arm. His thought now was
to attempt to revive her before

Buek should return with the horses.
She had not stirred, but now—

A cool, small hand touched An-
gus’s roughly bearded cheek. A
low sigh came from the girl’s lips
and her slight, perfect figure shift-
ed suddenly closer. -

““So you’re Noel Angus?’’ she
murmured softly. ‘‘Noel Angus—
I. ecame to find you—to—oh—I
heard what you said just now—
and—"’

Perhaps it was the chill of dark-
ness, her wanting to be comforted,
or the reaction of great relief at
finding herself here, after the ter-
ror-filled minutes when she. had
been dragged by her runaway pin-
to. She was suddenly clinging close
to Angus, her soft, black hair touch-
ing his face, her compact, rounded
curves crushed to him with the
quivering feel of her pounding
heart becoming a part of him.

““Great glory—"’

Dammit! This was no time for
dallying! He felt vast relief that
the girl at last had returned to con-
sciousness. But that was no reason,
no reason at all for a posted owl-
hooter hombre to act as if he had
swallowed a double dose of loco
weed. No time either to forget ev-
erything else for the damnable ap-
peal of those trembling, perfect
thighs, or to remember the sculp-
tured whiteness that had been re-
vealed by the torn buckskin an
hour or more before at the spring.

Their lips met, and Angus could
feel his mouth becoming dry and
feverish under the compelling de-
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mand of the clean, warm lips that
responded to his own.

““Fod—"’

It was a husky, whispered sound
in Angus’s throat, as the fresh
warmth of tempting curves melted
to his body and his hands sensed
the bent yielding of the girl’s back.

“Qod—"’ :

He groaned that much again,
vaguely thinking that he was being
completely spooked, and that if he
didn’t take a dally in the impulse
that drove him, he would be delib-
erately giving away to the advan-
tage he held. Nothing but hysteria
could be actuating this kind of girl
to make her kiss a caress that prob-
ably didn’t meet up with any wild
riding hombre more than once in a
lifetime.

““ Please, Noel Angus,’’ she whis-
pered hoarsely, freeing her lips
only long enough to make herself
heard. ‘‘I’m ashamed—what’s the
matter with me? I can’t even see
your face—I’ve only heard of you
—but when I heard you speak—I
knew, Noel Angus, that I—that
We__”

““Damn you, ves!’’ he gritted,
his arms tightening. ‘““I’m seein’
how it is—how we—"’

““Oh, hold me tighter—’’

It didn’t make any more sense
than some mountain brone running
head-on into barbed wire, but there
it was. Angus had known other
women critters, many of them, and
there had been kisses, the kind that
a ridin’, shootin’ scout picks up
along the way, but this wasn’t that
kind. :

Angus’s brain seemed to knot
into whirls of fever and their lips
were welded together again as she
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threw her head far back and clung
to him—

THE horses were being brought

by Buck Kellar. Angus was
standing, lifting the girl in his
arms, preparing to swing her down
from the wide, flat rock.

““You mentioned the Barkleys,
darling,’’ she said. ‘‘I’m, well, I’'m
Ruth Barkley, and you never saw
me before. But I’'m not riding
home with the man you call Buek.
I’'m going with you, Noel Angus.
I—well, today I might have killed
Captain MacRae, but I didn’t. He
had been to our clearing, demand-

ing that my dad give up his land,.

and saying he knew dad was one of
yvour men and that you were an
outlaw killer. Are you an outlaw
killer, honey?”’

“‘They term me an outlaw, Ruth

Barkley,’’ he said grimly. ‘‘As for

killin’—7’

Her hand went swiftly over his
mouth. |

““Don’t tell me, darling,”’” she
whispered fiercely. ‘‘I should be
ashamed of tonight, but I’ll never
be—if you are riding to see Colonel
Thurston, to kidnap his daughter
to compel him to listen to the truth,
I’'m going with you—"’

““No,”” he said firmly. ‘‘There’s
like as not to be shootin’ an’ I ain’t
for takin’ such a chance. You’ll go
with Buck, an’ when this is over,
I’1l be ridin’ to—"’

She was slim and erect, and she
stood with her glowing face just
lifted to the level of his chin. She
kissed him so suddenly and freed
herself from his arms that he was
taken by surprise. The disgusted
Buck had the horses standing close
to the big rock.
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“‘I’m going to the post with you,
Noel Angus—"’

The words whipped from her
lips, for she was springing from
the rock as lightly as a deer. She
was in the saddle of a snorting blue
orulla gelding, and she had
snatched the lead rein from Buck’s
hand before that surprised hombre
could tighten his grip on the
leather. -

‘““Stop her, Buck!’’ cried out
Angus. ‘‘ Ruth—honey—wait! You
can’t—"’

‘“‘ Ruth—honey?’’ exploded from
Buck’s tongue. ‘“‘Honey? Well,
jehosiphat! Can you tie that?”’

Even *hen Buck was doing his
best to bring his own prancing nag
around, and Angus was already in
the saddle of the other cayuse that
Buck had brought. Angus shouted
again. | _

‘““Ruth! Come back! That mal-
pais is hell! You can’t—7’

Well, earlier, the amazing Ruth
Barkley had proved she could do
some ‘‘right pert’’ shooting, and
now she was doing a ‘‘perter’’
piece of riding. The blue grulla
was of wild hill stock, and he avoid-
ed jagged rocks with the sureness
of a goat.

‘““Hell! Angus, you cain’t head
off that smoky blue devil!’’ yelled
Buck, as they sent their horses
crashing after the fleeing girl.
‘““An’ if we crowd her, maybe so
she’ll git tossed, so—"’

““Yup!”’ snapped Angus. ‘‘Buck!
You swing off on the short trail
to Red River, an’ be seein’ what
the other boys might be doin’! If
I get to Colonel Thurston now, it’ll
have to be a straight out play on

(Continued on page 123)



82

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

Tumbleweed Thaws

(Continued from page 17)

But Tom wouldn’t talk, all the
way to Hereford. If I asked him
something, all the answer I got was
the rattling of his teeth! He was
the coldest white man I ever saw.

Well, he seemed to head instine-
tively for the livery stable. Old
Man Perkins spat in the snow
when 1 slid off, and grumbled,
““You got guts, or else you lack
sense coming into town, son.”’ He
was a pal of the Staffels, but I
didn’t answer him for I was busy
unwinding Tom. When Tom finally
slid down and began shucking off
his blankets himself, old man Per-
kins’ mouth sagged clear down to
his chin.

SO THERE stood Tom, shaking

and shivering in his short Mex-
ican jacket, and he dug into his
morrals again and came out_with
that carved holster and filigreed
gun, and he buckled it around his
skinny waist with his teeth chatter-
ing and clacking.

Old Man Perkins grinned like an
ape. ‘‘I don’t blame you, mister,
whoever you are, for being scared.
I’d hate to be siding this fool when
Jerry Staffel sees him.”’

You know how sparrows are in
a livery barn? Perkins’ place was
just a big corrugated iron shed,
with plenty of rafters overhead,
and the sparrows infested it winter
and summer alike. You could al-
ways hear their silly chittering up
high on those dark beams. Well,
sir, Tom grinned at Old Man Per-
kins, and all at once that pretty
gun Jeaped into his hand. He shot

twice so fast it sounded like once,
and the gun flipped in the air, came
down in his left hand, and he shot
twice more! He had it in his hol-
ster again by the time the third
sparrow hit the floor.

“‘Shucks,’’ he said mild like, ‘‘I1
done missed one. Only got three!”’
Then while me and Old Man Per-
kins stood goggled eyed he took
out the gun again and pushed out
the empties and reloaded. He said,
““T sure hate to go out in this cold
again, but let’s go see this fellow
Taylor, the assayer!’’

So we did. And as we went out,
I heard Old Man Perkins calling
for his groom in a high pitched
excited voice. He was going to tell
Jerry Staffel what had happened.

I’LL never forget Jed Taylor,

the assayer. He was a little man,
skinny and dried up, with big yel-
low horse teeth. Tom hit the door
of the office without twisting the
knob, and plump sprang the door
right off one hinge. Taylor whirled
and yelped, ‘‘What you trying to
do? What—oh, it’s you, Jones.
What do you mean by—"’

““Shut up, you worm,”’ growled
Tom. It is a funny thing how a
peaceful looking skinny fellow like
Tom could all at once look like
sudden death. His teeth wasn’t
chattering now, you can bet. Tay-
lor kept backing up before him
until the wall stopped him, then
Tom wrapped his fingers in the
fellow’s shirt and began shaking
him. He shook him, by golly, until

‘his teeth flew out! And it was the
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first time I’d ever known them
horseteeth were false.

““My friend here,”’ said Tom,
after a while, ‘‘brought you some
ore samples to assay not long ago.
Me, I didn’t like that assay. I’m
going to be in town a few hours,
and I reckon you can change your
mind in that length of time. You
look me up, do you hear, and try
it again. And this time I want the
truth!’’

He shook him again. ‘“Staffel’ll
kill you for this,’” groaned Taylor,
and sure enough, I looked out the
window and here came Jerry Staf-
fel, mayor of Hereford, and Old
Man Perkins, and about twenty
others—and right in the lead was
Jack Kilday, Storm’s no good
brother, with the black patch over
his eye and looking like an accident
hunting a place to happen.

He was the first one in. At first
he didn’t see Tom, for he was sit-
ting on the corner of a table to one
side. Kilday paused there in the
door with excited faces behind him,
and sort of sneered, ‘‘Hello, Effie,
dear. I hear you done imported
a fancy gunman to do your fighting
for you. Where is the skunk? 1
want to—?’’

His voice died away. Did yon
ever watch a man’s face turn grey?
It’s quite a picture. Kilday’s right
thumb had been hooked in his belt.
Now he took it out, mighty slow
and crossed his arms, slow, until
he had a shoulder in the palm of
each hand. *‘Tumbleweed Terry,’’
he said in a choked sort of voice.

And again, ‘‘ Tumbleweed Terry!’’

Well, sir, I was as surprised as
Kilday! Tumbleweed Terry was
a name to conjure with, from Can-
ada to the Border! I don’t reckon
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Terry knew how many outlaws he
had killed, for he was a lawman,
a Texas lawman, a pal of Master-
son and Luke Short and the Earps!
And here Tom was—Tom? He’d
been so cold when he rolled off
the horse in front of my house
that I’d misunderstood. 1’d
thought he said ‘‘Tom’’ when all
the time he was saying ‘‘Tum’’
which was his nickname.

Tum said, ‘‘Hello, Kilday. Long
time no see.”’

Jerry Staffel started to bluster,
and Jack Kilday said in an anxious
voice, “Shut up, you! Don’t start
nothing.

Tum laughed, “‘I rode a long
piece for you, Kilday. There’s a
judge down in Dogtown wants to
see you. Understand there’s a train
out of here this evening. Me and
you will ride it.”’

Kilday, still gray faced, nodded.
He said, as if the words hurt him,
““You want me to go to jail until
train time?’’

‘“‘Just be there,’’ said Tum, in
answer, and his voice got hard and
cold as ice. ‘* And be damned sure
you’re there. I don’t feel like run-
ning around in this cold hunting
you. I might get mad.”’

The crowd parted to let Jack
Kilday through. He went hoofing
across the street without even
looking back, and disappeared into
the Ace High saloon.

ERRY STAFFEL snorted,

““You lookee here, mister. You
may be a big lawman down in
Texas, but we got law here, too.
We got a sheriff and deputies, and
we got judges. You know damned
well you can’t take Kilday back
south without extradition papers.’’
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““No?’? drawled Tumbleweed.
““You’re dead right there, partner.
I can’t take him. But I can reason
with him, and persuade him to ac-
company me! And you all heard
me reason, didn’t you?’’

He got off the table. ‘‘ Come on,
Eph, let’s go get a drink before
I freeze to death. And you—you
must be a Staffel, ain’t you?’’
White faced, Jerry nodded. ‘I got
this to say to you, mister. You tell
this assayer of yours to pop up
with a real report on Eph’s mine.”’

He walked across the room like a
big panther, and he was grinning
with his mouth, his mustache
bristling, but his eyes weren’t grin-
ning. He began tapping Staffel’s
shirt bosom with a long finger.
“‘ After your assayer here brings
us a report over to the saloon—
a report that’s already prepared,
being ready weeks ago, you come
along and talk td the kid here. You
been making him offers for his
mine and homestead. You show up,
do you hear, and make him an offer
after he gets a real report on it.
A real offer.”

Jerry stepped back, white with
anger and I started to follow Tum-
bleweed. Over his shoulder he shot
back, ‘“We’ll be expecting you!”’
I wish you could have heard how
those words sounded. Like he was
saying he was going to shoot Jerry
Staffel at sun rise, come hell or
high water!

So after a while we were drink-
ing together at the Ace High, sit-
ting at a table, Tumbleweed prac-
tically having the stove in his lap
and insisting that the bartender
stir him up hot toddies, though he
didn’t like to do it. And fellows
that had always frowned at me
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and made slurring remarks kept
coming in and speaking like they
was my best friends, and saying
oh and ah in front of Tumbleweed.-
By now he had a little gold and
silver presentation badge pinned
on the jaqueta, and 1’11 tell you he
looked every inch the lawman,

Pretty soon he said, ‘‘ Effie, you
sit right here and wait for that
report. I got a little business to at-
tend to.”” And I wasn’t even scared
to stay there by myself, and while
he was gone everybody treated me
fine, and bowed and scraped and
bought me drinks. A reputation
1s sure a fine thing. The next best
thing, if you can’t have a reputa-
tion of your own is to have a friend
with one,

E’LL skip over Taylor’s ar-

rival with the assay. I took
one look at it and let out a whoop.
If I was to tell you how rich a
lode I’d hit, you wouldn’t believe
1it! Why, no wonder Staffel had
tried to make me sell, or run me
off, or something. I will say this,
even with what little T know of
mining, I knew I’d get a hundred
thousand or so for my claim.

