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It #ANGE BOSS

Tuere’s a heap of variety in this
issue, both in the story plots and the

“writing styles. That’s what we aim
for up here on the 3W range, as we
figure variety is not only the spice
of life but likewise the spice of a
magazine. Of course, you may like
one writer’s style better than an-
— other’s—but that’s only mnatural.
: — One reader thinks Mr. X is the best
word wrangler there is, while another
~ customer will rate Mr. Z the top
~ hand with Mr. X way down in the
=t .
~ Years ago I knew an editor who
pot an enthusiastic letter from a
reader. This letter praised ecvery-
thing in one particular issue. So the
_editor went plumb on a rampage,
roarin’ through the office and tear-
ing his shaggy mane. “What in
hell’s wrong with me!” he bawled,
“I must be slippin’! That reader ga-
- loot likes the whole magaszine!”

~  Don'’t reckon I'd take it quite so
hard But like him, I feel better

once in a while.

~ pay a compliment.

~ beat.

when you complain about somethin’
It’s human nature
to bellyache about things—and usu-
ally we’d rather raise objection than
Here’s a note
from a mysterious hombre who’s

mighty vehement both ways:

~ Dear Rance Boss: You wanted to
know if Bud Jones and Kiowa Kenyon

~ were still popular with Wild West Weekly

readers. Well, here’s my opuuon

The stories with Bud Jones in them alone
were excellent, but now with the addition
of old Kiowa Kenyon they just can’t be
J. Allan Dunn’s stories about these
characters are always fresh and give you
a lot of clean enjoyment. Here’s a sug-
gestion: how about getting Dunn-to write
a novel featuring Bud and Kiowa? -

~ About Sonny Tabor—as an outlaw he
was swell reading matter, but now as a
Ranger he’s better than ever. Give Ward
M. Stevens a hand. He deserves it. =

Here’s a few things about Wild West
Weekly that sorta go against my grain.
You said you could take brickbats, Range
Boss, so here goes:

I consider Chuck Martin’s character,
Rawhide Runyan, just an ornery low-down,
bounty-huntin’ killer, not fit to ride with
the rest of the clean-fighting Wild West
Weekly outfit. Although Chuck Martin’s
other stories are all right, I think they’re
written too much the same.

In regard to the Pole Pickett stories—
they’re written only fairly well and have
little or no plet to speak of. To put it
bluntly, you sure must have a misplaced
sense of humor to see anything funny in
them. I sure can't.

Hasta La Vista,
- Tae GarrorinG GrOST.

Chicago, Il

That’s the kind of reader spirit I
like to see, Ghost. You speak your
mind in a right frank manner. Like
I said earlier, it’s likely—fact, it’s
certain—that some of the other cus-
tomers disagree. But I'd be pleased
to hear from a flock of ’em regarding
a novel-length yarn about Bud and
Kiowa. Unlimber your pens, you
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readin’ ranmha.ns and scrawl out
your oplmons '

As in the case of most all our
writers, Ray Nalfziger is a genuine
Westerner. Since he writes the com-
~ plete novel in this issue, seems proper
for him to ta]k some about his ca-
reer:

Drar Rance Boss: TI've been knocking
around the wide open spaces practically
all my life—living on farms and ranches,
in small towns and big, listening to old-
‘timers and having a few adventures on
my own. As a kid I lived on a Nebraska
stock farm four miles from Rock Creek
Station on the old Oregon Trail where

Wild Bill Hickok got his reputation as a

fighter and, until research showed other-
wise, the eredit for killing anywhere from
five to ten men single-handed. Had the
true story of that episode under my nose,
but at the time I was too busy loping
around the country on a cow pony to trou-
ble about such things.

Spent some years East and West chas-
ing an education that T never quite caught
up with, and came back to the Southwest
~ to break in as a U. S. Forest Ranger in
back mountain country at a time when
horse thieves were operating full blast in
there—and when a drought and winter were
.so severe that ranchers had to steal gov-
ernment grass in a vain effort to save their
cattle.

Most of my stories go back to yarns told
me by men, some of them the kind who
were in a lot of trouble in their earlier
lives—shooting serapes, mutual stealing of
their neighbors’ cattle, picking up and tak-
ing away ropes that happened to have
someone else’s horse on the other end, stop-

ping stagecoaches at unseheduled places,
~and—in the case of one fine old-timer—

being accused of holding up an army pay-
master.

Since quitting the rangers and tying onto
a typewriter, I've taken a pack trip now
and then, had a try at dude ranching and

managed a frequent visit with cowboys who -

are riding the roughest mountain range in
Arizona— Whoa! (At this point m Mr.
Nafziger’s letter there’s an uneven quaver.
—Editor.)

Wow! Believe it or not, but just then—
il:44 p. m. on my watch—one of those
things these Californians eall earth tremors
gave the house a hefty kick on the rear

~Maybe T'd better sign off for now and see

“man’ll find anywhere.

porch and nearly shook my teeth loose"

if any molars are missin’! =
Smcerely——and shaken!

Ray NaFzicer.

Santa Momca Cal.

Used to live in Cahforma myse}f—
—and it’s as fine a country as a
Those trem-
ors which occur once in a while in
certain small parts of it aren’t seri-
ous. They only make it more inter-
estin’. Santa Monica’s as clean and

- purty a city as anybody could ask.

Glad to have the information, Sefior
Nafziger. 1 reckon you’ll be giving
us more stories of the same caliber
as “Guns Across the Border.” Don’t
make us wait too long! =
Billy West and Buck Foster are
back this week in “Sheep War for
Circle J.” Buck is pretty much to
the front in this yarn, as he causes
a pile of trouble for himself and
plenty of others. The old mossy-
horn and straight-up Billy West
have been favontes here for a long -
spell.
Part I of Ed Eaﬂ Repp s con-
tinued novel keeps up the pace of
this week’s spread and it remmds

me to print a note Ed sent me the

other day: : =

Dear Raxce Boss: T want to take time
off from braggin® about what caused me to :
write “Canyon of the Forgotten, to inter-
duce an old friend o’ mine to the 3W bunk-
house crew—Colonel E. D. Nix, one of the
last links in the chain of pioneers connect-
in’ the present with the wild and wooliy
West.

Colonel Ed is about seventy-seven years'
old now, stands six feet one and is still
as hale and hearty as he was the day he
carried law into the Injun Territory of
Olklahoma as its first United States mar-
shal and fired the shot that sent thousands
of land-mad homesteaders on the Cherokee
Strip Stampede.

Pve known Colonel Ed these many,,
years now and despite his havin’ right too —
many honorable notches on his gun, which -
notehes he never whittled, I’'ve never heard
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- him utter a single cussword, never saw
di ] Here’s a gent that
~ handled the toughest outlaws Oklahoma
-~ ever produced, in the days when law was
on a mans hip. He's had many eclose
ealls, but has lived to a ripe old age be-
cause he was faster and straighter on the
~“draw than those who wanted to plant him
m boothill. He was boss o' such lead-
-splayin’ gents as Billy Tilghman, Steve
Burke, Chris Madsen, Bud Ledbetter and
Charlie Colcord—and tamed such raw cow
towns as Oklahoma City, Guthrie, and
Tulsa. When he retired, the citizens gave
him a gold-plated six-gun in appreciation
of all he’s done for Oklahoma and pos-
terity—and you couldn’t buy that gun for
love nor money!

I reckon Colonel Ed’s only fault is mod-
esty. He never had a press agent to ex-
ploit him and his deeds as a lawman par
excellence.. A gent to ride the river with—
that’s what they say up in Okla. I agree
that he is, which is sayin’ in range-land
lingo that there isn’t a better man in all
the country than Colonel Ed. And at
seventy-seven he still goes home twice a
year to visit his aged mother! Which goes
to prove that a man, no matter how old
he 15, 1s still a baby to his ma.

So, let’s rise and give a lusty yip-yip for
a real gent—the man who put finis to such
outlaws as Bill Deolin, his gang, Little
Dick, Bill Powers and a flock of other bad
uns, and made Oklahoma a law-abidin’
State out of a raw, red Indian Territory.

Yores,
Ep EarvL Repp.

Yes, Colonel Nix is the kind of
man to which the West will always

be heavily indebted. That kind of
man built the West, changed it into
the fine, flourishing eountry it is to-
day—a place where men breathe
free and feel honest red blood pound-
ing in their veins.

Guess I'd better say something
about next week’s line-up. C. Wil-
liam Harrison writes the complete
novel, “Curse of the Tumbling T.”
Kept me readin’ right through
noontime, it was so interestin’. Hope
it does the same for you, without
wanting you to get to ganted up
from hunger the way I did. “Death
Rides Black Gorge Pass” is a plumb
unusual novelette by a new hand
named George Michener. Your old
favorites, the Bar U Twins, are back
again in an exciting adventure. Jeff
and Bugeye find “A Cure for Stut-
terin’ ” in a mighty comical fashion
—and to top off all this there are a
couple more short stories and a gen-
erous installment of Ed Earl Repp’s
suspenseful continued novel. T rate
it the biggest dime’s worth a reader
can find.

About time I closed the gates to
this word pen. See you next week,
with spurs jinglin’. Adios.

Tre Rance Boss.
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AT H l. E T E + Inits December number, Athlete presents

THE
ALL-STAR
MAGAZINE

a star-studded issue, including:

WHAT ALL-AMERICA?—H. O. [Fritz)
Crisler, University of Michigan's head coach,
speaks out on the benefits and evils in the
present system of picking All-Americans.

HOLD 'EM, PITTSBURGH—The inside
story of the Pitt Panther football situation by
a famous sports writer who lived through it.

MAKER OF CHAMPIONS—Coach
Wm. Foley gives the formula he has used in
furning out grid, court and diamond cham-
pions in profusion at Bloomfield High School,
N. J.

Also articles by Kingsley Moses who
finds two million forgotten athletes; Fred
Keeling who discusses the only real ama-
teurs left in America and top-notch stories
by Jack Kofoed, Richard McCann and
others.

Athlete

ON SALE NOYEMBER 11th
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GUIS ACROSS THE BORDER

By fay nafuger

A powerful greed for gold gnawed at those Mexican bandido;.
and they built a gunflame hell between Tass Majors and his father!

CHAPTER 1.
VISITORS TO THE SACABOTA.

As young Tass Majors hazed in
the bunch of horses he had just
gathered off the Sacabota range, he
looked hopefully at the house which
loomed through the alamos and
drooped pepper trees of the ranch
headquarters. But there was no
smoke rising from the chimney.

That meant that his father had
not returned. It had been over a

month now since Dan Majors had

ridden away, heading south for
Mexico on mining business, and no
word had come back to his son.
Which, with most of Mafiana-land
aflame in one of its periodic revolu-
tions, had Tass worried. Anything
could happen across the Border—
even to Dan Majors, who had spent
the years of his early life in Mexico.

A three-year-old sorrel filly in the
bunch of horses streaked off through
the mesquite. The blood-bay geld-
ing under Tass leveled off in a run
and the rider’s yell split the air. It
was a race, hoofbeat matching hoof-
beat, until the longer stride of the
three-quarter thoroughbred wunder
Tass shot him ahead. “The filly spun
on a dime and again it was a race,
~ but the pole wing stretching out

from the corral turned the colt back

to the open gate. Tail high, the
filly flashed into the pen, and Tass
‘Majors, his gray eyes gleaming in
the dusty tan of his lean face,

grinned as he leaned from the sad-
dle to swing the gate shut. Plenty
of speed in the filly that the twenty-
year-old mare, Carmen, had lately
breught back to the Sacabota ranch.

With a revolution down in
Mexico, that old Carmen mare had
been smart in returning from the
land where she had been foaled long
before. Likely too many shots fly-
ing down there for her; too many
soldados wanting spirited colts to
ride into battle. At the advanced
age of twenty, old Carmen hadn’t
raised her colt to be a soldier’s
mount.

Tass wiped sweat from his face
with his neckerchief, of white silk
with green spears of sotol em-
broidered on it. Then his keen eyes
went to the steel water tank where
there were two sets of tracks that
had been made since he had ridden
out that morning. A shod horse and
a shod mule had watered at the
reservoir not long before. 'The

water they had dribbled on the
He noticed
something else, too—near the horse

ground was not yet dry.

tracks a dark patch on the adobe

earth, not much larger than a dellar,
and alongmde it a few httle spots.

A darker liquid than water had
fallen there.
“Blood, most likely,” muttered
Tass to himself. From the position
of the spots he knew they had come
from the rider of the horse. Maybe,
Tass thought, that rider had been -
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his father. He opened his mouth to

~ raise a whoop and then shut it, in-

_ stead sliding out the worn carbine
from its scabbard under his stirrup

~ leather. The years had ground cau-

_tion into him; half of the travelers
through this Border country were
fleeing American and Mexican rene-
gades, horse thieves and murderers.

Dismounting, he headed through
the pepper trees, carrying his car-
bine, still hoping that the rider
might be his father, back from that
bloody land of killers and bandit
rebels to the south. ,

Slipping through a hedge of
feathery-leaved tamarisk, he came
into sight of the brown-walled adobe
house, lying at the foot of a cliff of
‘black rock. Standing in front of the
kitchen door was a claybank horse
and a dun mule. The mule bore a
pack, two rawhide boxes with a
small tarp tied loosely over their
tops. On the horse sat a man in a
gaudy Mexican saddle, a slender
gray-bearded Mexican, bent far over
the drooped neck of his weary
mount.

The rider’s right boot had been
slashed open; exposed was a bare
calf, badly swollen, covered in part
with a dusty bandage from which
blood dripped slowly. Another
~ bandage made from a torn shirt had
been tied turban-fashion about the
man’s head.
~ Tass walked alongside, but the
- oldish man did not seem to hear
~ hu A filled cartridge belt sagged
~ about his waist but the holster was
~ empty. A canteen with its stopper

~__gone hung from the flat dinner-plate

~ saddlehorn.

— Tass spoke to him in Spanish, and

- the man lifted his head, opening eyes

dull with exhaustion. Then the old

~ fellow made a desperate effort and
- hifted himself erect. He was no

peon, that was plain.

‘began to slip down.

“This is the casa of Don Dan
Majors?” he asked weakly.

“Yes,” said Tass.

“Then you are perhaps the son
of Dan Majors?” went on the man.

Tass said “Yes” again. “You
have word of my father?”

Either the wisitor did not hear
Tass’ question or he ignored it.
“Maybe you have heard your father
speak of me—Marcial Robles?”

Tass® eyes widened.  “Sure,” he
said. “Plenty. Don Marcial Robles,
the mining man that stepped in
years ago when a gang of rebels had

‘dad before a firing squad and told

the buzzards they’d have to shoot
him ‘fore they shot dad. You're the
Robles that saved dad’s life.”

“It was nada—nothing,” the Mexi-
can said depreciatingly. “But if you
are Dan Majors’ son, I am com-
pelled to ask a favor of my old
friend’s son. A place to hide, a
chanee to rest. There are those that
follow me.”

“I’ll see that they don’t find you,”
said Tass. “Bul my father, where
is he, Don Marecial?”

The bloodless lips of Don Marcial
Robles opened as the man slowly
“Your father,”
he said, “he 1s—” He gestured
feebly toward the south. “Hide me,
my son. Not only for my sake—for
your father’s, too. Later "

The man’s faint voice trailed off;
his eyes closed agam. A long gusty
sich came from him, and abruptly
be slid from the saddle like a sack of
meal. '

Tass caught the shght body in his
arms and eased the man to the little
stretch of grass beside the kitchen
door. It looked as if the wealthy
Mexican mining man, Don Mareial
Robles, had run ito a peck of
trouble down there below the Bor-
der. Which was nothing surprising:
there had been plenty hell down in

b2 ]
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that corner of Mafiana-land. For
weeks Mexican ranchers and their
families had been fleeing across the
Ime from raiding rebel-bandit bands,
led mostly by a bandit, Coronel
Colorow Borrunda, whose buzzard
legions were terrorizing hundreds of
square miles of northern Mexico.

But why old Don Marecial had
fled made no difference to Tass.
The don at risk of his ewn life, had
saved Dan Majors from the bullets
of an adobe-wall firing squad. The
Mexican had appealed to Tass to
hide him, and when it came to a
hiding place, the Sacabota ranch had
one that couldn’t be beaten.

He carried the man mto the
spring house under the black cliff
rising behind the ranch headquar-
ters. The adobe shed had been
built directly against the cliff wall
where a running streanr of pure cold
water gushed out and ran through
troughs to the water tank at the
corrals.

Behind this shed was a low-ceiled
eave blasted out mn Apache days by
the first owner of the ranch. En-
trance to it was by a boulder that
could be pivoted about to make a
small opening. The boulder door
eould not be detected in the dark-
ness of the room, even by the
sharpest-sighted. Dan Majors and
his son used the cave room as a bur-
glar-proof store place for miscel-
laneous articles; a few cases of
canned food, stock salt, sacks of
flour and sugar. A duct hidden i
the ceiling carried in a supply of
fresh air.

Depositing Don Marcial on the
floor of the spring house, Tass
pivoted the boulder and shipping
through the narrow opening into the
eave, lit a candle stuck in an iron
spike in the wall. Then he dragged
Don Marecial in through the narrow
opening and stripped off the man’s

clothes. The blood-clotted bandage
on the head covered a raw furrew
made by a bullet that had scraped
the don’s scalp. The leg, badly
swollen, was still bleeding a httle.
The wounds were serious enough in
themselves, and with the long ride
in crossing the malpais desert they
had brought on a high fever. Tass
bathed the man in cold water, wash-
ing off the blood and applying fresh
bandages.

Then he returned to dispose of
the horse and mule. Surely no one
would dare follow Robles this far
into the United States, but as he
scanned the country to the south,
Tass saw miles distant, a faint dust
cloud which could be raised either
by loose horses or a band of mounted
men.

The pack load and the saddles he
decided to take into the eave room,
after which he would dispose of the
horse and mule.

Taking off the tarp covering the
pack, he lifted one of the rawhide-
covered boxes from the forks of the
pack saddle. The box, as he heaved
up on the rope handles, was astonish-
ingly heavy, a solid sort of weight,
too, as if it were metal. He placed
it on the doorstep and went around
the mule to lift the other box from
the mule’s back.

“Whew! The don must be packin’
iron,” Tass muttered to himself as
he plunked the second box on the
stone doorstep. Strips of canvas
covered the contents.
investigate; what the boxes held was
none of his business. But as he

turned to loosen the cinches on the

mule’s saddle, the animal flung his
big-eared head around. As he
dodged, Tass tripped over one of the
boxes which he had left sitting at
an angle. The box tipped over,
spiling out a buckskin sack. The
sack had been peorly tied and as it

Tass did net



= ‘fell = few mund g}eammg yellow
— ‘drlsks of metal rolled from it.
~ He blinked his eyes in amazement

American double eagles. There were
~ five other similar sacks in the box,
~ and when he lifted the canvas strip

_covering the other box, he saw half

a dozen sacks in the bottom. Heft-

ing each sack, they were of a weight

equal to the opened one,

Gold in both rawhide boxes,
twelve sacks of twenty-dollar gold-
pieces, worth forty or fifty thousand
dollars, maybe more. Why Don
Marcial Robles was carrying all that
money was none of Tass™ business,
but whoever had been chasing Don

Mareial and shooting him up, would

still be following that gold. Was
following him, Tass decided. That
dust cloud to the south was not
made by a band of loose horses, but
by horsemen.

Thoughtfully he carrled the heavy

rawhide-covered boxes into the hid-
den room behind the spring house
and placing them in a corner not
far from Don Marcial, returned to

the horse and mule.
— He’d have to use his head to fool
the pursuers. The cinches of the
pack saddle were old, almost worn
m two. They gave him an idea.
Without unsaddling either animal,
~ he mounted the horse and led the
~ mule back into a side canyon of the
~hills, climbing the ridge and turn-
~ing the tired pair of animals into a
maze of ravines and barrancas. Be-
~ fore turning them loose, carefully
~ stepping on rocks to hide ‘his tracks,
~_he turned the pack saddle so that

it would appear that the treasure

~ boxes had fallen off. The pair of
- hungry animals would head into a
- brushy wilderness, hunting grass. It

~was the best he could do in the
~ limited time before the riders would
appear

—and picked up two of the disks.
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= Tummg then, he hurried bick
down the malpais ridge, careful to
leave no telltale bootprints. :

Arriving at the ranch again, he

_stepped into the saddle of his blood-

bay and turned out the bunch of

“horses he had just brought in, haz-

ing them into the yard about the
house driving them in a circle until

_he had erased the signs of the mule
—and the horse tracks from the steel

tank to the house. The scattered
tracks would look as if he had.

“trouble in corraling the horses.

After that he cleaned the blood
marks from the ground and washed
the rock slab before the kitchen
door where blood had dripped.

Next he cleared away all traces of

the visitor from the spring house.
The dust cloud from the south
was getting nearer fast. Don Mar-
cial was asleep, breathing raspingly.
He’d make some broth for the man
from a quarter of beef kept in a well
under the spring house. What the
don needed now mostly was rest.
Meanwhile, Tass prepared a meal
for himself, making coffee and frying
a steak. He was eating when there
came a sudden beat of hoofs into
the yard. Not from the south, but

from the west, where a trail led from

the American cowtown of Glade.
Tass heaved a sigh of relief. Those

riders would be Americans. he could

count on them for help if necessary,

against that band of riders pouring

up out of Mexico.

His six-shooter in his holster, he
went to the door. Half a dozen men
were loping into the yard on
sweated-up mounts, one a little sly-
faced Mexican, the other five Ameri-
cans. - He identified only one man
by name, Ike Clasben, who had once
been deputy sheriff in the county
and now owned a saloon and gam-
bling place. The other men he had
seen about Glade, hanging about the
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barrooms, tinhorns who lured cow-
boys and ranchers into crooked
poker games. They weren’t the
kind to trust with what Tass knew
about Don Marcial and his gold.

Clasben, a lantern-jawed bean-
pole, five inches or more over six feet
m height, was plainly the leader of
the group.

“’Lo, Tass,” said Clasben, ‘while
his almost colorless eyes dwelled on
the boy. “Any strangers ride mto
here today?”

Tass figured that Don hlarcml
was no stranger to him and that he
wouldn’t be lying to say, “No.” He
shook his head. “Been gone most
of the day,” he stated. “Just got in
with a bunch of horses.
devil of a time corralin’ 'em. But I
-saw the tracks of a horse and mule
that watered at the tank while I was
gone. They headed over the ridge.”

Clasben and two of the men im-
mediately raced off to the tank. The
tracks testified to the truth of Tass’
statement.

“You must of had to chase them
hosses all over the yard,” remarked
Clasben as he returned. “Thought
you assayed better hoss wrangler
than that.” -

““They were pretty wild,” said
Tass easily. “One of ’em, a colt out
-~ of that old sorrel mare, Carmen.
Thought I'd never get her penned
and—"
“Were hunting a Mex,”
rupted Clasben impatiently.. “Got
word to be on the lookout for a old
fella that killed a gringo down in
Mexico. The gringo was travelin’
‘north outta Mexico with a couple
pack boxes of gold. I don’t want
to scare yuh without cause, Tass,
but from the description we got of
the American that old ladrone killed,
it might of been your father.”

Tass’ jaw dropped and he stared
thunderstruck at Clasben. For a

Had the

" _inter-

moment he distrusted thé oidrl\lé‘xi-i -

can he had hidden. There was no

proof that the old fellow was really
And the bird
had dodged telling him about his

Don Marcial Robles.

father. But no; there could be no
doubt. The man to whom he had
given shelter was Don Marcial and
no killer. Clasben was mistaken or
lying. But the mention of the pos- -
sibility of the death of his father
was enough to sober TFass. For a
month he had had no word of Dan
Majors.

“Dad’s still alive,” he protested
as if to silence his own fears.

Clasben frowned darkly at the
malpais desert lying between the
Majors ranch and the Border.
“Aint had word from him since he
left for Mexico, have you?”

“No,” admitted Tass. “I been
worried about him plenty, but T
can’'t believe he run into anything
serious down there. He knows
Mexico and how to get along with
Mexicans. But I wisht I'd ’a’ been
here when that old Mexican showed

up, if he was the man you're lookin’

for. Those tracks’ll be hard to fol-
low on that malpais rock ridge.”

“We'll follow ’em,” Clasben said
resolutely. “Throw a saddle on a
hoss and come with us. You knoew
every foot of this country, and we -
don’t.”

“All right,” agreed Tass. “Soon s '

I grab me another cup of Java. You
men all better come in and have
some.” Anything to delay the time

when this bunch found the horse
and mule with their empty saddles

and began to wonder if Tass maybe
hadn’t put something over on them.
“Not a bad idea,” said Clasben
and swung down. His colorless eyes
were restless, glancing about. Clas-

ben had been considered a blood- -
hound; as deputy sheriff he had
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A hard-knuckled fist blasted him to

the ground.
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caught many outlaws by sheer track-
ing skill.

Tke Clasben, however was no
longer a peace officer. Gold had
brought Clasben here with this

party of men on fagged-out horses,
not an attempt to catch a murderer.
He had got word somehow, of that
pack load of gold.

Clasben jingled spurs toward the
doorstep and then halting abruptly,
stared down sharply at the ground.
One of his boots had struck a little
object, kicking it out from under a
covering of dust.

With a curse, Clasben reached
down and picked up the object.
Tass saw 1it, too, and he became
rigid. One of the double eagles that
had rolled, unseen by Tass, under
the hoofs of the horse or mule and,
covered with dust, had by chance
been kicked out by Clasben’s boot
toe.

Clasben swung suddenly on Tass,
his .45 out and pointing at the boy’s
middle. Death lay n his eyes.

“That Mex has been here,” he
snarled. “Where is he?”

They had part of his secret, but
they still didn’t know where Don
Marcial was hidden. None of these
men knew of the cavern behind the
rock wall of the spring house, and
they’d never find out about it from
Tass Majors.

CHAPTER 1I.

APACHE TRICK.
OOK, TASS,” said Clasben in his
eold voice, “you’re young. Hardly
moren a kid, with all o’ life ahead
of yuh—if yuh tell us where Don
Marcial Robles is. He amn’t where
the tracks of his hoss and mule lead
—we know that. Yuh a’'most put
it over on us with rubbin’ out his
trail with that bunch of hosses yuh
run around the yard, but yuh didn’t.

The jig’s up an’ don’t try te proteet
that bird.
greaser. Come on, speak up; if yuh
don’t, we're goin’ to kill yuh.”

The other men, dismounting,
crowded in close around Tass. There
was no hope to be put in mercy from
any of them; they were all Tke Clas-
ben’s sort, the kind who would kill
Tass in a second, to get Don Mar-
cial’s treasure. Looking at them, he
could see over their shoulders the
cloud of dust to the south, coming
nearer and nearer. If Ike Clasben
and the others had noticed the dust,
they had thought it was just a bunch
of loose horses. Tass knew better;
he had seen too often the dust raised
by horses coming into water.

One of the men, a tall gambler
dressed in black garb, stepped close
and took a knife from a scabbard.
“If he don’t tell us where that Mex
is, we'll cut off his ears,” he threat-
ened. “And won’t he look plumb
funny without those lop ears o’ his?”

They were trying to break dus
nerve, but Tass Majors, raised i the
Sacabota country, fighting horse
thieves, breaking tough horses, had
gone through too hard a school to
be scared easily. He knew men, bad
and good, and had seen too many
of the bad kind to be made to talk
by threats. :

“Come on,” growled Clasben, as
he waved the six-gun menaeingly.
“Unhobble yore tongue.
yuh put that Mex? We know he’s
hurt and that he wasn’t able to get
far. Where'd yuh hide him?”

Tass was weighing his possible
chances.
the rané¢h might be friends of Don
Marcial, but probably were not.
The don had said men were pursuing
him. He had only one hope of get-

ing out of this mess—to make his

escape. If he slipped into the
thorny brush of the mountainside,

After all, he’s on’y a

Where'd

These riders approaching



—not shoot.
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hé could hide out until this rbuxrlch

left- and then come back to 1ook
after Don Marclal

The men in their eagerness, ha,dr

formed a circle about him, leaving
their horses outside the ring. Un-
expectedly, Tass knocked Clasben’s
six-shooter aside, and shouldered in
between two riders to leap toward a
sorrel horse among the mounts.
His attempt caught the men by
surprise. ~ They hadn’t expected
flight or resistance, Clasben let out

a bellow and raised his gun, but the
horses were in a wild confusion,
plunging about frightened as Tass

dashed in among them. There was
also another reason why Clasben did

no use to him. :

“Get him!” he bawled
down.”

The sorrel gelding Tass had
chosen was a half-crazy animal, and
scared by the noise, started to run
before Tass could get into the sad-
~dle.

“Run him

horn with both hands. Running

alongside the horse as the sorrel

crashed through the tamarisk
hedge, he swung up, using the old
pony-express mount, without touch-
ing foot to a stirrup.

“Dont kill him!’ bawled Ike

Clasben as guns burst out in a

ragged chorus. “We want him to
ta.lk. Ketch him and I'll skin him
“alive. Shoot that hoss out from un-
der him.”

-Tass raced the sorrel toward the
brush of the cliff while Clasben and

- the rest, throwing themselves into

~ saddles, spurred frantically to head

him. Swinging back from the moun-
“tain as a swarm of bullets hailed
—about his mount, Tass turned to-
~ ward the desert. He might have

— made it had not one rider been far-
sighted enough to guess that the

Tass, dead, would be of

Tass had barely time to snatch
« up the reins and catch hold of the

fugitive would be forced in that'

direction. A bullet stung the sorrel’s
rump, caused him to start bucking.

Before Tass culd spur him out of it,

the riders were all about him.
They were no longer trying to

shoot his horse; they didn’t need to.

Their lariats would do the job. The

first two loops he- dodged, but a
third cast fell over him Tike a hoop

over a barrel and tightened. He

was yanked from the saddle and
sailed through the air, striking his
head against the bole of a scrubby
cottonwood so hard that he went
completely out.

When he came to, they had taken
him to the steel stock tank at the
corrals and were splashing buckets
of water over him. His hands were

tied behind his back and a rope was

looped about his ankles. As he
opened his eyes, a boot thudded inte
his ribs, hard. The owner of the
boot was Ike Clasben.

“Now, damn you,” snarled Clas-
ben, “talk, and talk mighty quick.
Where’s that Mexican?” The boot
thudded into his ribs again and shot
agonizing pain over his whole side.
Still half stunned, Tass tried to
move away, but the little Mexican

planted his foot on Tass’ chest, an-
choring him so that there was no

chance of dodgm«r the torment Clas-
ben was giving him.

The thudding boot forced a groan
through Tass’ lips; then he set his
teeth in a vise.

“T'll make him talk,” growled
Clasben. - “Yank off one of his
boots.”

The man dressed in gambler garbk'r

knelt to shuck leather from Tass’
right foot. Deliberately, then Clas-
ben broke off a stout pitchy splinter

from a board, sharpened its pomt

and slowly stuck it through the sock

into the sole of Tass’ foot. It was

« *J-?..W“' ‘gqﬂ:" iy
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like a dull knife being forced through
his flesh.

“Next we'll set this sp]mter afire,”
Clasben remarked in his cold voice,
- “and let it burn clear into yore foot.
‘The same trick the Apaches used to

pull. It'll lame yuh for Life.”

Tass struggled violently, trying to
roll away, and two of the men flung

themselves on him and sat on him
~ as they would hold a refractory eolt.
He kicked violently with his left
foot and the boot smashed into
Clasben’s shin, bringing a yell of
pain from the ex-deputy.

The splinter even without being
set afire, was bringing unbearable
agony. Tass’ teeth came un-
clenched, but it was not to spill the
“hiding place of Don Marcial Robles;
it was to curse Clasben in all the
salty phrases, English and Spanish,
that Tass had heard along the Bor-
der.

He heard the sound of a match
head being drawn over a boot sole.
The threat of setting the splinter
afire was no bluff. And then some-
one spoke in a bellowing voice,
drowning Tass’ swearing, and
“through a mist of pain, Tass saw a
rider on a huge red roan horse a
few yards distant. The rider, a
stranger, was big like his horse,
huge-framed, rawboned and craggy-
faced, with sandy bristles which on
one side of his face were matted with
dried blood.

The newcomer had come up so
suddenly and silently, that Clasben
and the rest had not noticed him,
and they were caught flat-footed
when a huge paw swept a long-
barreled Frontier-model six-shooter
from 1its holster.

“You cussed Apaches!” the new-
~comer bawled. “Yank out that
splinter or I'll shoot a lead one into
your brisket.”