What did I think of first? Storm,
of course. Here Tumbleweed was

getting rid of her no-good brother
for her, Staffel couldn’t make her

stay now if she didn’t want to, and

I’d have plenty of money to spend
on her and take her away from it
all!

I found Storm stretched out on
a couch erying like her heart would
break. I remember how she was
dressed, in one of them thin black
negligees, that lets white satiny
flesh sort of gleam through it. I
always was a tender hearted guy
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where ecrying women was_ con-
cerned, and when it came to Storm !
It like to have broke my heart to
see her crying like that. She sat
up, and put her arms around me
and told me what it was all about.

She’d known Tumbleweed Terry
down in Texas! And she’d left
Texas on account of him, he’d been
after her so badly, wanted her to
be his, well, his girl! And she was
mortally afraid!

“It isn’t just poor Jack,’’ she
sobbed, all warm and rosy on my
chest. “He s done wrong and he’ll
have to pay. It’s me I’m thinking
of! Tumbleweed’s been here! He
wants me to dress and pack and
meet him—+to go back to Texas
with him, darling, and I’m afraid
not to do it!”’

She got up then and swayed
across the room and got a bottle.
I drank a big slug, I'll tell you,
thinking how it would break my
heart to lose her, and thinking
what a bad one that Tumbleweed
was, after all.

She told me all about him, what
a lowdown, dirty killer he was,
hiding behind a badge for protec-
tion but really being as big a erook
as any of the badmen he was sup-
posed to have killed. She told me
-how he’d chased her from one town
to the other, and how always as
soon as he found her, if she had
a sweetheart, Tumbleweed would
either kill him or run him off.

She put her arms around me
then and held me up close to her
soft breasts, so close I could feel
her heart beating, and she sobbed,
“I’'m afraid for you, too, Eph, for
if he finds out what we mean to
each other he’ll kill you! He’ll kill
us both!”’

S e, ——

I tell you, filled up inside with
the liquor, and my one arm full
of .Storm, I felt like I could con-
quer the world. I said, ‘‘Forget
him, damn him! The hypoecrite!
I’ll take care of you, darling.”’
Then her lips, moist and red and
parted were on mine and her hands
were pulling me closer and closer
to her. ...

HEN 1 went out of there I was

breaking my promise. For
tucked inside my arm sling was a
41 derringer. Maybe I reeled a
little, from love and liquor both,
but I had my mind made up now.
I had my assay report. I figured
1’d been a fool not to get myself
a gun long ago and fight my own
battles. I was going to get Tumble-
weed Terry told right fast!

Well, T went back to the Ace
High, and there was no Tumble-
weed. But the bartender nodded
his head toward the rear room and
said I was wanted there. There
was Jerry Staffel, and his Old
Man, grim and mean looking as
an Indian, and with them was Jack
Kilday, all waiting for me and
Tumbleweed. 1 said, ‘‘Gents,
Tumbleweed is out of this now, 1
can handle my own affairs. What
are you going to offer me for the

- Empire State Mine, or do I bring

in outside capital?’’ I guess that
was liquor talking then.

Jerry answered, ‘‘1’m sorry that
damned assayer, Taylor, played us
all for a fool, Mr. Jones. He was
probably trying to get in cheap
himself.”” Now that of course was
a danged lie, but I didn’t care. He
laid out the contracts on the table,
and 1 skimmed through them and
took the pen he handed me. -
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¢¢Wait a minute,”’ said Tumble-
weed from the door, and stepped in
and picked one up and began to
read it. I like to have busted, me
being a little drunk, and sore any-
way about the way Storm said he’d
done her for the last year or so.
But you know, he just looked at
me, with those eold eyes of his and
although the derringer felt pretty
big in my sling, I just stood there.
He laid the contracts down, sort
of thoughtful.

‘ Mmmmm,”’ he said, ‘‘damned
if they ain’t legal, and it’s a pretty
good deal S0 good it makes me
suspicious. Sign ’em, Effie.”’

Him calling me Effie again! But
I signed them both. He handed one
to J erry, folded the other and
handed it to me. ‘“Effie,”’ he said,
calmly, “‘if I was you, 1'd get that
over to Canton, or anywhere but
Hereford, and get it in a safe de-

posit box. %7 e reached and picked
up the check that lay on the table,
a b1 check, s1gned by Staffel,
senior. ‘‘This, like 1 said, 18 so

good it stinks. I Wouldn’t waste
any time doing it at all.”’

Jerry Staffel blustered, ‘‘ You’re
crazy, Terry. When I see I’ve been
~wrong, I try to make up for it. I
reckon Eph can tend to his own

business.’’
I nodded hard.

Tumbleweed yawned, right in
our faces. He said, ‘‘Okay, sup-
pose you all get out of here and
start tending it, then. I got to ride
the train all night and I need some
sleep.’’

He took off his hat and tossed
it to one side. He turned his back
and walked away toward the cot
in the corner. With a big flourish
he unbuckled his gun belt and
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tossed it after the hat. Before i
hit, Jack Kilday yelped something
and danged if he didn’t go for “’
gun. Old Man Staffel was reach
for his own, Jerry’s hand w
flying.
Maybe I hollered, ‘‘Tom!’’ I hk ,,.‘"
to thmk I did. But 1t wasn’t neces..
sary. Tumbleweed Terry’s 'n,#
hadn’t reached the cot itself until
he was falling sideways, sort of
twisting as he fell, and just like
greased lightning he had another
gun in his hand, pulled out of hig
jaqueta! There were four shots, =
all so fast as to be almost one
report. Then the smoke cleared -
away and you could hear the tick- =
ing of my watch in my pants =
pocket, or heck, it might have been
my heart.
Tumbleweed was in the corner,
a wisp of smoke coming out of the
muzzle of his gun. His eyes were
like points of flame, and I’ll swear
even his mustache was bristling.
His mouth was just a thin, black =
slot and altogether he looked like
he hoped he’d get a chance to start
in on me! 1 was so scared, just -
looking at him, I raised my good
hand, just like Jerry Staffel had
both his raised! Jerry Staffel, that
had never even got in a shot! |
Old Man -Staffel was sitting
against the door clutching his right
shoulder and letting cuss words in
Einglish, Spanish and Piute trickle
out of his mouth. Tumbleweed
said, ‘‘I figured that was the play.
Gun me, then take care of the kid.
Shut up, old man! Have a look
at that carrion there. It could just
as easy be you.”” He walked over
to Jerry, stuck his gun back in his
jaqueta, doubled up his fist and
eracked it against Jerry’s jaw.

. -;f‘ .L."! - - .-‘I'
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“I’m leaving tonight, crosser,’’

F he growled in a volce that sent

- chills all over me, ‘‘but I don’t
. ever want to hear you went back
. on that contract.’”” Then he
- strapped on his filigreed butted
~ gun, and motioned for me to go on
out ahead of him. I looked down
at Jack Kilday, and got sort of
sick. He had three eyes now, only
one of them was black and red and
sort of greyish, where brains
‘mixed with the blood.

At the bar I said, sort of dull,
““Why’d you have to kill him? You
knew if you turned your back,
they’d try. You might as well have

murdered him!’”’ He just looked

funny. ‘‘ After all,”’ I went on, ‘‘he
was her brother!’’

He began to laugh. But it wasn’t
the kind of laughter a man uses
when he’s tickled. He began to talk
about fools, he talked about mad-
men, and he spoke of youngsters
not dry behind the ears. He called
me every name I could think of and
some I couldn’t. Then, by golly, he
took me by the ear! Right in front
of everyone he took me over to the
livery stable, and he put me on his
horse, and he started me for home.
He kept right on cussing me until
the last. Then he called a funny
thing. He velled, ‘‘Tell the squaw
to keep vour nose wiped and to
teach vou some sgense and man-
ners!’’

Maybe you think it’s funny I
went on home. All right, 1 was
scared. He’d just the same as mur-
dered poor Jack Kilday, I thought
then.: And I was ashamed, too,
him treating me like a kid before
all the fellows in the saloon. 1
wanted worst of all to see Tilly,
and tell her about it. Tilly would

understand. She’d know how for
me to square myself with Storm.

She was there, too, waiting to
see what had happened. There was
still some of that tequila left, and
on top of what I’d had I got pretty
big headed. I got to telling what
I was going to do to Tumbleweed
for murdering Storm’s brother,
and altogether probably I was
pretty disgusting. But she didn’t
say much. Just sat listening and
watching me wuntil it got dark.
There was a funny light in her
eyes, though.

1 showed her my copy of the con-
tract and the check, and promptly
forgot all about them. Until after
dark. Then. . ..

T FIRST I thought it was the

wind. A storm had come up,
and I couldn’t decide for sure
whether it was Storm’s voice or
not, calling, ‘‘Oh, Eph, come and
get me, Iiph, come, come!”’

I got up from the table. There
was Tilly barring the door, in my
way. She said, ‘‘Don’t open that
door, Eph, don’t you do it! It’s
some sort of trap.”” And she ran
over and blew out the light leav-
ing us in darkness.

‘““Eph, please Eph, it’s Storm.
Open up, Eph!’’ I stumbled toward
the door. Tilly was still there, try-
ing to hold me back. ‘‘It’s the
Staffels, ph, they’re coming to
get you! Openup! I want to warn
you about them!’’

Coming to warn me, bless her
heart! I was like a different fellow.
I doubled up my fist and struck
out. I felt it hit soft flesh, yielding
flesh, Tilly moaned a little and
thudded to the floor. I pushed her
aside with my foot and jerked the
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door wide. ““Storm! Storm!’’ I
shouted wildly.

A gun exploding almost in my
very face was my answer. Then if
all went blacker than black for me.

After a while, a long while after,
I learned later, I felt hands on
my face, felt a soft body pillowing
my head. I opened my eyes, looked
up at Tilly. Her lips barely formed
the words, ‘‘Stay out, stay out!”’
And they were excited words. But
I managed to look through my
lashes.

The cabin was torn to the devil,
all littered up. Jerry Staffel was
pulling my bunk to pieces, swear-
ing all the while, and standing
smoking and grinning over against
the door, was Storm! Somehow
she looked older mow, she looked
harder, and meaner.

Jerry turned from the bunk.
“It’s not here,”’ he snarled. And,
““You, you damned squaw, you've
been here all the while. What’d
the fool do with that contract?
To hell with the check, I can stop
payment on*that, but I got to have
the contract.”’

Tilly said, ‘I haven’t seen it.”’

““Search her,”’ snarled Storm,
and waved the gun. Tilly laid my
head down, and again without mov-
ing her lips whispered, ‘‘ Lay quiet,
Effie, quiet!”’

SHE stood straight and stiff be-

fore Storm. Jerry watched,
grinning. Storm’s fingers licked
out and hooked in the man’s shirt
that Tilly was wearing. Buttons
gave, she jerked Tilly about until
the shirt was in her hands. A white
woman would have been ashamed
standing there like that before a
fellow like Jerry. But Tilly wasn’t.
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She glared at Storm, her arms
at her side, her bronze breasts
quivering with suppressed rage,
reflecting the light. ‘‘Give me a
knife,”’ snarled Storm, and when
Jerry gave her a knife she slashed
at Tilly until the skirt fell in tat-
ters, slashed heedlessly, sometimes
leaving long red scratches of
maroon on the soft bronze flesh of
her thighs and hips.

It was more than I could stand.
I sat up. Storm wheeled on me.
‘““Ah, baby boy comes to life,”’
she sneered.

Sitting up was as far as I got.
I was too weak to do anything else,
weak from the bullet wound that
creased my sealp. Did you ever
look in the eyes of a female devil?
Storm Kilday dropped to one knee
beside me, and she grabbed my
hair in her left hand, bowed me
back across her knee and put the
knife at my throat.

““Talk, damn you,”” she grated.
““Where’s that contract?”’

Funny how a fellow’s mind
works when he looks at death? 1
was still in a bewildered fog, her
trapping me like that. But some-
how I wasn’t really mad at her;
after all my friend, Tumbleweed
Terry, had killed her brother. A
man does foolish things in mo-
ments like this.

I said, ‘‘Honest, Storm honey,
I didn’t know Tom was going to
kill your brother.”’

“‘Brother,’”” she snarled. ‘“You
damned fool, Jack Kilday was my
husband! Now talk, before I give
you the knife. Where’s that
paper?’’

Sure, I saw it all then. There
with the knife point cutting into
my skin, Tilly standing half nude
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and defenseless in the arms of
Jerry Staffel! I saw! This woman
had been part of it all, now she was
out in the open. She’d led me on
constantly so she could learn my
plans! No wonder the Staffels
knew whatever 1 planned to do,
when I mailed a letter, when I went
to Canton. She’d filled me full of
lies about Tumbleweed while she
was in my arms, while I was drunk
on rotten whiskey and rottener
emotions! Given me a gun to kill

the man she hated. Just using me! -

I said, ““Go on, push the knife.
To hell with you.”” And I didn’t
care. |

‘““I’ve got it, let him alone,’’ said
Tilly, with a sort of sob. And she
had it, too, tucked in a chink in the
wall they’d never have found.

FTER a while we were all alone,

just Tilly and I. She was lying
on the bunk, tied hand and foot,
only the movement of her breasts
denoting life. That and the tears
on her cheeks. I was on the floor,
bound in the same manner.

Then she was up on her elbow,
rolling off the bunk with a thud,
soft flesh quivering and swaying,
bruising cruelly. Over and over
she rolled on the floor toward me.
Then she was soft and warm
against me, her lips at my ear.
‘““We’ve got to get out,’’ she said
loudly, ‘‘out, do you hear. They’ve
set the cabin on fire.”’

You could smell the flame and
smoke then, and overhead a little
jet of blue smoke shot into the
cabin. 1’d built it of seasoned logs.
It’d burn all right, no matter how
much snow was on 1it.

She pulled her slim body down
my chest, made me turn over and
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started chewing at my wrists.
She’d slip every once in a while
and I knew her teeth were bring-
ing blood. I didn’t eare. The flames

grew and the smoke got thicker and .

we both would cough every few
seconds. There wasn’t any use, she
wasn’t making any headway. I re-
member muttering, ‘‘Tilly, Tilly,
you squaw, you, come here, come
here.”’

And an inch at a time she
dragged her bruised body over the
floor. Now we were face to face,
breast to breast. 1 choked a few
times on it, but I got it out. 1 told
her I loved her.
mistaken 1’d been, what a poor
blind fool I was. Once, while I was
telling her, it seemed like we
heard shots off in the distance, but
maybe it was just the crackle of
the flames.

She whispered, ‘‘I'm not afraid,
Eph, I'm not afraid,”” and her
sweet warm lips were on mine.

There, body to body, mouth to
mouth, we lay. If this was death,

1 thought, it wasn’t so bad, not

nearly as bad as it had been pic-
tured.

Then the door bust open and a
blanketed figure, a man covered
from head to foot in blankets,

stumbled through the murk. There.

was a hand in my shirt, and I felt
my body skidding over the warp-
ing boards—then for the second
time I lost consciousness!

ALL my life, whenever I do pass

out, I hope I wake up in the
same place I’d found myself twice
that night. In Tilly’s arms. I sat
up, quick, and she had a bandage

around my head, and was washing
(Continued on page 106)

I told her how
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Wild Wagon
Wheels

(Continued from page 29)

Duval would be alone in that rear
room counting up the day’s dinero
from the bar and the games. He
was convinced they knew where
Wolf Callow’s hideout lay in the
badlands.

The window showed a space of
glass beside the shade. Slim cat-
footed toward it. Then he was
swearing bitterly to himself.

Diamond Reagan was there, also
Pinky Duval. So was Wolf Callow,
and Slim breathed a little easier
over that. But he counted nine
other gunnies, four of whom he
guessed to be Wolf Callow’s out-
laws who had come with him.

Three games of poker were be-
ing played. And table stakes were
some of the bar gold looted from
freight wagons when Owner, Hop-
kins, and Dad Dorn had been mur-
dered. |

Slim was cursing his own help-
lessness against such odds. One
hombre with one gun against
twelve, most of whom wore a pair
of .45s. 1t was hopeless. He might
gun down two or even more, but
he was not so sure of even that. It
would bring him no nearer to what
he sought, to knowledge of the
place where Mary had been taken.

Slim’s brain never worked fast-

er. He could not count on any of |§

the weak-spined Stubtown folks.
Shorty Masters was up in Big
Basin. Slim was thinking hard
when his gaze went up to the white
canvas top of the big freight wag-
on on the trail above.

- BSSRY :
Confession
T'S BEEN YEARS since Mary and I have been so
thrillingly happy together. And it all came about this
way . . . 1 saw an ad the other day on Weak Manhood
and Rejuvenation. I read the ad carefully down to the

last word.

You see, I've been worried about glandular weakness for a long
time. T've bought pills, tablets, powders—but nothing seemed to
do. I kept feeling worse and worse. Then Mary started growing
irritable and cross . . . Our marriage was on the rocks.

Then one day I saw this ad on Men Past Forty. I answered it
the same day. Then things happened. It opened my eyes to my
terrible blunders. Showed me what a fool I had been for years.
I stopped my mistakes at once. Soon Mary began to change towards
me. She grew more sympathetic, more loving. In a short while we
were old sweethearts again. And today, ‘'we are happier than we've
ever been since our honeymoon. . .

How to Help Yourself

Are you worried about prostate trouble or weak manhood? Then
you, too, may help yourself in the privacy of your home. Thou-
sands of married men are learning, for the first time in their lives,
how to treat their impaired vigor and prostate gland disorders by
medically-approved methods. Now let A. F. Niemoeller, A.B.,
M.A., B.S., also help you prevent unnecessary pain or worry and
increase your marriage efficiency. His directions are so simple,
you’ll be delighted by them.

increase Marriage Efficiency

This advice on rejuvenation, gland weakness and methods of con-
trol is all yours—by sending at once for the great, illustrated
book, MEN PAST 40, The home treatments indicated in it are
yours for lifetime use and lifetime help. No wonder it is hailed
by Doectors, acelaimed by Readers, and highly recommended@ by
leading Medical Journals. For it tells you what to do and avoid
about gland produets, vacuum pumps and electric apparatus in
treating impaired vigor. And it tells you also~how to use practical
home diets, baths and drugs in combatting Prostatitis and result-
ing Night Rising, Crotch and Back Pains, etc. Now you learn
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Ten minutes later, Slim had
reached the wagon again.

In another ten minutes he had
backed the wagon to a sloping spot
where its rear wheels rested on the
edge of the bluff directly above the
roof of the Black Jack saloon. Slim
set the brake hard enough to hold,
then got the wooden block he used
for chunking the wheels sometimes
to rest his mules on steep grades.

He placed the ehunk solidly be-
hind one wheel, then he brought
four lass ropes he had in the wag-
on and tied them together. Loop-
ing one end around the chunk, he
dropped the other, making sure
that it reached the ground close
beside the Black Jack.

He unhitched the mules and tied
them up. Then he carefully freed
the set brake. The weight of the
wagon rested upon the blocking
chunk.

Slim talked to himself in clipped
words.

““It’ll "smash the hell an’ all
outta most of them varmints, but
it’s bound to leave omne or two
kickin’ long enough to talk—"’

Minutes later he was again
creeping toward the saloon win-
dow. He held the end of the lass

rope.

LIM McCANN never had gone
in for killing. He wasn’t a gun-
nie. He was a freight skinner, but
at this moment he was filled with
an almost insane desire to avenge
the murdered freighters and wipe
out the heads of the owlhooters
who had taken Mary Dorn.

God only knew what had hap-
pened to Mary, even if Wolf Cal-

low had not returned to his camp
to attend to her personal.

Slim crept close and peered
through the window. Only one
man had left the backroom. Dia-
mond Reagan was nowhere to be
seen. It was too late to worry about
that now. He might still be in the
building.

““An’ if he ain’t I’ll get him in-
dividual afterward!’”’ he promiged
himself.

By this time Slim’s strength had
almost petered out. His face
wound had bled a great deal and
his head bore a bump the size of an
egg. He could feel the haze in his
brain that had preceded his sec-
ond attack of unconsciousness. So
he moved to put all of his weight
on the rope attached to the block
chunking the freight wagon two
hundred feet above.

As he did, he saw Pinky Duval
nod to Wolf Callow and grin.
Wolf’s ugly face matched the grin
with one of his own that had noth-
ing but evil in it, if Slim had been
clear headed enough to grasp their
meaning. They were looking
toward a door at one side of the
back room.

““Grin, damn yuh!”’ said Slim
hoarsely, and threw all of his
strength onto the rope.

He felt the give of the rope when
the chunk pulled loose from under
the wagon wheel. The chunk itself
came hurtling down. The big
white-topped wagon moved more
slowly, rolling back, beginning to
topple.

And just before its two tons of
weight with the load plunged into
space, a scream of desperate ap-

peal rang out inside the saloon.
Slim’s heart chilled and although



'WILD WAGON WHEELS

in five seconds he believed the back
L room of the Black Jack would be a
shambles, he dived toward the win-
“dow.

. ‘‘No! No! Not that! For God’s
_ sa.ke——” -

| The door of the side room had
' purst open. Mary Dorn, her sweet,
slim young body stripped of her
outer clothing, darted into the
‘back room, her breasts dancing,
her legs flashing white with each
frantic stride. And over her shoul-
der appeared the dark face of Dia-
'mond Reagan.

The gambler’s teeth were bared
as 1if he were some animal. His
gripping hand yanked the nearly
nude girl back into the side room.
‘A hand clamped over her mouth.
Pinky Duval and the owlhooters of
Wolf Callow laughed raucously,
‘their thick lips working.

The wheel block smashed first
‘onto the sheet iron roof of the
‘Black Jack with a ringing bounce.
'The erash brought Pinky Duval
and Wolf Callow to their feet.

¢ ‘“What the hell an’
ithat?’’ shouted Woll.

. Slim, powerless to move, his
spine turned to water, saw the big
freight wagon turn completely
Lover once in the seconds it took to
‘fall two hundred feet.

““God help ’er!’”’” he groaned in
hitter despair.

all was

THE wagon struck the flimsy

building with its sheet iron roof
with all the force of exploding dy-
namite. Roof and walls erumpled
inward, and upon the dying of the
ferrifie erash came the sereams of
dying men. The full weight of the

wagon had obliterated the back
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room rendezvous of the Diamond
Reagan and Pinky Duval gang of
murdering gun men.

The bulge of the wall struck
Slim and hurled him from his feet,
but he was up again. Up and elimb-
ing madly into the building wreck-
age. If only that side room had
been farther away? He could hear
two or three pinned down men
groaning, and one was screaming.

But of the eleven in that back-
room, all of the others had been in
the spot where the wagon itself
plummeted throngh. They were as
dead as the three freighters mur-
dered in the Devil’s Tail.

Splintered planks blocked Slim’s
way to the side room, and he tore
at them until his fingers were
bleeding, but he at first could hear
no sign. It was coming daylight
now and there was faint gray light
replacing the smashed oil lamps.

He saw her at last, the white-
ness of her lovely body standing
out against the splintered black
and brown boards. She was on her
knees, painfully extricating herself
from a tangle of planks that had
been upheld by a cross beam.

Slim called out, ‘‘Mary! Mary!”’

Her voice replied with awed
calmness.
“Slim MeCann! You’re alive?”’

He did not see Diamond Reagan.
There was that in Mary’s voice as
she spoke that sent him toward
her. But she suddenly cried out,
““Shim! Look out! Behind you!’’

Slim got only half turned before
slender, strong ﬁngers clamped his
throat.

““You think you’ve won, but you
won’t live to brag about 1t,”’ said
the deadly quiet voice of Diamond

Reagan.
with the others.”’

Slim’s weakness was still upon
him. He lashed out with a fist, but
the blow glanced harmlessly from
Reagan’s jaw. The gambler gave
a short, hard laugh and Slim’s gul-
let constncted until blinding pam
shot in his head.

Mary was trying to reach them,
catching up a piece of broken
board as a weapon. It was no time

for ethies. Slim put all of his re- -

maining strength into the driving
of one knee upward.

Reagan’s fingers relaxed and a
groan was forced from him.

“Why, damn you—"’

Slim saw the fingers that left his
throat dive for that deadly .38 in
Reagan’s shoulder holster. He
managed to throw himself forward,
to fasten upon Reagan’s wrist just
as the gun was coming out.

The hammer must have caught,
for there was a quick explosion.
Reagan’s breath hissed into Slim’s
face. His eyes held a look of sur-
prise, and almost as quickly they
held no expression whatever.

A bullet from his own gun had
punctured his heart.

Slim felt his knees giving away.
But once more he fought to keep
his strength. For Mary’s cool
white arms were around him. She

seemed to forget completely that

she was wearing only her scant
white undies.

Her lips were sweet upon Slim’s
dry, burning mouth. She was
straining him close to her soft
breast. In the midst of all that
shambles, there was a promise in
that kiss that would have brought
life to a dead man.

““They’ll find you here
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Hat Rack
Crosses

The River

(Continued from page 41)

LATE that night, when Pilar re-

turned from the Cantina of
the Golden Heart, Single Shot
was waiting. In the gloom he
could barely see her, but the rus-
tle of her skirt was musie, and
the momentary pressure of her
body reminded him that there are
more reasons for living than for
dying.

‘““Go up to the roof. I'll join
you in a moment.’’

He ascended the steep stairs.
The moon was high, and for a
moment he wondered if this was
some trick to have him picked off
by a sniper. He shrugged, seated
himself on the rug spread in a
corner of the parapet. Suspicion
came lightly, left lightly, for noth-
ing mattered.

Nothing, that is, until Pilar
emerged from the hatchway. Her
robe of Chinese silk gleamed in
the moon, and so did her sleek
black hair. The garment trailed
from her and in the silver en-
chantment of the night, Single
Shot could not tell what she wore
beneath it; except that it was
hardly enough to count. Every
curve was boldly modeled by the
evening breeze that drew her slip
against her skin.

She sank back against the para-
pet, and whispered, ‘‘This is high
enough for you to see the road
that we will take.”” She gestured
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north, toward the Rio Grande.
““One goes in, but not out, that
way. And you know what is to
the south.”’