The men growled menacingly but

Clasben withdrew the thorn from
Tass’ foot. Pain lanced his foot
afresh and he could feel blood soak-

ing his sock.

The big, raw-boned, sandy-bristled
giant grinned bleakly. “What goes
on here?” he demanded.

Clasben stared at him. “T've
seen yuh somewhere,” he stated.
“But whoever you are, fella, yuh’re
hornin’ in on somethmo that don t
concern yuh. Put down that gun
an’ get the hell outta here.”

The rider made no reply to this;
dust-covered, he continued to look
down on the group from a pair of
frosty blue eyes. Bulking big on his

tall horse, he seemed one moment

invincible, full of fire and strength;
the next moment he was wavering
in the saddle, and the six-shooter in
his hand lowering. He jerked him-
self erect again, but it was too late.
Clasben had sprung tigerishly at
him, to pull him from the saddle to
the ground where the whole group
swarmed over him.

Recovering from his momentary
stupor, the big fellow fought power-
fully, tossing off men as if they were
boys. They were too many for him,
however. A gun, used in batting
him over the head, went off sending
a bullet into the ground. Kicked,
beaten, the stranger was left lying
senseless, with blood oozing from his

temple to join the dried blood of -

his previous injury.

Cursing, Clasben’s outfit tled hlm
as the boy was already tied. Tass,
at the defeat of the stranger, felt
black despair.

doubt murder of Dan Marcial—was
something that he would want
hushed up. Tass and this big raw-

boned man with the foghorn be]low, >

were doomed alike to death, ,
“Who’s that big hippo and where

For what Clasben in- =
tended here—the robbery, and noe



- cover their erime.

‘did he come from?” demanded Clas-
ben.

The little Mexican in the party
spoke rapid Spanish,
swiftly. Tass listened. The new-
_comer’s name was Jeff Storm from
the mining town of Cobre Durango,
below the Border. He was a part-
ner of Don Marcial’'s in the big
Cobre Durango silver mine,

Jeff Storm. Several times Tass

had heard his father mention Jeff

Storm’s name. Whoever he was,
Tass felt sorry for Jeff Storm. Storm
hadn’t long to live, and all because
he had befriended a helpless young-
ster.

Tass raised a little and looked to

the south. Maybe that party of
riders belonged to Jeff Storm. But
the dust had disappeared from the
sky. The band must have turned
off before reaching the Majors ranch.
No hope from that direction.

The disturbance caused by Jeff
Storm’s arrival ended, Clasben
turned back to Tass. “Talk!” he bel-
lowed. “Where’s that Mex? What
did you do with him?”

Again the boot thudded into

Tass’ ribs, and he gritted his teeth

to keep from crymng out. He had
no choice but to keep still; once
they located Don Marcial Robles
and the treasure, they would kill
Jeff Storm, Tass, and Robles. Maybe
they would put the bodies in the
house and burn the structure to
: And when Dan
Majors returned he would find only
the ashes of his ranchhouse and a
few human bones. He would prob-

= ably figure that some of Colonel

Colorow Borrunda’s rebel army had

‘raided across the line hoping to steal

horses.

— Clasben, his face contorted with

- rage, knelt to put his six-gun against
‘Tass’ temple. The hammer clicked

WW—2D
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back and the end of the barrel dug
- hard into the boy’s flesh.

“This is your last chance,” snarled
Clasben. “And I ain’t bluffing.
T've wasted all the time I'm going
to with you. We don’t need yuh to
locate that greaser.
and we’'ll hunt him down. I'm glvm’
yuh just ten seconds to spill it.”

Tass’ lips remained tightly sealed.
They could kil him but they
couldn’t make
father’s friend. Somewhere in the

distance it seemed to him he heard

a hoof click. Those horsemen might
have dismounted in the mesquite to
come up quietly to the ranch. That
would account for the disappear-
ance of the dust.

rescue now.
time he could delay this long enough

for them to arrive—if they were

coming.

“What’s there in it for me if °
tell you?” he asked. “What’s to
keep you from puttin’ a bullet in
my head afterward?”

Clasben’s eyes became crafty.
“That shows good sense, Tass, to
ask that. Yuh know you can trust

me. Same as anybody that helps
We'll turn yuh
loose and give yuh a share of the

me can trust me.

money the old coot brung up from
Mexico.”

To Tass with senses made alert
by pain and anxiety, he was sure

now that he could hear a stealthy

movement of boots behind the

tamarisk hedges, an occasional jingle -

of spurs. Clasben’s men didn’t hear

it, evidently; they were too intent

on hearing what he had to tell them.
Hope flamed in Tass and a sud-

den belief that the horsemen had

left their horses in the mesquite and
had stolen quietly into the ramch
clearing.

The little Mexican in Clasben’s

He ain’t far

him betray his

The horsemen
were the only hope that he had for
Maybe if he stalled for

o
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group also sniffed something and

~ glanced uneasily back of him. Then
~ an exclamation came from the Mexi-

can, and the whole group of men
glanced behind them.
~ “Hell!” exclaimed Clasben. “That
tamarisk hedge is full of guns.”
~ The Mexican gave a shrill yell of
terror and got his legs into action,
racing toward the nearest brushy
clump. Half a dozen guns must
have been fired at once. The Mexi-
can gave a yell and leaped high into
the air to come down a lifeless
huddie of legs and arms.
~ Clasben, ,still crouched by Tass’
side, had swung his six-shooter and
began emptying his gun at the
tamarisk hedge. The others flung
themselves behind their horses, to
shoot over their saddles. ,
But there was no cover from the

= guns that suddenly hailed lead at
them from the hedge, the sheds and

a little hilloek back of the corrals.
Another one of the six men tried
flight and mounting a horse, spurred

off to break through the death cor-

don. Horse and rider got only thirty
feet before guns reached them, send-
ing them down in a tangled heap.

Clasben and the other three were
putting up a desperate battle, after
two of their horses went down,
crouching behind the barricade of
the dead animals. The numbers
against them were too overwhelm-
ing, however, the fight lasted only
seconds. The man in gambler garb
gave a yell of pain and raised up
above the dead horses. A shot hit
‘him in the face, tore half of a cheek
away; another smashed into his
chest, dropped him.

- Clasben had called out asking that
they quit, but no attention was paid
Clasben, hit in the
leg, loaded his gun again, keeping up
a muttered undertone of swearmg

“I bet it’s Colonel Colorow,” Tass

runda.

heard Clasben snarl. “That damned
redhead Mexican rebel of a Bor-
We fooled away too much
time here. If that kid had told us
when we first rode in, where he’d
hid Don Marcial, we’d ’a’
gold and been miles away by now.”
Cursing hoarsely as another bul-
let struck him, Clasben turned his
gun on Tass, still lymg bound, with

flying bullets passing over him.

Plain for Tass to see what Clasben
intended: to kill him before he him-
self died. But before Clasben could
pull trigger, two shots knocked the

. man over sideways, sent him to the

dust where his legs threshed back
and forth until the man stlﬂened a

“thin dribble of blood coming from

his mouth. Another hail of shots
and the other two men fell. That
left alive only the two bound
prisoners.

The firing stopped and Tass could
see the Mexican ambushers advance
toward the tank, thirty or forty
men. All were heavily armed with
rifies and six-shooters; bandoleers of
cartridges hung from their shoulders.
Reaching the group of dead men and
the horses, they stared in sudden as-
tonishment at the two bound pris-
oners.

Tass eyed them in return. If this
were part of Colonel Colorow Bor-
runda’s army, it wasn't much of an
army. The men were of all ages,
from boys to grizzled oldsters and
in all manner of garb, some with
sandallike guaraches on bare horny-
soled feet, some with expensive .
boots, a few in blue uniforms with
red sashes, most in dirty cotton
shirts and pants. They had one
similarity:  all wore huge, gaudy

sombreros of straw or cheap felt. A

boy who was no more than twelve
years old came close to Tass,
flourishing a machete,
taunts at the gringo.

had the : :

shouting
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“T will cut off his ears and send
them as a present to my muchacha,”
he boasted and moved forward as
if to do that very thing.

Tass lashed out with beth feet
and rolled the boy in the dirt. He
sprang up, shouting man-sized
eurses, but older men shoved him
away.

Then a man shoved and the others
gave way respectfully. He was
thick-set, lighter than the others in
complexion, with heavy red bristles,
long red hair. Tass guessed this was
the notorious Colonel Colorow Bor-
runda. He wore a blue uniform with
a lot of braid and a huge dove-
colored sombrero with a band of
woven gold wire.

He stared down at the unconscious
Storm and kicked the man. Then
seeing that Tass was eying him, he
squatted over the boy. “W’at the
hell is this?” he demanded. “W’at
for they tie you up?”

He seemed proud of his English
and Tass diplomatically explained in
that language. “I was here at the
ranch when those fellas rode in want-
g to know about an old Mexican
that had a bunch of gold.”

“They did, hey?” said the man
Tass took to be Colorow Borrunda.
“And w’at you tell them, hey?”

“T told them I'd seen a mule and
a horse track by the tank. And
when I didn’t produce that Mexican
for them, they tied me up and

- started to work on me. Then this

big American rode in and they
jumped him and tied him up. I
don’t know who he 1s.”

“No, but I do,” snarled the Mexi-
can with a show of teeth. “I know
him very well. Jeff Storm. And so
your fellow gringos hurt you, eh?”
said Colorow, looking at the bloody
sock on Tass” punctured foot. “That

- ees nothing to wat I do. Some of
my men they are Yaquis, sabe?

They skin the hide off the soles of
your feet and then mak’ you walk
on sharp rocks. How you like that,
eh?” he asked with a ferocious grin.
“You did not lie about not seeing
the old Mexican?”

“Why should I hLe?” Tass re-
turned. “The tracks are there, if
you aren’t too blind to see them.”

“T know the tracks are here,” said

Colorow. “We follow them from
Mexico. All right.  You maybe

don’t mak’ lie. We find out. We
hunt a old man with one pack mule.
You not see him ride in here, no?”

“No,” said Tass truthfully. “I
didn’t see him ride in. But the
tracks go up the ridge.”

Colonel Colorow Borrunda was as
vain as a peacock, with the grand
manner which many Mexicans can
put on when they have positions of
authority.

He strode up and down -

for a few moments with his hands

behind his back, frowning deeply.
Tass had heard considerable about
Borrunda, whose nickname “Colo-
rado,” shortened to Colorow, came
from his red hair. In his youth he
had been a sheepherder in the
United States, but he had gone home
to become the leader of a force of
bandits, which bandits, since the
revolution had begun, he had turned
into a rebel army. Modestly, in-
stead of calling himself a general, he
clung to Coronel—Colonel in Eng-
lish.

Stopping his pacing, he began
barking out orders. All the men
were to mount to ride out for the

hunt. Two men were to stay to shee -

horses; one was to cook supper. A
yearling that had come up to water
was to be butchered for the meal.
Men sprang to do his bidding
while Colonel Golorow, looking at
the seattered dead bodies, hissed m
sudden anger. “There are too many
people that know about Don Mar-

52
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cial,” he stated. “I do not like it.
No telling when American troops
may ride in here. Pick up the tracks
of that horse and mule. Il follow.”

As men mounted, having drunk
from the stock rtank, Colonel Colo-
row walked over to Jeff Storm and
kicked him in the ribs half a dozen
times. Then bending he slapped the
man’s face repeatedly, harder and
harder, until the blows fairly
cracked. But Jeff Storm was plainly
out. With blood, fresh and old, on
him, he looked all but dead. And
Colorow could not waken him.

“We'll keep him,” said Colonel
Colorow. “He’ll be worth ransem,
“ that Jeff Storm. Put these two in
there.” He jerked his thick thumb
toward a grain room in a nearby
adobe shed. “Pablo, you keep
guard on them.”

Tass and Jeff Storm were picked
up and dumped unceremoniously,
still bound, in the shed, with the
door left open and the o-uard out-
side. Colorow and the rest rode
away.

Jeff Storm lay like dead in the
light that came in through the door,
his face bloody and ugly. Tass won-
dered if the man were really dead.
Then to Tass’ astonishment, Jeff
Storm’s eyes opened. Then one
closed in an expressive wink.

CHAPTER III.
GUNS FOR MEXICO.

HEIR guard left the doorway to

move a few feet away, hunkering
down to lean back against the Wall
of the building. He was a sociable
sort and from this new position, he
could see and talk to his two com-
panions who were shoeing horses in
the corral.

Jeff Storm spoke in a whisper that
could not carry to the guard. “Roll
close to me, bud, back to back.

Maybe one of us can work his
ﬁngers enough to git us outta this
mess.’

Tass worked himself about until
his back was close to Jeff Storm’s
broad one. His hands, bound hard
and fa.st at the wrists, touched the
man’s big paws, their wrists having
been CI'OSbed in binding so that theu‘

palms lay outward.

The tying had been done expertly,
but their fingers were free. The big
strong ones of Jeff Storm’s right
hand began working on the knot of
Tass’ bonds. Tho;e fingers were
swift, efficient. It took no more than
two minutes for Storm to undo the
first knot; the others were easy. The
light rope fell from Tass” wrists and
he hastily loosed Jeff Storm’s wrists.
After that they both untied their
ankles, but, afraid that the guard
might take a notion to peer in the
door neither man sat up. The
guard was still shouting talk back
dnd forth with the men at the cor-
ral.

They were free, but they had no
weapons. And ‘Colonel Colorow,
with all his men on the seareh,
wouldn’t take long to find the mule
and horse and return to torture in-
formation out of Tass. Whatever
was done, would have to be done in

“a hurry, but Tass waited for Jeff

Storm to take the lead. He had a
lot of respect for that craggy-faced,
boommor-vmced giant. Jeff seemed

in no hurry, he was waiting perhaps_

for Colorow’s bunch to get far

enough away so they could not hear

shots. >
“If you don’t know, that’s Colonel

Colorow Borrunda the damn Mex ,7717'

rebel leader,” he WhlSpered “You
better fog it out of here, bud; sneak
out to the mountaln and hide until
they leave.”

“This is my dad’s ranch,” said
Tass stubbornly. “And I ain’t Ie't-
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tin’ nobody make me hide here.
And, anyway, dad didn’t teach me
to run from a bunch of Mexicans.”
~ “He’d ’a’ taught you to run plenty
from this gang. That’s what I'm
going to do as soon as I get the
chance. What happened to Don
Mareial?  Did he cash in?”

“Nope, and he’s not gomg to.
Got him in a cave behind the well
house, an old hide-out rigged out in
Apache days. They'll never find
him there.
about? Do you know anything
about my dad—Dan Majors?”

“Dan Majors!” exclaimed Storm
in his husky whisper. “I should ’a’
guessed it. If your dad’s Dan
Majors, reckon I know plenty. He’s
down there in the mine town of
Cobre Durango right now, fighting
off Colorow’s little bandit army.
For three weeks the town’s been un-
der siege. Don Marcial asked your
dad to take command. There were
a dozen of us American mining men
in there; we been fighting day and
night, trying to keep that butcher
out. The Mex government hasn’t
been able to send any troops to help
us and we need ammunition down
there—mighty bad. That’s why
Don Marcial brought up that geld
—he’s made arrangements to buy a
pack train load of rifles and car-
tridges from a gun-runner named
Deever Drew. Drew’s camped in a
deserted little mine town above the
Border called Little Chiruahua, I
and half a dozen Mexicans went
along with the don. 'This bunch of
Colorow’s jumped us, but the rest
of us held him off long enough to
let Don Marcial get away. I
- tracked the don up here, He’s way

~off the trail; he’s due to meet Drew
in Little Chihuahua to take delivery

~ of those cartridges and rifles.”

. “So that’s it,” said Tass, stunned.
His father alive but fighting in

But what’s all this

Mexico. And Don Marcial Robles
had brought up that gold to buy
ammunition. Little Chihuahua, the
abandoned mine settlement, he knew
very well. ,

“The gold’s here all rlght * said
Tass. “That bunch of Amerieans
was trymg to make me tell where
it was when you rode in. They
must ha.ve smelled out that gold
some way.’

“They didn’t smell it out. The
little Mex with ’em was in our

-bunch. The skunk turned traitor

to ride and tip off Clasben. Bud,
that gold has got to be delivered to
Deever Drew and those cartridges
rushed down to your father. Car-
tridges for our modern guns is ‘bout
gone and they’re usin’ powder and
meltin’ bullets for all the old-style
rifles in town. It’s up to me to de-
liver ’em. It’s comin’ dark and 1
can dodge Colorow’s gang tonight.
You can tell me how to find Little
Chihuahua?”

“Yeah.  Camped there-half a
dozen times.”

“Bueno. 1 better be movin’ out.
No time to lose. If that town falls
to Colorow, he’lll butcher every
American and all the Mex miners.
And so you’re the son of Dan
Majors? A fighter, that hombre.
Knew him years ago in Mexico. He
rode out once and licked a bandit
outfit that the rurales were afraid
to tackle. And once he went into
the Madres to bring out a bunch of
Apache renegades that the whole
Mex army didn’t dare chase.”

“Dad never told me anything
about that—or anything else that
happened to him in Mexico.”

Storm grinned.
could tell would sound like bragging,
but wouldn’t be. Here’s where we
start the snake-killin’. 'We got four
men to git rid of—the guard, the
cook, those two men shoeing horses.

“Lots of what he .
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We'll start with the guard. Call to
him that you think I’ve kicked off
for a brighter, greener land.”

Promptly Tass summoned the
guard, calling excitedly that the big
gringo had died. The guard sham-
bled in finally, carrying his rifle, and
saw the two lying on the floor, their
hands behind their backs, the tie
ropes still apparently about their
ankles. Jeff Storm had shoved
farther back in the shed, away from
the door.

The guard laughed. “Dead, is
he?” he said in Spanish. “I’ll make
sure of that.” =

~ Passing Tass, he raised a boot to
kick the supposed corpse. When his
foot was in the air, Tass raised and
caught his other leg, jerking back
hard. As the guard fell, Jeff Storm
rolied on him, putting his big paws
about the man’s neck, squeezing so
hard that the fellow got out only a
strangled squawk. Unluckily, the
guard’s old rifle as it hit the ground,
exploded. Next instant Tass hit the
guard over the head with the six-
gun he had snatched out of the
man’s holster.

The shot had been enough to
alarm the cook and the two men
shoeing horses. Their voices rose
inquiringly. Jef Storm had
snatched up the rifle; Tass had the
six-shooter.

“Le’s go,” said Jeff Storm, who
believed in action. Getting to his
feet, he promptly galloped out into
the yard.

The two men who had been shoe-
ing horses had dropped their work
to jump for the rifles they had
leaned against a tree. Swinging
about with these in their hands, they
opened fire, but the sight of the
charging pair hurried their shots.

Tass and Jeff Storm fired simul-
taneously. Both weapons were old,
uncertain, and the shots missed.

The two Mexicans, however,
dropped their carbines and turned to
race toward the corner of the build-
ing. '
“Alto!” bawled Jeff Storm at their
heels, and the men halted, their
hands raised.

Tass following Jeff Storm, turned
about to see the cook standing with
a long-barreled rifle before the
kitchen door, aiming at either him
or Storm. Tass snapped a hurried
shot and Storm added another from
his rifle. The cook stiffened sud-
denly and crumpled, going down still

‘holding his rifle to his shoulder. He

never even kicked, and when Storm
went over for a look the big man
grinned.

“Both of us were better shots
than we thought,” he said. “Two
holes right over his heart.”

It took them but half a minute to
haze the pair of horseshoers into
the adobe shed with the guard and
to tie all three men. Then they hur-
ried into the spring house where
Tass pivoted the boulder and led
the way into the cavelike little room
behind it. Don Marcial stirred
awake as the candle flamed to life.
His head seemed to have cleared
during his short rest. =

“Jeffi Storm!” he exclaimed
hoarsely, identifying the big fellow.
“You here?” =

“Yes. And so is Colorow with

about forty men. Or at least, they
ain’t far off and they’ll be back be-

fore long. You can’t travel, Don

Marcial, but youll be safe hidden
I'll go down and buy those
cartridges from Deever and deliver

here.
,em.’)

he could not even raise on an elbow.

He nodded approval. “Yes, go,” he =

said. “Lose no time.
with you.” - =
Jeff picked up one of the rawhide-

And God go

Don Marcial tried to get up, but
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covered boxes. “If youll help me
_git started,” he told Tass, “T’ll shore
appreciate 1t.”

“Me,” said Tass firmly, “I'm go-
img with you. You forget dad is
down there waitin’ for those car-
tridges. I got a stake in seeing they
get to him.” s

“Your dad,” said Jeff, frowning,
“wouldn’t want you mixing in this.
You got a long time to live. There’s
one chance in a thousand of dodg-
mg that polecat outfit.”

“You're pretty well done for,”
Tass stated. “Only a little bit bet-
ter off than the don. You'll need

help.”
Jeff nodded. “All right,” he
agreed. “Mexico it i1s. And they

better make a lot of room for a pair
of gringos.”

They hurried out to bring up the
horses. Colorow’s men had taken
Tass’ mount and Jeff’s, but had left
the saddles. Tass cinched his on an
iron-gray cowhorse and Jeff forked
a big hammer-head bay, both of
which had come up for water. A
stout little mule would serve as pack
animal. :

Jeff Storm had found a bottle of
tequila belonging to the cook and
drank half of what the man had left.
The hiquor seemed to give him
strength. They loaded the pack
boxes and then mounted. It was
high time they were leaving. They
eould hear the distant hoofbeats of
horses racing toward the house
- through the dusk. Some of Colo-
row’s outfit maybe had heard the
shots and had given the alarm.

As further precaution, to muflle
the sound of their horses from the
sharp ears of the men that would
follow, Tass tied sacking about their
hoofs. They headed out, taking with
them the two best rifles of the
Mexican arms, and draping ban-
doleers of cartridges over their

shoulders, climbing the ridge by a
steep brush-hidden trail that Tass
occasionally used.

They traveled on in the gather-
g darkness with the swooping of
nichthawks overhead and the
muffled padding of their horses the
only sounds to break the silence.
Full darkness saw them traveling
across the barren lands that
stretched to Little Chihuahua.

“Colorow when he gets our trail
will follow us, guessing that we’ll be
heading for Drew’s camp,” stated
Jeff Storm. “But trailing us will be
slow in the dark.”

Tass nodded. They had the ad-
vantage of darkness and fresh
horses. The mounts ridden by
Colonel Colorow’s party had been
exhausted by hard riding, but the
Mexicans would not spare these
horses, riding them in the chase un-
til they dropped dead. And when
the moon arose, Colorow’s keen
trackers would be able to follow the
trail fast.

As he rode, Jeff Storm talked
about the little mining town and its
beseiged people—Americans and
Mexicans fighting, all but starved,
reduced to burro meat, desperately
holding the town against the forees
of the red-haired wolf, Colorow
Borrunda.

“If Colorow is beaten there, hell
be done for—just a bandit running
from the law,” said Jeff. “But if he
wins, he'll have one of the richest
silver mines in Mexico to buy him
unlimited arms so he can recruit a
lot more hell-raising soldiers.”

The moon rose and under it they
pushed on fast, through thorny
clumps of cat’s claw, mesquite and
prickly pear. Twenty miles from
the Majors ranch, Tass guided them
to a spring where they watered their
mounts and pack mule and fed the
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animals oats they carried on their
saddles. Jeff stripped and bathed,
put a fresh bandage about his head
that had been damaged by a
ricocheting bullet, and once more
- they went on, at a horse-killing pace.

Some time past midnight as they
threaded a way through lava ridges,
they heard a clatter of hoofs behind
them. Hastily tying their horses in
brush, they ecrouched behind a
ready-made barricade of rock and
waited. The riders were only three
in number, an advance guard of
Colorow’s men that had lighted on
the trail of the two. The trio came
loping along, spurring their jaded
animals. ,

As the three came abreast, Jeff
velled for them to throw up their
hands. When the trio went for their
guns instead, he and Tass opened
fire. '

The battle was short. The man
in the lead pitched from his horse
at the first exchange of shots; the
other two dropped from their sad-
dles to use their horses for barricade.
Shots slapped into the rocks about
Tass and Storm. One man went
down under his horse; the other
voted for flight and leaping to the
“back of his horse, spurred off. Jeff
ruthlessly dumped him from the
saddle to prevent him from taking
word to the main body of Colorow’s
men.

They pushed on again toward the
shadow of the Tres Palomas in which
lay Little Chihuahua. As the hours
went by, Jeff Storm could keep him-
self in the saddle only by helping
himself to more tequila. From him
as he rode came a tuneless repetition
of an old song on the Border:

“No tengo tobaeco,
No tengo papel;
No tengo dinero,
Deodgast it to hell.”

Dropping down through the
stunted pines of a steep slope, they
rode into a narrow canyon bottom
twisting through a wilderness of
thorn and brush. The old adobe
mining camp of Little Chihuahua lay
in the moonlight ahead, but there
was no sign of Deever Drew when
Jeff let out a yell. Hastily they
searched through the few remaining
buildings. There were fresh signs of
occupancy by men and mules and
a campfire.

“Gone,” said Jefl in deep disap-
pointment. “Deever Drew must of
got scared and pulled out. That
cooks us.”

But Tass was on the ground ex-
amining tracks in the dust. “They
headed down canyon only two or
three hours ago. Twenty or more
pack mules.”

“Prew had his orders to stay here
until Don Marcial came,” growled
Jeff. “He’d never ’a’ started south
of his own aecord; told us he was
too afraid of Colorow. Looks to me
as if Drew’s double-erossin” us. I
got a hunch he’s headin’ to deliver
those guns and cartridges to Colo-
row!”

CHAPTER IV.
DOUBLE-CROSS DREW.

HERE was nothing to do but to >

ride in pursuit, at a still faster
pace, while Jeff Storm rumbled out
a stream of curses at Deever Drew.
Since Drew had refused te venture
below the Border because of the

danger of running into Colonel Colo-
row, the fact that he was going now

proved to Storm’s satisfaction that
he must have some understanding
with the Mexican. =
The trail of the pack mules was
plain in the moonlight and when the
moon disappeared behind clouds,

_they were traveling down a canyon

with walls too “steep for pack ani-




 said Tass firmly.
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mals to climb. Deever Drew had to
- be somewhere up ahead.

-~ Rounding a bend they suddenly
- saw a campfire glimmering a half
mile or so away. Since there had
been no other tracks in the canyon,
- it was most likely Drew’s outfit.

“Jeff grunted and pulled up beside

an oblong boulder as big as a house.
“No use giving this money to that
snake,” he growled, and dismounted
to begin scooping out a little hole
in the ground. “We'll cache it until
we know what we’re running into.”

Tass unloaded the buckskin sacks
and Jeff Storm emptied the double
eagles into the hole, reserving only
one sack, to be used, he said, in an
emergency. Sand was scooped over
the cache and a rock rolled on top.
In the place of gold, gravel was sub-
stituted to fill the rawhide sacks.
After which Tass put them and the
one sack of gold coins back into the
pack boxes.

“Deever is up to some trick, that’s
plain,” stated Storm. “He’s as
crooked as a drunken sidewinder’s
trail. ‘And we got to play our cards
right or the buzzards will be having
white meat for breakfast today.

This 1s the way we’ll do it: I'll ride

‘into camp to do the palavering with
Deever while you sneak up on the
camp, keepin’ out of sight. If it
~comes to guns and you got a chance
to help, back my play. But don’t
~ bust in if you see the deck is stacked
against me.”

~ “Pll back any play you make,”
“No matter if the
~deck is stacked or not.”

— “All right,” said Jeff.
_smartest thing I could do is to put
~ a bullet through the big tub of lard

as soon as I ride n.”

— Tass tied his horse and advanced
on foot, while Storm, after giving
Tass time to get placed, rode boldly
- down canyon singing at the top of

“The

his voice, stopping as he got near
the fire to yell Deever Drew’s name.

Tass meanwhile, had worked his
way close in to the fire, a temporary
camp made to rest and graze the
mules. Some twenty animals had
been unloaded of their packs, evi-
dently boxes of rifles and am-
munition. Half a dozen armed

Mexicans, Deever Drew’s guard
Tass guessed, squatted about the
fire,

He had heard of Deever Drew
who dealth in rifles and ammunition
on the Border. He saw him now,
a big moon-faced man, so fat his
eyes were almost hidden by loose
pouches of flesh. By his side sat a
swart Mexican in the same sort of
blue, heavily-braided uniform that
Colorow Borrunda had worn. If the
man were one of Colorow’s men, the
situation looked bad.

“Hello, Jefty,” Drew greeted Jeff
Storm as the big fellow rode up to
the fire. Drew’s piggish eyes went
thoughtfully to the rawhide boxes
on the pack mule.

Jeff draped one leg carelessly over
his saddlehorn and surveyed Drew,
the guards, the packs and the man
who might be an officer of Colorow.

“Where you think you’re goin,
Deever?” he demanded. “You were
told to wait at Little Chihuahua un-
til Don Marcial got in touch with
you.”
Drew shifted position; clea.red his
throat. “I thought I'd move the
stuff down ’‘cross the line for the
don,” he said.

“You unformed hunk of tallow,
expect me to believe that?” asked
Jeff harshly. “You'd be afraid te
take it down to Mexico unless you
was takin’ it to Colorow. That’s
one of Colorow’s horse thieves
sittin’ alongside you now. You're
double-crossin’ us, you blasted old



o8 STREET & SMITH'S WILD WEST WEEKLY

cactus- eating, marijuana—smoking
goat.”

“Them’s hard words, Jeffy,” pro-
tested Drew in a hurt tone. 1
promised this stuff to Don Marcial.
You know you can trust me. I gave
Don Marecial my word, didn’t 1?”

“Don’t make me laugh,” retorted
Jeff Storm. “Your word has the
same weight as the pin feather on a
baby gosling.”

Deever Drew, despite the fact
‘that his party outnumbered Jeff
eight to one, was plainly disturbed.

“What could I do, Jeffy?” he
pleaded. “This man here is Colo-
row's all right, and he rode in sayin’
that Colorow grabbed off both Don
Mareial and the gold he was bring-
mng to pay me. He said Colorow
would pay me the same amount as

Don Marcial—usin’ Don Marcial’s
o

gold. And whatever they
against Colorow, he’s a man that
- keeps his word.” ,

“The man was lyin’, Deever!”
rasped out Storm. “He just hap-
pened to run across yuh and handed
yuh a cock-and-bull yarn. Maybe
it'll surprise yuh to hear that a
bunch of United States cavalry has
got Colorow trapped above the Bor-
der and is shootin’ the dayhghts
outta him.”

“That is not posm_ble, put in
Colorow’s man. “I did not le.
Colorow has caught Don Marcial
and he has the money Don Marcial
- was bringing north to buy guns and
ammunition.”

Jeff for reply leaned over to take
from a pack box the one buckskin
sack he had not emptied. Con-
temptuously he flung it at Deever
Drew’s feet. The strings broke, let-

~ting the gold pleces spill out on the

ground
“Got eleven more sacks just like
- that,” said Storm. “Does that look

rheutenant

Tike Colorow got Don Marcial and

his money?” he inquired. e
Deever’s httle eyes ghttered ¢

should say not,” he agreed. “And

so Colorow failed to get- Don Mar-

—cial. You know me, Jeffy,” he went

on whiningly. “I wouldn t go back
on my word. It’s just that T be-
lieved this here lieutenant when he
told me Colorow had caught Don
Mareial and the money that was to
go to me. Me, m in a dangerous

- business, sellin’ guns across the Bor-

der, and I figured if T couldn’t sell
to one man, I'd sell to another.”
He bent his body gruntingly to pick

up the gold pieces in his thick

fingers. “Yes sir, Jaffy, you know
Deever Drew ean be trusted.”

“Wait,” sputtered the dark-faced
“you promised these
arms to Colorow, Drew. I you go
back on your word Colorow will
cut your heart out. Here is the
money, and besides that I promise
you a share in the Cobre Durango
mine.” 7

“So that was it!” growled Jeff
Storm, “You were going to sell to
Colorow, Drew, takin’ stolen gold
and part of a stolen mine. A lot
your word is worth.”