- He nodded. There was malpais,

blistering desert; water holes
known only to cattle thieves, and
to outlaws seeking refuge from
the rurales.

““Then another way, first west,
and then north, roundabout. The
trail is too dangerous for any of
the outlaws who guard Los Ja-
cales. One dash past the first
watchers, and then we fight only
thirst—"’ |

““When do we go, chiquita?’’

““The next fiesta, when most of
this crew will be dead drunk at
the cantina. 1 will dance. I will
ship out. And we will ride.’’

She knew that he realized the
risk, and did not care. Her eyes
brightened, and she leaned closer.
“UTell me about yourself, mad
man! What makes you so willing
to die for a woman who cares not
a snap for you? Who promises
you what you may not live to
claim?’’

It made no difference that she
might betray him. He laughed at
the risk, and he told her; every-
thing, from the start. He con-
cluded, ‘*What I stole from my
friend is more than you can give
me. 1 do this for Hat Rack, not
for you.”’

She frowned a little, then
brightened. ‘‘I should be angry
with one who is so indifferent.’’
She pressed closer, until her
mouth was against his. ‘‘Kiss me
now . . . and you will have less
regret when we two are shot from
our saddles, somewhere along the

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

trail . . . they guard the secrets
of this town.’’

Later, when the moon was very
low, Pilar stirred in his arms, and
yvawned sleepily. ‘‘Your horse
undoubtedly has been stolen,”’
she said. ‘‘But everyone won’t
know that. Only the thief. The
others will think you rode away.
So you will stay here, day and
night.”’

During the days before the
fiesta came, Single Shot and Pilar
spent their afternoons in the
small patio, whose further end
was formed by the empty stables.
They were lazy, those forenoons

~and afternoons; languorous and
a little
Gaspar did talk his way into the

incredible. Sometimes

house, but he never stayed long.

““‘If it were not what we faced,’’
she would say, ‘‘I might love you,
Tejano mio! But you love death
too well.”’

““If the fiesta don’t hurry up,’’
he said, ‘‘I’ll not be so crazy about
leaving. Or I might kick the lid
off of hell and come out a-boiling.
To stake a claim to you. For
keeps.”’ |

Pilar had given him the will to
live, and she knew it.

Then, the day before the fiesta,
he glanced out through the bars,
and stared so long that Pilar came
to his side. She noticed the tense-
ness of his posture, and his grip
on the iron bars.

AT RACK SMITH was riding
down the street! Single Shot
cursed. Pilar saw the lean, tall
man who slumped in the saddle.
She guessed his identity from Sin-
gle Shot’s reaction.
“Your friend, no?’’
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‘““Yes. He ain’t stopping. He’s
heading south.’’

Pilar’s lovely face became weary
and it seemed that she had aged.
Her shoulders sagged. Finally she
said, ‘‘He has come to help you on
your fool’s vengeance, and you
can’t let him ride on alone?’’

‘“‘Pilar, I won’t lie to you. That’s
" Shig

Single Shot overtook Hat Rack
at his first camp. He kept his hands
raised until they were face to face.

On recognition, Hat Rack lowered

his carbine. Single Shot said, ‘I
seen you, and I followed. I fell
down on the job, back there.”’

Hat Rack nodded. ‘‘Don’t blame
you. When Sabina told me, 1 took
her home and rid hell bent to keep
you from sich damn’ foolishness.
We cut up like fool kids, that night,
you and me. I been learning things.
I know for sure Morgan was be-
hind me getting bushwhacked. I
know Morgan works with the
thieves of Los Jacales. An’ I'm
jest as sure Morgan’s passed
through Los Jacales to dicker with
his pardners, further south.”’

““That makes it our business,”’
said Single Shot. ‘‘Not jest
yourn.”’

That night, Single Shot’s words
were proved by the event. A rifle
blazed out of the gloom. A horse
screamed, and dropped in a heap.
The other broke his hobbles and
ran across the desert. Then Hat
Rack got his Winchester into ac-
tion.

Single Shot faced the other way.
The two carbines coughed lead at
the men who had surrounded the
camp. By sheer volume of fire,
they hoped to blast the two out
of their shelter. Hat Rack laughed
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as a far off yell furnished the echo
for his shot. He had fired at a
flash and made it.

Single Shot said, ‘‘They know
who we are. That’s why they’re
stampeding the horses and ringing
us in to starve us out.

For the first time in many days,
Single Shot was carefree. He
knew that he had won a full
pardon.

Day broke over the siege. Hell
seized the desert. In this dry camp,
they were doomed. Sand and rocks
kicked up by wild shots peppered
Single Shot and his partner. They
held their fire, waiting for a sure
mark. Finally Hat Rack’s carbine
blazed. A man lurched from cover,
and slowly slid down the slope.

““Chalk up another,”’ croaked
Single Shot, worming away as
three closely placed slugs proved
that someone had gotten a new
angle of fire. ‘‘Gosh, I wisht I had
a drink!”’

There was water in each can-
teen, but they were nursing it
along. Noon came, and Hat Rack
said, ‘‘Time for another swaller.
1’ll dig ’em up.’’

His stealthy motion drew fire.
Single Shot’s carbine smacked,
just once. A man pitched from a
clump of mesquite. Hat Rack
heard the cry, and risked a glance.

A slug ripped the canteen. The
glancing impact tore out part of
the side. It flew from his grasp.
Before he could retrieve it, little
water remained.

““That was better’n killin’ me!’’?

That night, they knew that they
had to risk it on foot. ‘*Over that-
taway,’’ said Single Shot. ‘‘That’s
where the wust shots is dug in.”’
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““It’s their hosses that counts,”’
Hat Rack corrected.
So they advanced toward the re-

muda.
NEVER occurred to the iron

T
I ring that two men, half perish-
ing of thirst, would have enough
energy to try it. Vultures had been
circling that day; they rarely
missed when they predicted death
in the desert.

Perhaps a rolling pebble be-
trayed the two who crept across
the darkened waste. Perhaps some
watcher was warned by the intui-
tion of a man long under tension.
There was a warning yell.

Single Shot leaped up, carbine
at his hip. Hat Rack’s long legs
reached out. Pistols erackled be-

fore the charge was twenty yards ||

long.

Hat Rack stumbled, measured
his length. His partner caught up.
‘““Get along, you fool!’’ the tall
man growled, but Single Shot
jerked him to his feet.

It ended in a blaze of six guns.
That leveled the odds. All along |3
the circle men were still turning
out of their blankets. They were
too far off to get into the game in
time. Those who faced the two gun-
ners broke and ran; though many
of them lay kicking on the sand.

‘““We made 1t—’’ Hat Rack
lurched forward, coughing.

A horseman charged up. Single
Shot whirled. A shot beside him
nearly split his head. ‘‘Git that
hoss!’’ Hat Rack eroaked from the
ground.

Single Shot bounded forward as
the panic stricken beast reared up,
dumping its dead rider to the

FUN KNOCKOUT!

KID YOUR FRIENDS
FOOL YOUR SWEETIE!

v Make them think you are traveling in New York City.
Lots of the Most Marvelous Fun for Practical Jokers!
Tell them you are making WHOOPEE in the big town.
We send you 10 Post Card Views of New York City
for 25 cents. You address them and return them to us
in an envelope, saying what date you want them mailed.
Start the fun today — and how much fun you will have.
“WHOOPEE! WHOOPEE! ! WHOOPEE! ! I”

LETTERS ALSO MAILED, 10c EACH, or 4 LETTERS £5¢
P~ CUT OUT THIS ADVERTISEMENT AND PASTE IT IN YOUR DIARY W

OCCULTY CO0. B0X 53 DEPT. C-8 WHITESTONE, N. Y.

BARGAINS du Courses
Used L RT-SOLD - -RENTED

72-PAGE W
rite today for a big FREE illustrated catal

ILLUSTRATED ] explaining this .mfzmg service. Used c(gg

CaTALOG respondence courses and educational books
on every subject, 1000% satisfaction guar-

anteed, We buy for cash—we offer unbe-

lievable bargains. Send your name on penny

osteard NILSON

g at once! No abligation,
0., F-224 Manhattan Bldg., Chi

GIVEN! 4 CARAT

SIMULATED DIAMOND

To introduce our new 1/30, 14K GOLD
decorated, Solid Ster Silver rings
set with brilliant, simulated diamond,
we will send you a %4 CARAT UN-
MOUNTED S TED DIAMOND
ABSOLUTELY WITHOUT CHARGE,
You and your friends will thrill to
its rich beauty! Simply send 3¢
stamp for postage, package, etc. Only
one to a customer.

' (HAIL"TODAY) s e T o i s
Bradley, Dopt. F-705, Newton, ass

Hergs 3¢ stamp., Rush my 3§ Carat Simulated Diamond.
SOED ;.5 « soins sistase SRS o L A SRR R, G R e SRR A
Addrm-..‘...."l‘ .............................................

LONEL HEARTS

Join old raliable socia.l
help ﬂnd your hsnplmm.
hue been made happy through our etrorts. Why ne&p you?
dependable, confidential service; Correspondents most
everywhare seeking congenial mates, one may be your ideal. Write
for photos and descriptions
STANDARD CLUB, BOX 607-M, GRAYS LAKE, ILL.

PILES Hisery-Goes

2,000 TEST CASES PROVE IT

Stu'tl as It ma.y seem, Only One 10 -Minute Treatment
Y Sy T A
oSalves, Su ories,
r nt people in
%m&gtﬁsgglainglugt FREE’toyou Writeto
0. l.lloupmr,toow Chicago Av., Dept.A-22,Chicago

WOMEN WHO
SIMPLE SEWING
Can earn mon at home making Apmns We buy the Finighed

Aprons. Send 1 to cover Mailing of Samples and Details. FASHION
FABRICS CO., 611 Broadway, Dept. CF-7, New York.

FOREST JOBS

per month, steady. Cabin. Hunt, trap,
at once,

Get details immediately

¢0 Bureau, D.5l, Dennr,_ Colo.
[ Those who play the races cannot afford to be
aclng without our FREE BOOKLET, “How To
Win.” It 1s astounding the noins world.
sys te Send for it. No obligation. NO TIPS,

auﬂablo at

PATY PUBLISHING CO.
618 So. Western Ave., Dept. 231, Los Angeles

When answering advertisements please mention Spicy WESTERN STORIES



100

ground. He caught the reins,
pulled the beast to its feet.

Hat Rack stumbled to his knees.
Single Shot, in the saddle, fought
the beast to a halt, then wheeled
and reached down. Somehow, he
got his lanky partner athwart the
saddle. At the end of a quarter of
a mile, he overtook one of the
stampeded mounts.

With a horse apiece, they had a
chance. It would take time to re-
organize after a stampede and
panic.

Hours later, they reined in their
winded mounts.

Hat Rack said, ‘““Why in hell
you heading for Los J acales?”

His face was gray, and his shirt
blood soaked. He had stopped a
lot of lead. Single Shot said,
“There’s a gal there. Friend of
mine. You kain’t ride much fur-
ther. But if we git there afore
daylight, and ahead of the skunks
behind us, there’s a chanet of hid-
ing out until you can ride.”’

““Ain’t no use, Single Shot,”’
coughed Hat Rack. ‘‘I stopped the
right pill in the wrong place.
You’re crazy, going there. There’s
a better way—"’

¢‘Shut up afore I pistol whip
you,’’ Single Shot growled. “Yo’re
going to Los Jacales. I’m running
this show.”’

But before he reached the sleep-
ing town, he feared that Hat Rack
was right. During the last miles,
he had to brace him in the saddle.

His key admitted him to Pilar’s
house. In the first gray of dawn,
she helped him lift Hat Rack from
the horse. They took the wounded
rider to her room and gave him
a slug of tequila.
~ ““Never mind a sawbones,”’ he

| Wi_th us.
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said. ‘“No Spick can help me, and
he’ll jest hurt you two, talking.”’
His eyes now centered on Single
Shot. *“You know who 1 cut outen
the saddle, back there?’’

“‘Who?’?

‘“Morgan. I recognized his voice
and hoss. Now listen.”” Hat Rack’s
voice became steadier, and he tried
to sit up, despite Pilar’s efforts.
She was in a very thin gown, and
the candle light reached through it
to suggest every curve of her love-
ly body. ‘‘I was going to axe you
—to go back—and take keer of
Sabina. But I still kin see with my
two eyes, and—"’

He gestured, smiled. ‘‘Sabina’s
taken keer of, now that Morgan’s
dead, and everything else’s set-
tled. I found out about how you
fixed up your property in her
favor.’’

Pilar shook her head. ‘‘No,
senior,”” she said, kneeling beside
him. ‘‘ He will help me if he wishes,
but he will go where his heart is.”’

The way she said that made Sin-
gle Shot wish that he did not love
Sabina.

Hat Rack groped until his arm
was about Pilar. He drew her
head close, and muttered, ‘‘Sabina,
honey, 1 guess you was right about
me being pig headed and it kilt

. but Single Shot’ll take keer
of you, and I’'m glad now he likes
you.

He slumped back. Pilar bent
over and kissed his gray lips. Then
she turned to Single Shot. ‘‘There
is only one thing you can do, que-
redo. Go back to your woman, and
forget me.”’

“I’'m taking you out of here,”
he said. ‘‘And he’s going back
Acrost the river.”’



WORI.D

msm*m*?ﬁwmﬂm ﬁ Mﬂ RKI“;._

World s Greatest Gollection of Y
Strange & Secret Photographs -

ow you can travel round the world mth the
most daring adventurers. You can see with

our own eyes, the weirdest peoples on earth.
§'ou witness the strangest customs of the red,
white, brown, black and yellow races. You attend
their startling rites, their mysterlous practices.
They are all assembled for you in these five great
volumes of the SECRET MUSEUM OF MAN- hundreds of short stories that describe them.

KIND.

Here is h6olod’ GLARCGIIE‘ pfAStGES d Secret £ * VOI:UME-S
Frrn e SR B it ) Packed With Pictures
Photos from Africa, Torture Photos, Female Photos, Marri- THE SECRET MUSEUM OF MANKIND con-
ge Photos from Asgia, Oceania, and America, and hun- ' gists of five picture-packed volumes, (solidly

s of others, There are almost 600 LARGE PAGES bound together for convenient reading). Dip
F CAMERA SHOTS, each page 62 square inches in size. / into any one of these volumes, and as you turn

you witness the o

boldest customs of life and
love, and the secret ceremonies of \
men and women. Youare bewilderedby ONR\
THOUSAND LARGE PHOTOGRAPHS, in-
cluding 130 full-page photos, and thrilled by

. 000 REVEALING PHOTOS . / i e e o o e et
ou see actual love and courtship practiced in every quar- the WORLD’S GREATEST COLLECTION OF

ter of the world. You see magic and mystery in queer

;ds where the foot of a white man has rarely trod. You STRAthiGE fANDFBng;Eg aPP O;OOE%A EJHSW ccigtaui)nitr}llg
ee Oriental modes of love, and female slavéry in China, g:at myg%eﬁ%og CuelTs and eLgvz Customs. %hesgrhundred:
apan. India, ete. ThroLgh the intimacies of the camera, and hundreds of la pages will give you days and nights
of thrilling instruction.

Contents of 5-Volume Set

Volume 1—The Secret Album of Afrieca
Volume 2—The Secret Album of Europe
Volume 3—The Secret Album of Asia
Volume 4—The Secret Album of America
| Volume 5—The Secret Album of Oceania

Specimen Photos

Various Secret Societies—Civilized Love vs. Savage—Strange
Crimes. Criminals—Oriental Modes of Love—Omens, Totems
and Taboos—Dress and Undress Round the World-—Polyga,my
of Primitxve&——Exotlo Love

1,000 STBANGE AND SECRET PHOTOS

SEND NO MONEY

Sin;gl.v s‘, and mail coupon. Remember, each
5 Volumes is 9'4 inches high, and opened
a foot wide! Bemombcr also that this
5 Volum' Set formu'ly l?l SIO And it is
bound In expensive ‘‘life-time’” cloth. Don’t
put this off. Fil out the coupon, dron It in the

next mail, and receive this huge work at onee.

J I LTI ‘
METRO PUBLICATIONS,

FORMERLY:sHO

70 5th Ave., Dept. 1507, New York. o
Send me "'rhe Secret Museum of ar 3
g:raxts Iun postage er}. I l} g’& days .
I am nat hﬁ 1 wm rem't.ho ook and [

you will refun my $1.
Nam@.sesessesessssesssssssnssssnssansasss

AdUresd. cocevnveccccsssnsoscsossoscasense

DGHECKHERE Hyoummoloﬂngtlﬂa,
thus saving the mailing costs.

\z;,;,-_f,,;,:.a ’er EEESSESEEREn

Metro Publications, Dept. 1507 70 5th Ave., New York
When answering advertisements please mention Spicy WESTERN STORIES 101




102

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

Gun-Hawk Fire

(Continued from page 53)

vou better not give me eause to
start shootin’. You see, this is kind
of an important day. If that hom-
bre Hilda mentioned, Larry Tay-
lor, don’t show up aroeund here by
noon, we’ll be drove out of here
by a buzzard named Kenny.”’
““That so?’’ drawled Pecos with
seeming carelessness. He glanced

at the battered alarm clock on the

wall. It said nine o’clock. ‘‘Well,
you got three hours yet.”’

‘“Yeah,’’ said Erieson. He didn’t
look direetly at Pecos. He didn’t
even seem to be talking to him.
‘“Ben Taylor, who used to own the
ranch, was a good friend of mine.
Knew him for more’n twenty
years. They never did ketch the
man who killed him. Should’ve
been easy too. He wasn’t shot with
no ordinary gun. It was a hig bore,
probably a stingy-gun or a der-
ringer.”’

The fragrant odor of coffee be-
gan to fill the room, distracting
Peecos. He watched Hilda bending
over the stove, her lovely face in-
tent. He watched her as he ate the
food she set out for him and her
father, watched her while she
washed up afterwards. It was as
if he wished to sear the 1mage of
‘her slim blonde loveliness into his
memory, as if he knew he was
never to see her again. '

Time . passed, KErieson telling

‘him how he had first come to the

Two Bar B, how his wife was
buried on the hill behind the cabin.
‘He let the silent waddy guess what
it would do to him to have to leave

the place. Then Pecos glanced at
the clock and with a start, saw it
was a quarter to twelve. In fifteen
minutes . . .

HIS eyes swung from Hilda,
busy mending a dress, to her
father. Ericson’s eyves were half
closed, the six-gun hanging loosely
from his fingers. Slowly Pecos
stretched himself, then from that
deceptively sleepy position he had
thrown himself forward, grabbed
the gun from the old man’s hand.
““Sorry,”” he said, ‘‘but I got
business to attend to.”’

With an angry cry, Hilda leaped
to her feet. Pecos paused in front
of her, his eyes looking deep into
hers. Then without a word his
arms went around her, pressed her
close to him. She fought like a
wildeat but she couldn’t buek his
iron grip. He could feel the soft
mounds of her bosom erushed
against his chest, feel the desper-
ate thrashing of her slim legs.
Bending down, he pressed his lips
to hers in a burning kiss whose
ardor said more than words could
ever do.

““Goodbye,”” he whispered; then
he was out of the cabin, running
along the creek.

It took him two minutes to get
to his horse, saddle up and go
thundering toward the Two Bar B.
It took him five more to reach it.
Four horses were hitched in front
of the ranch house. He swung out
of the saddle, strode inside. Ken-
ny, Gotch, Blaze, and Hacker were
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there. The two former smiled, the
two latter scowled at him.

“Well,”” said Kenny, pushing
his big black hat back from his
forehead, ‘‘I reckon we’re all
right.”” He glanced at his watch.
““Seven more minutes and this is
my spread.’’

Pecos said nothing but slowly
built himself a quirly. Lighting it,
he smoked while the others fidget-
ed. Kenny kept glancing at his
watch. Finally,

“T'wo more minutes,’”’ he said.
Pecos threw away his butt.

“I guess it’s time we got things'

settled,”” he drawled.

Kenny looked at him curiously.
‘““You mean, you want the rest of
your money?’”’ He shrugged,
reaching toward his pocket. ‘I
guess ... "’

‘“No,”” said Pecos. ‘“‘1 wanted
to give this back,”” and he tossed
the wad of bills that Kenny had
given him the day before on the
table.

“What?’’ gaped Kenny. ‘‘But
Larry Taylor didn’t show up.
You made goodon ... "7

‘“That’s where you’re wrong.’’
Slowly Pecos was unbuttoning his
shirt. ““I’m Larry Taylor and I'm
claiming the Two Bar B!’’ There
on his bared chest, an American
flag was tattooed!

THE four men stood frozen for
a moment, then both Blaze and
Hacker threw themselves forward
into fighting erouches and whipped
out their irons. Pecos’ draw was
smooth perfection. One moment
he was standing negligently by the
table, the next a hogleg had leaped
as if by magic into each of his
trigger-wise hands and begun to
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spit lead. Four guns leaped and
pounded, filling the room with
their roaring thunder. A searing
shoek lanced under Pecos’ left
arm, twisting him sideways. A
slug smashed a concho from his
chaps, sent it spinning against the
wall.

Steadily he chopped his guns up
and down, feeling their jarring re-
coil through his whole body. Then
Hacker collapsed like a punctured
balloon and Blaze, a surprised look
on his face, fired one more shot,
swayed, and folded up across him.
Pecos’ smoking guns swung to
Goteh and Kenny.

““Don’t shoot!’’ yelled the law-
yer, raising his hands.

““1 won’t,”’ gritted the Texan.
‘I need at least one witness that
I claimed the ranch.’”” His hard
eyes swung to Kenny. ‘‘Well?”’

The big man shrugged helpless-
ly, taking off his hat.

““I know when I’'m licked,’’ he
muttered. ‘‘But ... am’t yet!’’

There was a loud report, a puff
of smoke burst out of the crown
of his hat and a terrific blow in
the right shoulder smashed Pecos
back against the wall. Even as he
- started to sink he realized how
his unele had met his death. Kenny
carried a derringer concealed in
the crown of his hat. He had
plugged old Ben as he had just
plugged the lean Texan. Now, eyes
blazing, the saloon-keeper.clawed
his gun from its holster, leveled it
for a finishing shot. Slowly, al-
most wearily, Pecos lifted his left
bhand. His Colt barked and a
round hole appeared between Ken-
ny’s eyes. As the blood washed
down over his contorted face, he
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went backward and lay still.

A grey fog seemed to be gather-
ing before Pecos’ eyes. Dimly he
heard the pound of hoofs outside,
saw Hilda help her father into the
smoke filled room. A man with a
sheriff’s star pinned on his chest
followed them. With a soft ery the
girl knelt at his side, pillowed his
head on her breast.

““Oh, darling,”’ she sobbed, ‘I
. . . I should have known. After
you left, dad told me you were
Larry Taylor, told me why you’d
acted like that in town.”’

“Knew you right away,”’ said
Ericson. ‘‘ Recognized that scar.”
He pointed to the diamond shaped
scar at the corner of Pecos’ right
eye. ‘‘ You got it falling off a horse
when you was a little tyke visiting
your uncle here. That’s why I let
you get the gun away from me,
figured you had come back as a
stranger to find old Ben’s mur-
derer, and had roughed up Hilda
to get.in with Kenny’s gang.’’ He
saw the snubnosed derringer that
lay between Kenny’s body and his
hat. ‘“So that’s how he did it, eh ?’’

Pecos hardly heard him. With
the last remnants of his strength
he was pulling Hilda closer to him,
feeling the resilient firmness of
her breast against his cheek, con-
scious of the sob-racked quivering
of her body, the moist sweetness
of her lips. He was smiling bliss-
fully. She wasn’t just humoring
a wounded man. She felt toward
him as he did toward her. He let
his eyes close without fearing that
he would not open them again. He
had the best reason now that a
man ever had for fighting his way
up out of the valley of the shadow
of death.
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will ship you this unique, fascinating and uncanny fortune teller
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Tumbleweed Thaws

(Continued from page 90)

lmy face with a handful of snow.

““What happened?’” I managed.
And, ““Who—1?”’

“Tumbleweed,”” she said, as
proud and reverent as if she’d said
God. ‘‘He rode the train to Canton,
from Hereford, then bought a
horse and rode back, fearing
Staffel would come after you. He
wounded Staffel and ecaptured
Storm Kilday. They’re tied up
back in the brush now. Isn’t he
wonderful 2’

I got to my feet, tottered, mut-
tered, ““Where’s Tumbleweed
now?’’ Then I saw him. The cabin
had gone like a tinderbox all right.
Only one wall was standing, the
north wall. The rest was a bed
of embers, glowing and red. And
right in the middle of that bed of
coals sat old Tumbleweed Terry,

 all wrapped up in steaming blan-

kets. Tilly helped me and I wob-
bled as close as I ecould.

“Tom, Tom,”” I yelped, for to
me he’d always be Tom, not Tum-
bleweed. ‘“Come out of there,
quick.”’

‘I can’t,”” he called back dole-
fully. “‘I’'m wet as a fish. Damn it
all, riding over from Canton I was
in such a hurry I forgot about that
Devil’s Drink. I went in again! 1
got to dry out or freeze stiff.”’

““But you’ll burn up,’’ 1 yelled,
‘““your ‘blankets are smolderin
now!’’ *

‘‘Smoldering hell,”” he called
back. ‘‘This 1s the first time I been
warm since I left the Border. Go
on now, and tend to your busi-
ness.’’

So I tended to it. I kissed Tillie.
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~ job and a real future.
H. C. LEWIS, President

COYNE ELECTRICAL SCHOOL

500 S. Paulina Street, Dept. 59-17, Chicago, lllinois

¢

12 Weeks

- SEND FOR FREE BOOK

trical School is 40 vears old. Many hundreds of young men
e ; oyne training. My free book télls you
- how you, too, can get a training that will give you your start to a better

TRAIN THIS QUICK EASIER WAY FOR

LECTRICITY

Practical WORK

CHICAGO SHOPS

IN MY

WANT TO EARN MORE MONEY?

Have you ever dreamed of holding
down a steady, good y job?
Have you ever dreamed of doing the
work you really like in a job that
holds promise of a real future in
the years ahead?

Well, we all know that you
can't get the good thingsin
life by just dreaming
about them. Hundreds
of fellows are today
holding down mighty
fine jobs with pros-
pects of a bright fu-
ture. They are filling
these jobs because
they had the foresight
to equip themselves with
the right kind of train-
ing. Most of these men were
only average fellows a short time
ago, but the proper training helped
to lift them out of the low pay
ranks of unskilled workers. The
same opportunity is now offered
to you.