“Yes, but 1T changed my mind,
Jeffy,” said Deever. “Colorow ain’t
got the mine yet, and he ain’t got
the money. A bird in the hand is
worth two in a cholla cactus. Your
boss, Colorow, is out of luck,” 2 he
told -the I\Iexma.n

“But it is not Don I\Ia,rclal tha_
has the gold. Tt is Colorow,” sai
the lieutenant, and his pearl- ha’mﬂed
six-shooter suddenly flashed from
his holster. “I take this gold in the
name of Coronel Colorow Bor-
runda. I kill this Jeff Storm; T take
the money; then I pay it to you,

Senor Drew.” ==

“I guess he’s got you at that, =
Jefly,” chuckled Deever Drew.
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“He’s raised your offer. Leoks like
you're playing a deuce against a
full hand. Business is business; eash
talks with me. And he’s got the
drop on you and you're so done for
you can’t hardly sit your saddle.
Pears your bet is coppered and the
buzzards will be pickin’ your bones
tomorrow.”

Deever Drew had spoken the
truth: Jeff Storm was a sick man,
wavering in his saddle. But he
grinned bleakly. “You're wrong,”
he stated. “Think I'd come here
alone? I got men hidden near your
camp, coverin’ you with their guns.”

Colorow’s officer laughed disbe-
heving and Peever Drew chuckled
until his fat belly shook.

“You can’t expect this hombre to
fall for a old bluff like that, Jefly,”
he said.

“I'm warnin® you,” said Jeff
Storm hoarsely. “Lieutenant, throw
down that gun.”

“No, Sefior Storm,” said the ofhi-
cer. “Instead of throwing down this
gun, I press the trigger gently.”

Fass had been covering the officer
even before the man had produced
the six-shooter. Aiming carefully
now he fired at the officer, shooting
high at the man’s right shoulder.

The shot sounded like a thunder-
elap from a elear sky. The officer
dropped his gun and sprang te his
feet, staring out into the darkness.
His gun had exploded, the bullet
barely missing Jeff Storm who, see-
ing that the Mexican was out of the
fight, hastily shoved his pistol into
Drew’s stomach. The fat man
flinched away.

“Tell your men to put down their
guns, Drew!” ordered Storm as he
saw the half-dozen Mexicans going
for their rifles. “And do it quick if
you want to save your worthless
carecass.”

Drew barked out an order to the

muleteers, who had ne stake m this
matter except for the few pesos
Drew was to pay them.

“I'm your friend, Jeffy,” whmed
Drew hastily. “No need to pull a
gun on me. This officer of Colorow’s
forced my hand. He told me that
Colorow would grab everything 1
had and that I'd better sell it to
Colorow while I had a chance. I'm
a friend of Don Marcial’s and of
you. You know that, Jeffy. Deever
Drew, he wouldn’t double-cross a
friend, nesiree.”

“Not more’n ten times in the same
hour at least,” growled Jeff. “Shut
your blabber mouth; just hearmg
vou talk about friendship makes me
sick. Here you were going to un-
load on a friend a lot of old second-
hand arms at ten times what they
was worth, but even that didn’t
satisfy you; you figured to get even
more.”

“You wrong me, Jeffy,” protested
Drew almost tearfully. “Friendship
means more to me than money. I
would even give these arms to my
good friend, Don Marcial, if he did
not have the money to pay me.”

“I'm glad to hear you say that,”
said Storm. “You're going to have
yvour chance to prove how goed a
friend you are of Don Maretal’s.
Because that one sack is all the
money m these pack boxes. I got a
lot of sacks in there but all they
hold is just gravel.”

“What!” bawled Drew. “Yeou
mean you—  He stared with eyes
popping while Jeff flung out sack
after sack of the gravel, and.for
once Deever Drew was speechless:

A gray-bearded old Mexican who
had a high-pitched, squeaky veice
and was evidently an eold acquaint-
ance of Jefl’s appeared from among
the muleteers. Jeff took the man to
help make a hasty mspection of the
packs, picking out ammunition, test-
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ing some of the boxes of cartridges
to make sure that they were good.
Tass came into camp to stand guard,
ordering Deever Drew to tie up the
~wounded shoulder of the Lieutenant.

Storm had gone through all the
mule loads when Tass stiffened and
listened intently. The canyon was
narrow, with precipitous walls. Far
up it he could hear the faint beat
of hoofs.

“Colorow or some of his bunch on
our tail,” he muttered.

Jeff nodded. “All right. The
horses he’s ridin’ are about dead un-
der ’em and we’ll give him a race,
for we're movin’ on light. I'm takin’
only half this stuff—cartridges and
about fifty rifles. With them we
can stand Colorow off for another
month. But, meanwhile, we don’t
want Colorow to get the rest of these
arms. Pasqual!” he called to the
old Mexican and gestured at the
pack loads and then at the fire.

Pasquel grinned and promptly
started dumping boxes of rifles into
the flames.

Drew gave a yowl of protest.
“That’s my property,” he bawled.
“You got no right to burn ’em up.”

“It’s for the sake of your good
friend, Don Marcial,” stated Jeff.
“Jump into it, you hombres,” he
shouted at the men and bawling or-
ders, hustled them into action, re-
arranging packs, loading the car-
tridges he had selected. They loaded
eight mules with ammunition and
the rifles he had picked out as most
- serviceable, The other mules were

to be driven along, to be used as re-

lays on the trip. The wounded offi-
cer was tied on his horse to be taken
along as prisoner.

“Most of these rifles are no good,
anyway,” said Jeff. “Couldnt hit
a flock of barns with ’em. Stuff
Deever picks up from some garbage
pile and sells to Mexicans. We'll

“toward the ﬁre

throw the cartridges in before we
leave—as a sort of sa}ute for Colonel
Colorow.”

While another howl of anguish
came from Drew, Storm took - the
sack of gold pieces from the gun-
runner and tossed each of the eseort
a gold piece, more than they could
earn below the Border in three
months. Another double eagle he
promised them should be theirs
when they reached Cobre Durango.

The hoofs were coming nearer.
Judging from the racket, it was not
all of Colorow’s band, but too many
to engage in a fight.

“I got a better idea than uaing
those cartndges as a salute,” said
Tass. “Why not send those birds
back up the canyon faster than
they’re comin™ down it?”

- “How?” asked Jeff.

“By throwing a scare into ’em,”
said Tass, nodding at the boxes of
cartridges and then at the fire.

Jeff grinned. “All right; you and
me will stay to give ’em a little re-
ception. We'll haze this bunch
around the bend and leave Pasqual
to watch ’em. Andale” - =

With the eavaleade out of sight,
Jeft watched Tass suspend a pack
load of the cartridges on a stout
rope, running the rope up to a
bench on the cliff. A second lariat
held another mule load.

“Ain’t you the little engineer?”
said Jeff admiringly, as he followed
Tass to the bench. The oncoming
group, horses and riders looming as

dim shapes in the darkness of “the -

galloped confidently
As they appeared
a hundred yards away, Tass raised
a yell and emptied his rifle.
that there were at most two men to

canyon bottom, g

oppose them, the riders yelled in re-

turn and spurred on.

Tass released the first bundle of

cartridges into the fire and he and '

Certain ~—
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Jeff Storm ducked down out of
range. As the hot flames began ex-
ploding the cartridges, the canyon
“shook to the rattling explosions.
Then the staccato stutter of in-
dividual cartridges changed into a
deafening roar. The cavalcade
pulled up while Tass and Jeff, wary
of flying shots, raised to empty their
rifles in the direction of the men.
But the sound of the detonating car-
tridges was enough. More than
enough. Apparently an army was
firing at them.

Before Tass had released the sec-
ond sack of cartridges into the fire,
the riders were already in full flight.

Then just to make it good, Jeff

dropped half a dozen sticks of dyna-
mite into the fire. They exploded
with a bellow that rocked the can-
yon. Faintly there floated back
panicky yells from the mounted men
who continued fleeing up canyon as
if the devil were after them.

Jeff Storm slapped his knee.
“They won’t stop stampedin’ for ten
miles,” he predicted, and together
the two rode down to set the pack
train into motion.

CHAPTER V.
A JOKE ON COLOROW.

FTER the line of riders and mules

got into motion, Jeff Storm, who
seemed to have only enough strength
to serve him m emergencies, fell
into a semiconscious stupor, riding
- along loosely in his saddle, his eyes
closed.
~ “Keep foggin’ ’em along, Tass,”
‘he muttered “T’'ve told Pasqua,l
~ where were heading and we can

trust him to guide us there.”

~ His voice trailed off drowsily, and
Tass was left with the responsibility
~ for the journey to Cobre Durango.
A tough job, Tass realized.. What
it amounted to was running a race

with Colonel Colorow Borrunda, i
the hope of reaching the town be-
fore Colorow started a fresh attack.
The defenders would be needing car-
tridges in the worst way. - Ewvery
minate counted; a man-killing, mule-
killing pace would have to be set
and maintamed.

Excepting only Drew and the
wounded Mexican officer, the men
seemed willing enough to obey or-
ders. The muleteers, with a twenty-
dollar gold piece in their pockets
and a second promised them, had
no reason to rebel, but Tass kept a
sharp eye on them, as he rode up
and down the line with a ecarbine
held over his saddlehorn, keeping
the eavalcade moving at a steady
jog.

Dust blllowed out from under the
hoofs of their animals, saddle
leather ecreaked, the boxes of car-
tridges in the packs jounced ryth-
mically. The squeaky-voiced Pas-
qual, riding as guide, never hesitated
as he threaded -a tortuous ecourse

- along the bases of high mesas, cross-

ing riverless valleys, or climbing
ridges with sharp rock spines like the
horny backs of armored desert ani-
mals. = 7

What worried Tass most was their
problem when they reached their
destination. How could Jeff Storm
hope to slip a pack train through a
town ringed in by a rebel army?

Dawn found them in the midst of
a desert, broken by tall steeplelike
pinnacles of conglomerate. Water-
holes were few and when they
reached one of them before noon,
Tass gave orders to unpack. While
the mules rolled and grazed on the
sparse vegetation and the men pre-
pared a hasty meal, Tass watched
from a little hill for signs of pursuit.
He saw none; Colorow was un-
doubtedly hightailing it back to
Cobre Durango to start an attack
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- and to make doubly sure tha}f the

munitions did not 'reach - the
beleaguered forces.

An hour, and they pushed on
again, Tass hazing them along fast,

with the heavy packs now on the

mules which had been driven along-

in a loose bunch. The fat Deever
~ Drew, suffering from heat and dust,
as he jounced along in his saddle
kept up a mumbled cursing, calling
down maledictions on the heads of
Storm and Tass Majors. Colorow’s
lieutenant stoically bore the pain: the
moving of the horse was dealing his
punctured shoulder.

The heat bore down harder on

them as they crossed a wide sink of
wasteland headimg for the mountain
range in which lay Cobre Durango.
Deever Drew was trying cunningly
to delay the party, getting in the
road of pack mules, slowing the pace.

Tass yelled at the men to gig on the

lagging mules and rode up behind
Deever Drew to whack the big man
between the shoulder blades. After
that the cavaleade raised dust faster.

Toward evening they came into
a maze of ridges and narrow, deep
canyons shoved together like the
surface of a gigantic washboard. In
the canyons they began to see old
mines, dozens of prospect holes, the

remains of ancient orastres and

crude smelters, with the ruins of
long-deserted mining settlements.
As they passed one town which
showed signs of recent occupancy,
Pasqual chuckled.

“Colorow hanged all the men in

this place,” he told Tass in Spanish.
“When he takes a town, Colorow
hangs all the men in the plaza, and
then marches the children down to
see their papas hanging like apples
from the branches of the trees.”
Tass, thinking of his father fight-
ing a desperate battle in Cobre Dur-
ango, could not laugh with Pasqual.

~at his saddlehorn.

He shivered instead, and then yelled
~at the leader of the string of pack

animals, and began hurling pebbles
at lazy mules from a bag he carried
- Wearily, riders
and mules pressed on. =

Jeff Storm who had appa,rently: '
been sleeping away the hours while
he balanced automatically in his
saddle, cowboy-fashion, now came to
life. The big mining man was still
in bad shape, gaunt with weariness,
the lines of his face deep with the
suffering from his bullet wound.

“It ain’t long now,” said Storm,
and raised his cracked voice in the
monotonous verse of what must
have been the only song that he
knew:

“No tengo tobacco,
No tengo papel—”

“With Colorow surrounding the
place, how you figure on slippin’
those cartridges through?” Tass in-
terrupted. “Aim to shoot ’em in,
maybe?”

“Tt’ll be easy,” declared the min-
ing man. “A smart kiyote always
has more than one hole to his den.
In the canyon back of the one
Cobre Durango lays in, is the old
Pedragon mine, which was operated
by a English company for forty
years. Their main tunnel bores half
a mile into the ridge to conneet with
the workings of the old Bonanza
Espanola. And the Espanola tun-
nels hook up with our Cobre Dur-
ango mine.

side of the rldge right in Cobre Dur—;’ :
ango pueblo.”

“And we take these mules through =

those mines?” asked Tass. = =

Jeff Storm laughed. “Not much
These mules got more sense than to
risk their life in those tunnels.
pack in what cartridges we can and

We drop into the
Pedragon and pop up on the other

well
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He lashed his horse vieiously with the quirt.

eache the rest. There’s enough men
in our party to lug in ammunition
to hold Colorow off for a week, and
we can come back for more when
we need it. But what a joke on
Colorow—crawlin’ under a ridge
while that Mex and his buzzard
bunch keeps their eyes peeled for a
string of mules dodging through the
mountains.”

And Storm began singing again in
his eracked voice the song about the
gent with no tobacco and ne eciga-
rette papers and no meney to buy
either.

Tass shook his head doubtfully at
the idea of stealing through the sub-
terranean passages of abandoned
mines. He didn’t like it. He had
never been down in a mine, and he
thought regretfully that only the
day before he had been peacefully
hazing horses toward the eorral of
his father’s ranch, with Mexico only
a dim mysterious haze in the dis-
tance.

They switched packs again from
the backs of the tired mules and
hustled along on the final stage of
the long journey. Darkness fell
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swiftly on the kmfe—e‘dge ridge along
which they moved, and then
abruptly they pitched down a steep
wall into a canyon. Before them
lay the immense dump and deserted
shedlike buildings of a huge mine—
an iron-roofed boiler house, offices,
a structure containing a battery of
crushing-stamps, a roofless shaft
house.

Here they unpacked, caching most
of the mule loads and making shoul-
der packs of what the men could
carry.

“Me, I don’t go in there!” bawled
fat Deever Drew as he saw the gap-
ing black hole of the mine entrance.
“Those old tunnels ain’t safe. This
mine ain’t been worked for twenty
years.” —

“You'll go,” growled Jeff Storm.
“And you'll lug your share of car-
tridges, all same as a ja.ssack Shoul-
der that pack!”

He jabbed Drew with a six-
shooter barrel and Drew hastily took
up his pack. Fifty feet of tunnel
and they had to descend a forty-
foot well. At the bottom, with a
few lanterns lighting the way, the
string of men moved into a huge
tunnel, with the rusted tracks along
which ore cars had once moved. The
rails disappeared i a shallow pool
of water through which the men
splashed for a hundred yards.

Drew had reason to be scared,
Tass thought, as he looked at the
rotting roof beams and props. This
old mine looked more dangerous
than trying to ride an Afrlcan ele-
phant. Several times they got down
on their knees and crawled to pass
under caved-in sections.

Three hundred yards and they
descended a deep shaft by way of a
rickety ladder. Once more they
filed through a tunnel that slanted
down steeply toward the innermost
bowels of the earth, reaching finally,

2

a huge chamber out of which Jeﬁ : =
Storm declared half a million dollars

in silver had been taken. =
“The ore was so rich they just

“sawed off the silver in chunks, all

same as you'd saw stove wood off a-
log,” he claimed.

Tass grinned. - “Even if that
wasn’t blarney,” he returned, “that
silver would still be here if T had
to come in and saw it off.”

They rested and moved on again,
with Deever Drew puffing like a
broken-winded horse, the sweat run-
ning off his big body in streams.
The air was dead in the lower
tunnels and often reeked with gas
that enamated from crevices in the
rock walls. Tass® head began to
ache and his body to tremble from
weariness. He had gone forty hours
without sleep, and “the strain was
beginning to tell.. The whole party
slowed down, but Jeff Storm cursed
them into moving faster.

Out of the chamber, they began
toiling up a long series of ladders,
with half the rungs broken or ready
to break. Men groaned under the
heavy loads that burdened them, but
Jeff Storm harshly drove them on.
They were now in the old Bonanza
Espanola workings. Up these shafts,
said Jeff Storm, a century before,
Indians driven by the whips of their

Spanish masters had clambered Wlth : =

baskets of ore.

“Sure,” said Tass. &nd they
used these same blasted ladders, too,
I bet.” To keep from wishing he

were back ‘lbOVC the Border ndm:g =

the mesas again, he fastened his
mind on his ia,ther S phght and the
desperate need of the town for the-

packs they carried. Already Colorow

Borrunda might be hurling his small

army at the town, hurrymcr tobreak =~ -
When

in before aid could arrive.
they rested, he strained his ears,

listening for shot. although he knew » 77

°
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that Cobre Durango might as well
have been on the other side of the
world for all the sound that could
penetrate the solid rock of the moun-
tain.

Through more endless passages
they toiled, at half a dozen different
levels, to enter finally a tunnel which
showed signs of recent work.

“Home,” said Jeff Storm. “The
Cobre Durango mine, It’s not far
now. And we don’t have to climb
up out of this mine. All you do is
ring the bell for the elevator and
yell out the floor you want.”

They were still far below the sur-
face when they reached the shaft.
Jeff pulled on the signal rope to
summon the hoist. The mine had
been closed during the siege of the
town, but, before he left, Storm had
stationed a watchman to be ready,
day and night, to receive the am-
munition. No answer coming, Jeff
jerked the rope again and again.

After which Jeff began to swear
—maybe to cover his fear that
Colorow might already have taken
the town. “Know I shouldn’t have
trusted that Mexican watchman,”

he growled. “Damn this country,
anyway. Nothing but grief down

here for gringos. I wished I'd never
put foot below the Border. Nothing
to do now but to climb up and see
what’s wrong. The rest of you wait
down here.”

Taking a lantern, he began
clambering up the shaft ladder,
while Tass followed. Pasqual had
a gun to watch the rest, who were
too exhausted to try any tricks, any-
way. And Jeff Storm might need
help; the big mining man seemed
too far gone to climb even ten feet.

But Storm made it up the long
- ladder without faltering, and, reach-
ing the top, hammered on two outer
doors of iron which closed in the
shaft. No answer coming, both

WW—3D

too late,” he growled.

Storm and Tass hammered on the
iron with their six-shooters and
shouted at the top of their voices.
Still no answer and Jeff growled out
threats of the particular kind of hor-
rible deaths he would deal to the
watchman.

Then Jeff Storm abruptly gave up,
slumping to the rock floor. “We're
“Colorow’s
got in.”

Tass, listening, could hear a few
shots coming faintly from a distance,
and then silence. Which could
mean that either the town was still
holding out or that Colorow’s buz-
zards were hunting down the poor
devils that hid after the town had
been taken.

Tass grunted and kicked the doors
and shouted, and finally a sleepy
answer sounded. Then closer to the
door, some man called “Quién es?”

“Quién es, is it?” bellowed Jeff
Storm, leaping to his feet. “Unlock
this door, you, so I can squeeze your
throat out so damn thin I can tie
a bowknot in it.”

Outside, Jeff brushed aside the
Mexican watchman and ran to a
little shed. Steam had been kept
up in a donkey engine, according to
Storm’s orders, and in ten minutes
the hoist had been sent down and
had returned bringing the men and

‘their packs.

Tass, meanwhile, had stepped out
of the shaft house to his first sight
of the little mining village of Cobre
Durango. Bathed in moonlight, its
brown adobe shoe boxes of houses
lay sprawled out over the bottom
and sides of a narrow, short canyon

* that began in a precipitous cliff wall.

It was easy to see how the town
had been able to hold out for so long.
Attack was possible only on the
lower side of the town. On the sides

and at 1ts back, Cobre Durango was
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hemmed in by cliffs that no army
could have descended.

The loud ecrash of guns suddenly
broke out dowmcanyon, and Jeff
Storm planted a kick in the pants
of Deever Drew.

“Andale, you pack mules!” Storm
shouted. And at a shuffling trot the
weary men got into motion, while
guns and yells below raised a deep-
ening uproar,

CHAPTER VI.

SIEGE OF COBRE DURANGO.

lUITH the moon shining squarely
into the narrow trough of the
canyon, they passed the huge hulks
of the mine buildings, the iron-sided
boilerhouse, the stamp mill and
smelter. Below they came into a
crooked little street lined with adobe
houses. There were no lights in any
of these, but Tass could see black-
shawled women peering from door-
ways.

The gunfire downcanyon was -
ereasing mn volume, filling the nar-
row eanyon with a heavy thunder.
The high rock cliffs surrounding the
town on three sides made a huge
sounding box in which rifle shots
and their echoes battled madly to
produce an uproar more nearly like
that from cannons. Mingled with
the detonations of the guns came the
wild clanging ‘of church bells, rais-
ing an alarm to summon defenders
to posts.

“Sounds like we got here just in
time,” Jeff Storm muttered as they
dragged along under their packs.

They came out into the plaza, a
triangular space with a towered
stone church at its apex, its base
closed by a long adobe-walled build-
mg stretching across from one out-
jutting cliff wall of the canyon to
the other. This long building was
like a fort, completely blocking en-

trance to the town, while its flat roof
provided a convenient space for de-
fending riflemen. Midway along the
building was a break in the walls
closed by a stout plank gate, with a
squat square tower of adobe above
it.

As a little lull came in the firing,
Tass identified his father’s voice
coming from the roof. Jeff Storm
raised a shout and clambered up a
ladder with Tass at his heels. The
long flat roof lay before him, pow-
der smoke swirling in whitish layers
above it. The Cobre Durango
miners, Americans and Mexicans
alike, were lined up behind the para-
pet at the outer edge of the roof.
This had been built high enough so
that even tall men could, with a
little stooping, walk behind it in
safety. At intervals the parapet
was loopholed for rifles. -

Dan Majors, a man of fifty, built
much like his son, rushed up to grab
Storm about the shoulders.

“Thank God, Jeff, you got here!”
he exclaimed. “We couldn’t have
lasted another hour the way Colorow
has been making us throw lead to
keep him back. He’s moving up
all his bunch for a big try and—"

Dan Majors broke off his speech
suddenly, catching sight of his son,
“Tass!” he shouted, amazed. “You
here? What are you doing in this
hell hole? Jeff, why did you bring
him here?” he demanded sternly.

“And who has a better right than
your own son to be here, helping
you?” retorted Jeff Storm. “Any-
way, there was no keeping him back.

If not for him, Colorow would be

firing these cartridges at you. It's
a long story, but Tass saved Don
Marcial’s life, same as he saved mine
when Deever Drew double-crossed
us and made a deal to deliver those
guns and ecartridges to Colorow.”
Tass’ father was worn, his face
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~ deeply lined and haggard from sleep-

less days and nights of the siege.
~ His left arm was in a neckerchief
- gling at his side. His good arm went

- around Tass’ shoulders now, holding

~wire,” said Dan

his soon close to him. :
~ “Tass, I'm sorry I snarled out at
you and Jeff just now. But the last
thing I'd want was to see you mixed
in this. We got a slim chance of
holdin’ out, even with plenty car-
tridges. Got twenty shot-up men
aready in the hospital, and a lot
of fresh graves in the churchyard.
Yesterday they ended two Ameri-
can foremen. And tonight Colorow
is meanin’ business. Listen to that!”
The rifles downcanyon broke out
in a furious bombardment that made
speech almost impossible. Colorow’s
men were pushing up along the can-
yon bottom and laying down a bar-
rage to cover their advance. Shots
gnawed away at the top of the
parapet; whined overhead. 'The
half-dozen bells in the church tower
were still raising a clamor.
Dan Majors raised to leok over
the parapet, ignoring flying bullets,
and using a pair of glasses to scan
the moonlit canyon bottom. Tass
stepped to his father’s side for a
Jook-see, also. Directly below the
long building the bottom of the
canyon had been eleared of brush,
~ and some yards below that, a nasty-
looking tangle of barbed wire filled
the canyon from cliff to cliff.

- “All same as a war—that barbed
Majors.
stopped Colorow from smashing

= _through horseback.”

—~ The _packs of cartridges were
“hastily lifted to the roof and Jeff
Storm and Dan Majors scattered
- them in piles within easy reach of
_the riflemen. They would be needed;
every indication was that the bandit-
“rebel leader was going to make every

effort to end the long siege.

s

Men were advancing close to the
wire defense, keeping under cover of
the rocky canyon bottom, evidently
preparing for a rush. Then a bugle
emitted a wobbly series of toots,
but instead of a charge, another
lull came in the firing. : =

A few seconds later the silence
was broken by a terrific boom, an
explosion that shook the whole can-
yon. Tass, staring over the para-
pet, saw a spouting geyser of rock
and dirt mounting high in the air,
obscuring the face of the moon.
Through the murk appeared con-
verging groups of men, running for-
ward, some carrying ladders to climb
the walls, others maintaining a rapid
fire as they advanced. Then the
showering dust shut down, making
a cloak for them. - :

Frantically the men on the roof
emptied guns, firing as fast as they
could pull trigger, shooting blindly
into the dust. Before their fire the
attack faltered, and suddenly Colo-
row’s men could be seen going back
in a wild flicht, leaving their lad-
ders behind them. :

“Look out!” called Dan Majors.
“More’s to come. That mine
blasted a hole in the barbed wire so
horses can get through.” ,

A chorus of savage yells came”
from downcanyon, then there was a
clatter of hoofs and a columm of
horsemen swept toward them in a
wild charge. The leaders vanished
in the pall of dust that still hovered
over the pit left by the exploded
mine. Once more the guns behind
the parapet went into action. '

Evidently all of the wire entangle-
ment had not been destroyed by the
explosion, for some of the lead
horses struck wires and were halted,
piling up the riders that followed.
In five seconds there was a shouting,
cursing turmeil into which the guns
poured death from the parapet loop-
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holes.
bleed could stand. The hersemen
who had been trying to untangle
themselves had had enough. Those
that  could extricate themselves
turned tail and raced down the can-
yon in a retreat as impetuous as
their charge. Wounded horses and
dismounted riders could be seen
clambering from the death trap of
the pit.

When the dust haze cleared and
the moon shone brightly again on
the canyon bottom, it revealed a
dozen dead horses and a few riders
piled in a heap in the hole made by
the exploded mine.

On the roof top men, too weary to
cheer their temporary victory, began
cleaning their rifles, preparing grimly
for another attack. Dan Majors
moved along the roof, speaking an
encouraging word to each man. It
was plain to Tass that the defenders
of Cobre Durango, American and
Mexican alike, held unlimited faith
in his father. Which was true:
more than anything else during the
weary weeks of the siege Dan
-Majors’ leadership and ability to in-
spire a steadfast courage through his
own example had held the town
against Borrunda.

“Exploded a mine, did they?”
muttered Dan Majors to Tass.
been expecting that before. They’ve
got a lot of powder; stole all the ex-
plosives from the mines in this
viemity. But we've had a lot of
blasting powder here, too—and it’s
laid in a mine to receive them if
they ever break through to the
plaza.”

He took Tass te the squat tower
above the plank gate. Inside was a
small room with its walls loopholed.
On a shelf sat an iron chest, and in
it was one of the boxes used to de-
tonate charges of powder and dyna-
mite from a distance.

Tt was more than flesh and

“We

“All ‘we got to do iy push that

plunger down,” explamed Majors,
“and the lower end of the plaza goes
up_into the air. Not this building
—just the ground. If Colorow ever
rides into the plaza, we’ll hand him
a surprise.”

Women were bringing food to the
roof, steaming pots of chile-flavored
frijoles with a few hunks of carne
that Tass suspected was mostly
burro. Meat was scarce in Cobre
Durango, but beans they had a
plenty, and in Mexico for centuries,
men had marched and ridden and
fought on the lowly frijole. :

Dan and Tass Majors sat apart
from the others as they ate. Dan
Majors asked details about Don
Marcial Robles and the trip with

Jeff Storm to Cobre Durango. Then

he inquired about the ranch which
he had left on what was to be a
short trip into Mafana-land. He
spoke cheerfully, but Tass guessed
that his father had little hope of
ever seeing that ranch again,

Colorow was determined as never
before to capture the town. He had
wasted too much time here already.
Federal troops would be moving
north before long. Borrunda’s hope
was to smash into the town, get
money from the mine te buy arms,
and collect a large enough army to
whip Federal troops when they
arrived. =

“Son, I wish you hadn’t come in
here,” Majors said gravely.
is none of your quarrel.

I owed

Don Marcial a debt and I couldn®
turn him down when he asked me
to take charge of the defense here.

Jeff Storm was an old friend of mine;
that hellion and I were rampagin’
round Mexico long before you were
born. And on top I ve got a small

interest in this mine.

“Yeah?” replied Tass.

“This

f‘Jeﬁ sz}xd =
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that this was one of the richest mines
-in Mexico.” :

“It’s going to be,” said his father.

“Jeff struck a big vein here a few
- weeks ago—silver ore that may be
~as rich as that they found in the
Bonanzo Espanola. Jeff claims
there’s a million dollars” worth of sil-
ver in sight—which is a lot of money
in any man’s country. Which is
why that polecat Colorow wants it
so bad—and is liable to get it.
- We've got plenty cartridges now, but
the odds are big against us. The
odds are always against Americans
in Mexico when there’s a revolution
erupting.”

Jeff Storm came up, waving a bot-
tle of tequila in one paw and a stack
of tortillas in the other.
plainly hungry dog trailed him.

“Nothin’ like Mex flapjacks and
cactus juice for keepin’ up your
strength,” Jeff stated, putting the
bottle to his mouth and dropping
the tortillas into the waiting mouth
of the dog.

“What became of that Colorow
lieutenant and Drew?” asked Tass.

“T sent the officer to the hospital,”
said Jeff. “Seemed in a bad way
from that slug you put in his shoul-
der. I reckon Deever Drew has
found himself a bed to crawl under
until the fightin’ is over.”

“You better go to the hospital
yourself, Jeff,” said Dan Majors.
“You're half-dead and don’t know it.
All you're going on is your nerve.”

“And don’t forget the tequila,” re-
turned Jeff Storm, and suddenly
raised his voice to bellow out his one
and only song. He got as far as
“No tengo papel,” when a burst of
shots from downcanyon made Jeff
throw himself flat on the roof.

“T don’t blame ’em,” said Dan
Majors. “Even a bandit has got
_ears too sensitive for your braying.”

“They’re just jealous of my voice,

~and while

A small,

~ that’s all,”” retorted Storm, and cud-

dling his bottle of tequila to his face,
promptly dropped off to sleep.

There seemed no danger of im-
mediate attack, and all along the
roof men were lying down to snatch
a little shuteye. Jeff Storm’s snores
easily drowned out the efforts of the
rest.

“I don’t know if Jeff sounds worse
when he snores or when he sings,”
chuckled Dan Majors. Tass grinned
his mouth was still
stretched in the grin, he leaned back
against the parapet, and suddenly
fell asleep.

He awoke after an hour or so to
find that his father had covered him
with a blanket. For a while he
drowsed, dreaming of Don Marcial,
of Ike Clasben, Coronel Colorow
Borrunda, Jeff Storm, Deever Drew.
Then he sat up with a start. The
moon had gone down as far as Cobre
Durango was concerned and stars
could provide little light in the nar-
row canyon.

Half of the men were asleep; the
others were watching at the para-
pet. All the guns were silent, and
the quiet seemed unnatural.

Tass felt in need of a drink of
water and climbed from the roof to
head toward the well in the middle
of the plaza descending a ladder
near the big gate.

Tass yawned widely as he clam-
bered down, only to snap wide
awake as the flare of a match came
at the foot of the gate under the big
tower. The match had been shaded
by the hand of the lighter, but there
had been enough light to identify
the big hulk of the gun-runnmer,.
Deever Drew. Drew was in a kneel-
ing position.

“Drew!” he called. “What you up
to? Get away from there.”

A snarl came in return and the
click of a gun being cocked. Tass
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flung himself to the side, and a bul-
let spatted into the wall close to
him. Deever Drew got to his feet
and started lumberingly toward
Tass, and again the gun in Drew’s
paw spat flame and again missed.
Tass whipped out his own six-
shooter and fired from the hip. He
could hardly miss the oncoming
hulk. Drew stumbled and went
down groaning, just as there came
from the gate a short boom, made
perhaps by a half stick of dynamite.
The big gate was literally blown to
pieces. - A flying stick struck Tass
m the head, and blood gushed down
over his face.