The great fascinating field of
ELECTRICITY offers a real future
to many men and young men who
are willing to prepare for a place in
this giant industry.

AN EXTRA-

WEEKS'

S COURSEIN
\RADIO

INCLUDED

Here at my school in Chicago, the
world’s Electric Center, you can
get 12 weeks Shop Training in
ELECTRICITY, then I'll include
an extra 4 weeks Course in
Radio that can help give you your
start towards a better job.
- You will be trained on ac-
tual equipment and ma-
chinery and because of
our method of train-
ing, you don’t need
previous experi-
ence or advanced
education. :
Here in my school
you work on generators,
motors, dynamos, you do
house wiring, wind arma-
tures and do actual work in
many other branches of electricity
and right now I'm including valu-
ableinstruction in Diesel electric-
ity, Electric Refrigeration and
Air Conditioning at no extra tui-
tion cost. Our practical shop meth-
ods make it easier to learn—First
the instructors tell you howa thing
should be done, then theyshowyou
how it should be done —then you
do the actual work yourself.

Vil Finance Your Training

You can get this training first—
then an for it later in easy
monthly payments, starting 60
8 after your 12 weeks training
period is over—then you have 12
monthstocomplete your payments.
Send the coupon today for all
details. When I get it I'll send you
my big free book containing dozens
of pictures of students at work in
my shops. I'll also tell you about my
‘‘Pay After Graduation’ plan,
how many earn while learning
and how we help our

other features.

H. C. LEWIS, President, Coyne Electrical School,
500 S. Paulina Street, Dept. 59-17, Chicago, Iil.

Dear Sir: Please send me free yvour big catalog and ful}
particulars of your Extra 4 Weeks Radio Course, also
your ‘‘Pay-Tuition-After - Graduation’ Plan and all

students after graduation. Fill in,
clip coupon, mail today for your
start toward a brighter future.

lllllll cc--..-Sute....--oooa.c-aoo'
Mail in envelope or paste on postcard
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Death Is on the House

(Continued from page 61)

a young hothead in trouble so’s his
sister can pull him out is bad deal-
in’...An I up ’er ten.”’

‘““What the hell’s your mouth
running off like this for?’’ Broone
snarled. ‘‘Play poker, or go hire
yourself a hall.”’

“I’'m playin’ poker, ain’t I1?”’
Whirl hooted, raking in another
pot.

‘““You ain’t ridin’ no ol’ mule to

market. 1I’'m bust,”” the puncher

said, shaking his head as he got up.

BROONE pushed back his chair.

- ‘1 got to get money from the
safe,”’” he snarled. He disappeared
in the rear. When he returned, he
wore a cunning look of satisfaction
on his face.

““You better get out of this,
Kip,”” he advised, picking up the
deck. ‘‘Your dry nurse, here,
might not like your missing prayer
meeting.”’

‘““Hell with him!”’ Kip looked

at his diminished pile of coin. He
glared at Whirl, who studied his
cards until a warm arm dropped
across his shoulders and a soft
breath touched his cheek.

He looked around.

A blondined girl with hard lines
around her mouth, pouted smiling
red lips at Whirl, pursing them
suggestively. She ran one hand
down his arm and moved volup-
tuous hips In a short cut, skin-
fitting gown.

‘““Hon,’’ she hummed through
white teeth. ‘I love a winner. And
you’ll love Kssie before we’re

many more hours acquainted.”’
She leaned and laid her cheek on
his head, and white flesh bulged

generously out of the extreme neck

~ of the dress.

Broone said, low and to the
drunken Kip: ‘“Your money, now
your girl. I thought you were a
man, Kip. [—"’

“Damn you!”’ Kip squalled,
staggering to his feet. ‘‘Damn
you, Arrow!”’

- He started pulling at the cheap
pistol on his hip.

““Kip, youfool !’” Whirl shouted,
lunging to his feet.

The girl, Essie, clutched his arm
and got him off balanee. She leaped
back. It was then too late for
Whirl to plunge in and grab Kip’s
arm. The nickel-plated weapon
cracked spitefully.

Kip King, then, stood, white-
faced and sobering, with a smoking
pistol in his shaking hand. He
groaned as he looked down at
Whirl Arrow, who’d fallen like a
man hit with an axe. Whirl didn’t
move.

The pistol fell from Kip’s limp
hand.

EN rushed in from the street
and Kip stared blankly at the
Roamer marshal. He seemed to be
under water when he heard Cass
Broone say: ‘‘I ain’t prepared to
say if it was self defense or mur-
der, marshal. Later on my mind’ll
be made up.’’
‘““Someday,’’ the marshal said
with open enmity, ‘‘a man’ll come
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along who’ll make up your dirty
mind—with lead. Come omn, kid,
and try out the jail a spell.”’

As he led the prisoner out,
Maia’s ery caused him to pause on
the scuffed board walk. *“I heard
the commotion, marshal. What is
it? What has Kip done?”’

“‘Shot and killed Whirl Arrow,”’
Cass Broone said from behind her.

Maia sagged. It took nerve, and
a will as hard as steel that hell
itself could never melt, for her to
keep her feet.

“I ain’t made a statement,”’
Broone told her. ‘‘I may decide
he shot in self defense; or maybe
decide he murdered Arrow ... Or
do you understand?’’

He moved aside to let the doctor
enter the saloon, saying, ‘‘No use
hurrying, doc.”’

The marshal choked on his own
anger. ‘‘Miss King, you be care-
ful. Maybe Kip can get off, any-
how.”’

‘““Yes; yes, perhaps,’’ said Maia
dully. ‘‘But—but Whirl!’’ She
turned, and before they could stop
her, she rushed into the saloon.

The doctor knelt beside Whirl
Arrow as men parted to let her
through ; men who pitied this poor,
sweet kid whose lot in life seemed
a triple dose of unadulterated hell.

The doctor had Whirl’s chest
bared. The chest, Maia thought in
a stunned way, she had crushed
herself against; the breast she had
hoped might, in the days to come—

““He’s not dead!”’ |

The doctor’s words hammered
her confused senses. She stared
at the object the doctor held up. It
was a gold locket, bent and with a
bullet’s mark plain on it.

“‘ Bullet hit this locket,’’ the doc-

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

tor explained, fumbling in his bag.
““Saved his life. But the shock
knocked him cold, of course.”’

He broke a small vial and held
the strong odors, so Whirl must
breathe them. Whirl jerked, sat
up with a ‘““Whew! Who let that
in?”’

- He blinked foolishly as Maia
knelt, her arms around his neck,
crying, ‘‘You’re not dead! The
locket saved you, Whirl.”’

Realization rocketed back into
Whirl Arrow’s mind.

‘““Maia, you go on out. I ain’t
dead. No, I ain’t.”’

He looked over at Cass Broone
as he rose shakily, clinging to a
chair back for support. Broone
leaned back against his bar, his
flattish face mirroring dark hate,
fear, perplexity.

““It’ll be all right, dear,”’” Whirl
whispered. ‘‘Go away.”’

She knew it wouldn’t be all
right, yet she knew the ways of
men. Maia went out of there, and
men moved from between Cass
Broone and Whirl Arrow.

““Well,”” said Arrow, conversa-
tionally. His confidence shook
Broone to the core. ‘“You got that
Essie to steam the kid to gunning
me. You knew I’d not shoot him,

anyhow. But do you know you’re
___f?”

EN marveled at the cuss-words
at Whirl’s command ; but con-
demned him for a fool for bucking
into Cass Broone now. Broone had
seen a plan blown up, a girl get
away from him. Broone’s all was

here in Roamer, and he could not

take this cussing and remain. Too,
Whirl Arrow was a shaky man,



DEATH IS ON THE HOUSE

just the same as risen from the
dead.

““You’re asking for this Arrow,”’
Cass Broone moaned, his dark face
gone ashen.

‘“An’ you got it,”” Whirl Arrow
said, the sound of his gun still
roaring in the saloon, the smoke
still swirling from his pistol bar-
rel.

Cass Broone was twisted back
against the bar, his unfired six- -gun
in the litter at his feet. His head
wabbled from side-to-side, his
joints turned to rubber and he
never made a sound as he folded
to the floor.

“Gents,”’ demanded Whirl, ‘‘is
anybody wishful of argufyin’
this?”’

Nobody was.

Whirl smiled tightly. Kip, he
knew, would be all right from now
on out. No worry there. Despite
the unpleasant feeling killing
caused within him, Whirl Arrow
was happier than ever he’d been
before.

Usefulness, fulsomeness, a great
love lay before him.

““Then, gents,’’ he said back of
a long, soft sigh, ‘‘1I guess this

death 1s on the house. An’ the
drinks go along with it.”’

Men moved barward, avoiding
the spot where Cass Broone lay.

Whirl Arrow moved out into the
night, into the soft arms, the sweet
caress of Maia King.

MARRY RICH

'. end for FREE photos and dem'iptiona of rich and beautiful
: 1srom5n who wish to marry, Jane Fuller Club, Box C-797, Mil-
vaukee, Wisconsin,
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Cassidy is Sudden

(Contwued from page 69)

legs. Her ankles were secured the
same way on the other side and
her rounded knees were whiter for
the way they were held in place.

Fragments of what had been her
dress elung to her here and there,
and the red welts across her shoul-
der showed that the ruthless claws
of Black Bart had ripped that
dress from her body in a single
jerk. He stood over her now.

Sudden sucked in his breath and
his knuckles went white where his
hand gripped the butt of his six-
gun. Black Bart never had been
closer to death than he was at that
minute and second.

‘“‘ Please—o0-oh—please—"*

The plea came from the stripped
woman in a strangled, muffled sob.
Black Bart held a pointed shining
knife in his hand. As his eyes went
red and gloating, and his lips
foamed over the sight of the tempt-
ing woman on the table before him,
his hand went out and the point of
the knife was drawn over the taut
skin of her stomach.

““Whar’d yuh hide thet map?’’
slavered Black Bart. ‘‘Yuh snuck
it away, thinkin’ to keep me hog-
tied to yore apern strings! Thunk
vou’d have a club over Black
Bart’s head! Hain’t no woman
critter ever had the say-so with
Black Bart!’’

Sudden’s stomach almost turned
over. The point of the knife went
in and sliced a quick cross upon

the woman’s drawn, bare stomach.

the hot blood of her welled and

reddened her body. There were
already such cuts in other places.

“Damn vyuh!”’ rasped Black
Bart. ‘““The next time I’m cuttin’
in tuh see what’s under thet fancy
silk doodad!”’

“No-no-no!’’ the woman moan-
ed. ““Yuh cain’t do that to me,
Bart! Hain’t I been lovin’ yuh,
an’ didn’t I allus come to yuh—"’

““Shut yore yap!’”’ snarled the
outlaw. Then—

Possibly it was the sight of the
blood. Black Bart showed all the
beast that was in him. He threw
himself forward, his heavy lips
erushing the moaning mouth of the
woman. Sudden could see the little
trickle of blood from the cuts mak-
ing horrible patterns along the
woman’s side, and her body
heaved with her terrible effort to
tear her wrists free, to pull her
ankles from the grass rope that
held them to the table legs.

Sudden’s hand snapped away
from his gun. His movement was
as swift as that of a cougar strik-
ing from a high rock. The crunch
of his knuckles upon Black Bart’s
jaw was a sound like the striking
of a club on solid wood. It lifted
the bulk of the outlaw, hurled him
from the tortured woman and the
table and rolled him on the floor.

UT Black Bart was pounds
heavier than Sudden, and his
draw was instinetive. His gun was
out of its holster, coming up, but it
didn’t flame. Sudden went all the



Can SEX Take A Holiday?

Do a man’s sex needs cease when he is given a number instead of a name? Every grown person knows
that the answer to this question is “NO!”—yet until now no one has dared to tackle the problem of
SEX LIFE IN PRISONS with fearless realism! The amazing book illustrated below proves how hope-
less it i8 to expect sex to take a holiday. It reveals with astonishing :

candor what happens to the sex passions of prisoners—how normal
. desires become abnormal—how SEX becomes to conviets a wild need
t ready to kill, to mutilate in order to find satisfaction!

DO CONVICTS REMAIN SEXUALLY SANE?
Now at last the greatest authority on prison life in America has
pulled aside the veil of hypocrisy, and revealed the facts of sexual
degeneracy among conviets. J. F. Fishman, for 18 years Federal
Inspector of Prisons, has dared to lay the truth before the American
public. Nothing like this has ever before been published—nowhere
& in all the literature of America is there such a candid, frank and
fearless expose of this great social evil—the depraving and degen-
erating influence of prison life on convicts. Dr. Harry Elmer Barnes,
world’s famous sociologist and historian, says, “If one were con-
sciously to plan an institution perfectly designed to promote sexual
degeneracy he would create the modern prison.” That is the situa-
tion which until this book was published, was hidden by a hush-hush
policy of prudery!
Now the truth is exposed! In-
spector Fishman visited more
than 8500 prisons and jails in an
official capacity representing the
United States Government., In
SEX LIFE IN PRISONS he re-
veals publicly for the first time
mountains of confidential and
inside information, facts and
case histories.

A Burning Social Problem

Day after day newsgapers throughout
the country report brutal sex crimes
committed by ex-convicts. What is to be
done about it? Sudden assaults, rape,
degrading self-abuse, trickery, bribery,
homosexuality, exhibitionism, lesbian
ism—what a sorry list of perversions
result from prison lifel It took daring
indeed to reveal these truths without
camouflaging them—but only a daring
expose can rouse the public to meet thig
burning social problem. You may shud-
der or be shocked when you read these
L s : AR R R pages but you will have a much better

O F o oo understand of the dangers that lurk

' 3 R e ;T W in every community, of why there are

so many innocent sex crime victims.