Stunned, he kept himself erect and
looked toward the gate, noting with
astonishment that it was gone. Men
were swarming down off the roof,
Dan Majors in the lead.

Then Majors’ voice rose in a sharp
order. “Back! The gate’s been
blown away.”
it m Spnaish.”

“Son,” muttered Dan Majors at
Tass’ side, “‘what hit you?”

“Just a piece of wood,” said Tass,
and groped for the ladder runps.
His father boosted him part way up
and he climbed automatically to
stumble onto the roof.

There his father had to leave him.
The canyon below was alive with
yells and the crash of rifles.

CHAPTER VII.
RIDERS TO KINGDOM COME,
S it was made clear afterward, the
wrecking of the gate opening into
the plaza from downecanyon had
been cooked up by the wounded

lieutenant of Colorow and Deever

Drew. The lieutenant by his pre-
tense to a worse injury than his
shoulder wound really amounted to,
had been sent to the hospital. It
had been easy for him to slip out

And at once repeated

of his bed and make contact with
Deever Drew. Once arrangements
had been completed with the gun-
runner, the officer had gone over the
wall in the darkness to notify Colo-
row to be ready for the moment

- when Deever Drew would blow up

the plank gate.

At the time there was no occasion
to make investigations. Plain hell
was erupting for the defenders of
Cobre Durango. Wakened by the
explosion, sleeping men rushed to re-
inforce those already at the para-
pet waiting to meet the tide of dis-
aster rolling swiftly upeanyon.

Previously some of Colorow’s men
had crawled up to clear the pit of
the remaining barbed wire, leaving
the way open for a straight smash
at the gate. And now out of the
darkness downcanyon, came a loud
hammer of hoofs that grew steadily
louder. Dim shapes appeared in the
darkness, making a solid river of
riders racing up canyon toward the
breach in the defense walls.

Jeff Storm and Dan Majors were
shouting orders, steadying the men
on the roof. They had prepared to
meet a darkness attack, having
ready bundles of pitch pine sticks
soaked in kerosene. 'These flares,
hastily lighted now and fitted to
sockets in the parapet top, revealed
a thrilling, blood-quickening sight—

the long column of racing horses and

the yelling mob of riders spurring
them on. Coronel Colorow Beor-

runda, to give him credit, rode at
the head of his men, bareheaded, his

long red hair streammc behind hlm

At sight of Colorow and the Iong* -

column “that followed him, the guns
on the roof had gone into aetion
Men were trying desperately to
bring down Borrunda, but the rebel
leader seemed to carry a charm that
protected him from bullets. Men
and horses went down immediately
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~ behind him, but nothing apparently,
= could touch Borrunda. '

‘Tass Majors, as his head slowly

cleared, snatched up a rifle from the
roof and ran to the parapet to be-
gin emptying the gun. As the
- charging horde thundered nearer,
horses were going down, saddles
emptying, but there was no halting
that mad charge with anything short
of a cannon. -

Riders flowed through the gate-
way and into the plaza, to open fire
from their saddles. There was no
parapet on the plaza side and the
flaring torches made plain targets of
the Cobre Durango men. They were
forced to throw themselves flat on
the roof.

Dan Majors’ voice rose, encour-
aging the fighters, forming them into
little groups that traded shots at
short range with Colorow’s force.
Colorow’s men began hurriedly to
dismount, using their horses as bar-
ricades. Meanwhile, more and more
riders were swarming into the plaza,
half filling it, and the town seemed
irrevocably lest.

Dan Majors, suddenly hurrying
along the parapet, passed close to
Tass. Tass, looking up, saw his
father, in the light of one of the

~ torches, halt, a bewildered look
- spreading over his face, the six-

~ shooter falling from his nerveless
— hand. :

- As Dan Majors sagged, Tass
leaped up to catch him and lower

him to the roof.

~— “We'll never stop 'em,” his father
gasped. “Got one chance— That
detonator box. Get to it—”"

~ Tass released his father and ran
toward the gate tower. As he

~ ran, his body was illumined by the.
~ light {rom the flaring torches, and

~ he became target for at least a dozen
-~ guns. A bullet struck him high in

~the right leg, making him stumble,

but he recovered himself and
plunged into the squat tower.
There was enough light inside to
reveal the iron chest his father had
previously shown him. He flung
back the lid and put his hand on
the plunger. He had never set off
a charge before, but he knew that
there was a miniature dynamo inside
the box which produced a spark
which would be transmitted by wires
to giant powder planted in the plaza.
He pressed the plunger down hard,
and then as if the box had kicked
him, he was flung to the floor.
Instantly there came a monster
boom that wiped out the shots and
yells as if they were but whispers.
It dwarfed the mine explosion set
off by Colorow a few hours before,
producing a coneussion so tremen-
dous that the whole town seemed
lifted from its foundations. - The
bellowing thunder clap smashed
against the canyon walls with a force
that all but burst in eardrums..
With the explosion came a bril-
liant flare of light that hung in the
canyon for a second, illuminating
the cliff walls, the brown adobe
houses, the looming buildings of the
mine upcanyon. Then as clouds of
dirt fiilled the air, darkness shut
down. ‘ >
Tass, thrown to the floor of the
tower, half stunned, realized that
the bricks of the structure were fall-
ing. On his hands and knees, he
made a desperate leap through the
doorway, escaping barely in time to
save himself from being smothered
under the crumbling walls.
Outside, the roof was receiving a
rain of dirt, small rocks, and man-
gled pieces of flesh, equine and
human. Under that shower the
pitch-pine torches were almost ex-
tinguished, Then they flared up
again, but they could show nothing
happening beneath the dense pall of
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dust which blanketed the lower end
of the triangular plaza. It was easy
to imagine what was hidden there,
however; from the thick cloud eame
the most agonizing sounds that
Tass had ever heard—the shrill
neighs of wounded horses, the high-
pitched screams of men.

-All the guns were still, as if
shocked into silence. Then little by
little, the cloud of dust settled, show-
ing a wide shallow hole that had
been ripped over a wide area of the
lower side of the plaza. Here dimly
could be seen the mangled bodies
of men and horses.

Many of the riders in the plaza
had not been touched by the ex-
plosion, and still others were coming
upcanyon or had halted outside the
gateway. Enough to take the town,
and the guns on the roof started up
again, sounding harshly above the
blood-curdling eries of wounded
men. '

Jeff Storm’s voice arose in a leud

~ bellow.  “That was a sock te the
solar plexus; the next is to the chin!
Haze ’em out of here.” ,
There were few replies to the guns
sounding off from the roof. Stunned
by the disaster that had exter-
mindted a scoere or more of their
comrades, the survivors hesitated.
Vainly they listened for the voiee of
their leader. Colorow Borrunda was
no longer alive to give orders. Like
many of his men he had disappeared
literally from the face of the earth.
There was no ene of his officers who
could replace him, and besides, his

men had a belly full of fighting. -

They feared at any moment another
mine might explode to send the rest
of them to kingdom come.

The men outside the gateway
started the retreat, heading pell-
mell downcanyon, and then these in
the plaza spurred their snorting,

frightened horses across the seoft

earth of the exploded area. Next mo-
ment hoofs were beating a panicky
tattoo downcanyen. And there was
no question about their return: the
attack on Cobre Durange was over.

At the upper end of the plaza,

‘the bells in the church tower were

ringing wildly, the ropes pulled by
a half-wit Mexican. The bells
could be regarded now as ringing in
celebration of victory, but someone
hurried to stop them. What exulta-
tion the Cobre Durango men might
feel could not be expressed while in-
jured men lay groaning and calling
for help.

‘Tass went to his father and, get-
ting a man to help, lowered him to
the ground and carried him to the
hospital. Other injured men shot in
the close-range fighting were re-
moved from the roof and then lan-
terns were brought to search the
plaza for the enemy wounded.

Dan Majors, on a cot in one of
the rooms of the building used as
mine hospital and which for three
weeks had been used to take care
of men shot during the siege, looked
up at his son and foreced a grin. A
bandage was swathed about Dan
Majors’ head in addition to the arm
he carried in a sling, but bandages
in Cobre Durango were common
enough. There was one about Tass

Majors’ leg where a bullet had made

a clean puncture.

Jeff Storm who had ﬁnally been
persuaded to have his several-days-
old injury attended to, lay in a eot
next to Majors. On a table by Jeff’s

cot sat a tequila bottle which Jeff i
had been using as a preventive

against bleod poisoning.

“That boy of yours, Dan,” ob-
served Jeff Storm, “shows a plumb
natural ability at explodin’ a charge
at just the right time. He done a
beautiful job o’ secatterin® Colorow
and his men all over the scenery.
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We'll have to make a miner out of
him =5

“You’'ll never do that,” said Dan
Majors. “Tass is a rancher. He'll
never be fool enough to waste his
time digging around underground.”

“All right,” agreed Jeff. “Maybe
we’ll never make a miner out of him,
but there’s another thing we’ll never
make out of him, either—a fighter.
Because he’s one already. A fightin’
hellion son of a fightin’ hellion dad.”

Which flattery embarrassed Tass
Majors. “I figure you two can lay
here ‘and entertain yourselves for a
few days,” he remarked. “I'm go-
ing to fork a horse and ride up to
see about Don Marcial.”

“Catch yourself a little shuteye
first,” advised Storm. “The don will
make out all right; he’s tough. And
on your way up there, dig up that
gold we didn’t pay Deever Drew for
his arms. That’s mining company
money, and it’s coming to you. Use
it to buy yourself a ranch of your
own.”

Jeff Storm yawned and tilting up
the tequila bottle, emptied it. “And
now I'm going to sleep,” he an-
nounced. “And if any hombre
rings a church bell or fires a gun, or
even speaks above a whisper around
me for the next week, me, I'll get up
from this cot and hang him from the
nearest tree!”

LAUREL @ LEAF

A GHOST TOWN

Wryoming has many ghost towns,
but South Pass City held out long
after the rest of the roaring frontier
communities had become ghosts.
Most of its residents followed the
miners, gamblers and dance-hall en-
tertainers, who had moved on to
busier places. In 1860, when the
gold rush in this region began, gold
seekers flocked to the wilderness of
Wyoming. Gold-bearing ore was
found in large quantities, and a
rapid stream ofsgold seekers and ad-
venturers of all kinds, soon came
flocking into the new-found gold
fields.

In a short time South Pass City
was one of many rip-roaring mining
towns of Wyoming. The echo of the
clink of picks and shovels on rock
tvas heard from morning till night,
when the blaring music of the dance
halls began, mingled with the crack
of six-shooters, and the continual
whining of the wind. Now the wind
is the only sound that remains to dis-
turb -the stillness of the onee lively
boom town.

In 1878, with the exhaustion of
metal-bearing ores, South Pass City
survived the desertion of the other
mining camps. While many of its
residents left, this little town kept its
post office and its place on the map,
although most of the neighboring
communities were empty and forgot-
ten. But in the early 1920s some
large mining companies opened of-
fices near the once roaring town to
extract gold from the surrounding
hillsides—and South Pass City was
kept busy for some time.

It had been estimated that about
half a million dollars in gold was
contained in the ore roundabout.
When the mining firms had achieved
the results they had come for they
departed. The five thousand popu-
lation of gold hunters and adventur-
ers that filled South Pass City in the
old days of gold have now vanished
entirely. All that remains is a few
tumbling frame shacks. South Pass
City is just another ghost for the few

- old-timers that are left to talk about

the town.
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50N STORM 1N HUECO CITY

By C. William Harrison

It was a hurricane of hafe when Ben Flores
let loose his Colis on the Devil's Deputy.

Tue lead-colored thunderheads ments as they piled into the jagged
were sweeping across the evening sky peaks of the looming Hueco Moun-
ahead of a heat-leaden wind, rum- tains.
bling, growling in their cloud battle- Blacky Starr, his narrow, com-
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pact shoulders swaying with the
rolling gait of Big Red, his sorrel
brone, slanted worried, smoke-blue
eyes up at the mounting storm
clouds.

His lean young face was drawn.

~ with lines of weariness, and the head
of his long-limbered horse drooped,
showing the strain of the fast pace
the Devil’s Deputy had set in his
two-day ride from Lodestone. It
was only another four or five miles
to Hueco City from the hogback, or
so the puncher whom Blacky had
spoken to back along the trail had
said. Blacky leaned forward, and
rubbed the sweaty neck of his brone
encouragingly.
“Tt ain’t far now, Red,” he mut-
tered grimly. “If we can get to
town afore them clouds bust open,
yuh’ll get all the oats an’ rest yuh
want. We twisted our trail around
so that posse that’s been doggin’ us
will think we headed for the Guada-
lupe country, an’ there won’t be
many tracks left after this rain hits.”
A ragged streak of lightning
burned a gash across the sky and
was followed by a sullen grumble of
thunder. A pattering of rain splashed
down on the lanky waddy, then was
whisked across the range by a fitful
gust of wind.
Boom/!
Again the cannonade of thunder
rolled to the tall rider’s ears. It
seemed nearer this time, a single
muted blast of sound that came
~without the warning flash of light-
ning. It seemed to come from the

~ direction of the town.

Blacky’s eyes narrowed slightly,
and a chilly light kindled in their
smoke-blue depths. His lips pursed

muscles.

“Doggone,” he drawled softly. “If
it wasn’t for this storm comin’, T'd
- swear that was a dynamite blast.”

~ He shook the thought from his
mind.  Hueco City was a peaceful
town. The puncher back the trail
had said so. It was a good place for
a waddy on the trail to rest up with
no questions asked.

Blacky relaxed in the saddle, and
swung Big Red around a hump of

granite that cropped out from the

side of the hogback. The bronc an-
gled down to the foot of the slope,
then headed out across open range
toward the distant cluster of lights
that had appeared at the base of the
looming Huecos.

Suddenly the tall rider )erked
erect, lean body stiff and tense. He

pulled his brone to a quick halt, face
bleak, eyes cold and alert.

His keenly attuned ears caught the
faint drumming whisper of sound
again, mounting swiftly into the dis-
tinct clatter of pounding hoofs. His

long-fingered right hand dropped
“quickly to the battered old Colt

laced low on his lean thigh. His lips
flattened into a grim, thin line. The
oncoming riders might only be a half
dozen punchers trying to get back
to their home ranch before the storm
struck. Or they might be part of a

law posse combmg the range for

the lanky, black-garbed youth who
called himself the Devil’s Deputy.
Blacky had only started to swing
his brone back toward the cover of
the hogback when lightning raked
the sky again. The flash sent white,
bony fingers clawing through the
lead-gray storm clouds, illuminating
the range with pale, ghostly light.
In that brief instant, Blacky saw the
riders thundering toward him, dark
blobs of men bending low over

~ straining mounts. One of the men
~with the slow tightening of jaw

saw him and yelled a hoarse curse.
“Boss, over there! That jasper
saw us. Cut him down, blast him.”
The lightning burned out of the
sky, and darkness closed in again.
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Blacky slapped his bronc forward,
face tight and hard. The long-bar-

~reled Colt seemed to leap into his
hand, hammer eared back and ready.
It didn’t take much guessing to fig-
ure that these proddy gents were
owl-hooters—yet he didn’t want to
take the chance of throwing down
on honest punchers.

Pencils of orange light lanced
through the thick darkness. Blacky
felt hot lead breathe in his ears, fan
past his cheek. Grimly, he held his
fire, waiting for the killer pack -to
close in on him. Big Red pranced
nimbly to one side, at the pressure
of his knee. His gun tilted up, fol-
lowing the dark outlines of the out-
laws. ;

“‘Here he is, boss! Over here. The
spyin’ son moved on us!”

The hammer dog dropped under
Blacky’s thumb. He felt the gun

~<kick back in his hand, heard the
shrill scream that split the night air.
A man swayed drunkenly in his sad-
dle, clutched for the horn, caught it,
then thundered wildly off into the
night as the frightened horse felt
the reins go limp.

Then the night seemed torn apart
by throbbing, pulsating gun thun-
der. Lightning flared across the sky
to join the flames that gushed from
leveled gun muzzles. The outlaws
jerked their mounts to a bunch-
footed halt, guns hammering, jump-
ing.

The roar of the Colt in the hand
of the Devil’s Deputy was lost in the
blaring six-gun crescendo. Lead
whipped by the tall waddy, snicked
through his clothes in a dozen places.
Suddenly Big Red pitched under
him. Blacky Starr had the sicken-
ing feeling of hanging in -space.
Then it seemed that a bolt of light-
ning speared down from'the clouds,
crashing over his brain. Abruptly
Blacky felt a white-hot, blazing pain

that seared the length of his body,
then died out after one fleeting in-
stant of agony. After that there
was nothing. .

II.;

Water that felt as cold as ice
splashed into Blacky Starr’s face,
reached down into the black maw he
was floating in and dragged him
back to consciousness. He strug-
gled savagely upward, sputtering
for breath. Dimly he could see the
outlines of the faces of men crowd-
ing around him, hear the harsh tones
of their voices. But that cold water
was still pouring down on him, and
rough hands gripping him seemed to
be trying to pull him down into that
sea of black again.

He lashed out wildly with beth
hands, and felt his right fist shock
into a man’s blurry face. A snarling
voice jarred against his ears:

“Hit me, will yuh?” '
A gun-butt reached out of the

‘darkness, cracked against the tall

waddy’s chin. He felt himself plunge
forward toward the ground, head
spinning crazily. But he didn’t hit
the ground. A pair of hands caught
him, jerked him erect and held him
there until his head cleared.
Gradually  strength returned to
his fagged muscles and he realized
that the cold water he felt was rain
sheeting down, drenching him to the
skin. The side of his head throbbed
with fitful jabs of pain, and he felt

it gingerly with exploring fingers.
The skin wasn’t broken, but he

winced when his fingers passed over
the lump swollen just over hls'
temple. <

“His hoss throwed hnn, sheriff,” a
harsh-toned voice spoke. “His pa,rds— -
went on an’ left the dirty son here
where he fell.
one less would be that much more
dinero for the rest of ’em.’ —

Reckon they figured
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Blacky’s eyes narrowed, went cold.
He singled out the man who had
spoken, found himself locking stares
with a hulking, hunch-shouldered
hombre standing near a short, grim-
faced gent wearing a sheriff’s badge.
The lips of the Devil’s Deputy
turned upward in a thin, chilly smile.

“Fella, yuh shore are a knowin’
gent to hear yuh talk,” he drawled
coolly. “Who are yuh, an’ how did
yuh figure all that out so quick?”

The big jasper’s puffy lips curled
sneeringly. “Ben Flores is my name,
if that’s what’s botherin’ yuh,” he
bit out. “But yuh’ll have more wor-
ries than that where yuh're goin’.
Yuhre one of the skunks that
blowed up the Hueco City bank.
Yore hoss stumbled, an’ yuh was
knocked out when yuh fell. I know,
’cause I followed yore sign, an’ the
~ tracks of yore pards along the foot
of the hogback till I got to the place
where the rain washed them out.”

The thin smile planed down from
the tall youth’s lips. There was
something somber and deadly in the
blank face of the younker, in the
black, rain-drenched clothes he wore,
but the big gent didn’t see it.
Blacky’s stare dropped to Flores’
stumpy legs, narrowing shightly at
the sight of red-brown mud splashes
on the man’s jeans and slant-heeled
boots. The skinny gent and the
chunky, pock-marked hombre who
stood behind Flores had that same
red-brown mud on their boots and
jeans. Their horses, ground-hitched
a few feet away, were muddy from
fetlocks to bellies. Blacky looked up
to see Flores eying him narrowly.

“Then yuh figure the gents that
left me here headed into that sink-
hole farther up the ridge?” the Dev-
il’s Deputy asked softly.

Ben Flores’ shaggy head jerked
down in a quick nod. “Shore,
they—" He broke off, a dark tide

“Shore,” he

of rushing blood flooding his heavy
face. “Durn it, how would I know?
The tracks peter out afore I could
follow ’em that far.”

Blacky Starr chuckled bleakly
drawled mockingly.
“Yuh said once b’fore that the rain
had washed them out, didn’t yuh?”

The skinny jasper, his bony,
wedge-shaped face screwed into a
scowl, cut in raspingly.

“Beaman, what’s the use of all

this talk? We got one of the skunks. .

Me, I don’t see no sense of jawin’
any longer. If I had my say, we'd
save the county’s money an’ string
this owl-hooter up right now. I lost
some good dinero in that bank rob-
bery.”

Sherift Matt Beaman’s slight body
stiffened. He leaped quickly to one
side so that he faced both the tall,
black-garbed youth and the men
crowded close behind Ben Flores.
His lantern jaw was hard-set and
tinged with gray.

“My job’s catchin’ outlaws, not
tryin’ ’em,” he snapped tightly. “If
yuh got any hang-noose ideas, Joe
Kells, yuh better get rid of ‘em
pronto. This younker is goin’ to
Jaik”

Joe Kells laughed gratingly.
“0. K., sheriff, but yuh don’t need to
get so proddy. Yuh can’t shoot a
gent for thinkin’.”

Beaman growled wunder his
breath. “No, but a gent can get in
a heap of trouble for thinkin’ out
loud too much.” He fastened cold
eyes on a florid, loose-jowled man
standing at Kell's side. “Clagley,”
he rapped, “a gent that figures on
doin’ his thinkin’ with a cutter can
get in trouble, too.”

Clagley’s bulging, china-blue eyes
- blinked rapidly, and he uncoiled

blunt fingers from their grip on his

gun. He cursed softly.

“Here we tear out in this rain to
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help yuh ecatch a pelecat, an’ yuh
start yowlin’ ’ecause we help yuh
make shore he don’t try to cut a
rusty,” he grunted peevishly. “Heck,
yuh ain’t even took his gun yet.”

The little sheriff moved swiftly
then. He slid in close to the tall
youth. His hand darted out, deftly
flicked the heavy Colt from Blacky s
holster. Blacky didn’t move, but
the taunting smile on his thin lips
widened into a bleak, humorless grin.

“Just to make shore,” the sheriff
growled. “Dutch is right. Yuh ain’t
said yuh wasn’t one of that gang.
Yuh're going’ to the carcel till yuh
decide to talk.”

A fog of cold, deadly lights erept
into the smoke-blue eyes of the
Devil’s Deputy, as he stared at Ben
Flores.

“There’s more’n one way to talk,”
he answered the sheriff softly, “an’ I
ain’t started yet. What if I offered
to lead that gang plumb into yore
jail, sheriff?”

“Lead ‘em into jaill” Beaman’s
words were suddenly hot, vibrant.

Joe Kells laughed shakily, his
hand sneaking back down toward
his gun. “See, sheriff! He’s same as
admittin® he’s part of that gang.
Now he’s going to sell em out!”

The little lawman pressed close to
the lanky waddy, and Blacky felt
his own Colt bore into his flat

middle.

“Talk fast, yuh blasted erook,”
Beaman rasped. “What makes yuh
think yuh can lead that skunk pack
into my jail?”

The Devil’s Deputy smiled ecrook-
edly. His left hand slid into the
pocket of his black shirt and brought
out a black-cnameled badge. Dutch
Clagley uttered a choked curse.

“Blazes! The Devil’s Deputy!”

“Yeah,” Blacky drawled icily.
“The Devil’s Deputy If T was to
play my hunch an’ track down them

bank crooks, I'd start out by leepin’
plumb around this hogback an’ head
back te town.” '

Ben Flores’ heavy face went sickly
pale. Small, muddy eyes shuttled.
to the lawman’s blank face then to
Kells and Clagley crowding up close
beside him.

“Don’t yuh think that’d be a good

hunch to follow, Flores?” Blacky
pressed softly.
Ben Flores cursed again. “Shore,”

he croaked. ‘‘Shore, Beaman, this
younker is crossin’ his pards an’ he
ought to know what their plans are.
They doubled back on us leavin’ us
to hold the bag.”

Matt Beaman’s leathery face went
rock hard, etched by grim little lines
that bracketed his drawn lips and
crow-footed out from his narrowed
eyes. He jerked around to face Ben
Flores. : :

“Ben, I'm burnin’ it back to tewn.
I can make better time alone, an’
I'll get there afore them skunks ecan
slope across the south pass or change
clothes in case they plan to stay
here an’ run a bluff. You an’ yore
boys bring this Devil’s Deputy hom-
bre in. I allus heard he was an hon-
est sort of gent, but if he’s turned
lobo he’ll be a rinw-tailed terror.
Keep yore eyes on hlm, an’ don’ t let
him get away.’

The hLittle lawman turned then

and leaped onto his horse, spurred
it off into the darkness toward the

town. Blacky Starr stood there, his

eyes hooded, mind racing with grim

thoughts. Up abowve, the thunder

boomed between the cloud battle-
ments as if trying to smother out
the lightning that blazed across the
leaden sky. Rain came down m
driving sheets. Blacky was wet to
the skin, but he wasn’t thinking of
that. He was thinking of the killer
lust that had flared in the eyes of
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Ben Flores and his two men when
the sheriff had ridden off into the
night. He was gauging the distance
to the Colts that had leaped out of
Flores’ holster and the pouches of
Clagley and Joe Kells. Flores’ voice
rumbled in deadly flatness.

“Shore, we'll keep an eye on yuh,
Mr. Devil’s Deputy.”
- “Yeah,” Kells mocked hollowlv

“But yuh’ll make a break, an’ when
yuh do—" He eared back the ham-
mer dog suggestively.

Dutch Clagley fastened unblink-

ing china-blue eyes on the tall
waddy A faint smile tilted up the
corners of his puffy lips, as he
played with the spiked hammer of
his gun.

“He was a smart younker ” he
droned tonelessly. “Yeah, he shore
~ was. He figured things out, an’ was

even goin’ to lead the crooks plumb
into the sheriff’s jail. But the sheriff
rode off, an’ he tried to bust loose
from the guys Beaman left to watch
him. He shore played hob with his
health when he done that.”
~ The spiked hammer rocked back
under Clagley’s thumb, clicked.
Blacky’s mind clutched fra,ntically
at half-formed ideas. He had to stall
the three killers off a minute, get
them off balance. He knew the
thoughts running through their
- minds. They would spin him around,
‘slam lead into his back then claim
- they had been forced to shoot him
~ when he had tried to get away.
~ “Furn around, fella,” Ben Flores
ordered harshly. “Yul're goin’ on a
_long trip. That black badge yuh’re
wearin’ ought to make a good trade
for a spade an’ that’s what yuh’ll

~need on yore new job.”

Bunched muscles played down the
Devil’s Deputy’s lean jaw, leaving a

- trail of gray across his bronzed skin.

“Wait a minute,” he said quickly.
“I got one question.” His right foot

“of bunch grass.

_gun butts.
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slid forward imperceptibly in the
mud, found a firm spot on a clump
He leaned forward
hghtly, range-hardened muscles
tensing. “Just afore my hoss throwed
me, I plugged one of yore pards.

‘What happened to him?”

- Ben Flores grinned thickly.
“Yuh'll see,” he snarled. “That’s the

second part of yore trip—into the

sinkhole. There’s a place in there
where the sand sucks down anything
it can get a hold on. Gyp Moran

N Gl
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went down to see how deep it was,

an” he didn’t come back up. Yore
siug drilled him center. He wasn’t
dead yet when we shoved him into

the sand, but he allus was a bad luck

hombre an’ we couldn’t take the
chance of huntin’ a doctor to patch
him up. Maybe yuh "Il catch up with
him in time to have company, but—
Hey, you!”

HI.

Blacky’s right leg exploded him
forward in a low dive. Flores’ gun
roared. Lead snapped through the
brim of Blacky’s hat, raked a hot
finger down the back of his shoul-
der. Clagley’s gun blasted, but the
slug only burned through empty
space. Joe Kells’ quick shot tugged

at Blacky’s shirt sleeve, even as he

smashed into Flores’ knees.
The big killer slid backward in

the soft mud, knocked off balance

by the drive of Blacky’s shoulder.
He crashed into Dutch Clagley’s gun
arm, and the chunky gunman trig-
gered a convulsive shot that roared
almost in Blacky’s face.

 Then everything was a tangled

mass of churning legs and clubbing *
The tall waddy was in

too close now for the killers to
chance shooting. He squirmed free
of Flores’ weight, snapped a wicked
short-arm punch that buried his fist
in Flores’ middle. The big killer

i R i
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colla.pse into Joe Kells as the skinny
gunman was shoving te his feet.

Blacky heaved violently to his
knees. From the corner of his eyes,
he saw Dutch Clagley, hunkered
down where he had slipped into the
mud, swinging up his gun. Blacky’s
elbow whipped back, cracked full
against the chunky killer’s chin,
snapping Clagley’s head back. Then
Blacky lurched to his feet, dived for
Big Red standing a few feet away.
He leaped into the saddle, swung the
animal around, and prodded it with
spurless heels. The brone jumped
into a burst of speed, as Flores
reared up drunkenly from the
ground, panting to regain the air
that had been shocked from his
lungs. His breath returned with a
roar of rage.

“Get that dirty son1 Dutch’ Joe!
Quit wallerin’ around, an’ get un-
tangled. Yubh’ll be ﬁghtin’ a rope
_if that jasper gets away.”

The gun i Flores’ hand jumped
nto a throbbing blast of Colt thun-
der. Blacky grinned thinly, and
leaned low over the neck of his

straining brone. The killer’s shots
were wild, raking the darkness for a
man who was already but a faint
- shadow disappearing into the rain-
drenched night.

For a half mile, Blacky held Big
Red at full speed. The long-lim-
bered animal, already tired, was
blowing hard when he pulled it to a
bunch-footed halt. He slid quickly
from the saddle, slapped the brone
into the cover of a elump of cotton-

*  woods.

~ “Good hoss,” he muttered grimly.
“Yuh stay here an’ rest up. Yuh de-
serve it. If I, get out of this mess,
yuh’ll get all the oats an’ sugah yuh

can eat.”

He started off across the range in
| long strides, booted feet sloshing in
~ the mud. He paused now and then,

straining to eatch the sounds of Ben
Flores and his men. Distantly he
heard the storm-muffled boom of
Flores’ voice, the words unintelligi-
ble in the lash of the rain and the
moan. of the wind sweeping down
from the higher reaches of the
Huecos.

Blacky broke into a trot making
for the blurry lights of the town
three or four miles away. An intan-
gible warning of danger gnawed at
his nerves. He had swung to the
opposite slope of. the valley in a
wide circle, after riding out of the
sight of the three killers, counting on
this move throwing Flores and his
men off his trail for a few moments.
But nevertheless the sense of danger
haunted him.

Then a faint sound reactied his
keenly attuned ears. He jerked to a
halt,-eyes flaring into the darkness
that blanketed the valley, nerves
taut, keened to the snappmg point.

“Reach, mister!”

The harsh-toned voice rapped out
from somewhere ahead of him. He
caught the dim outline of a man
hunkered down behind a dark,
shapeless heap on the ground.

“I said reach!” the man’s words-
jarred agam

Blacky’s hands shot up shoulder
high. His lips puckered into a grim,

- hard line; his smoke-blue eyes fogged

with cold, deadly ho"hts

“Now come up an’ let’s have a
look-see who yuh are,” the voice
grated. It was the sheriff’s voice.
Recognition came with a rush that
traced a chill of apprehension down
the tall waddy’s spine. “My heoss
fell in this danged mud an’ busted
his neck,” the lawman went on. “I

came to in time to hear all the

rockus over there. If them shots
meant that the Devil’s Deputy hom-
bre busted loose—"

“He’s loose all right,” Blacky cut
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~_in swiftly. It was a long chance to
- take, counting on the rain and the

‘thick darkness to shield his identity.

He pitched his voice low, trying to
imitate Dutch Clagley’s toneless
~drone. “Put up that cutter, Bea-
~man. We got to find that croock
afore he gets plumb away.”

_ He took a slow step forward, plac-
ing him within a couple of yards
- of the hittle lawman. He was close
enough now to make out Beaman’s
mud-covered body, leaning forward,

peering at him. The sheriff’s dry
growl reached his ears.
“So it’s you, Clagley! How in

blazin’ Hades did that jasper get the
jump on you three—The devil! Yuh
ain’t Clagley! Yuh're—"
- Blacky lurched forward recklessly.
- His right fist looped out, crashed
along the side of Beaman’s jaw be-
fore the sheriff could jerk up his
~ gun. Beaman rocked back on his
heels, then went down in a limp
heap, sense jarred by the force of
— the blow.
~ Blacky knelt beside the lawman,
his hands probing over the sheriff’s
clothes. He found his gun, and a
warm glow of confidence surged
~ through him, as he shoved the long-
“barreled Colt back into his holster,
Then he went through Beaman’s
pockets. The sheriff’s senses were

returning now, and he struggled sav-

agely. Blacky chuckled bleakly
;vhen he found what he was looking
or
“I’'m borrowin’ yore jail keys,
Beaman,” he drawled thinly. “Tll
- "do more than lead that pack of
skunks to yore jail. I'll loek ’em in
for yuh. Maybe yuh’ll histen to
sense then, which is more’n yuh'd do
~if I tried to talk to yuh now.”
~ He shoved quickly to his feet, and
‘broke into a run for the town. The
rain had settled down now into a
misty drizzle, as the storm clouds
WW—4D

swep'tr across the sky. A crescent =
moon broke through the clouds for -

an instant, flooding the range with
pale light.

Behmd him, he heard Matt Bea-
man’s curses break into a yelp of
rage. = :

“Flores! Pamn it, he’s over here.
He’s headin’ for town!”

Horses’ hoofs beat hollowly ever
the night air, and Blacky knew the
gun pack was once more on his trail.
But he knew they would follow him
slowly, wary of his gun and fearing
he might double back on them.

Maybe he could lead them to )a.ll :

yet.
IV.

At the edge of town, the Devil’s
Deputy was panting from his exer-
tions. His legs were tired from run-
ning in the loose mud, and his feet

WS

il

were cramped in the tight-fitting,

slant-heeled boots he wore.

He halted, listening tensely. He
could hear the slow plodding of
horses’ hoofs behind him, the muf~
fled sound of men’s veices. Flores
and his men couldn’t be more than
a hundred yards behind him, eom-
ing forward cautiously.

He grinned thinly, and strode to-

ward the town in long stmdes, an- -

gling around so that he came in at
the rear of the buildings that bor-
dered the single wide street.

The rain had stopped falling en- =
tirely now, and, up above, the storm

clouds were breaking. In the dis-
tance he could hear the rumble of
the storm sweeping on toward the

Organ Mountains fifty miles away.

He paced between two of the
buildings, pausing at the mouth of
the gloomy maw to peer out on the
street.

Somewhere down the street
he could hear the banging of a piano

and the smging of a nasal temor |

voice. A man clumped down the
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boardwalk and disappeared into the
general store fifty yards away. A
steer bawled in the shipping pens at
the far end of the town.

“Yuh’d never know their bank

had been blasted an’ robbed,” the tall

waddy muttered under his breath.

- “Reckon they’re just leavin’ every-

thmg up to their sheriff.”
A minute dragged by. Blacky

- crouched there in the shadows be-

tween the buildings. He drew his
gun, punched out spent shells and
refilled the chambers. He blew
through the muzzle to make sure it
wasn't clogged with mud, then let
the gun slide lightly back into its

: pouch., He waited.

Then at the edge of the town

. where the street opened onto the

- of hoofs.
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range, he heard the slow clop-clop
Ben Flores’ deep voice
floated to his ears.

“He couldn’t have doubled back
on us. We kicked through every bit
of brush he might have hid behind.
He'’s here, all right. We ’11 round up
every man in town, an’ hunt the
dirty son down.”

Blacky heard broken fragments of
the sheriff’s growling reply. . . . said
he’d lead that gang plumb into jail.

. lock ’em up for me.’

Blacky’s lean muscles tensed. The

riders were coming up the street now,

_ riding abreast of each other, with
the sheriff seated behind Flores’
~giant frame.

Blacky’s eyes slanted
across the street, marked the frame
building with the word “Jail” let-

~ tered on its front in dim, weather-

i
&

peeled paint. '

Then he stepped out from the
buildings into the street. He saw
Flores and his men jerk up their
horses in surprise, then heard the
hoarse yelp of triumph that burst

~from the big killer’s lips.

“There he is! Get the dirty son!”
Matt Beaman’s voice rang out.

shocked into the jail door.
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“No shootin’ men. Wait til he cuts
loose.”

The three riders raked their horses
cruelly with barbed spurs. Blacky
broke into a run, heading across the
street toward the jail. HJS gun was
in his hands, but he didn’t try to
use it.

Guns in the hands of Ben Flores
and Kells and Clagley burst into a
yammering roar. Lead whipped
around the runnintg waddy, explod-
ing miniature volcanos of mud at his
feet. He hurdled the hitch rail in
front of the jail, dived through the
open door, and slammed it shut be-
hind him. -

A smgle barred cell divided the
room in half. There was no one in
it, and the door was gaping half
open. He leaped into the cell,
jerked open a small closet built into
the opposite wall, jammed his hat
into the opening, and closed the door
again. Then he was out of the cell
again, hunkering his lanky frame be-
hind the sheriff’s heavy walnut desk.

An instant later heavy bodies
It ex-
ploded open, spilling Flores and
Clagley and Joe Kells into the room,
guns fisted, eyes red with murder
lust.-

Their dartmg gaze took in the
open cell, the rain-drenched black
felt hat ja,mmed in the closet door
inside the cell. Flores’ bull voice
roared throatily, thick with hatred.

“There he is! In that closet hidin®
like the skunk he is. He’s got a
gun, men. Don’t let him use it.”

Heavy boots scuffed and clattered

“across the jail floor as the three

killers surged toward the little cell.
Blacky peered around the corner of
the desk to see them clogging the

cell door, fighting each other to get
through.

Ben Flores, his elbows churnmg

savagely, forced himself into the
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cell. Clagley and Kells crowded

through after him. From the cor-.

ner of his eyes, Blacky saw Sheriff
Beaman stumble mto the jail, hmp-

ing from a knee that had been

wrenched by the fall of his horse.

“Boys, give him a chance!” Bea-
man’s yell lashed across the room,
only to be blotted ‘into nothing by
the blaring of the killers’ Colts. He
started to shove imto the cell, but
the tall waddy was suddenly beside
him, stiff-arming him out of the way.
Blacky jerked the iron door shut,
fitted the key into the lock, twisted
it savagely.

The three killers whlrled at the
sound of the cell door clanging shut.
Amazement and fear mingled on
their hard-bitten faces, bringing a
sickly pallor. Their eyes shot from
the tall, bleak-faced waddy to the
sheriff leaning back against the wall
he had been shoved to.

“Beaman, what in blazes are yuh
up to?” Ben Flores thundered. “Yuh
in with this erook? By Judas, if yuh
think yuh can frame us yuh better
think again.’

The voice of the Devil’s Deputy
eracked out coldly:

“It ain’t a frame, Flores. T said
T'd lead the skunks that robbed the
bank mto jail an’ I did. Yuh’re that
gang. Yuh tried to frame me for
the job, kill me afore I could get to
the sherift with what I'd figured out,
but it didn’t work.”

Matt Beaman burst out hoarsely.
“Kid, yuh're loco. 1 chased that
gang out of town alone. Flores an’
his men followed after 1 was gone.”

Blacky grinned crookedly, watch-
ing the slow tightening of Flores’
grip on his gun.

“Yuh're wrong, sheriff,” he eoolly
drawled. “They was the ones yuh
chased out of town. Only they cir-
cled around the hogback, an’ caught
up with yuh so’s yuh’d think they’d

been in town all the time an’ had
come out to help yuh catch the
crooks. They was helpin’ yuh chase
themselves!”

The pallor left Ben Flores’ heavy
face, and was replaced with a dark
tide of rushing blood. His muddy
eyes serewed into slits, and his big
body trembled.

“Yuh’re a liar, Starr,” he blus-
tered harshly. “Beaman, yuh ain’t
believin’ that, are yuh? He’s tryin’
to throw that job in our laps, an’
I'm damned if I'll take it.”

Blacky chuckled tonelessly. A sud-
den tenseness gripped him, brought
the tightening of lean, range-hard-
ened muscles, poised him alert for
that split-second of rocking gun
hammers and violent death.

“Yuh said yuh followed right be-
hind the sheriff, Flores,” he drawled
softly. “Maybe yuh ecan explamn
that red mud you an’ yore pards are
all splashed up with. The sheniff
ain’t got none on him. Yuh got
that mud in the sinkhole—where
yuh dumped Gyp Moran, killer!”

A smothered oath burst past
Dutch Clagley’s puffy lips. His
bugged-out eyes shot up to Ben
Flores, glazed with murder lust.

“Boss— he began.

But Ben Flores was already in
movement. The gun in his hand

“suddenly tilted up, exploded in a

spurt of flame and smoke. “Clagley
and Kells joined in instantly, their
Ceolts blasting, kicking. But some-
how their slugs failed to find the
rapidly moving youth. He had faded
swiftly to one side, gun throbbing,
jumping in his fist.

Lead spatted into the cell bars,
screamed off to thud into the walls.
Skinny Joe Kells lurched to his toes,
went into a pirouette, spinning
madly across the floor to crumple in
a far corner of the cell. Dutch Clag-
ley began to sag, strength draining
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from a slug that had torn into his
paunchy middle. He caught him-
self, stiffened, hate contorting his
face, bulging his china-blue eyes.
He fired two quick shots that burned
past the tall waddy’s cheek, then
the weight of the gun slowly dragged
‘his hand down. Horror glazed his
eyes, then a glint of savage humor.
- “This is yore party—boss! Yuh
thought it’d be a devil of a joke,
robbm’ the bank, then joinin’ the
sheriff, an’ huntin’ ourselves. Shore,
an’ we caught ourselves, too, blast
yuh! Laugh—it’s yore joke!”

Then slowly, Dutch Clagley wilted
to the floor.

The Devil’s Deputy leaped for-
ward through his own gun smoke,
gun snouting toward Ben Flores’ big
body. But the Colt was no longer
in Flores’ hand; it was spinning
wildly across the floor, and the
killer’s hands were high over his
head. His heavy face was green
with fear. Blacky laughed icily.

“Crawl, polecat!” he bit out. “I
figured yuh had too much bark to
bite hard. Get to one side, I'm
comin’ inside after my hat.”

It was when the lanky youth was
backing slowly toward the front door
that Sheriff Matt Beaman finally
stirred into movement. He came
forward slowly, ignoring the menace
of the kid’s Colt. He halted when
Blacky bit out a sharp command.

“Far enough, sheriff. Don’t let
the reward on my head tempt yuh

into doin’ something rash. I came
here so’s me an’ my hoss could rest
up. We'll move on some place else
where it ain’t so stormy.”

The lawman’s pale eyes worked
over the lanky, black-garbed youth
edging back to the door, noting the
dull gleam of the battered, black-
enameled badge pinned to the kid’s
shirts Then his leathery face crinkled -
into a grin.

“I don’t know nothin’ about a re-
ward out for yuh,” he said slowly.
“We're usually pretty peaceful down
here, an’ I never get none of them
wanted dodgers. I was jest goin’
to say I got a cabin up at the foot
of the Huecos. It’s at the head of
the creek that cuts past the hog-
back. I go there to fish, but it’d be
a swell place for a gent to rest up.”
. He chuckled softly, and a twinkle
came to his eyes.

“We don’t get mail for two days
yet, an’ even.if I did get a reward
nbtice against yuh, it’d probably
take a week more for me to find
that cabin. I got a heck of a rotten
memory.”

He turned, grinning, and stalked
across the room toward his desk. The
Devil’s Deputy had already disap-
peared out into the night.

Thet nickname of Blacky Starr’s shore
fits him. Sometimes, when he gits into
gun action, it looks like he was linked
ap with Satan. Yuh'll meet up with him
ag’in soon in Street & Smith’s Wild West
‘Weekly.

CURSE OF THE TUMBLING T

By C. WILLIAM HARRISON

A weird curse damned the land, and men died Tike
flies to lie unclaimed in graves hidden and remote.

DON'T MISS THIS COMPLETE NOVEL!
Coming in Next Week's Wild West Weekly
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SCENTED TRAIL
By J. fillan Dunn

That polecaf #rail led to a
fire-swept frap—and a keg of
gunpowder under the flames!

It was after midnight, and the
narrow lanes and alleys in the Mexi-
can quarter of Cedarville were poorly
lighted. Save where the pale moon
touched them with occasional high-
lights, they were all dark, mysteri-
ous corridors that hinted of lurking
danger and secret crime.

Bud Jones, of Company F, Texas
Rangers, waiting for Kiowa Kenyon,
ex-scalp hunter and retired Ranger,
wondered if the message from Ken-

* yon had anything to do with his own
special mission. His hunch said
yes. —

Kenyon’s message had been wait-

ing for Bud at the hotel when he ar-
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rived. His time of patrols could
never be exact, with all the duties a
Ranger had to take care of, the ter-
ritory he had to cover. But Kenyon
had been expecting him as though
timed. -

The old Ranger had asked Bud to
be on hand at the Red Dog Cantina
—called by the Mexies “El Perro
Rubio”—close to midnight, and to
watch for the man who had been
trailing Kiowa for three nights. It
was Kiowa’s idea that this shadew
had become suspicious of him, know-
ing that he still acted as a Ranger at

“ times in company with Bud. Now
- Bud, if he arrived, might be able to

shadow the shadow.
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If Bud did not show up that night,
Kiowa said in his note that he in-
tended to “discourage the hombre”
10 some manner. :

Bud wondered what had caused
Kiowa to stay in Cedarville, at the
hotel, for three nights. Kiowa had

a log-lined stone shack high up on

the sierra, a secret cabin he called
“Casa Kiowa.” He lived there with
his jenny mule and two hounds, sel-
dom came to town except to swap
pelts, honey, or virgin silver from his
~mine for supplies.

Bud had arrived late, found the
note, registered, got a meal at the
Chinese café, and now here he was,
watching the Red Dog, hidden in
the shadows.

His roan horse, Pepper, was sta-
bled.

The Rangers had word that El
Relampago was active once again.
The warning had been sent from
headquarters at Austin to all com-
panies, but it was Company F that
was most likely to contact the fa-
mous bandit.

His name, in Spanish, meant “The
Flash of Lightning,” and it fitted
him. He always struck swiftly, and
usually in the darkness. The Mexi-
can government had no use for him.
Neither had the other governments
of Central and South America.

The specialty of The Flash was
promoting what he called revolu-
tions, but which were never anything
more than covers to raise money
from recruits persuaded by the elo-
quence of The Flash that they were
patriots. In reality they were only
his tools, used by him in looting and
raiding.

In such raids men and women
were killed, even children; buildings
burned and stock driven off. Fl
Relampago smuggled arms—and
sometimes drugs. He was badly
“wanted.” There were rewards out

for him. And it was always The
Flash who profited by these so-called
uprisings, slipping off with the pro-
ceeds. : = =

It was Mexico that had warned
of El Relampago’s latest plan for
working up Mexies on the eastern
side of the Rio Grande. These were
rated as United States citizens,
voted as such. But in their hearts
all of them hated gringos, and were
ever ripe for such ideas as The Flash
advanced. =

He was going to take back the ter-

~ritory the malditos Americanos had

stolen from Mexico, he would set up
a new republic, with himself as dic-
tator. He would ship weapons and
ammunition across the river. He
would pay off his faithful followers
with the money obtained from a
grand raid on American cattle out-
fits. After that they would all live
on the fat of the land, tax free, rid
of the impositions and the rule of
the hated gringos,

“Viva El Relampagol”

Cedarville would make a fine cen-
tral station for the development of
the schemes of The Flash. Bud’s
hunch said that he would surely
have agents and lieutenants there,
might himself be present. ,

However, it was becoming gener-
ally known that Kiowa was still a
Ranger at heart. If he had been
hanging round Cedarville for three
days and nights, it was very likely
that he might be trailed by a sym-
pathizer of The Flash. '

II.

Kiowa cahae out of the cantina
recling a little, singing to himself
and to all who cared to listen. As

he emerged, the light from the door- .

way showed his tall, gaunt figure,

clad in the garb he had worn ever
since he first joined up with Sam =~
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Houston after the fall of the Alamo.
Kiowa was spare, but he was wide
of shoulders, deep of chest, and his
spime was straight as the stem of a
young pine. His hair and beard
were long and white. Some Indian
beadwork still elung to his fringed
tunic and his moececasins. The tail
of a coonskin cap dangled behind. .
His deep voice held no quaver of

age. He seemed in carefree and mel-

low humor, but his tread was net
as uncertain as it seemed.

Bud saw a shadow detach itself
from a dark recess and trail the old
Ranger. The man was wrapped in
a serape ‘that muflled his features
under his high-peaked sombrero. He
went silently, without shuffling. His
clothing was dark and he blended
with the night—save when he hur-
rled across a lighter spot swxft as a
hizard.

But he did not go any more Ssi-
lently than Bud, who played this
game of tag as cleverly as any Co-
"~ manche tracking a subtle foe.

The weather seemed working up
for a storm. Scud dimmed the star-
light and veiled the moon with mist.
Here and there dim lights showed
through windows always barred.
Bud caught the oceasional strum of
a guitar, of a voice singing. But
Kiowa was the soloist of the occa-
sion. He lifted up his basso lustily
n an old Ranger ballad.

Bud knew through the town mar-
shal of Cedarville that this was an
mn with a shady reputation. It al-
ways seemed to be closed, but was
always well patronized by men who
- came and went quietly and secretly.
Mexies and Americans, the latter
without question outlaws, likely
enough mixed up in contraband.

They knew also that any raid on
the place would find nothing but a
few stupid peones drinking pulque.
~ The posada was full of rat holes, of

ways of entry and exit that were
concealed. It could not be entered
except by the gate and crossing the
mner patio, or courtyard. -

It would be, Bud thought, as he
glanced at the sign, an ideal place
for The Flash to make his rendez-
vous and hide-out. Nobody could
reach him, unless he so wished. No-
body could force their way into this
Inn of the North without warning
any of the inmates who did not want
to be interviewed.

Kiowa was still singing:

“We eat an’ we sleep, an’ we live in the

saddle,
An’ bright on our breasts shines the lone
silver star.
Ladrones obsarve it—an’ swift they ske-
daddle;

But you kin be sartin they never git far.

“Yi-yippe-vay, oh, we care not fer danger,
Yi-yippy, oh, we—"

The song was cut off. Bud saw
the Mexie shadow suddenly erupting
backward out of the alley, splutter-
ing, cursing. He had lost his som-
brero, the lantern light and the
moonlight glinted on hlb hair, coarse
and black as a bear’s. His serape
trailed behind him. His hands
clutched at his eyes, and then they
clawed at his throat.

He leaned against the wall, seem-
ing to be strangling, and he did not
notice Bud as the young Ranger sped
across the narrow street.

He held his breath as he did so.
The air was filled with a pungent,
evil, sickening odor that stung his
eyes and seemed to sear his nostrils.
It was a fairly familiar smell, to Bud,
as he went through it.

He thought Kiowa had been at-
tacked. He had routed his adver-
sary in some strange manner, but he
might be hurt.

“Then he heard Kiowa gurghng
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with subdued laughter.
his name.

“Thet you, son? Glad you showed
up. I reckon you see the hombre
thet was trailin’ me?”

“See him? 1 smelled him. What
did you do to him, Kiowa?”

“I sprayed him, son. I sure christ-
ened him fer what he is. Skunk
juice, plumb in his face an’ ha’r, all
over his front. He'll sure be easy to
foller, an’ he won’t have to announce
{ﬁsse’f, though I doubt he’ll be popu-

ar.

Bud caught a whiff of mescale that
got through the foul reek that hung
in the alley. The old Ranger had a
weakness at times for drinking more
than was good for his health, though
liquor never downed him. Right
" now it made him enjoy the method

he had used to “discourage” the man
who had shadowed him.

Bud doubled back, hearing Kiowa
call out: “I'll be right with you,
son. ‘

He saw the hatless Mexie fum-
bling at the door in the adobe wall
beneath the lantern. :

The young Ranger knew that the
protective liquid emitted by a pole-
cat was a powerful weapon of of-
fense. It could inflame eyes and
mouth with its strong irritant, and
could be classed as a poison. A vic-
tim bore the terrible odor for days.
A dog would hide itself for a week,
ashamed of the smell of its fur. A
man had to bury or burn his cloth-
ing, scrub his hide raw. The stink
would remain in his hair, and until
he was free of it he would be treated
like a leper.

But this Mexie was a spy. Bud
believed he would seek his friends,
however they might recetve him. He
needed a bath—dire punishment for
a Mexie like him—and he wanted
fresh clothes. He was half mad-
dened, seeking refuge. And he would

Bud called

surely want to report what had hap-
pened.

The door opened, and the man slid
through. Bud thought he had found
some secret way of opening, or else
he had given a signal. The Ranger
saw no sign of latch or handle. It
was foolish to give a wrong signal.

Bud stepped back, made a run
and a leap for the coping of the
adobe wall, his feet scrabbling for
holds where the plaster had come
away from the bricks.

There was a patio on the far side,
a courtyard like the center of a U.
It was paved, and there was a foun-
tain in its center where water played
feebly. Slits of lights showed here
and there through -closed, inside
shutters. Along the three sides
stretched veranda posts and lattice,
screened by vines.

The patio appeared empty. Bud
listened, hearing nothing. The skunk
scent hung plain. He sat on top the
wall, slid off and landed lightly.

Something came hurtling out of
the darkness to his right. He heard
no sound, caught no motion, but he
had an impression of something
thrown.

And something hollow crashed
and shattered against the side of his
skull. For the brief moment of con-
sciousness before he lost it com-
pletely, Bud was not sure whether

- the crash belonged to his skull or the

object that had contacted with it.

He was suddenly plunged into a
black void, through which he seemed
to sink slowly, as if floating down.
There was a confusion of noise, a
flare of light—then nothing.

1.

Bud sat up against the outer wall
of the patio. His head throbbed and
ached, one side of his face was sticky
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-"\mth blood. He had been struck by

a thrown olla, one of the perous wa-
- ter jars kept swinging between ve-
randa posts. He was not himself yet,
too dizzy to stand.

Kiowa squatted beside him. Bud
listened, content for the moment to
do so.

“I trailed thet skunk perfoom like
I was my own hound, son. Figgered
. you’d gone in here. Didn’t try the
~ gate. I jest took to the wall. Den’t

climb as good as I did once, but I

made it. See you lyin’ on the
ground an’ I took a shot at the hom-
bre sneakin’ into the house.

“T was winded, an’ I plumb missed
him. He got through an’ bolted up.
I thought you was dead, son. Seo I
busted 1n, but it warn’t easy. ’Pears
to me the house is plumb vacated.”

Kiowa thrust his hand into his
tunic with a foelish leok on his face.
He breught out a box and put it
back with a sigh of relief.

“Wonder if I didn’t smash thet
itemizer, comin’ over the wall.
Though I'd sure have knowed 1t be-
fore this. Have a tech of this mes-
esle, son. You look like you needed
1

Bud refused the liquor, but Kiowa
took a swig.

“You see, I bit down on a bone
- an’ cracked a tooth, Bud. Get so
bad I had to come to town to git a
tooth butcher to fix me up. He had
to treat it, ’count it was infected.
Yanked it today. Fust fang I've lost
since my milk teeth. I didn’t sleep
good, an’ I sort of roamed nights.
Found I was bein’ trailed. So I left
you a note, case you showed up,
knowin’ you was nigh due.”

Bud could picture Kiowa visiting
Mexie cantinas, looking for the mes-
cale he was inclined to like too much,
and thought eased his aching jaw.

“Whar does the skunk juice come

in?” asked Bud. He was beginnmg
to feel better. Kiowa chuckled in
his beard. ’ - :
“Y use skunk juice fer my rheuma-
tiz. Last polecat I skinned an’ tried
out I kep’ the scent gland. Dadn’t
know rightly why, but I sure must
have had a hunch. Yestiddy I went
up to the cabin to see was the hounds
an’ mule all right. The idee come to
me then to give this shadderin’ hom-
bre a lesson. So I went to the gen-
’rul store an’ bought me one of them
itemizers the dance-hall gals use to
spray ‘emselves with perfoom. I
filled it up with my own speshul
skunk scent. An’ tomght 1 ducked
between two shacks an’ let him have
it. I knowed I eould trail him an’
mebbe find out what he was up to.”

“T think I know,” Bud said. He
told Kiowa about The Flash.

“Danged i T don’t think you're
right, son. I've picked up talk these
last three nights about some sort of
demostracione bein’ cooked up. My
Spanish ain’t as good as yours or I
could’ve 'arned more.’

Bud got to his feet, still a little
shaky, but fit enough.

“Let’s go through the posada,
Kiowa.”

They entered the main room,
struck matches. There were side
lamps whose chimneys were still
warm. Bud found a lantern back of
the bar in the main room. They ex-
plored the inn from top to bottom
and found nobody, though there
were plenty of signs of recent occu-
pation.

“Must have all been i cahoots,
an’ they was sure guilty, the way
they've all skedaddled,” Kiowa said.
“This is whar The Flash was holed
up, Bud, gittin’ ready to strike.”

Back in the main room, Bud ealled
attention to the fleor. It was
planked, where most places of this
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type were content with clay, well
- tamped down, for the main room.
~ “Means a cellar,” he said. “Let’s
~ find the trap.”. v
The skunk smell was in the air,

nauseating, especially strong near

the floor as they stooped, searching
_for a hatch. They found it withoyt

much trouble, lifted it, prepared to

descend the ladder it revealed.
- Kiowa sniffed.

“He went this way, son. No doubt
of thet. Reckon the rest did, too.
Mebbe they didn’t crave to have him
along, but you kin bet they didn’t
aim to have ws find him an’ make
him talk, even if they did figger you
was dead, or as good as.”

Bud swung the lantern at a pile
of stout wooden boxes. They were

- strapped with iron, and the wood
was branded with a jagged stroke—
the brand of El Relampago, The
Flash of Lightning. =

They forced open two—of them
with their bowie knives, There were
rifles in the one Kiowa handled.
Bud’s contained sticks of giant blast-
ing powder, with fuse and fulminat-
ing caps.

“Looks like biz’ness,” Bud said.
“Reckon the rifles is mostly bait fer
the men he figgered to recruit. What

_he reelly wanted ’em fer was to han-
~ dle the raid on the cattle outfits.
He’d use the blastin’ powder to blow
up bridges behind him as he drove
the stock over the river. Thet’s the
way he works. AH his talk about
revolution is a come-on to git help-
ers fer rustlin’. Once on the Mexie

side he’d sell the stock an’ light out

with the dinero, leavin’ them to hold
the bag.”

Kiowa was examining the rifles.
“You’re dead right, son. These guns
are all old types, worn out, not wuth
a dang. Thing is now, whar did they
go from here?”

. low,” he said.

~ He went down on his hands and
knees, sniffing like a hunting dog.
~ “Skunk essence is heavy, hangs
“She’s strongest over
here.” = == =
Bud took the lantern to the spot.

The cellar was ceiled with the floor-

ing of the main room, heavily raft-
ered. The walls were roughly
boarded on two sides and at the
back. He tapped the boarding at
the spot where Kiowa had checked.

It sounded hollow, and Bud made
a closer investigation. There was a
door, roughly but cleverly concealed.
They hacked at it with the heavy
blades of the bowie knives, finding
it fastened inside. :

They got a board loose, yanked it
free, and fund that iron rods had
been shackled into a post, and their
hooked ends set into eyes in the cross
timbers of the stout door.

There was a narrow passage. Air
moved faintly through it, and the
skunk odor was strong.

A body lay just inside, shrouded
with a dark-colored serape. Bud
knew who it was before he shone the
lantern on the face of a man shot
through the head from behind, the
features a ghastly blotch of crimson,
The serape, with the rest of the
clothing, reeked with the offensive
odor. :

“Thought he could be too easy
traced,” said Kiowa. >
they jest couldn’t stand the smell.
He didn’t shoot hisse’f. No sign of
blood in the cellar. They drug him
in here—” = == =

“He didn’t hook the door an’ com-
mit suicide,” Bud said. “T’ll bet on
thet. Thar’s 2 way out, end of this
passage.” =

A heavy clang, as of a falling ob-
ject, sounded. The trapdoor was
closed. Tt had not dropped by itself.
They could not shift it. Standing

“Or mebbe
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on the ladder, they heard: furniture
being dragged into place above it.
There were voices above, coarse
laughter, then retreating footsteps.

“Some of ’em sneaked back in,”
Bud said. “Sounds like they hauled
the bar over it. Figger they got us
trapped.” :

They went back to the narrow
passage, stepping over the dead man.
The way was blocked twenty feet in
by stone, partly covered with dried
clay and dirt. It looked like natural
rock. A light current of air sifted
through, above their heads, as if
through a vem in the stone. If this
was an exit, it was too well masked
for them to discover it.

“Reckon we might slash through
them floorboards same as we did the
door,” suggested Kiowa. “Best bet,
I reckon. They’re up to some devil-
oy — s

The knife blades were long, forged
from file steel, but the planks were
thick and tough. They piled up the
wooden boxes for a platform and
went to work. At last Kiowa’s point
went through. His exclamation of
pleasure broke off suddenly as he
lifted his head, bent well back, his
oreat beak of a nose against the slit
he had made.

“Smoke, son,” he said quietly.
“Them devils have sot the place
afire.” ‘

Bud felt the planks with the palms
of his hands. They were hot.

“Listen,” said Kiowa.

They eould hear flames erackling
above them. The adobe walls would
not burn, but there was plenty of

~old, dry wood 1n the structure. It
would soon be a furnace through
which they could not pass.

“Son,” Kiowa said quietly, “looks
like they cooked our goose, unless
~we kin git out through thet passage.”

They stepped gingerly across the

body once more, and Bud struck
matches to test the direction of the
slight draft. It was overhead, and
he mounted on Kiowa’s wide shoul-
ders. The roof here was plain dirt
when he prodded it with his knife.
He tapped at the rock.

Behind them, in the cellar, the fire
was mounting. They could hear the
low roar of it. A beam fell some-
where, crashed through the flooring.
A red glow showed in the gap it
made. Smoke began to seep into the
cellar, into the tunnel.

Bud got down from Kiowa’s
shoulders, began to scrape at the
caked clay on the face of the stone
that block them. It was a solid slab.
He found chisel marks.

“It’s some sort of door, Kiowa,”
he said, sweating with his efforts; but
'm danged if T kin figger it out.
Thar’s a erack, plumb down to the
ground on the right side. Looks like
another along the top.”

“Got to figger it out right seon,
son,” Kiowa.said. ‘“‘Satan’s cinders,
she’s gittin® warm! Thet old wood
burns like tinder.”

The ceiling floor of the cellar had
given way at the trapdoor. Burning
material fell into the ecellar, smoke
drifted into the tunnel.

“It’s a mean way to die,” said
Kiowa, his voice choking.

“You dig under thet rock, Kiowa,”
Bud told him. “I think you kin do
it all right.”

“Take quite a while to tunnel
through, son, even if the way’s clear.
Of course, they went through some-
how. If-we could enly figger the
trick of it.”

“We’ll blast through,” Bud teld
him. “Thar’s thet giant powder.
It’s a gamble.”

“Ruther be blowed up quick than
roasted slow, son. You got a head
on you.”
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He set to work. Bud went for the
box he had opened up. There might
be more of them with the same con-
tents. There was no use in thinking
about that. More flooring had
fallen, the fire roared above, the big
cross-beams were blazing as he car-
ried the case back to the tunnel, pre-
pared four sticks with caps and fuse.

They tamped them down in the
little pit Kiowa had dug, lit the
fuses and retreated, carrying the rest
of the powder back to the cellar,
standing aside from the tunnel for
fear of the back blast.

The second story was falling in.
A tile dropped from the roof. In the
passage, the fuses sputtered like fiery
serpents through the smoke that
steadily increased.

“Touch and go,” Bud said to him-
self. They could not guess what the
explosion would do. It might cause
the tunnel to cave in. It might fail
to budge the rock. More heavy
rafters, half burned, canre tumbling
down from above like rams. The
floor above them was little better
than a charred framework.

He saw Kiowa’s rugged face by
the fitful Light. Smoke from the
fallen beams stung’ their eyes and
throats. - '

Suddenly a cataract of tiles de-
scended. The roof had fallen in.
Flames leaped and roared.

Boom! Boom-boom!

The first blast was the loudest.
Now the smoke that had been roll-
ing into the tunnel was blown out in
a ragged cloud. ‘A steady draft of
air back of it drove out the wisps
that remained, fanned the general
conflagration.

It was getting unbearably hot in
the cellar. They dared not go into
the tunnel until they were sure of
the fourth stick.

Boom!

They leaped the dead Mexie, with
sparks falling about them, stinging
like wasps on their exposed flesh.

Part of the top of the tunnel had
fallen, one side had slid in semi-
collapse. But the way was clear and
they ran, leaping piles of dirt, while
the fire licked into the tunnel.