Sting Facts About Sex Intrigues

It is truly amazing what queer practices prisoners will
attempt to gain sexual gratification. No detective stories,
no mere brain-created thrillers equal these bizarre es-
capades. The characters and plots of fiction are pale
indeed alongside these true stories! Only life itself,
twisted and distorted by the unnatural conditions of prison
existence could produce such unbelievable episodes.

Here are a few of the topics covered in this big 256-page
book (with 6 full-page illustrations): Sex Life in the
Army and Navy—In boarding schools—Punishment for
homosexual practices in the Navy—Sex fantasies of pris-
oners—Sex problems of female inmates—Male wardens of
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way over the woman’s bared body
and the table, taking a dive that
caused his hard skull to land upon
Black Bart’s breast-bone with a
forece that made Sudden think for
the time he had broken his own
neck.

Black Bart let his breath out
with a whoosh and an oath. But
his bear-like arms locked around
Sudden’s neck with a pressure
that put red spots in front of Sud-
den’s eyes. All the rules were out
new. Sudden knew he could never
beat the brutish strength of the
outlaw, even if his fists did keep
smashing into the black stubbled
face.

There was but one way. Sudden
took it. He lifted one boot and he
doubled his leg with the knee strik-
ing. Black Bart said, ‘‘ Aw-rr-gh”’
and his arms turned to rubber that
slipped from Sudden’s neck.

Sudden came to his feet, dizzied,
but thinking fast. None of the
other owlhooters ever came near
Black Bart’s sod dugout. The
depths in the salty ground might
have muffled the sounds. Sudden
got to the door, had a look-see. The
other outlaws were still swigging
red-eye and disputing over their

split.

Sudden wh1pped back. The
woman still moaned where she was
bound on the table, but that would
have to wait. Sudden’s lean,
strong hand shot down and fast-
ened in Black Bart’s hair. The out-
law was groaning, both hands
clasped across his belly, trying to
ease the pain and sickness.

Sudden had witnessed the brutal
torture of the woman. True, she
was a killer and deserving of no

sympathy for the pay she had col-
lected from Black Bart. But Sud-
den was thinking of the dark eyes
and the warm, red lips of Rita who
had accepted comfort from, his
kiss, and returned an unexpected
promise with her own.

Sudden’s thumb pushed into
Black Bart’s ear until he could
feel the cartilage yielding.

“I’'m wantin’ to know the
name-a the head ramrod-a this out-
fit in Snake Gulch?’’ he said calm-
ly. ““If you don’t spill it, Bart,
you’re losin’ yore ears and you
ain’t never hearin’ with either-a
them from this time on. If you tell,
you live, an’ if you keep yore
tongue buttoned up, I’'m honin’ to
slice you up for buzzard bait, an’
I’ll eut you just as slow an’ careful
as you did yore woman.’’

Sudden’s thumb ground in and
started to twist. Black Bart tried
to bring up his hands from his -
burning belly, and Sudden
smashed his other fist into his
stomach.

‘“‘Hate to turn myself into one-a
yore kind, Bart,”’ he said slowly.
‘“But it seems as how this is the
only kind-a lingo you savvy.”’

Blood was beginning to seep
from Black Bart’s head around his
ear. The smoke in Sudden’s blue
eyes proved that he meant what
he said.

““Done some bad shootin’ back
there at the Derring cabin, didn’t
you, Bart?’’ suggested Sudden
abruptly. *‘ Must-a got the sights-a
yore irons jammed on a rock some-

’ere’s. The sheriff didn’t make
any bull’s-eye with that carbine
either?’’

Black Bart hadn’t the slightest
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doubt he was about to lose an ear.
His breath wheezed out. Sudden
could hear the low moaning of
pain from the bound woman on the
table. He kept a hand ready, for
if the other owlhooters suspected,
he’d have to do the best he could
to try and gun himself out of this.

Then words wheezed along with
Black Bart’s breath.

‘““Wouldn’t-a missed no hombre
at thet distance, ’cept he wuz—"’

“Yup!”’ snapped Sudden, feel-
ing the crushed ear now under his
calloused thumb. *‘Go on!”’ |

““Ponder’s the owlhoot boss—"’

HOURS later, with the sun drop-

ping and dusty dusk shroud-
ing the white clay-walled town of
Snake Guleh, Sudden Cassidy
reined up on a bluff overlooking
the straggling gold and cattle cen-
ter. Pinpoints of lights here and
there already were beginning to
spread to a yellow glow.

“If I only had a loop on which
one of them’s the place where she
is, the goin’ might be easier,’”’ mut-
tered Sudden.,‘“Ain’t ever honed
more to put the steel on any hom-
bre’s wrists than his’n.”’

Which reflected the thoughts
seething in Sudden’s brain. First,
and that didn’t go with the badge
in his boot, was Rita Derring. Her
dark eyes, swimming in tears,
were roiling his mind. He couldn’t
forget a kiss of comfort that be-
came a sort of promise.

Second, there was the red-faced,
hard-jawed Sheriff Ponder. Damn
him! If any harm had come to
Rita, Sudden knew the first name
and all of the ancestors of one
range dick who was more likely to
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lead poison a wanted hombre than
to round him up alive and healthy.

Back in the malpais, far back,
Black Bart had been left tied up
with knots he could never loosen.
Beside him was the woman he had
tortured, herself a killer. Sudden
had gone easy there. What she
had done, he figured, was because
of too much of the same thing that
was boiling in his own blood right
now.

So he had bathed her tortured
wounds, did the best he could with
them, and wrapped her warmly in
blankets before he had tied her be-
side Black Bart. He had been com-
pelled to gag both. Then he had
come out, and was sure he had
run a ranny on the other owl-
hooters.

““Black Bart wants to be alone
with his redhead, so I’m ridin’ to
size up a pocket meadow herd of
yearling beef on the Double-D,’’
he had lied to them. ‘‘ Anyv-a you
owlhooters honin’ to have his
brisket plump split can go pester-
in’ ’round Black Bart when he’s
busy like he is now.”’

The outlaws had nodded and
erinned avidly. They could see
what Sudden meant. So Sudden
had come riding straight to Snake
Gulch.

His red bay stiff-legged down
the  steep slope of the erooked
street leading into the town.
Sheriff Ponder had seen him this
morning. Others of the sheriff’s
small posse at the burning cabin
had seen him.

But Sudden made the livery
stable, put up the tired bay and
high-heeled out without anything
happening. There were two plank

——

walks and two dance hall saloons
shot the most light across the
white dusted street.

Sudden slouched as he walked,
hands swinging, but ready for an
instant draw. He had carefully
greased both holsters of the cedar-
butted .45’s on the way out of the
malpais. There would be more than

- Sheriff Ponder to deal with. Sud-

den wagered that all of his depu-
ties were wearing his brand.

Sudden had figured out where
some of Black Bart’s cattle raids
might have thrown some of the
best spreads on the Snake Gulch
range into Ponder’s hands. No.
He wouldn’t be playing a lone
hand in the town.

But hell and all! Sudden wanted
to see Sheriff Ponder first. All he
wanted was to have the hard-jawed
lawman start for his irons. One
of the two saloons was the most
likely ~spot. The darkness was
deeper down here in the gulech.
The lamplight made pools of black-
ness in which a hombre couldn’t
have spotted even a white cat.

All at once, Sudden felt it. Per-
haps i1t was scuffling movement
from several directions. Possibly
it was the queerness of shifting
shadows, figures of townsmen from
one pool of blackness to another.

‘“‘Must-a had a sign on me from
the time I leathered up at the head
of the street,”’” muttered Sudden.
“‘They ain’t no way now but to get
a hog-leg on the sheriff’s belly
fore some gulcher splits my back- -
bone. An’ that ain’t—?"’

He ceased muttering. Ground
his bootheels into the planks and
shifted quickly into a blind spot
between lances of lamplight.
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Sheriff Ponder appeared from a
small pine bnilding that had win-
dows which laid a pattern of black
bars on the ground outside. That
must be the town calaboose. Sud-
den grinned wryly. It was an even
break whether his badge would
work or he would wind up looking
out through those bars.

The badge was out of his boot
now. It was pinned to his check-
ered woolen shirt. Might be some
honest townsmen who would draw
cards if it came to an open ruckus.

Sheriff Ponder’s heavy, hard-
jawed face was outlined in the
saloon light over the batwing
doors. His thick lips wore a twist-
ed smile. Sudden didn’t know why
that almost turned his hard sense,
made him think of Rita Derring,
and made him want to lead blaze
the erooked lawman without wait-
ing to try at putting the steel on
his thick wrists.

Sudden caressed the smooth
cedar butts of his guns, but stiff-
ened himself against dragging his
irons. More shadows shifted across
the slices of lamplight here and
there. He seemed to be the center
of the movement, as if a dozen
men were furtively bearing down
upon him.

Wouldn’t be sense to walk into
the light of the saloon until he
made sure of the number and posi-
tion of these shadows, and if they
really were enemies. For Sheriff
Ponder had given them no atten-
tion, had slapped through the bat-
wing doors without onee glaneing

around.

Sudden reached a space between.

two buildings, decided to step back
through and come around another

SPICY WESTERN STORIES

way. He made but one stride. It
might have been a gun butt or a
club that cracked down between
his eyes. The darkness suddenly
blazed with hght then the light
went out.

THE light returned, seemed to

burn his aching eye-balls. And
he was looking at the iron bars of
a window. When he turned he was
fronted by a rusty iron grating,
with a door filled with six-inch
squares. A flat-nosed, straw-haired
hombre was tilted in a chair with
a .45 dangling from a low-slung
holster.

Sudden didn’t have to strain his
mind any to know this flat-nosed
hombre was the jailer. So he was
in the town calaboose, His first
thought was for that badge on his
shirt. It wasn’t there. It wasn’t
anywhere upon him.

Harsh voices growled outside
the window. The volume of sound
increased. Sudden got up dizzily
and looked out. He could see the

street and many wmen milling
around.
‘“Shore ’nough got ’im!’’

cracked a strident voice. ‘‘Head o’
them malpais owlhooters, opines
the sheriff! By hokey! I hain’t
fer waitin’ fer no court shenani-
gans! Got some o’ my best spring
critters an’ now I can’t meet the
note on my spread! 1'm fer drag-
gin’ him at the heels 0’ a cayuse all
the way to the salt badlands an’
leavin’ ’im fer the buzzards an’
them other owlhooters to look
upon! L’arn ’em somethin’!”’

“Yup!?’

““Yo’re kerrect, Jake!”’

“‘Stretchin’ his neck is too muyo

P —— .
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pronto an’ won’t help none head-
in’ off his kind!”’

Sudden had a siek sensation at
the pit of his stomaeh. Those were
the voices of honest, vengeful eat-
tlemen.
Maybe some of Sheriff Ponder’s
deputies were out there helping
stir up their blood.

Sudden glanced at the flat-nosed
jailer. He looked beyond him and
saw the lighted square of an inside
window. The jailer was snoring.
He had a bottle of red-eyve beside
him. A drunk jailer wouldn’t
amount to much against that
growling mob of honest eow own-
ers out there in the street.

Sudden didn’t have to guess that
Sheriff Ponder wouldn’t be stand-
ing between his prisoner and the
lynch mob with his guns. The
sheriff—?

Then Sudden’s blood went icy.
His eyes had gone to the inside
lighted window. He saw Sheriff
Ponder. And he saw the dark-eyed
Rita Derring with her black hair
streaming.

It was well that her hair was
lustrous and long. For it was about
all that concealed her. Her waist,
possibly all of her dress had been
torn from her slim body. There
were glimpses of her young, white
breasts through the streaming
hair. There was the white of her
slender, weaving body as far as
Sudden could see to the level of the
windowsill.

- The oath that came to Cassidy’s
tongue should have melted the
‘rusted iron. His lean hands
gripped the grating until the skin
of his knuckles was white and al-
most cracking.
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For Sheriff Ponder’s huge,
crushing arms were around the
girl. Her hands were up, pushing
at his face. But the sheriff was
bending her back with his strength
and her hands fell before the jam-
ming of his face against her own,
the laying of his thick lips upon
her red mouth.

Then there was but one of the
sheriff’s arms in view, clamped
about Rita’s bared shoulders, and
his other hand must have been
upon the resisting back. If the girl
screamed or attempted it, there
was no sound.

UDDEN dallied his own sense-
less, barehanded attack upon

the rusty iron grating. He deliber-
ately stumbled, fell to his knees.
Then he let out a weak ery, but
sufficient to cause the flat-nosed
jailer to open his eyes and drop
the front of his chair.

Sudden’s head was back, but his
face was pressing the grating.

‘““A drink —I'm chokin’ — for
God’s sake, gimme a drink—’’

The jailer shook his head, try-
ing to clear the redeye sleep from
his stupid eyes. He turned toward
his prisoner, without catching the
maddening scene in the sheriff’s
window.

““Yah,’’ he grunted. ‘“ Yuh got a
burr in the gullet huh?”’

He got to his feet, weaved
drunkenly. Sudden’s mouth was
open and he seemed to be dying.
His hands gripped the grating,
then slipped.