The slab that had foiled them was
sphit, fallen inward. Powder gas
wreathed about it. They saw crude
stone steps that led upward to an
open hatchway. Bud saw the sky
with its vague stars and troubled
moon. He sucked sweet, cool air
deep into his lungs.

“Hold on, son,” said Kiowa. “Best
not to be in too big & hurry. Every
Mexie in the quarter is watchin’ the
fire. Most of ’em out front, I reckon.
But The Flash, an’ some of his com-
padres, may be hangin’ round out
back to make sure nobody comes
out.”

It was good advice. If El Relam-
pago was there he might be suspi-
cious of the blast.

Smoke from the main cellar now
poured out through the tunnel as if
through a chimney. It masked them
as they crept up the steps, snaked
over the sill of the hatch.

This was the compound back of
the posada, a high wall around it, a
gateway wide enough to admit wag-
ons, barred across, outbuildings, and
a well curb.

The inn was little better than a
shell, with the fire leaping and fall-
ing inside it, glaring through the
window gaps where the hard-wood
grilles were almost consumed.

Streaks of light splayed over the
compound between shifting pools of
shadow. At first the place seemed
deserted, then Bud thought he saw
furtive movement by one of the
buildings built up against the outer
wall.
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- Then part of one of the posada
walls toppled inward and flame
spouted in a fiery geyser. For a mo-
ment it revealed them, in the open,
starting to get to their feet.

_ Jets of flame lanced out from the
shed by the wall, lead came hum-
ming. A blow hit Bud’s calf like

the lash of a whip. Kiowa let out a

frontier oath and dropped to all
fours.

“Nicked my shouder, dang ’em,”
he muttered. “Make fer the well
curb, son.”

They ran, crouching for the scanty
shelter that was little more than
knee-high, shooting back at the
flashes of gun flame as they went. The
curb was not much of a protection,
and it was not going to serve them
long. The Flash and the men with
him had split up, trying to surround
them.

“Six of ’em,’ grunted Kiowa. He
let out a shout as he pulled trigger,
and his old-fashioned but eflicient

_Colt roared. A Mexie had been
caught in a gush of light from a
lower window. Now he lay sprawl-
ing, kicking convulsively. “Five, I
meant,” he added. ‘

Bud wriggled on his belly about
the curb to the side away from the

- burning inn, where its shadow lay
deepest and steadiest. He heard
Kiowa reviling their foes in a jargon
of mixed American and Spanish.
“Come on, you lousy lagartos!

Show your scaly hides, you greasy:

ladrones. Rangers talkin’. Come
out-in the open, cobardes. Yippy-
Whoopee!”

~ He let out the Texas rebel yell,
the old taunting war whoop of the
Comanches. Bud heard the heavier
wham of his gun above the cracks
of the others. Kiowa was trying to
draw their fire, to coax them into a
rush.

Bud was after bigger game. He
had glimpsed one man as he leaped
across a firelit space, caught the glint
of bullion lace on a short jaqueta and
the underside of his saucer-rimmed
sombrero. This should be The Flash,
gaudily clad. The figure disappeared
behind an empty wagon. :

The moon broke out for a mo-
ment, and Bud saw the wagon slowly
moving toward the well curb. More
than one man was pushing it. The
young Ranger did not waste his lead.
He might not have time to reload.
The Mexies had their knives, used
them better than they did guns,
though they had scored on both the
Rangers at the first volley.

Kiowa ecame creeping around the
curb, tapped him on his foot.

“Got two, third one bolted back,”
he whispered. “You ain’t hurt bad?
Didn’t hear you shootin’.”

“You will,” Bud answered softly
“Watch thet wagon.”

There were three Mexies left. He
thought they were all now pushing
the wagon on, covered by it. It
came closer, faster. They were go-
ing to make a rush job of it.

“Fool ’em,” Kiowa whispered.
“Go right an’ left. T’ll take left.”

They turned back to back, set
themselves for the dash, sprang for-
ward. Bud’s leg Wabbled but it did
not give way. A howl came from
the wagon. A slug spoke into Bud’s
ear as he stopped and whirled,
A man leaped on the wagon bed, and
once more the moon cleared and he
saw the gleam of bullion lace shining
brightly.

It was all he wanted—a fair shot.

The man eried eut, spun halfway
round, crashed down. Bud heard
Kiowa’s yell again, triumphant.
Bud ducked as he started to sprint
for the wagon, and a thrown knife
went over his head. The Mexies had
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emptied their guns. One had hurled
his steel—and lost it.

El Relampago was squirming, sob-
bmg between his curses, sick with
pain and the rage of defeat. Bud
had hit where he had aimed, smash-
ing the bandit’s kneecap, shattering
the thighbone.

The man who had flung his knife
ran for the shed, leaped for the low
roof, dragging himself up to it, mak-
ing for the wall. Bud fired again
and brought him rolling down to the
ground, badly hurt.

Kiowa came striding over. Bud
heard hini chuckling in his long
white beard, singed now.

“Present an’ all accounted fer,” he
said. “Looks like The Flash is pe-
tered out. “Thar’s one under the
wagon an’ one of ‘em fell over the
curb inter the well. 1 s’pose I
shouldn’t have shot him in the back,
but 1 was feelin’ sort of hasty.”

El Relampago was moaning now.

“You gringo dog,” he whined in
Spanish to Bud, “you’ve killed me.”

“The hangman gets that job,”
Bud answered in the same tongue.
“You’ll swing for killing that man
in the tunnel, if for nothing else.
Plenty for you to answer for. You'll
pever strike again, El Relampago!”
“Takin’ ’em back to camp, son?”

asked Kiowa. “The one in the Well =
an’ a couple more, anyways, are dead
meat. Not wuth totin’.”

“Town jail should hold ’em over-
night,” said Bud. “They’ll have to
be patched up. They won’t try to
escape.’

Kiowa laughed, ﬁshed mSId’e his
tunic.

“Jest to make sure,” he sald, I
might spray ’em with this. Tt ought
to smell natcheral to ’em, the

- skunks!” '

He brought out “the atomlzer in
its crumpled box. s

“Best wait awhlle, Kxowa._ “We
got to handle ‘em.”

Kiowa stared at the atomizer.
“Danged if she ain’t cracked! Must
have happened when I snaked round
the well. She’s jest startin’ to ooze
out.”

He hurled the container away
from him. It struck something hard,
and smashed. The odor of the
scented trail began to taint the air.

“Let’s git gom’,” said Bud, “be-
fore we all git to smell thataway.
Open up that gate, Kiowa.”

When Bud and Kiowa meet, things
start to happen. J. Allan Dunn’s planned
plenty for them in his next Bud Jones
story. Coming socn in Street & Smith’s
Wiid West Weekly.

“l TALKED WITH GOD”

(ves, | did=—actually and literally)

and, as a result of that little talk with God some ten
years ago, a strange new Power came into my life.
After 43 years of horrible, sickening, dismal failure,
this strange Power brought to me a sense of over-
whelming v1ctory, and I have been overcoming every
undesirable condition of my life ever since. What a
change it was. Noew—I have credit at more than one

“bank, I own a beautiful home, drive a lovely car, own

a newspaper and a large oﬂice building, and my wife
and family are amply provided for after I leave for
shores unknown. In addition to these material bene-
fits, I have a sweet peace in my life. T am happy as
happy can be. No circumstance ever upsets me, for I
have learned how to draw upon the invisible God-Law,
under any and all circumstances.

You too may find and use the same staggering
Power of the God-Law that I use. It can bring to
you too, whatever things are right and proper for you
to have. Do you believe this? If won’t cost much to
find out—just a penny pest-card or a letter, addressed
to Dr. Frank B. Robinson, Dept. 7, Moscow, Idaho,
will bring you the story of the most fasciuating‘
success of the century. And the same Power I use ig
here for your use too. I'll be glad to tell you abeut
it. All information about this experience will be sent
you free, of course. The address again—Dr. Frank B,

Robinson, Dept. 7, Moscow, Idaho. Advt. Copyrig}\# =

1939 Frank B. Robinson.
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SHEEP WAR FOR CIRCLE J

By Cleve Endicott

A pack of hombres had to share that foothache with
Buck Foster of the Circle J—because some sheepherd-
in" galoots aimed to fill the cavity with six-gun lead!

CHAPTER I
TREACHERY ON THE TRAIL.

TaE ridge that humped its rocky
spine into the fastnesses of the Bit-
terroots was wild and windswept,
with stunted jack pines and mas-
sive boulders shouldering the dim
trail. Anything could happen along
the ridge, or down in the jumbled
green canyon where the wagon road
twisted toward the cow town of
Twin Rivers. Violence would not be
out of place; even murder might be
lurking behind the next big rock.

Just now, it sounded as if murder
already had struck and barely missed
its mark. From the shady side of
the steep, scarred slope came the in-
termittent scraping of shod hoofs
across rocky stretches, and above
this noise lifted the groans of a man
in agony.

The groans were hollow and awful.
Now and then they grew in intensity
until they resembled the bellow of
a calf under the branding iron, and
then they died away into fluttery in-
coherence. Anybody who might have
seen the rider emerge from the
thicket of jack pines and top the
rocky ridge would have been amazed
that a man suffering so badly could
stay in his saddle.

He was a tough-looking, battle-
scarred hombre who wore a rusty
black Stetson and a moth-eaten vest
made of bearskin. A .45 in a worn
holster swung low on his woolly

chaps, and he sported a sorrel mus-
tache which looked like a pair of
inverted cowhorns. As he reached
the ridge, his mouth was open, his
bulging brown eyes seemed to be al-
most popping from under their
shaggy brows, and his nose, twisted
out of line by some old fracture;
twitched with pain.

“Oh-h-h!” Buck Foster groaned,
rocking in the saddle. “Oh-h-h! My
tooth—ow-w-w—it’s killin’ me! Gid-
dap, yuh mangy hunk o’ buzzard
bait! Git me to town before I die!”

The roan horse that wore the Cir-
cle J brand was neither mangy nor
bait for buzzards. He proved this
by a burst of speed as the old bucka-
roo’s rowels touched his flanks, but
the next instant Buck was groaning
even more loudly and yanking hard
on the bridle reins. Every jolt of the
horse along the rough trail sent a
spasm of pain through the Circle J
puncher’s jaw. <

“Whoa!” he bawled. “Ow-w-w! 1
cain’t stand it no longer! Mebbe I
ought to try another one of them
pills Sing Lo made—oh-h-h!”

Ordinarily, Buck Foster would
have been suspicious of any remedy
prepared by the little Chinaman who
was the cook for the Circle J spread.
But now he was desperate. Reaching
into a pocket of his greasy vest, he
drew forth several fair-sized pellets
and eyed them hopefully.

The pills looked as if they had
been concocted of soap and cayenne
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pepper. As a matter of fact, Sing Lo
had used these as his principal in-
gredients—without telling Buck, of
course. Buck had tried one of the
pills before leaving the ranch, only
to be interrupted a few seconds later
by Sing Lo’s squeal of “Bleakfast—
you come catchee or Sing Lo thlow
glub out!”

Now the sufferer remembered

that his tooth had felt better after

breakfast—it might have been the
hot coffee he drank, and it might
have been the pill. : >
- Sing Lo, Buck grudgingly admit-
ted as he eyed the pellets, was no or-
dinary Chinaman. For years he had
traveled as an assistant to a ma-
gician. It occurred to Buck that
Sing Lo might have used both Orien-
tal knowledge of herbs and some-
thing of magic in preparation of the
pills.

The old puncher groaned again
and returned all but one pill to his
pocket. This one he thrust gingerly
mto his mouth, rolled it into the
hollow tooth with his tongue, and
clamped his jaw down hard upon it.
Sing Low had told him to chew the
pills thoroughly, and Buck began to
follow directions.

It seemed to him that there was
an almost immediate alleviation of
the pain, and he failed to consider
that this might have been brought
about by his keeping his mouth
closed for a change. Instead, as he
looked down into the wild reaches of
the canyon below him, he suddenly
forgot all about the aching molar.

There were men riding down the
Twin Rivers road. Six of them.
From- his observation point, Buck
could see that they traveled warily,
keeping under cover along the
straight stretches and growing even
more cautious as they rounded turns
in the road.

“By ganny!” breathed the walrus-

WW—5D

mustached veteran. “Looks to me
like them jaspers is up to some-
thin’t” '

He rose in his stirrups, still chew-
ing vigorously on the soap pellet.
Just as he did so, the six riders scat-
tered into a pine thicket and hur-:
riedly dismounted. They were tak-
ing shelter behind boulders and trees
that commanded the road.

It looked like a gun trap to Buck
Foster. He growled under his breath
as he watched the men—and then,
looking farther up the road that
came from Twin Rivers, he saw a
little swirl of hoof-powdered dust.

Out of it came a lone rider, travel-
ing in a hurried lope and carrying a

_pair of leather saddlebags behind his

cantle!

“Hold-up!” Buck gasped. A big
soap bubble popped from his mouth,
but he failed to notice it. “I'll be a
sheepherder if them six buzzards
ain’t figgerin’ on jumpin’ one hom-
bre!”

The man with the saddlebags was
oblivious of danger ahead. He
looked behind him once or twice, and
spurred his dust-streaked sorrel to
a faster pace. Buck Foster eased the
worn-handled .45 from his holster
and hit rowels to the roan cayuse.

It was dangerous going, down the
treacherous slant. But the lone
rider would reach the ambuscade in
another minute, and the Circle J
puncher threw caution to the hot
winds that billowed up over the
drought-stricken Bitterroot country.
He ducked a pine limb that threat-
ened to seratch him from the saddle,
he rode half on the side of the roan
as another branch raked his dilapi-
dated vest, and he let out a wild
war whoop that was intended as a
warning to the man with the saddle-
bags.

More soap bubbles streamed from
his mustache. In his excitement,
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Buck was chewing frantically on the
pellet. The roan bunched hoofs and
slid down a stretch of shale; the rider
who was headed into a gun trap
passed an open place on the road,
and Buck could see that his shout
of warning had been heard.

“Turn back, yuh locoed galoot!”
Buck bellowed. ~

The wind caught his words and
tossed them scattering. Buck
groaned and reined the roan around
to head directly for the thicket where
the six men were in ambush. At the
pace he was traveling, the Circle J
cowboy would strike the road at the
same time the other man reached
the spot.

It was six to two. Buck let out
another wild yell and yanked his
six-gun up to send a shot crashing
through the pines above the heads
of the hidden men.

“Turn back, I told yuh!” he
shouted. Foam dribbled from his
lips. He thumbed back his hammer

and let it fall on another erashing

powder blast.

Answer broke from the thicket in
a chorus of startled yells and a vol-
ley of gunfire. A slug nicked Buck’s
battered Stetson, another ripped hair
from his bearskin vest. He heard
the shrill whine of other bullets
which went by with a safer margin,
flattening on the rocks and scream-
ing into space. He heard the gun of

the ambushed man bark loud de-

fiance, and the sorrel’s hoofs
drummed into a dead, run.

Buck slammed another shot into
the trees. A thrill of admiration
surged through his veins as he real-
ized the horseman was going on
through the gun trap, and the Cir-
cle J waddy triggered twice more to
help him.

“Six onto one ain’t fair!” he
frothed. “Damn if I don’t scalp all
six of yuh with lead! I'll learn yuh—"

But Buck was suddenly busy
learning things, himself.  Powder
smoke whipped in a hot blue cloud
from the trees, lead hailed around
him, and his own gun thundered
once more and then elicked emptily.
He jerked rein on the horse, but the
animal’s momentum carried him to
a shale bank that overhung the road,
and there was no stopping there.

:Buck felt the saddle lurch and
twist under him. The roan had lost
footing in the crumbling shale. In
the blurred space of a second, the
buckaroo saw the hard road shoot-
ing up at him and, out of the corner
of his eye, caught the swift rush of
men closing in. He let go a wild yell

-and jumped clear of his stirrups.

His horse fell sidewise and rolled.
Buck Foster landed on his feet with
a loud jingle of spurs and a jolting
jar that drove a dagger of pain
through his jaw. The next instant,
a riata looped through the air and
settled around his neck, and a jerk
sent him sprawling.

For the space of a few strangling
breaths, the tough old puncher from
Circle J struggled on the brink of
unconsciousness. As if far away, he
heard the drumming tattoo of a
horse’s hoofs, and gradually he real-
ized the man with the saddlebags
had made his escape. Almost as dis-
tant, it seemed, were the voices he
heard and the faces which blurred
into a circle that closed threaten-
ingly around him. A little cloud of
dust, thumped from the ground by
Buck’s fall, powdered over him. He
gasped for breath and the soap foam
frothed from his mouth.

“Get up!” commanded one of his
captors. Buck saw the man moving
forward, gun held menacingly. Be-
hind this one, a younger, smooth-
faced hombre was staring at Buck
as if he were seeing a ghost.

The younger man’s eyes went wide
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and color suddenly drained from his
face. “Don’t!” he gasped. “Don’t
touch him, Saunders! He’s—he’s
mad! He’s got hydrophobia! Look
—at him!”

Saunders jumped back, and the
noose that was strangling Buck Fos-
ter’s leathery neck slackened a lit-
tle. He climbed to his feet and saw
his gun lying in the dust beyond his
reach. The roan cayuse was up and
unhurt, but Buck’s saddle was
thsted AWy,

“He helped that stage robber get
away!” Saunders growled. “T reckon
he’s one of the road agent’s pards,
and we ought to string him to a
tree!”

The younger man swallowed hard.

His voice was hoarse with the fear of

a thing that cannot be fought with
fists or guns, and he shuddered.

“He’s got rabies, I tell yuh! Keep
at the end of that rope, all of yuh!
He might bite somebody!”

Saunders spat into the dust. “I
ain’t afraid o’ him!”

say he ought to be hung!”

-~ “That’s right, Ames!” agreed a
man behind Buck Foster. “Th’ cat-
tlemen in this part of Montana are
up against things bad enough on ac-
count of this here drought, without
havin® the bank money h’isted off a
stage before the bank gits it! Lots
of ranchers have been figgerin’ on
borryin from that bank to carry
’em through"’

“Or they’re figgerin’ on sellin’ out
-~ to Sag Weldy!” another said drily.
He added: “The land-grabbin’
sheepherder!”

Buck’s head was clearing. He
opened his mouth to protest. “Yuh
are all plumb locoed!” he sputtered,
with a bubbling froth breaking be-
tween the words. “I ain’t no stage

robber, I'm—"

A vicious jerk on the rope choked

~off his speech in a strangled gasp,

he retorted. “I

but the bubbles kept coming. Men
moved in, but the smooth-faced
hombre who had been addressed as
Ames yelled at them to keep back.
“Pm in command of this here
posse!” he said hoarsely, with wide
eyes still on Buck’s face. “This
hombre’s got rabies, and he’s got
’em bad. Keep away from him!”

Saunders growled, but backed
away. Buck saw the deputy sher-
iff’s star that gleamed on Ames’
broad chest. The Circle J veteran
groaned at this diseovery; the men
really were a posse, and he had
helped a stage robber escape!

He gestured with his hands, but
only a rattle came through the foam

-on his lips. His face was purple from

the torture of empty lungs, dust had
fogged over the froth and his bulg-
ing brown eyes were wild with the
pain in his tooth. At the moment,
the mossyhorn looked like a mad-
man, indeed.

“We’ll drag him to town on the
end of the rope!” Deputy Ames said.
“1 wouldn’t touch him with a ten-
foot pole. Get the hosses and let’s
move.”

“I say let’s hang him—"” Saunders
began again, but the deputy inter-
rupted. He was gradually regaining
his composure, but Buck could still
see fear in the officer’s eyes. A plan
began to take shape in the Circle J
puncher’s mind. He had to escape.
In Twin Rivers, he would be able to
prove his identity and clear himself
with the help of Billy West, the Cir-
cle J owner. But he might not live
to reach Twin Rivers. Deputy Ames
might not be able to keep his men
in hand much longer.

“The law will take care of hangin’
him if he’s guilty!” Ames said, as he
swung to the saddle. “Let’s ride,.
men.”.

Buck Foster looked and felt half
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saloon—a rendezvous for every gun-
packing tough and law dodger in
Montana. A chair crashed inside
the place, and there was a stampede
of booted feet toward the sidewalk.
- The Circle J pards stopped in their
tracks. Gunplay in the Oasis was
no unusual occurrence, but now it
sounded as if trouble had headed
for the street.

And, just at this instant, a small,
tow-headed and barefoot youngster,
clad in overalls suspended by only
one strap, came out of the post of-
fice only a few doors from the sa-
loon.

The street was no place for a child
when there was a threat of bullet-
swapping. Billy West realized this,
and started forward on the run, and
Joe and Sing Lo were at his heels.
Then, with another howl, the dog
seurried under the doors of the Oasis
and swung down the sidewalk.

The Circle J owner halted again.
“Just somebody chasin’ a dog out of
the place,?” he said in a relieved tone.

Joe Scott caught his arm and
pointed excitedly. The dog, a large
animal that showed traces of collie
ancestry, had run blindly into a tree
at the edge of the wooden sidewalk.
Now it stumbled into the side of
the building itself, and then turned
down the sidewalk in a queer, side-
wise run. All three of the Circle J
men saw the foam slavering at the
beast’s jaws—

“Mad dog!” the redhead gasped.
“Hey, sonny! Get out of th®> way—
get inside! Get inside quick!”

But the boy halted where he was,
uncertainty on his freckled face giv-
ing way to fear. The dog caromed
off a hitching post, snapping and
snarling as if at an unseen enemy,
and headed straight for the young-
ster. Too late, the boy started to
run.

Billy West jumped for the street

as Joe and Sing Lo plunged forward.
From this angle, the Circle J boss
could separate boy and dog in his
line of vision. He whisked the .45
from his holster and jerked the gun
up to roll its thunder all along the
sun-washed stretch of dusty street.
The shot brought one agonized yelp,
and the rabid animal leaped high in
the air and landed kicking. By the
time the crowd from the Oasis had

- reached the sidewalk, it was quiver-

ing in death, and Joe Scott had the
frightened youngster in his arms.

“Who done that?” rasped a harsh
voice. “Who’s the skunk that shot
my dawg?” :

Joe Scott hastily shoved the tow-
headed lad into the shelter of a store.
Trouble was coming to the main
street of Twin Rivers, after all. The
man who claimed ownership of the
dog was striding in advance of a
gang of gun-toughs; he was a burly,
bearded hombre who ecarried no gun
himself, but his huge fists and the
knuckle scars on his face advertised
his brand of fighting.

“I said who shot my dawg?” he
demanded again. “T'll wipe up the
street with the polecat that done it!”

Billy West blew smoke from his
gun barrel. “I guess I'm the man
yvou're lookin’ for,” he said calmly.
“The dog was mad, and there was a
kid on the street.”

“You’re a liar!” flared the other
man. “If yuh didn’t pack that gun,
I’d break yuh in two!”

He stopped ten feet away from
the Circle J owner, and the crowd
stopped behind him. There were
cries of: “Whip him, Marty! Bust
his jaw! Here—TI'll loan yuh a gun!”

But the big man didn’t need a
gun. Billy West, a cold anger flam-
ing in his gray eyes, was unbuckling
his cartridge belt and handing it to
Sing Lo. Joe Scott crowded close to
the ranchman.
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“Don’t fight that buzzard his way,
Billy!” Joe pleaded. “That’s Marty
Hoag—one o’ Sag Weldy’s sheep-
herders! He used to be a lumber-
jack, and he weighs about thirty
pounds more’n you do! Besides, he’s
a dirty fighter—they say he stomped
a man’s face in down at Cheyenne!”

Billy West faced Hoag. “Well,
what are you waitin’ for?” he asked.

Hoag wasn’t waiting any longer.
He came in a rush, clubbed fists
flailing, big head lowered, grunting
and snarling with each blow. The
sheer force of his attack sent Billy
reeling to the street, and the crowd
- of lawless hangers-on of the Oasis
saloon whooped its delight and
crowded around in a circle.

Joe Scott yanked his six-gun.
“This here’s goin’ to be a fair fight!”
he announced. “I'll plug the first
hombre who tries to horn in!”

“Flight, Mistlee West!” screamed
Sing Lo. “Flight ha'd!”

A big fist jarred Billy’s jaw and :

stars burst before his eyes. He
rocked back on his boot heels. Hoag
bellowed triumphantly, and then
launched his thick body in a dive
with the intention of butting the
ranchman  into  unconsciousness.
Sing Lo squealed a warning that
would have been too late; but it was
not needed.

Panting and dazed, Billy managed
to leap aside. As Marty Hoag dived
past, the Circle J boss flashed his
right fist up in a hooking blow that
smashed into the lumberjack’s face
and spun him around. Heag grunted
and rushed again, his little eyes red
with rage.

Once more a whirlwind of ham-
mering blows descended on the
smaller man, thumping the wind
out of his body, ripping along the
side of his head with a force that
felt as if an ear had been torn away.
He gasped and drove a fist hard at

Hoag’s middle, but the big man was
tough; the blow had little effect. The
next instant, Hoag’s knuckles
slammed Billy’s jaw and sent him
sprawling into the dust.

There was a roar from the crowd.

Joe Scott shouted: “Keep back,
there!” and waved the .45. Out of
the corner of his eye, he saw Hoag
leap and pull his booted feet high
into the air, aiming them for the
man beneath him. Hoag had
stomped a man nearly to death in
Cheyenne—
- But now he was fighting a man
who was quicker and more resource-
ful. As Hoag’s weight descended
toward him, Billy West jerked his
own boots up and lashed out with
both feet, twisting his body just out
of range at the same time, His spurs
caught Hoag’s legs and raked them
cruelly; the big lumberjack howled
with pain and lost his balance.

Billy was on his feet before Hoag
could get up. When the latter arose,
still bellowing and grunting like an
enraged beast, it was the Circle J
owner who charged.

Hoag’s head snapped back as the
ranchman’s knuckles drove against
his chin. The lumberjack staggered, -
recovered his balance, and then met
Billy’s rush with changed tactics.
He flung his big arms wide and
grabbed for his opponent, but Billy
ducked underneath and cracked an-
other hard punch under Hoag’s ear.

The lumberjack went down like
one of the trees he had. felled. Once
more he got to his feet—once more
he rushed—

Billy West drove a left to Hoag’s
stomach. The big man grunted and
doubled forward. The Circle J boss
put everything he had behind a right
to the bearded jaw.

Hoag sat down and stayed there
grunting, shaking his head. His
glazed eyes stared at the man who
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had whipped him at his own game.
Joe Scott said, triumphantly: “I

“reckon that’ll learn the dirty var-

~ mint who’s a skunk!” and Sing Lo
grinned and echoed, “So be,” as he

handed Billy his gun.

~The Circle J owner blew hard and

grinned with battered lips. Just as
he was buckling the cartridge belt,
another big man shoved his way
through the crowd.

- “What’s goin’ on here? What’s
happened?” he demanded.

Billy turned to face the speaker,
and saw Sag Weldy—the rich sheep-
man who had come to the Bitter-
roots only a few months before and
who already owned two of the big-
gest ranches in the section.

- Joe Scott answered. “This face-
stompin’ sheepherder of yores bit off
more’n he could chaw!” chuckled the

-redhead. “Yuh better turn him loose

~with the lambs till he gets his
strength back.”

Weldy grunted, and glanced in
surprise at the sturdy Circle J boss,
then frowned at Marty Hoag. The
sheepman was clean-shaven and well
dressed; he would have been mis-
taken in any gathering for a quiet,
prosperous cattle ranchman. About
him was an air of honesty and
squareness which appealed at once
to Billy West; the latter thought per-
haps Weldy was not nearly so bad
as he had been painted.

Just now, Weldy wore a slightly
soiled bandage on his left hand and
wrist. His .45 was holstered on the
left side, but the butt of the gun
was turned forward for a cross-body

~ draw.

 The sheepman faced Billy with a

_slow grin. “First time this has hap-
pened to Marty,” he said. “I reckon
it’s a good thing—reckon he had it
comin’ because he’s a mite too quar-
relsome. Especially when he gets a
few snorts o  redeye under his belt.

That’s why I won’t let him pack a
gun. I hepe yuh won’t hold this
ruckus against me, West!”

Billy shook his head. “You had
nothin’ to do with it,” he said.

“Glad yuh feel that way,” Weldy
smiled. He turned to Marty Hoag,
who was recovering consciousness.
“Hightail it to the ranch, Marty!”
he ordered sharply.

The ex-lumberjack muttered a
surly something through bruised
lips, and slunk away with a look of
hatred at Billy. But the red battle
light was gone from his eyes. ,

Weldy looked at Billy again. “The
drought’s hangin’ on, West. If yuh
decide to sell all or part of the Cir-
cle J—”

“T won’t decide that!” Billy an-
swered. He beckoned to Joe and
Sing Lo. The pards went on to
where their horses were tethered,
and Sheriff Jim Hawks rode up at
the head of a dozen discouraged-
looking men astride dust-streaked
horses. The gray-headed officer
sighted Billy West and came straight
to him.

“Hoped I'd find yuh, Billy,” he
said. There was worry behind
Hawks’ blue eyes, and he lowered
his voice, “Hear about the stage
holdup?”

Billy shook his head. The sheriff
drew a relieved breath. “Then the
news ain’t spread, yet. I told the
stage office to keep it quiet long as
they could, because of the bank.
Billy, there was fifty thousand bucks
bein’ shipped in for the bank to use
as loans. It didn’t get here—the
stage was robbed on the road from
Rawhide!” .

The Circle J owner jumped. “Fifty
thousand!” he echoed. :

“Yep, and that would buy a lot ¢’
feed! I been out with one posse all
day, but we lost the trail. Best we
can figger, there was just one hom-



4 STREET & SMITH’S WILD WEST WEEKLY

bre wheo lit out with the dinero. He
headed for th’ Bitterroots. I got
J ack Ames—my new deputy—head-
in’ a posse over in that direction.
But that trail’s gettin’ colder every
minute!”

“What did the robber look like?”
demanded Joe Scott.

“There wasn’t nobody left to say,”
Hawks said wearily. “It could have
been that young buzzard that calls
hisself the Cheyenne Kid, or it might
have been one of them hombres from
down around the Jackson Hole

country. We got to find him. In the

meanwhile, Billy, I wish yuh’d talk
to the ranchmen—and talk fast! If
they get cold feet and start a run
on the bank, she’ll go bust. And
then they’ll start sellin’. But if yuh
tell ’em to hold on and not sell for
hell, they’ll listen!”

Billy’s jaw tightened. There was
a hard glint in his gray eyes as he
turned to Danger, the beautiful

chestnut saddle horse that was parf

bronc and part thoroughbred.

“Mebbe they’d hsten mebbe not!”
he said. “T'll tell *em—Jater. Right
now, ’'m goin’ to take Joe Scott out
on the road and see if he can pick
up that trail. Sing Lo, yuh better
hit for the ranch. Tell Buck what’s
happened, and send him out to help
us.” /
“So be, Mistlee Billy!” #

The Circle J boss forked Danger,
and Joe Scott threw his leg over a
rangy clayback. Sheriff Hawks
watched them leave town at a gal-
lop, and shook his head pessimisti-
cally as the dust swirled in behind
them. The red-headed Circle J
puncher was known as one of the

best readers of trail sign in all Mon-

tana, but the chance of cutting sign
on one man in all the wild upheaval
of the Bitterroots was slender, m—
deed.

The sun was still a couple of hours

- high when Billy and Joe rode into

the first shaded canyon of the foot-
hills. Here the beak-nosed cowboy .
held up his hand in a warning to
halt, and Billy heard the slog-slog
of horsemen coming from the oppo-
site direction. ‘

Both laid hands on their holsters,
and pulled their horses into the
thick shadow of the pines. A second
later, the group of riders appeared.
In front was a tall young hombre
with a star on his vest, and Billy .
knew this must be Jack Ames, the

new deputy.

The Circle J owner held up his
hand. “Any luck?” he asked eagerly.

Ames shook his head, and the men
from Circle J noticed that he
looked peculiarly pale and shaken.
The big man named Saunders spa,t
disgustedly into the dust.

“He got away,” Ames said in a
colorless tone. “We seen him from
up on the ridge. We rode down to
cut him off. And then”—his voice
went to a higher, strained pitch—
“and then a man with rabies—a
madman—busted into our gun trap,
yellin’ and shootin’ and foamin’ at
the mouth. His pard got away.”

Billy frowned. “A man with ra-
bies?” '

Ames nodded. “Yes—an ugly buz-
zard with a big mustache and a -
busted nose. Yuh better be on the
lookout for him. He got away. He
—he might bite somebody!”