““A drink—for God’s sake—a
drink—’’

The stupid jailer considered
this. What had been good for him

" SPICY WESTERN STORIES

might be good for the other fellow.
He picked up the bottle of redeye
and pulled the cork. He staggered
over, inserted the bottle through a
square and tilted it to pour some of
its fiery potion into Sudden’s open
mouth. - |

Sudden’s fingers were like steel
claws as they vised upon the jail-
er’s wrist. All of his one hundred
and seventy pounds went into the
tremendous heave as he jerked the
jailer forward. There was only the
sickening sound of flesh and bone
being rammed into iron as the flat-
nosed jailer’s face and head hit
the grating.

Sudden got his body pulled
around close and found the keys.
Ten seconds later he was outside
and the jailer’s .45 warmed to his
hand. Then he was under the in-
ner window. He could now hear
Rita’s voice.

‘‘ Please—not that—Lark—you
promised—"’

The glass smashed as the .45

smoked. It jolted and smoked
three times in Sudden’s hand and
he placed those bullets neatly. One
for the sheriff’s knee-cap. Another
for his thick elbow where it was
clear of Rita’s nearly stripped,
white body, and the third just as
neatly smashing Sheriff Ponder’s
hard jaw from the side.
- Sudden did not realize he was
grating out terrible oaths as he
crashed through, carrying window
sash and glass with him. Per-
haps Rita Derring didn’t realize
them either, for as the groaning
mumbling lawman groveled on one
knee beside his battered desk, tried
to puil himself up and found he
couldn’t, Sudden had Rita in his
arms.
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His mouth was upon her red
lips. And her hands didn’t push
at his face.

‘““You?’’ she said huskily. ““Jim?
Sudden Cassidy? Thank God=—’’

All of which became lost as he
held her to him, and for the see-
ond time the girl failed to realize
the scantiness of her attire. For
she was sobbing, and laughing, and
kissing him all at once as if she
would never let him go.

She still had her lips warmly
upon his mouth when a door
crashed 1in.

SUDDEN whipped around. A
desk drawer yielded. His gleam-
ing badge went back upon his shirt.
He had Sheriff Ponder’s own
handcuffs on his wrists, and the
groaning, mumbling lawman sat
on the floor and nursed his broken
jaw with his unwounded hand.

““Thar he is—git the skunk—the
sheriff cain’t stop us—"’

But the first hard-eyed men to
reach the inner office halted
abruptly. They saw dark-eyed
Rita Derring with her arms
around Sudden Cassidy, and per-
haps it was her apparent shame-
lessness, or the wonderful sight of
her mearly unclad body that
stopped them, shut their mouths.

Rita’s clear, unashamed voice
rang out.

“If it’s Sudden Cassidy you’re

honin’ to take, I'll tell you he isn’t
the one—Lark Ponder tore off my
clothes—he—"’

Her breath caught then and she
had the thought to shield herself
some behind Sudden’s lanky body.
She went on.

‘“I found papers provin’ he was
roddin’ them outlaws in the mal-
pais, an’ he threatened to kill
me!’’ she cried out. ‘‘ He—he tore
off my dress, an’ Sudden Cassidy
gunned him down! Lark Ponder
was behind Black Bart and—"’

‘¢ And Black Bart spilled it when

I twisted loose an ear,”’” grinned

Sudden. ‘I found it out this morn-
ing, anyway, when Sheriff Ponder
had the chance to salivate Black
Bart with a carbing and deliber-
ately missed. I’'m holdin’ Ponder
for all of the killin’s and such that
the malpais owlhooters commit-
ted.”’

Growled oaths grew in volume.
But Sudden had two guns in his
hands now, and his voice was quiet
and deadly.

““Still he’s my prisoner,”’ he
said. ““I wouldn’t want to kill
honest men, but that’s the law
against lynch mobs as I know it.”’

The leaders looked into the
smoky blue eyes. They looked at
the scantily clad dark-eyed girl be-
side him.

Not a word was spoken. They
turned and went out.

Ly
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(Continued from page 81)

showin’ up Cap MacRae, if so I’'m
given the time—"’

Buck swore as he turned off into
the short trail. He knew well
enough what Noel Angus meant.
If he was given the time to try and
make Colonel Thurston see sense
in this land grabbing business?

But if it so happened that Angus
fell into the hands of Captain Mac-
Rae and his few renegade troopers,
no time would be given.

HE heavy gate of the Big Sioux

post stockade ecreaked open.
The girl on the blue grulla had so
easily distanced Noel Angus that
.-he was still a fourth of a mile away
when he heard the gate. He had
been listening to the running feet
of the grulla and he could but
breathe W1th relief when the girl
had passed safely through the mal-
pais and the barranca up to the
post.

““Damn’ funny, that’n,’’ grunted
Angus, as he heard the fort gate
open and close. ‘‘ ’Course she’s a
gal, but they ain’t always so quick
on admittin’ Red River pilgrims.
Kind o’ loco she didn’t wait.
But—"’

UNS crashed out in the dark-
ness from both sides. Angus’s
horse reared, made a long leap,
and went down on wilting forelegs.
It gave one scream of pain and lay
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there quivering and dying as blood
spouted from its neck.

Thrown, half stunned by landing
on one shoulder, Angus rolled, his
guns rasping from their leathers.
The whanging of guns increased
to attack from three different di-
“rections. Angus felt as if someone
had rapped him over one shoulder
with a club, and the peacemaker
in that hand fell from nerveless
fingers.

““You don’t s’pose—"’

Angus rolled bitter, questioning
words from his throat. Behind them
a thought that burned his brain and
“his heart.

This girl? Ruth Barkley, she
had said? Could she have led him
directly into an ambush trap? Hell!
Come to think of it, when he had
first met up with her, she had been
doing some almighty curious shoot-
ing? Sending bullets that seemed
to be intended to taunt the erooked
Captain MacRae?

Damnation! That might have
been a trap, too. Suppose he had
been spotted, and the trick shoot-
ing had been meant to draw him
out into the open barranca where
he had seen Captain MacRae.
Then the girl could have accident-
ally been dragged by her runaway
pony. :

Again, by all the holies, Cap
MacRae’s own troop of gun sling-
ers had been right handy, riding
out of the post and all set for the
pursuit of Noel Angus.

““Why, you damn’, suspicion’
scut,”’ grated Angus. ‘‘It ain’t no
"~ ways possible—’’

With the warmth of her kisses
still in his memory, even with lead
singing around him, Angus cursed
himself for this fleeting thought.

Funny though, how fast a hom-
bre will think when death is nip-.
ping at his ears. :

Angus bellied down, gaining as
much shelter as he could alongside
the still quivering body of his dead
horse. With one arm useless, he
could only start triggering with his
left hand, keeping the fallen gun
close and ready to replace the iron
he was emptying.

Wham! Wham! Wham!

Lead buzzed like angry hornets,
The pluck-pluck-pluck of slugs hit-
ting the horse’s body was proof
that this ambush was intended to
be a death circle. Angus drew little
satisfaction from gseeing a black
shadow rear up and hearing a man
seream as one of his bullets found
him. -

Only the encircling, spiteful
blazes of the guns for marks, An-
gus desperately determined there
was no way out. He could tell when
more lead sliced into his flesh, and
his reason told him that Cap Mae-
Rae was viciously determined that
he never should reach Colonel
Thurston.

A bullet burned under his left
armpit, and Angus clenched his
teeth with pain, knowing that when
he ceased replying, that would be
the finish. Madness lay in the
thoughts he had given to the girl’s
possible part in all this, and in the
further surety that MacRae and
the land grabbers would lay most
of their erimes upon him, once he
was dead.

Honest Red River settlers would
be cleaned out, and without doubt
MacRae would maintain that Noel
Angus had been the outlaw behind
the Black Riders. If he could but
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find Cap MacRae among these yel-

low-bellied, gulching killers.

- “It wouldn’t be much, but by
hell! If I could only drill that poi-

son skunk ’fore they get me!’’

There could be no more than two
or three bullets left in the old
peacemakers. Angus deliberately
held up his fire, waiting. If he could
hear Cap MacRae’s voice, perhaps
“there might be a chance to chalk off
that score at least.

It came—

““He’s done in!’’ came the rasp-
ing voice of MacRae. ‘‘Leastwise
his irons are empty! Rush ’im
now! It’s good—"’ ;

That would be MacRae. Telling
the others to rush him, while the
worthy captain kept his own car-
cass clear of any chance of collect-
ing his dues. But as growled oaths
replied to MacRae, and boots shuf-
fled among the mesquite bushes,
Angus picked out the spot from
which MacRae had spoken.

In the face of what could be none
other than blasting death, Angus
made hig feet and found that his
legs were still intact. He lunged
straight toward the clump of mes-
quite where MacRae had been
heard.

HERE was a sudden silence of

guns. A breathless instant in
which Angus’s enemies seemed to
be confused, possibly afraid to risk
gunning down one of their own
numbers.

So it was a bloody-faced, stag-
gering, terrible figure that loomed
suddenly in the mesquite directly
above the hawk-nosed, uniformed
Captain MacRae. MacRae let out
a squawk that held a sheer note of

fear and tried to bring up his snub-
nosed army Colts.

Angus had but one good arm,
but working fist. Some cold, un-
reasoning fury caused the Red Riv-
er ‘‘owlhooter’ to drop the gun
he held and to smash out with his
knuckles, wanting the bloody feel
of flesh and bone crunching under
his own cracking skin.

Cap MacRae was a bulky man,
but no man on earth could have

stood up under that terrific smash.

But then, as he went down, Angus,
weakened and bleeding from half
a dozen wounds, fell with him. And
Cap MacRae’s snub-nosed iron
swung around. Its cold muzzle
prodded into Angus’s neck.

It made Angus more sick because
he had failed, than because he was
about to die. And his mind and
nerve were braced for the shock of
dying. In that flashing moment, he
could again see the warmly tanned,
sweet face of the girl who had crept
unbidden into his arms.

Somehow he knew then, with the
surety of revealed fate before dy-
ing, that her kisses were true, that
some unexplained whim of fortune
had put her into his arms—

But a bullet was coming. Angus
was set, and he heard MacRae say,
““They’ll hang you to the post gate
as a warning to any that eross up
the Black Birds what’ll happen—
they’l1—"’

The shot came, but to Angus it
was not the flesh-tearing blast he
had expected. Nevertheless it was
a straight, sure shot. And there
had been the flare of a thrown pine
torch just before it came.

A deep, throaty groan came from
Captain MacRae.

Angus imagined he saw the vivid
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face of the girl he had kissed. Her
eyes glowed and they were behind
a silver-plated six-gun with a spin-
ing cylinder.

The girl’s face retreated into the
deep, red haze that came before
Angus’s eyes. He could vaguely
hear shouts, the pounding of hors-
es’ hoofs, the ecrang and the bang
of guns. And near the girl, erect

—and grayha:<ea on a dancing gray

horse, rode the ramrod figure of
Colonel Thurston.

OEL ANGUS awakened to
imagine he was again on a flat,
black rock, with living kisses cling-
ing to his lips. So an hombre had
to be dead to dream things like

)

~ that!

14

But the lips clung, and a remem-
bered sob was back in a voice.

Her eyes were warm and swim-
ming, and Angus saw that he was
lyving in a white bed 1n a white
room, with the chopped sides of
hewn beams in the ceNglg above.
Only at Big Sioux post #vas such a
roQm. |

Andge. seid hoarsely, ‘‘Ruth—
poatcy —where—"’

- ““You’re to keep quiet like any
other damn’ lead monument ought
to keep,”’ growled a shirt-sleeved
man, the post surgeon. ‘‘Hell an’
all, young fella! When you’ve been
sieved by enough lead to build a
statue, you’re dead. The Medical
Digest says so—’

““Shut up, doc!”’ spoke a crisp
commanding voice.
~  Whitelidirew Colonel Thurston
stood beside the Hrl whose soft
arms pillowed Angugs head.

““I reckon you knov, Noel An-
gus, that you’re a rap&allion, an’
you could be lynched for d)duetin’

my daughter an’ sendin’ her back
clean out of her mind,’’ went on
Colonel Thurston grimly. “QOnly
if we hang you up by the neck, this
girl o’ mine, Ruth, would pe just
like her mother. ‘An’ her mother
would make 1t hell an’ all for any-
body who went out an’ strung ﬁp
somebody she liked.”’

This was bad. Angus had an idea
that his mind must be all stopped
up again. But his thoughts grad-
ually cleared.

The wild, gun shaotin’ gal who
seemed to feel she had a right to
keep on kissing him, in ‘wpite of all
the army rules, his being %n
as an outlaw, and the prege
several persons, including
fied Buck Kellar, told ho
set out to find Noel
had been followed by
Rae, who had made
advances to her.
stopped him with a
shooting.
~**Funny,”’ said Ruth, “‘but when
Noel Angus was branded as an out-
law, I liked his name. Then T over-
heard Captain MacRae plotting to
seize you, honey, and hgve t;'cou
lynched, in order to clear the Black
Riders of suspicion. I wanted to
see you before I told dad ahout all
this, for he trusted Captain Maec-
Rae. So—”’

““So Captain MacRae met with a
sad accident, Noel Angus,’’ said
Colonel Thurston. ‘‘And, judging
from her mother, you have met
with a worse one. I warn you that
my daughter isn’t to be trusted.
Why, she will—"’

“Yegs,” sald Noel Angus, his
head pillowed by pulsating curves.
““I’'m judgin’ I know what you
mean, colonel.’’
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