The Circle J pards exchanged
glances. Both knew about the soap
pellets Sing Lo had mixed for Buck
Foster’s aching tooth. Joe Secott,
who loved to tease the old mossy-
horn, had been enjoying a few quiet
chuckles over the effects the remedy
might have. '

“Where’d this .
bia hombre go?” Bllly asked.

Ames explained. “He’s mad—
plumb mad!” he added, licking his

. this hydrophe-
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dusty lips. “Yuh better be careful.
We’re goin’ on back to town—the
bandit got too much of a start.”
Billy and Joe Scott rode on along
the canyon trail until they came to
the spot plainly marked by hoof-

prints and boot heels. Here, Joe’s’

keen eyes picked out the shreds of
mohair caught by the brush that had
snagged Buck’s chaps.

“We'll follow Buck’s trail,” Billy
decided promptly. “Chances are,
he’s tailin’ the robber by now. Other-
wise, he wouldn’t have busted loose.
And mebbe he needs us by this time.
Holdin’ up a stage carryin’ fifty
thousand dollars isn’t a one-man
job!”

CHAPTER III.
BUCKAROO ON FOOT.

UCK FOSTER was, indeed, in
U need of help at that very moment.
When he flung himself over the rim
of the road and clawed his way
through the brush with bullets
crashing above his head, there en-
sued a frantic struggle to put as
much distance as possible between
him and Jack Ames’ posse.

The thick canyon growth favored
Buck in this matter. He reached the
bottom of the rocky gulch and
pumped his lanky, saddle-bowed legs
at top speed along the twisting bed
of the dry watercourse while the
lawmen shouted and swore and
fought the brush above him.

Finally the noise of pursuit died
away. Buck sat down on a boulder,
his ribs heaving. All at once he no-
ticed that his mouth tasted like sun-
scorched saddle leather. He spat
soap foam on the gravel, and his
tooth began jerking again.

The tooth wouldn’t let Buck stay
still. The pain of it was a driving,
relentless pain, and he had to be do-

ing something, going somewhere. If -

he didn’t move, the pain would drive

him crazy. He rocked on the boulder
for a minute, holding his jaw in his
hands and moaning to himself.

Then he remembered the hombre
on the sorrel cayuse—the man with
the saddlebags. Saunders had called
%)he rider of the sorrel a stage rob-

er—

“Got to git that buzzard!” the Cir-
cle J puncher croaked in the aching
dryness of his throat. “Got to find
that mazuma!”

He stood, deliberating the course
he should follow. Nobody knew this
section of the sprawled, humping
Bitterroots any better than Buck. If
the robber stayed on the trail, it
would take him through the narrow
pass at the head of the canyon, tra-
verse the rocky ridge, and drop into
another twisting gulch where it
doubled back toward Twin Rivers
for a few miles before turning again.

Buck began a panting, groaning
climb up the western slope of the
canyon. The bandit would stay on
the trail, he reasoned. Presence of
the robber on the trail in the first
place was an indication that he
didn’t know the country any too
well—a man carrying loot in his sad-
dlebags would be likely to strike for
the Canadian border.

“By ganny!” Buck muttered be-
tween groans. “I’ll bet that coyote
is the Cheyenne Kid! I helped him
git away, but I'll be a sheepherder if
I don’t scalp him with hot lead afore
long!”

He instinctively reached for the
smooth-handled .45 at his side, and
then he groaned all the louder. The
gun had been left back in the trail
where it had fallen. All Buck had
for a weapon was the rope that had
been around his neck.

There was but one thing to do. If
he could make it over the ridge on
foot, through brush where no horse
could go, he might cut the trail in
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the farther canyon before the rider
got there. Then he could rope the
outlaw.

Buck increased his pace, blowing
hard, scrambling through buckthorn
and stunted pines, momentarlly for-
‘getting the torture in his jaw. He
saw bright visions of himself roping
the notorious Cheyenne Kid, yank-
ing him from the saddle and grab-
bing his gun. Buck Foster would be
a hero, riding into Twin Rivers with
the Cheyenne Kid at the end of a
tether and the stolen money jing-
ling in the saddlebags.

With this spurring him on, the
lanky veteran finally topped the
ridge and felt the hot wind blast
his mustache. Keeping carefully be-
hind the cover of boulders, he moved
to the farther rim and looked down,
searching the trail that twisted in
and out of the screen of trees.

There was no rider in sight. But
Buek’s bulging eyes detected some-
thing just as good—a moving cloud
of powdery dust swirling above the
pines to the north.

He grunted with satisfaction. That
would be his man, still keeping to the
trail, doubling back to the south.

For a minute, the Circle J puncher
watched while he regained his
breath. The hot wind blasting up the
rocky slope of the hill brought a pun-
gent smell that set Buck’s battered
nose twitching. He sniffed suspi-
ciously, and then let out an explo-
sive roar.

“Sheep, by ganny! I'll be a horned
toad if I ain’t gittin’ into thet Sag
Weldy’s woolly range!”

Then he plunged forward reck-
lessly to dare the steep descent with
cowboy boots that were not designed
for mountain climbing. The odor of
sheep dip and sun-scorched wool was
like a red flag flaunted in the face
of a bull, so far as Buck Foster was
concerned, - This spread had been a

cattle range until a few months be-
fore—until Sag Weldy came up from
the Southwest with money and men
and set about buying the land of
ranchers who were going bankrupt
because of the drought—

Half a mile down the canyon side,
slipping, sliding, holding on to buck-
brush and sage that was uprooted
and sent him sprawling, Buck came
to the road and crouched beside it,
his heart hammering a tattoo agamst
his heaving ribs.

Above this drumming within him,

“he coqld hear the poundmﬂ of

horse’s hoofs approaching on the
road. Hastily, and yet with care, he
built a loop in the riata and set-
tled himself down to wait.

It wasn’t long. The rider of the
sorrel horse came into view around
a turn. For the first time, Buck Fos-
ter got a good look at the man who
was suspected of holding up the
Twin Rivers stage.

The hombre’s face was strangely
pale. His hair and eyebrows were
black in contrast, and his eves looked
like smoking bullet holes burned
into the pallor of thin, sunken
cheeks. He was dressed in an odd
fashion for the cattle country—he
wore a blue work shirt with a red
bandanna that hid half of his chin
and undoubtedly had been used as
a mask, and faded, dirty jeans that
were bloused over the tops of laced
boots. He had no spurs, but as he
rode there was an accompaniment of
dull jingling from the bulging saddle-
bags.

Buck “Foster was holding his
breath as he watched the rider ap-
proach. Now he opened his mouth

to suck in lugfuls of air, and he

lifted his lanky arm for the throw.

The air struck the exposed nerve
in Buck’s hollow tooth. Pain shot
through his jaw in a sharp, terrible
spasm. He clasped his hand to his
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mouth to stifle the involuntary groan
that wrenched from his lips, and shut
his eyes tight against the torture.
~ In that second, when the Circle J
buckaroo was powerless to act, the
~_stage robber went past the trap
- Buek had set for him. The mossy-
horn groaned again and jerked his
eyes open to the realization that he
had failed.

Then he flattened himself against
the trunk of a pine and held his
breath again. The rider had halted;
speaking sharply to his horse. For a
few seconds, he sat the sorrel in the
middle of the road, looking keenly
around him with the eyes that

- looked like bullet holes burned
through paper.
' Buck Foster expected dlscovery,
then. He was waiting for the roar of
a gun, the stinging tear of a bullet
ripping into his lanky body—

Then the man with the saddlebags
turned sharply to the right, ducked
low under the overhanging branches
of a tree, and left the road.

-Hope surged into Buck’s heart
again. With the hombre turning off,
there was a possibility that he was
going to camp. The Circle J cow-
boy moved stealthily across the trail
and ducked wunder the same
branehes Then he halted, staring in
surprise at a fairly plain horse path
that had been concealed by the
branches.

Now the wind brought the smell

of sheep, stronger than ever before.
A sudden suspicion broke like a
bombshell in Buck’s brain.
- “By ganny'” he told himself in
fierce joy. “It was a sheepherder
thet robbed thet stage! And damn
if yores truly can’t clean up all the
sheepherders between here and the
Rio Grande!”

The sorrel was in a lope again.

Buck Foster went down the trail

_after the rider, on the run. He topped

a little rise, turned the shoulder of
a box canyon that was set back in
the farther hills—and then abruptly

stopped to gawk and gasp at the
- scene spread before him. '

~The sun was behind the hills and
shadows lay thick and sinister on
the floor of the box canyon, Set
against the precipitous back wall,

gloomy and forbidding among the

somber pines, was a huge stone

building that reared two stories

above the canyon floor. In its upper
portion, two curtainless windows
stared like hollow, brooding eyes
over the trail by which the mder of
the sorrel approached.

Buck Foster had never seen a cas-
tle, with its moat and turrets. But
this bleak, gloomy structure looked
like a castle to him—it was out of
place here in the Bitterroots, and
yet it belonged, somehow, to the
mystery and majesty of the moun-
tains, Watching it, he forgot his
toothache, and a sluver crept along
his spine.

Then he gave a fierce tug at his
mustache. The stage robber was
riding up to the gate in a stone wall;
two other men appeared here as if
they had been on guard.

The rider dismounted and tethered
the sweat-streaked sorrel to a tree.
When he had disappeared within the

‘gate with the others, Buck moved

cautiously forward.

Somebody had told him that the
new sheep outfit was building a
house on its lately acquired cattle
range. The smell of sheep was strong
here, and the house was new despite
its shadowy bleakness. This, then,

‘was the stronghold of the sheepmen

—and Buck Foster eould whip any
half dozen woolly wranglers he had
ever seen!

Besides, there was a horse teth-
ered outside the gate, and Buck

-
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needed a horse. A man on foot in
the Bitterroots is no man at all.

There was nobody in sight, now.
Buck’s
courage bolstered him. He remem-
bered that the stage robber had
never seen him, and if he were chal-
lenged he could say that he had lost
his horse and had come to borrow
one.

His tooth jumped again. Buck
strode boldly across the epen space

~and entered the shadows that were

thickening over the macabre-looking
place—

“Stick up yore hands!”

Buck’s heart leaped and ham-
mered. He caught the glint of a gun

in the twilight. Boots crunched on

gravel and the vague shape of a man
came toward him. Slowly, he raised
his lanky arms.

“What’s the idee o’ this?” Buck
began. “I Just wanted to borry a
hoss and—"

“Reach high!” growled the other.
He was close, now. Buck saw a
slouch black Stetson, a tangled,
matted beard. The smell of sheep
was heavy on the slovenly, burly
hombre; Buck sniffed and rage
surged through him. There was only

~one of them—

With a grunt, the Circle J bucka-
roo suddenly jerked his arms down
and dived for the thick middle of
the man with the gun. His bony fin-

gers closed over the man’s wrist, his -

head slammed against a belt buckle.

The sheepherder gasped and dou-
bled. There was a loud roar not far
from Buck’s ear as they rolled on the
ground, and he saw the lurch of
powder flame in the dusk. He drove

his free fist against a tangle of beard,

and clutched at the man’s throat.
Then men came running. Buck
hammered desperately at his adver-

sary’s face and felt the skin rip from

his knuckles. Something crashed

thick-headed  blundering

against the side of his head with
shattering force, and the whole solar
system seemed to concentrate in one
whirling brightness before his eyes.

Then the brightness exploded, and
Buck was falling endlessly throucfh a
soft blackness.

They were dragging him up the
stone steps when he came to his
senses. At once, he planted his boots
and lashed out with a knotted fist,
and a man went sprawling against
the door jamb. The others yelled
and grabbed him again. There were
three of them on their feet; the door
opened to splash the porch with yel-
low lantern light, and Buck saw that
one of the hombres was the man with
the jeans bloused over laced boots.

With a yell, the buckarco tore
away and leaped on this man. They
rolled through the door and into the
lantern light. The stone floor was
cold against Buck’s fevered cheek.
He saw the glint of light on a gun
barrel that came down in a smashing
swing, and felt it thud and glance
from his skull.

The rusty black Stetson cushioned
the blow, but there was still force
enough behind it to knock Buck
dizzy. He lifted himself on hands
and knees, fighting vainly to get to
his feet. He saw one of Sing Lo’s
soap pellets fall from his vest pocket
and roll across the floor, and he
watched it with a curious detach-
ment, as if it had been somebody
else who crouched there unable to
move— =

“Take him upstairs!” panted the
man with the laced boots. “We'll
learn him a lesson he won’t fergit!”

Two of the others seized Buck’s
arms and jerked him roughly to his
feet. Somebody brought a lantern
that shed its bobbing circle of light
over the gloomy walls. At the top
of rickety, creaking steps, Buck was

shoved reeling into a dark room
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which smelled of dampness and rats.
He toppled to the floor and heard

the door click behind him. A key.

rasped in the lock. For a long time
he lay there while his strength gradu-
ally ebbed back into his battered
body. There was a single, narrow
window, too high up to reach. Buck
struck: a match and looked around
him as the shadows leaped and wa-
vered. :

The room was bare. A rat scur-
ried across the floor by the farther
wall. Overhead, a bat swooped
down toward the flame on gusty
wings, squeaking. Buck’s tooth
stabbed him with pain, and he sank
to the floor.

CHAPTER 1IV.

RENDEZVOUS WITH DANGER.

'[HE trail left by Buck Foster was
plain enough so long as daylight
lasted, but a hard one to follow on
horseback. There were times when
Billy West and Joe Scott had to dis-
mount and lead their horses through
the tangle of brush.

They came to the dry stream bed
and Joe’s keen eyes spotted a wisp
of mohair caught in the roughness of
the boulder top. Beside the rock,
boots had scuffed the gravel.

“He set down here to rest!” the
redhead exclaimed. A note of con-
cern for the pard he loved to tease
entered his voice: “Say ... yuh ...
yuh suppose the old mossyhorn got
plugged? I don’t see any sign of it,
but he shore must be hurt, somehow.
Mebbe he busted an arm or some-
thin’!”

Billy grunted. “It’s his tooth!” he
surmised. “I reckon them soap pills
of Sing Lo’s didn’t do him any good
—except to scare the daylights out
of that young deputy. We’d better
move on before it gets dark.”

Joe Scott led the way up toward

the ridge. Billy turned his Danger
horse after the redhead’s claybank.
For a long time, they fought the
brush again, and then eame out on
the ridge overlooking the farther
canyon.

The sun was low, and the canyon
itself was bathed in the purpling
shadows of dusk. Joe reined the clay-
bank and let him blow.

“Mebbe he turned back along th’
road, down there,” he said hopefully.
“There won’t be a moon. We'd bet-
ter get to th’ road pronto, and if we
find his tracks on it, we can figger
he stuck to th’ trail. Mebbe he’s
hoofin’ it toward town.”

Billy shook his head. “T still think
Buck was aimin’ to foller that stage
robber, some way. Right now, he’s
headin’ into sheep territory. Smell
9em?!)

“Yeah!” growled the carrot-topped
puncher, with a sniff of disgust.
“Here’s where he went down. Come
on, Billy.”

The going was easier except on
the shale banks. Across these, the
Circle J pards walked and led their
horses. It was fully dark by the
time they came out on the road.

At this point the trail was gravel,
and even Joe Scott’s trained eyes
failed to pick up Buck’s trail. They
struck matches until their supply
was gone, but it was impossible to
tell which way the fugitive cow-
puncher had turned.

“’Tain’t any use!” Joe said
wearily. “We'll have to take a guess
on it. I figger he headed for town
on account of that toothache.”

“Not if the stage robber headed
the other way!” insisted Billy. “Yuh
know how stubborn the old coot is.
He’d foller that buzzard till he
starved to death!”

Joe grunted and cinched up his
belt. “I'm already starved to
death!” he complained. “I could eat
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a sheep, even, th’ way 1 feel right
now!”

Billy West considered. It had
been a long time since morning, and
the fight with Marty Hoag had in-
terrupted plans to go to a restaurant
in Twin Rivers.

“Mebbe that’s just what you'll
do,” he said. ‘“Because Weldy’s
headquarters ranch is somewhere
close here. We'll go see if we can
find the place, and we’ll bum a meal.
Mebbe they will have seen Buck, or
mebbe he’s even there to borry a
hoss.”

“Not Buck Foster!”” snorted Joe.
“Not th’ way he hates sheep. (Gosh,
th’ smell is terrible down here! I'd
sooner ride trail herd on a passel of
skunks!”

The Circle J boss strained his eyes
into the darkness. Stars had come
out, sprinkling the dim sky above
the humping hills and giving off the
faintest illumination. He swung
astride the chestnut and turned him
through a break in the trees.

“It won’t do any harm to ask,”
he said. “Sag Weldy hisself seems
like a pretty square sort—ifor a land
grabber. Let’s make a stab at findin’
his place.”

Joe reluctantly followed. “All yuh
got to do is foller yore nose!” he
grumbled.
~ Sheep had grazed here, taking the

brush with them and leaving easier,

going. The ground was stripped of
grass and weeds; little spirals of dust
drifted into the dim starlight behind
the horses. It was easy to under-
stand why Weldy needed more range
—the drought had made it a tough
year even for sheep.

The Circle J pards rounded the
shoulder of a box canyon and came
suddenly into a trail. At the same
instant, Billy West looked ahead and
saw the square of yellow lantern
light from a ranch window.

“Look!” he exclaimed. “That
must be Weldy’s place—the stone
house he built. He ought to be home
from town by now. We’ll ask about
Buck.” ,

They rode, unchallenged, to the
gate. Seen from here, the stone
structure bulked vaguely, its two
narrow windows on the second floor
staring darkly over the canyon.
There was a wind moaning softly .
about the house and sighing in the
pines, and far up on the rocky ridge
a coyote pointed his sharp nose to
the stars and lifted his wailing of
hunger and lonesomeness.

The Circle J men looked at each
other, both a little ashamed of the
shuddery feeling that tingled their
spines. Billy’s voice sounded a little
strained.

“Tie your hoss here. Let’s go in—

'7)

somebody’s home!

The gate creaked forlornly on
rusty = hinges, and the gravel
crunched under their boots. They
could hear no sound from the house
except that sobbing moan of the soft
wind. The coyote ended his lament
on a thin treble, and Billy rapped at
the door.

Boot heels stilted across the stone
floor. Billy counted them uncon-
sciously. Three men were walking
toward the door—two were taking
up positions at the side. The Cir-
cle J owner smiled faintly in the
darkness. He didn't blame Sag
Weldy for being cautious, out here
in the rim of the Bitterroots; no-
body knew how many men were
dodging the law after that stage
holdup— 7

Lantern light spilled in his face.
He saw a slovenly, whiskered man,
and there was neither friendliness
nor recognition in the sheepman’s
pale blue eyes. His hand was resting
on the butt of a 45. —=
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“Who are yuh?” growled the hom-
bre. “What d’ye want?”

“I'm Billy West of the Circle J
spread—northeast of here. Is Weldy
home?”

The eyes narrowed. “No, he ain’t
—he’s in town. What d’ye want
with him?”

Billy flicked a cool glanee over
the other two. One of them wore
laced boots and jeans bloused over
them. This would be the hombre
they called Turk Baxter—one of
Weldy’s lieutenants. The instant he
saw Baxter’s pale face and smoky
eyes, the Circle J owner knew a feel-
ing of distrust. Weldy himself
-might be on the square, but it ap-
peared he had been incautious in
picking his ranch crew.

Billy stepped forward, and the
trio allowed him and Joe Scott to
enter. But both of the Circle J pards
knew they were being closely
watched, and both sensed the cold
hostility behind Baxter’s smoky
glance and the bearded man’s surly
question.

“I said what d’ye want here?” the
- latter repeated.

- “We’re lookin’ for one of our pards

~who lost his hoss,” Billy said. “Buck

- Foster. He’s a lanky hombre with a
droopin’ mustache and a crooked
nose. Right now, he’s got a tooth
that’s gone brone and is drivin’ him_
plumb loco. He—"

Baxter took a step forward. “We
ain’t seen him!” he said. “He ain’t
~ been here.”

“Much obliged,” answered Billy.
“One other thing. Me and my pard
—Joe Scott—are plumb starved. If
we could talk yuh out of a little
- chuck, we’d sure appreciate it.”

The whiskered hombre turned to-
ward other men who stood at the
- farther end of the big room, where
they had risen from a card game.
There were four or five of these, all

roughly dressed, all contributing to
the smell of sheep dip and woel that
hung like a fog in the place.

“Valdez!” called the man with the
beard. “Git Mister West some o’
that cold mutton. I reckon when a
cattleman is hungry, he ain’t too
good to eat sheep!”

The Circle J owner flushed hotly,
but managed to control his temper.
There was nothing to be gained by
losing control and starting trouble
with eight men. He glanced curiously

over the room, noting the long cor-

ridor that opened to the left and
stretched dimly away from the light
of three lanterns hung in the place.
A big fireplace was beyond the table
where the four had been playing
cards, and the skins of bears and
mountain lions adorned the rough
walls. Two rifles were racked on deer
antlers. >

A saddle-colored Mexican glided
away from the group by the table,
and disappeared down the corridor
toward the kitchen.. Even mutton
would taste good, Billy reflected. He
thanked the whiskered man and
grinned at Turk Baxter.

Outside the wind was whining
around the stone walls; the rest of
the place was silent and filled with
a strange presentiment of danger.
Somewhere inside the house, a dog
was barking, the sound muffled as
if by heavy walls and doors. -

Through the silence, Joe Scqit’s
voice was suddenly ringing in anger.
The redhead pointed to the floor;
Billy West saw what Joe’s keen eyes
had discovered—one of Sing Lo’s
little soap pellets lying in a crack
of the stones.

“Baxter, yuh’re a lyin’ coyote!”
flared the redhead. “Buck Foster was
here! Where is he now?”

Turk Baxter whirled, hunching
forward. The pallor of his face was
unchanged, but muscles snapped un-
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der it and went rigid. His eyes

slitted, and there was an angry flame

behind their smokiness.

“T said we ain’t seen nobody!” he

growled.

“And T'm callin’ yuh a liar!” Joe
shouted.

It was coming, then. Men moved
from the card table. There were
boot heels clicking up the eorridor; a
heavier man than Valdez walked
there. Out of the corner of his eye,
Billy West saw the battered features
of Marty Hoag taking shape as he
neared the lantern light. Hoag’s
growl of recognition fell on the tense-
ness and snapped it into action. The
dog was still barking.

The Circle J pards slapped gun
leather and sprang shoulder to
shoulder with their backs against
the open door. The lantern light
glinted on their .45s, and on eight

guns that were only half way out of

their holsters.

“Get your hands up!” barked the
Circle J boss. “Try to draw, and—"

Hoag tried it. Hoag bellowed
wordlessly and whipped up the gun
he had strapped around his thick
middle immediately upon returning
to the Weldy ranchhouse after his
defeat in town.

But the former lumber]ack was
built more for power than speed.
Before his big arm had the revolver
halfway up, Billy’s 45 flicked side-
wise and sent flame streaking into

~ the dimness of the corridor.

The roar filled the room and
rolled from the stone walls. It echoed
and re-echoed down the emptiness
of the long corridor, and it drowned
the horrible, gasping grunt that tore
from Marty Hoag’s puffed lips. It
drowned the crash he made as he
spun sidewise and toppled across the
weapon in his twitching hand.

There was silence again. Out of

. the corner of his mouth, Billy said:

“Keep your eyes peeled for Valdez.
All right, you mangy sheep prod-
ders! Grab the rafters. Get their
guns, Joe, while I keep ’em covered.”

The Circle J pards read something
in the eyes of the seven men who
faced them. But the lantern light
failed to show what it was—and
then the cold muzzle of a 45 pressed
against the back of Billy’s neck and
a voice said:

“Drop yore gun! Both of yuh—or
I'll blow West’s head off!” , :

Joe Scott felt a gun barrel gouge
him at the same time. Twisting his
head, he saw the swarthy, cruel fea-
tures of the Mexican, Valdez.
Ranged beside the latter was Sag
Weldy, back from Twin Rivers, his
45 jammed against Billy’s neek.

The square shoulders of the cat-
tleman dropped wearily, and his
weapon clanged on the stone floor.
He nodded to Joe Scott; there was
no use resisting. Joe growled under
his breath and let his gun fall.

“Tryin’ to hold up my place while
I'm away, eh?” Weldy sneered. He -
kicked Billy’s gun aside as he came
around in front. Valdez shut the
door and turned a key in the big
lock.

“This wasn’t a holdup, Weldy!”
the Circle J owner flared. “We come
here lookin’ for Buck Foster. These
hombres lied to us—we know that
Buck has been here. Then Hoag
went for his gun’

“And yuh killed him!” Weldy’s
voice was cold and raspmg' the
smoothness he had worn in town
dropped away like a mask. He held

his bandaged arm up with his hand

thrust inside the vent of his shirt,
and Billy saw a spasm of pain fhcker
through his frosty eyes.

“He ain’t dead, Sag!” reported
Baxter, and Weldy moved swiftly to
the side of the man Blllys bullet
had cut down.
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Marty Hoag ra.xsed his head, a rat-

_tle in his throat. “That dawg!” he
croaked. “That dawg . . . was—"

The rattle came again, louder.
Marty Hoag’s head dropped, and he
was a silent huddle on the floor, at

the edge of the lantern light.
Weldy straightened. “He’s dead
now,” he said, as if speaking to him-
self. He stirred the silent form with
his boot toe. “He’s dead now. Yuh

_killed him, West—he was a fool to
~try fightin’ yuh with a gun. But yuh

killed him, and he was one of my
men. I'm goin’ to make yuh pay
. plenty for this!”

Billy West was silent, eying the
guns that covered him and Joe,
weighing their chances and finding
them slender indeed. He knew, now,
that Sag Weldy was more than a
land grabber, worse than unscrupu-
lous. Weldy would stop at nothing.
He came back to face the two pris-
oners, and there was a murderous,

feverish light in his fresty eyes.
Once more, Billy saw that spasm of
pain flick across the sheepman’s

face.

Baxter whispered something in
y The sheep rancher
nodded. “Good!” he said. “Take
these buzzards up and throw ’em in
with him! I got an idea they’ll do
what I want ’em to do! If they
don’t—"

Guns prodded the men from Cir-

cle J. They ascended the creaking

stairs, and the lantern the Mexican
carried showed them a heavy door.
There was a feeble moaning from the
other side, and when Baxter un-

locked the door the lahtern light
showed Buck Foster.

He was holding his jaw, and he
stared dazedly at them. There was
caked crimson on his cheek from an
ugly gash across his temple.
~ “Billy!” he groaned. “Joe! They

. they got yuh, too!”
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The door slammed behind them,
and there was only the pale shaft
of starlight through the loophole of

_a window. Somewhere in the gloomy

big house that penned-up dog kept
barking, barking.

CHAPTER V.
A SHEEPMAN SHOWS HIS HAND,

DOWNSTAIRS, Sag Weldy nerv-
ously paced the floor until Baxter
and the others returned. His boot-
heels clicked back and forth across
the cold stones; he halted at the end
of each little journey in the shadows
where Marty Hoag’s body lay, and
then walked back to the table that
was scattered with greasy cards.

The other men watched him, si-
lently. Weldy rolled a smoke and
thrust it between his tight lips; after
two puffs he flung the glowing butt
into the fireplace and cursed sav-
agely. Then he stopped at the table
and picked up a card at random.

When he turned the pasteboard
over, it was the ace of diamonds.

“That’s it!” Weldy howled. “I'm
holdin’ aces! I'll be the richest man
in Montana inside of a year!”

He broke off with a groan and
nursed his injured hand. Turk Bax-
ter’s pale face split in a mirthless

in.

“Yuh’re already one of the rich-
est, Sag, he sald “That fifty thou-
sand—— ,

“Shut up” barked Weldy. Then
he approached the man with the
bloused jeans. “We got these blasted
cattlemen where we want ’em! We
got the Twin Rivers bank on the
edge—one little push, now, and she’ll
go broke. And then we’ll see how
many cattle ranchers change their
tune and want to sell; we can buy
their spreads at our price!”

Baxter’s grin was fixed and cold.
The bearded man went to a cup-
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board by the fireplace and came back
with a bottle. “Yuh need a drink,
boss, he said. “Yuh don’t look
well.”

Weldy snatched the bottle with a
ruthless gesture, and drew the cork
with his teeth. He spat the cork on
the floor and tilted the whiskey until
it gurgled down his throat. -

“There are other hombres where

you come from, Turk!” he said. “T
can get other men out of the pen
down in Arizona. They’ll do what 1
say. Hell, there’s money in sheep but
it won’t be a drop in the bucket to
what we can make when we get
about a dozen good gun-toters up
“here! The law can’t touch us in this
stone house; it’s as good a fort as ever
stood. And we’ll have a strip of land
reachin’® from the Wyomin' border
to Canada. We'll take cattle through
at night, and move our sheep right

across the trail behind the herds.

And we can operate all the way down
to the Black Hills—where there’s
plenty of gold!”

He took another drink and passed

- the bottle to Baxter.
man’s smoky eyes gleamed; he
drank, and then ran his tongue
around his lips. His mouth was like
a vivid, ugly saber slash in the prison
pallor of his face.

“And there’s Iots of Chinks in
Canada, willin’ to pay five hundred
bucks a head to get into this coun-
try,” he said with a cold chuckle.
“T know that game. T used to run
Chinks across down—"

“We got to get the land, first,”
Weldy said. He held his bandaged
wrist and fought an inner struggle
against pain. Once more he poured
the raw liquor down his throat and
resumed his clicking stride back and
forth. “We got to get the land. And
I know how we can get it. This Cir-
cle J hombre carries a lot of influence
around here. If he says it’s a good

The other

idea to sell out now, before the bank
goes busted, they’ll all sell!l If he
allows he’s bea,t they’ll figger they re
beat, too!”

Turk shook his head. “But he
won’t. Not West. I locked over his
spread day before yestiddy.- He’s got
a live creek, and his cattle are in
purty good shape compared to the
others. Besides, he’s a fighter ana—"

There was a rattle of Sag Weldy’s
fist on the table. The cards jumped,
and a tin coffee cup clattered to the
floor. Weldy reached for the whiskey
bottle, swaying slightly as he leaned
against the table and drank.

“He’ll do what I say, time I'm
through with hlm"’ he said harshly,
wiping his lips. “Go up and bring
all three of ’em down. Tie their
hands, good and tight. Valdez, git
that roll of rawhide out of the cup-
board and cut me some long strips.
Soak ’em in water and bring ‘em to
me. Pronto, now!” -

Five men ascended the creaking
steps, carrying ropes. Valdez, mov-
ing as softly as a snake, took the roll
of rawhide down the long corridor.
Marty Hoag’s body was still lying
there in the edge of the shadows—

Sag Weldy chuckled to himself as
he waited. Once the spasm of pain
came, and his dry mirth changed to
a groan between his clenched teeth.
But he swiftly mastered himself and
chuckled again.

“Have to soak my hand in hot
salt water!” he said. “Itll be all
right—T’ll lick it! T’ll lick ’em all—
T’ll be the richest man in Montana!”

He lifted the bottle again, and let
the last of the liquor burn down his
throat. It was a toast to the outlaw
empire . he plotted to build, with
herds of sheep as a blind.

The stairs creaked. In front of
five menacing guns, the three men
from Circle J descended to the big
room. Sag Weldy leaned against the
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table and eyed them with a cold
smile.

“What do yuh want with us, now,
Weldy?” demanded Billy West.
“When we get out of here, we—"

“If yuh get out!” interrupted
Weldy. He was still smiling; except
for the feverish burning in his eyes,
his face might have been the face of
a grinning mummy. “I'm goin’ to
give yuh a chance, West. Set down
at this table and write.” He pulled
open a drawer and produced writing
materials. “Write what I tell yuh.
Say that yuh have thought it all out
and have decided the smartest thing
to do is to sell out to Sag Weldy. Ad-
dress the letter to all the cattlemen
of this part o° Montana, and—"

Billy West, hands behind his back
and thongs biting cruelly into his
wrists, snapped his head up.

“Go straight to hell!” he told
Weldy. 2

Weldy turned to the Mexican.
“Bring me the rawhide!” he said, and
took a yard-long strip of the wet
~stuff. “See this, West? You're a cat-
tleman—yuh know how this rawhide
stretches when it’s wet. When it
drys, yuh know it’ll cut an oak limb
in two! Well, figger what it’ll do to
yore neck, West!”

Joe Scott gasped, and Buck Fos-
ter bellowed: “Why, yuh dirty back-
bitin’ sheepherder! Yuh cain’t do
nothin’ like—"

“Shut up!” roared the bearded
man. He swung the flat of a huge
hand around and whipped it across
Buck’s mouth, nearly knocking the
mossyhorn to the floor.

“Take it easy, Karnes!” Weldy
said. “I’m givin’ 'em a chance. Will
yuh write that letter, West?”

Billy shook his head, and there
was steel in his gray eyes. “You ecan
kill me first!” he said through taut
lips.

Weldy’s smile clicked off his face.

“Bring him here and shove his neck
down on the table!” he ordered.

Karnes and Baxter, both powerful
men, shoved the ranchman ferward.
Joe Scott swore and would have
moved to the side of his boss, even
though helpless under his bonds. But
the five other men blocked the way
with guns, and hammers clicked
back.

“Deon’t get yoreselves hurt, boys!”
Billy warned quietly. “You can’t do
any good. Nothin’ can make me
write that letter!”

Weldy sneered. “We’ll see! When
this stuff shuts off yore wind, yuh
might change yore mind!”

Baxter and Karnes pushed the
Circle J owner’s head forward and
down until the table was bruising
his face. The sheepman began twist-
ing the wet rawhide around his
throat, winding it so tightly it was
already shutting off his wind

“Ready to write?” he asked.

Billy’s answer was almost unin-
telligible. “Go to hell!” he repeated.

Sag Weldy gave the rawhide an-
other turn. Dirty water trickled
from it and was cold against Billy’s
tortured throat. He could feel the
thong constricting, tightening like
the supple length of a snake throt-
tling its prey. Lights danced before
his eyes; his breathing was a loud,
hoarse whistling. The rawhide was
cutting into his windpipe, and a
numb dizziness began taking posses-
sion of him. He could no longer feel
the table against his face—

Weldy loosened the rawhide a
trifle. “Now,” he growled, “are yuh
ready to sign?”

Billy’s purple lips framed the
words with difficulty. “I told you
that you could kill me first!”

Sag Weldy jerked the rawhide free
i a sudden anger. “All right; We’ll
do it another way! Yuh got nerve,
West, but it won't do yuh no good
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now! Set him down in that chair,
Turk, where the pen and ink will be
right handy!”

Head swimming, throat aching
from the pressure, the Circle J boss
sank weakly into the seat and won-
dered dimly what Weldy’s tactics
would be now. He was not long in
finding out.

The sheepman swung around and
glared at the other two prisoners.
Buck Foster, with his hands tied,
couldn’t hold his aching jaw. The
old buckaroo was rocking on his feet,
moaning softly to himself, and his
scarred, mustached face was con-
torted with the pain.

“What’s eatin’ you?” Weldy de-
manded.

Buck glared back at him under
shaggy brows. “Oh-h-h! My tooth!
It’ killin’ me! I hope yuh fall n a
vat o’ sheep dip and drown, yuh . ..
yuh mangy—"

Weldy grinned again. “Bring him
over here!” he ordered. “Put him on
his back on the floor, and untie his
arms so he can squirm a little better.
Valdez, get a bucket of cold water—
right out of the spring!”

Billy West raised his head and
watched, powerless to help. Two
men had gun muzzles pointed at Joe
Scott, and now they had to crowd
closer and jab the weapons against
his head before he would keep quiet.
It took four hombres to put Buck
Foster on the floor in spread-eagle
fashion, while his bellows and grunts

-filled the stone building.

They were going to wet more raw-
hide and wrap the mossyhorn in it,
Billy thought. He set his jaw hard
and tried to turn his eyes away, but
Baxter swung the chair around and
held the Circle J boss with a head-
lock, facing the man on the floor.

Weldy knelt by Buck’s head and
thrust the barrel of his gun between
the cowboy’s lips. Using this as a

lever, he pried open the veteran’s
meuth.

“Gimme a cup of that cold water!”
he said.

Buck let out a mighty groan and
tried to struggle again. There was
a man sitting on each arm and each
leg. Billy could see the veins stand-
ing out in' purple ridges on the
mossyhorn’s temples; a cold, ago-
nized perspiration beaded Buck’s
forehead.

Sag Weldy took the cold spring
water and poured it into Buck’s
mouth. It struck the exposed nerve
of the hollow tooth with a shock that
the sufferer felt clear down into his
boots.

He choked on the water, and the
breath rattled in his throat. When
his voice finally came through, it
was in a high-pitched animal shriek.

Billy West clenched his teeth and
shut his eyes. He heard Buck’s low,
whimpering moans, and then another
splash and the shriek again. As it
died away, Weldy said: “Wrap a
strip of that rawhide around his
belly! Gimme another cup o’ water!”
- “Don’t!” Buck Foster moaned.
“Don’t— Oh-h-h!” :

The Circle J owner jerked open his
eyes. “Stop it, Weldy!” he shouted.
“Stop it! T’ll sign the letter!”

Joe Scott’s protest cut into the
moans of the man on the floor. “Yuh
cain’t, Billy! Yuh cain’t! If yuh
sign, Weldy can grab any spread he
wants! Th’ whole country will be
overrun by stinkin’ snivelin’ wool-
lies! Yut cain’t do it!”

“You're talkin’ sense, now, West!”
grinned Weldy. “Let the old buz-
zard up, boys, but keep yore guns
on him. All right, West. Get busy
and write what I told yuh. Untie his
arms, Turk!”

Buck Foster was on his feet again,
swaying with the pain that still
surged through him. Baxter freed



SHEEP WAR FOR CIRCLE J 87

the arms of the Circle J boss, and
Billy West dipped the pen in the
bottle of ink.

Buck bit his lips to keep from

moaning. A silence fell in the big
_room; there was only the softness of
the wind outside, and the dry
seratching of the pen across the sheet
of paper as Billy West wrote: “To
the ‘Cattle Ranchers of the Bitter-
roots—>

He put the pen down. Redheaded
Joe Scott pleaded: “Tell 'em to go
to hell, Billy! Don’t write it!”

But Billy West saw the crimson
that trickled from Buck’s mouth,
and the sweat that mottled the
mossyhorn’s brow. That strip of
wet rawhide was still about the old
puncher’s lanky middle. Buck
opened his mouth to say: “Don’t—
and the word died in an involuntary
moan as the air struck his tooth.

The Circle J boss shook his head,
and put the pen to paper again.

- CHAPTER VI
SIX-GUN SETTLEMENT.

UCK FOSTER listened to the-

scratching sound. It grated on his
jangled nerves; it was like the sound
made when a fingernail scratches
across slate. He rocked with the
pain of his tooth, and held his jaw
in both hands. Sag Weldy was nurs-
ing his bandaged wrist again, and
Buck could see the feverish light in
the sheepman’s cold eyes.

A sudden, weakening rage surged
through the veteran’s lanky frame.
Here was a sheepherder who was
_able to stifle his moans, while Buck,
he told himself with angry shame,
‘had been bellowing like a stuck pig!

And there sat Billy West, writing
a letter that would cause half the
~ cattlemen in the Bitterroots to sell

their spreads to Sag Weldy for what
they could get. Weldy had money

to buy the land—somewhere in the

house was fifty thousand dollars in

cash, and Weldy was rich besides—
Al this, Buck told himself as the
torture tore through his mind and
body, was because he couldn’t stand
the pain Weldy had inflicted upon
him. And because Billy West
couldn’t stand to see one of his men
suffer.

- Buck lifted his bulging eyes and
tried to draw a deep breath. The

rawhide was squeezing him. Joe
~ Scott was looking at him acecusingly.

“By ganny!” Buck breathed help-
lessly. “By ganny!”

It his tooth would only step hurt-
ing, he could think. He could figure
out a way to get a gun, even though
eight guns were readv to blast him
down—

Then he remembered Sing Lo’s
soap pellets. There were still sev-
eral of them in his vest pocket. They
hadn’t really helped the tooth, but
they had helped Buck get away from
that posse headed by young Jack
Ames—

A crafty thought drove the pain

. from his mind. He reached surrep-

titiously into the pocket of the old
bearskin vest, and took a big pill
between his thumb and forefinger.

Billy West was still writing. The
wind was still moaning eerily around
the big stone house that would be-
come a stronghold of lawlessness and
crooked power—

Joe Scott let out another yell
“Stop it, Billy! Yuh cain’t write
that, I tell yuh! Let ’em kill us all,
first!” s

The redhead’s outburst gave Buck
his chance.” He slipped the soap pel-
let into his mouth and began chew-
ing fast and hard. He ran his tongue
around over the tenderness of the
tooth, working up a foam.

Billy was nearly through with the
letter. There were guns covering
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Buck—guns covering the others. But
Billy’s hands were free, and so were
his own.

He blew, and a soap bubble es-
caped from his lips. His mouth was
full of foam that was about to choke
him. It was time to act, now.

The spine-chilling roar Buck Fos-
ter turned loose in the big room was
worse than a panther’s scream. He
jumped into the air and came down
on all fours; he rolled over, spitting
and snarling, and foaming at the
mouth—

“Yow-e-e-e-e! Yow-0-0-0-0l” Buck
howled, and Turk Baxter let out a
scared yelp and leaped away from
the mossyhorn. Baxter stumbled
over a chair and fell, and Valdez,
his eyes wide and frightened in his
leathery face, sprawled over Baxter.

“He’s mad!” Karnes shouted.
“Look at him—foamin’
mouth! He’s mad—shoot him afore
he bites somebody!”

Sag Weldy shouted something
above the turmoil; and Billy West
swung around in alarm. It was Bax-
ter who recovered his feet and rushed
in toward Buck, a .45 thrust before
him, the hammer of the gun rising
menacingly to full cock.

Then Joe Scott flung himself for-
ward in a hurtling dive. His hard
shoulder crashed into the small of
Baxter’s back and the ex-convict
gasped and rolled. There was a roar.
Gunflame mushroomed on the stone
floor, and the bullet splattered into
a flattened, screaming missile that
slammed against the wall.

The next instant, still roaring and
foaming at the mouth, Buck Foster
had snatched the .45 from Baxter’s
hand.

It whipped around and flamed. A
lantern shattered. Joe Scott lurched
against the shins of another man and
sent him sprawling. Billy West was
on his feet, clutching at Karnes’

at the

shoulder to spin the slovenly man
around, letting drive with his right.

Karnes’ head snapped back and
the thumb he had on his gun ham-
mer went limp. Billy whisked the
weapon out of his hand and swung
it squarely into the swarthy, con-
torted face of Valdez.

The hammer fell on a thunder .
that was the last thing Valdez ever
heard. Billy triggered again, and an-
other man dropped; a bullet burned
a long furrow across his chest, and
staggered him back against the table.
There were two men rushing him
with guns flaming; the roar of shots
was now continuous and terrible in
the stone-walled room. Into the elat-
ter and echoed thunder, Sag Weldy’s
rasping voice shouted orders.

Buck Foster’s gun lanced flame
and another lantern spattered flam-
ing oil on the floor. There was a
lurid glare for a few seconds, then
the shuffle of boots trampled out the
flame, and the one lantern left shed
only a feeble glow. Buck was roar-
ing as he charged in after the men
who rushed Billy. :

“Help me, Hannah!” the Circle J
owner heard the old buckaroo shout.
His gun crashed, and then, “Take
thet, by ganny!” and the hammer fell
on another blast.

There were still four or five of the
sheepmen on their feet. Buck Fos-
ter’s gun went empty; he flung it
angrily at the last lantern and the
room went in darkness that was split
by streaks of powder flame,

Billy West circled around the table
to make a stand against the rush of
Weldy and two or three others. Buck
was coming on the run, roaring and
grabbing for a loaded gun in the
dead hand of Valdez.

Flame flashed in Billy’s face; the
bullet was so close he felt the-hot

whip of it along his cheek. His own ~

gun clicked emptily, and he leaned
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across the table to swing it in a

smashing arc that sent one man
down with a gash across his scalp.

Then the table lifted in front of
him, and slid grotesquely forward as
bullets ripped into it. Joe Scott, his
hands still tied behind him, was be-
neath the table, hoisting it on his
head and shoulders. At the same
time, he kicked out lustily with a
: heavy boot, and Sag Weldy’s angry
- shout turned into a cry of pain.
Buck bounced up with Valdez’s
~gun. It cracked so close against the
ribs of a sheepman that the shot
sounded muffled. The man pitched
sidewise without a sound, literally
blown across the upturned table by
the force of the bullet’s impact. His
body struck Billy’s legs, he clutched
once at the Circle J ranchman’s
knees, and then went limp. Billy
felt the gun slam against his boots.

He ducked to grab this weapon.
A shot blazed where his head had
been. There was a sudden stampede
of stilted boots across the stone
floor; several men were running, and
the thunder of gunfire died.

Weldy yelled: “Get the dinero,
Turk! Get the dinero!”

Billy slammed a shot in the direc-
tion of the voice, but the slug
glanced harmlessly from a stone wall.
‘The cattleman moved cautiously
around from behind the table.

“Buck!” he called. “Joe! Are you
all right?”

“Cut my hands free!” Joe yelled
in a tone that made it certain he
was unscathed. “Let me get in on
this fight!”

Buck Foster uttered an unearthly
moan. “My tooth’s killin’ me!” he
complained. “I cain’t stand it!”

Billy reached into his pocket and
drew out his knife. “Where are you,
Joe?” he asked. “Here—wait.”

He scratched a match on the stone
floor. The flame cupped in his hand

_narrow walls.

showed four men lying where they
had fallen, and another was drag-
ging himself toward the door. There
were three still alive besides the
wounded man—and Sag Weldy and
Baxter were among them.

“Look out, Bllly' Joe yelled.

Flame jetted from the darkness
of the long corridor. The bullet
whizzed under Billy’s upraised arm
as he held the mateh aloft, and in
the flash of the gun he saw Sag
Weldy’s face, contorted, grimacing.
There was a wild, staring look in
the sheepman’s feverish eyes.

Billy triggered and the sheep
rancher fled. The Circle J owner
thrust his pocketknife into Buck
Foster’s hand.

“Cut Joe loose!” he panted. “Take
care of things here. I'll handle
Weldy!”

He stumbled over a broken chair
and recovered his balance in a run.
The corridor stretched away dimly,
echoing his footsteps hollowly as he
dashed along it. He stopped, listen-
ing, and above the trip-hammer tat-
too of his heart, he could hear Sag
Weldy still in flight.

Billy yanked up his gun and let
go a shot that ricocheted down the
Weldy cursed inco-
herently and fired back. The powder
flash showed a blank wall, and Billy
ran into it with bruising force be-
fore he could stop.

Pulling himself away, he held the
gun at full cock and listened. Shots
rang out back in the big room;
Buek’s roaring rant was a meaning-
less jumble as it drifted to Billy’s
ears and he could only see the sphit-
second glimmering of the gunflame
at the entrance to the corridor.

He groped for a door and found
one that resisted all his efforts to
open it. A damp wind seemed to be
blowing  through the keyhole—a
wind that smeélled of the mustiness
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one that Billy had shot in town.
Weldy had misunderstood Hoag’s
last words, as had Billy till now. De-
lirilum from the other infected bite
- had done the rest. Sag really thought
he was going mad.
. The Circle J boss gave a desperate
tug. His shirt collar ripped. His good
left hand shot around and up as he
ducked. It caught Weldy under the
chin.

The sheepman s teeth clicked to-
gether over his last word. He
lurched and toppled, and his boots
caught on the skylight rim. One
‘horrible scream floated up from the
blackness, then there was a crash
and a bumping sound that ended in
silence.

And then, as Billy West climbed
painfully through the skylight and
_ began his slow descent, a lantern
bobbed along the corridor. It was
accompamed by three sounds: Buck
Foster’s groans, the dull clink of
coins, and the faraway barking of
the dog. In the circle of the lan-
tern, Billy could see Joe and the
mossyhorn.

Billy shouted down to them, and

they waited. Joe Scott was grmmng

“triumphantly as he shifted heavy
saddlebags to his other shoulder.

“I got Turk Baxter—as he was
tryin’ to hightail it with the dinero!”
he said. “Part of it’s in greenbaeks,
and part in gold. Fifty thousand—"

“Oh-h-hF’ groaned Buck. “By
ganny, I fooled ’em, didn’t I? They
shore thought yores truly was mad.
They shore—" ,

“Well, wasn’t yuh?” the redhead
asked mnocently

“Who, me?” Buck roared. “Why,
yuh dumb sorrel-topped slickear, I
just acted that way so’s I could save
yuh two buzzards! Of all the on-
grateful whelps! Why, Tl be a
horned toad if—"

“What you need, Buck,” Billy
grinned, “is another one of those pills
Sing Lo made! T'll get him to ma,ke
you one when I find that yippin’ dog
and turn him loose.”

A spasm of pain twisted the old
buckaroo’s face. “Ow-w-w!” he
howled. “Just wait till I get my -
hands on that slant-eyed heathen!
T'll make him eat six of them—
Oh-h-h! My tooth’s killin’ me!”
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taken a liking to Brone Evans, so the day
after pay day, they rode to Latigo together

to “paint the town red.” In a saloon, a

tough hombre jostled Sol and hoorawed
him to get him in a fist fight.

2. The tough had picked the wrong
gent, for Sol had been a hard rough-and-
tumble fighter in his day. He let fiy a
punch that folded up the tough in two
spittoons. “‘Yipee! Thet’s the ticket, pard!”
Brone cheered as the jasper went down.

3. Picking himself up, the tough slunk
away. “He’s Lefty Ide,” Sol told Bronc.
“He worked fer me as a cowhand onet, an’
I fired him. He’s spillin’ fer a fight every
time I ride to town. Waal. this time he
got what he’s been askin’ fer.”

4, Bronc wanted te go, but Sel spotted
an empty chair at a card table, and took
a hand in a poker game. Opposite him sat
a mean-looking jasper, shuffling the paste-

_boards. The other two players were small
ranchers. Brone looked on. S



5. Suddenly, Sol and the card player
opposite him leaped to their feet, both
reaching for their six-guns. “Yuh cheated,
yuh buzzard!” the jasper accused Sol. At
the swing doors behind them stood Lefty
Ide, who had slunk back unnoticed.

6. Bang! The jasper got his Colt clear
of leather first and triggered at Sol, who
fell, beaten to the draw, his gun in hand,
unfired. Bronc and Lefty reached for their
six-guns. The crowd ducked for cover as
the poker game broke up.
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7. Bang-bang! Bronc and Lefty trig-
gered at each other. Through the swing
doors which Lefty had been guarding, the
jasper who had shot Sol made his getaway.
He held his Colt, but didn’t have to use
it, for nobody made a move to stop him.

)lﬁf\

8. In that swap of lead, Bronc’s six-gun

had cleared leather a split second faster

than Lefty’s. Bronc was on the alert,

watching for a trick, ready for anything,

his eyes on the crowd as heads rose from
hiding behind tables and the bar.




94 STREET & SMITH'S WILD WEST WEEKLY

9. Out of the saloon raced Bronc in hot
pursuit of the jasper with whom Sol had
tangled. The gunman sprinted to the
hitch rack in front of the saloon, where he
unhitched his cayuse and swung aboard it.
Down the main street he hightailed it.
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10. Brone sped to the hitch rack, un-
hitched his horse and put chase. With
clattering hoofs, the two cayuses burned
the breeze through the cow town. The
jasper fired his six-gun at Brone, but on a
galloping horse, his aim was bad.
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11. The road led into open country,
where it narrowed to a trail. Bronc was
fast overhauling the rider ahead, who
wasn’t turning in his saddle and shooting
now. Bronc had counted the jasper’s shots
and knew that his gun was empty.
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12. Riding up beside the hombre, Brone
reined his horse in and kept it running
alongside the other cayuse. He didn’t
have to depend on his six-gun when he
could work one of his circus tricks. The
horses raced neck and neck.
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13. leaning from his saddle, fie grap-
pled with the surprised jasper, and they
wrestled, the horses plunging ahead under
them as they strugeled. In the circus,
Bronc had wrestled on horseback in one
of his riding acts. Now it was no mere act.

) : 2 -

i4. In Brone’s experienced hands, the
jasper was soon overpowered, but Bronc
wanted to make sure of him. Hauling
him across to his own saddle, Bronc held
him in one arm while he drove an upper-
cut to the point of his captive’s chin.

Bronc Evans |
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15. Holding the reviving jasper, Brone
rode back to town. There, the marshal
came out to meet them. He hauled the
prisoner down and said: “He’s Lefty’s
pard, Poke Enos. If Sol dies, he'll swing.
If Sol don’t die, Poke’d better drift.”

16. In the saloon office, Brone found a
sawbones bandaging Sol’s wounded shoul-
der. “Poke won't hang, kid,” Sol laughed.
“’Tain’t nothin’ but a scratch. We'll fin-
ish paintin’ the town next pay day. Yuh
shore got a plumb good start this trip.”
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Callin’ A Bluif

As we hang around for the evenin’ mail
~An’ listen to Sunset Simpson talk,
A strange galoot comes up the trail

On a hoss slowed down to a shamblin’ walk. -

He joins the crowd that’s standin’ there
As Sunset’s doin’ himself real proud
With a tale of rasslin’ a grizzly bear,
An’ the new-come hombre laughs out loud.

Waal, Sunset gits tarnation mad,
But the strange galoot don’t give a darn,
For he shore looks tough—yeah, tough an’ bad.
Then Sunsét starts his fav'rite yarn.

. How he fought MacKay, the bandit chief,

In Palomar ’bout a year ago,

An’ knocked the daylights out of the thief
An’ chased him clear to Mexico.

Then the stranger yells: “That’s a doggone lie!”
An’ shoves the fellers out of his way

Till he’s starin’ at Sunset eye to eye,
An’ says: “Yo're lookin’ at Rod MacKay.”

Then Sunset sneers: “I’'m usin’ my eyes;
An’ mebbe T ain’t so easy to fool.

I know that MacKay is twicet yore size—"
An’ the stranger pulls his shootin’ tool.

But Sunset grabs the hombre’s gun
An’ roars: “Yuh carried yore bluff too far.
Now I'm goin’ to show yuh what I done
To the real MacKay in Palomar.”

He slams that bird agin’ Cohen’s store

An’ busts the wall with the back of his head.
Then socks him a dozen wallops more

An’ the stranger drops an’ lays like dead.

The Fargo guard who’s watchin’ the fight,
Tooks over the coot as he lays in the road,

An’ cries: “It’s MacKay himself, all right.
We'd better be tyin’ the pizen toad.”

Then Sunset growls: “I’d never know

This skunk was MacKay, the bird I beat.
Them bangs on the head a year ago

Must ’a’ shortened him down a couple of feet.”
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CANYON OF ThE FORGOTIEN

By £d Earl Repp

Blood stains

Maverick's

hands—and

death guilt rides his innocent shoulders.

The Story So Far:

BRONC MAVERICK, slab-muscled,
young assistant to old blacksmith,

PANAMINT JOE, waits in Mesquite
Flat in the hope that a red-bearded man,
whom he vaguely remembers from his past,
will some day pass through the town. For
Maverick has forgotten all details- of his
life. Even his name has been given to
him by Panamint, who picked him up,
dazed, at the desert’s edge some six years
‘before.

While at work in the blacksmith shop,
thie two hear an unearthly sound strike in
from the desert. Racing out into the
dreaded South Sink, they find old

BURRO BOB, leading in an overladen
pack burro. The old man is exhausted and
in deadly fear of some strange peril from
which he is rushing. As Brone speeds to aid
him, an Indian arrow just misses his head.
Though Bronc and Panamint search the
hills as old Bob staggers toward Mesquite
Flat, they can find no one.

Returning to town, they walk into a
large group of men gathered about Bob’s
pack mule from which a bulky pack filled
with gold has fallen to the ground. Men
have pushed old Bob aside and are trying
to help themselves. This gold-crazy mob
is spurred on by

HIGHGRADE HALEY and his hench-
men, who plan to grab the gold for them-
selves. Bronc rushes Haley, knocks his
guns from his hands, and saves the gold
for Burro Bob. : v

But the latter refuses the bullion as not
his. He insists on taking it to the Wells
Fargo office where he wants it held for a
bey named

PIKE FRAZER. Years before this lad
had escaped from a massacre of a gold
caravan. The lad’s father,

LONG TOM FRANK FRAZER, the
leader of the gold train, had placed a ring
made of a gold nugget on“the boy’s finger
for identification. Long Tom has been ac-

cused by rumor of killing off the members
of the gold train to get all the bullion.

Highgrade Haley threatens to producé
the son of Frazer and claim the lost gold.

When Bronc and Panamint return to the
blacksmith shop, Panamint tells Bronc that
he, Maverick, is really the missing heir
and that the ring is hidden in the desert
under a piebald rock.

One of Haley’s owl-hooters overhears
Panamint; a gun fight ensues, but the man
escapes to warn Haley, who rushes to get
the ring first and sets a trail trap for Pana-
mint and Bronc.

CHAPTER IX.
VISION FROM THE PAST.‘

OLp PanamintT JoE was*down in
a pitiful heap. Sight of his old pard,

who had been like a father to him,

lying there in the dust filled Brone
Maverick with a fierce hatred for
those responsible. His throat
clogged and ached and the fury that
scoreched his soul gave devastating
speed to his corded muscles. Like
bull bats, diving in feeding flight,
his big hands shot gunward.

Lead sent up geysers of dust and
sand about his scuffed boots and
whined like Satan’s harp past his
long, steel-thewed body. But he
hardly noticed it. He had eyes only
for the pair of slatlike gunmen ad-
vancing upon him from the ring of
boulders that surrounded Coyote
Wells. Gunflame and death poured

in a steady stream from the muzzles

of their weapons and with Panamint
down, both gunnies were directing
their shots at Brone. The giant
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young blackamlth realized only

vavue}y that the trickiness of the

moonlight was all that had saved him

so far. He steeled himself to the ex-

pectant snag of lead through his
solid flesh.
= seemed ages before he got his
~ guns 1mslleathed but it had been
only a second or two. Now they
were up and he was earig back the
hammers. Lead scored the side of
one of his boots. Another plucked
at his sleeve, its passage jerking his

left arm back as he let the ham-

mers fall. Muzzle flame high-lighted
the big bones of his set face and the
thin slits of his eyes. Frozen-faced
the hired killers walked relentlessly
as death toward him.

Brone crouched over his buckmfr
Colts. He had trained himself to
use those guns, but not against men.
Now that he had been crowded too
far, it would be root hog or die. No
one, he avowed, was going to keep
him from finding Forgotten Canyon
and proving or disproving his iden-
tity. The chance he’d dreamed of
had come at last, and these men
bearing down upon him threatened
- to snatch it away.

~ With the cold steadiness of a vet-
eran gun-slammer, Bronc set him-
self, legs wide apart. The two
‘Shroud brothers were no more than
twenty feet from him now. It didn’t
_seem possible to Bronc that he could
_ stand against them, and yet he was
still on his feet. Once again he felt
the guns buck in his hands. A pierc-
ing scream filled the air as lead
found lodging in Ace Shroud.
-~ The small, slathke killer seemed to
break in the middle. Strength

- drained from his skinny legs like wa-
ter from a punctured canteen. He
- fell forward on his face, and for the
~ first time the chill mask on the
- other’s face changed. Surprise con-
WW—7D

-~ to hell now!”

torted his visage then gave way to

insane hatred.
~“You can't kill a Shroud Maver-

ick!” he bit out and flipped up his

guns again. “Yore on your way

hammers eared back.
Brone triggered at the same in-

stant, the spearing flashes of their

weapons mingling like fiery tongues.
Pain stabbed the side of his neek
but he paid no attention to it, for
twin slugs from his own gun punched
Hoag Shroud squarely in the brisket.
Their force drove him backward like
a wind-whipped sapling. Then he
was writhing down, his thin body

- racked by a fit of coughmg

Bronc could see that he was

'through’, but the little renegade was

still game. Weakly he struggled to

_ line his hot guns on the young black-

smith’s chest, but the effort was too
much for him. He sagged back,
gasping.

“Yo're top dog this time, mister,”
Hoag Shroud sighed heavily. »“First
man to face Shroud guns an’ live.
The damn meonhcht spoiled our
aim.’

And by that same meonlight
Bronc saw bloody froth bubble from
the gunman’s slackening hips. His
fingers dug into the sand. Hoag
Shroud had spoken his last words.

With a pity for them that they
didn’t deserve, Brone stooped and
covered the hatchet faces of the

Shroud brothers with their own bat-

tered sombreros. Then stiffly, like a
man in a dream, he turned to sprint
toward his fallen partner.

The old desert rat was lying a
dozen feet away, a pathetic erum-
pled figure in the moonlight. His
battered hat hac fallen off, showing
an ominous patch of blood along the
temple. Bronc saw the wound as
he reached his partner’s side.

“Panamint,”

He leaped forward,

the word groaned

A TEAGRIBY) By 1
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from his lips. “Pard, yuh ain’t dead!
Them two buzzards couldn’t ’a’
killed you. Dang it, fella, the boot-
hill ain’t been made that you'd fit!”

Swiftly Brone ripped open his
partner’s ragged shirt. In a moment
he’d know the answer. Fear clutched
at Brone, but he steeled himself,
placed his fingers against Panamint’s
breast. Beneath the bony frame-
work of the prospector’s ribs Brone
felt the steady beat of his heart.
Panamint was alive!

Reaction dizzied the young smithy
for an instant, then he leaped to his
feet. Running to his Gila horse,
Brone snatched a canteen from be-
hind the eantle, and hurried back.

Panamint was already stirring by
the time he got there, but his eves
weren’t open yet. Brone forced the

muzzle of the canteen between his

partner’s lips. He could see now
that Panamint had only been
creased, that the wound was proba-
bly not serious, if the old-timer was
coming to so quickly.

The water turned the trick. Pana-
mint came out of his stupor with
a spitting roar. Water sprayed from
beneath his mustache to wet Bronc’s
shirt front.  He reared up, grabbing
at’ Maverick’s arms.

“What in the name of Tophet yuh
tryin’ to do, drown me?”’ he de-

~manded hoarsely. “Don’t yuh know
thet busthaid is what yuh feed a
wounded jasper like me? Damn it,
Brone, if I got to go jine Satan’s
crew, I shore don’t wanta make the
trip without a drap for reinforce-

ments! What happened to them
dry-gulchers?”
Relief surged through Brone.

Panamint was his old self again. He
told his partner of the outcome of
the battle. “Only reecruits for hell
so far tonight is Madden, and these
two gents. ['m bettin® yuh High-
grade Haley's goin’ to. be a mighty
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surprised jasper when he sees us
bounein’ right back at him.”

“Glory be,” Panamint ecroaked.
“I'll bet yuh saved the ring. It’s
probably in the pocket of one of
those dirty dry-gulchers!”

But the ring wasn’t. They discov-
ered that fact fifteen minutes later.
Bronce had bathed and bandaged the
bullet crease in Panamint’s scalp
with a clean strip torn from his un-
dershirt. Panamint was a little un-
steady on his pins, but he professed
himself to be as good as new.

“Mebbe thet erease will do me
some good,” he growled disgustedly.
“A feller that’s fit Apaches and Plains
Sioux, and kept his hair oughta
have sense enough not to bust smack
into a tight like yuh jest got us out
of, Brone. "Tam’t yore fault we
walked into this trap. I'm takin’
the full blame, and thankin™ yuh at
the same time fer savin’ my worth-
less pelt.”

Expertly the old prospector went
over the bodies of the two dead gun-
nies, emptying their pockets. But
the nugget ring wasn't in them.
Frantically he went over the rest
of their bodies, even pulling off their
boots. But at last he had to admit
defeat. His weathered old face was
the picture of despair as he glanced
up at Brone who had been watching
him.

“Kid, it ain’t here, and there’s no
sense in diggin’ out my old war bag
to look in there. Yuh can see where
one of these rannies tamped the sand
back to cover it. Dang it, Brone,
I’'m jest as sorry about this as a gent
can be. They must 'a’ been a third
hombre with these killers, and he
ambled outa here with the one shore
proof thet yore name is Frazer. It
ain’t much to hope for, but mebbhe
we can cut his sign and run him
down. You circle the Wells, an® I'li
take a squint at thet rubble hill yon-
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der.  Holler if yuh cut the third
gent’s 51gn afore 1 do.”
On creaky knees, Panammt clam—

~ bered to his feet, hooked his arm
~ through Satan’s dang]ing reins. Then

for just an instant both of them
paused, looking down at the dead

-~ Shroud brothers. The presence of

death was close about them. Awed
by the feeling, Bronec stared down
at the dead men. He had killed
them both. Tt was still hard for
him to comprehend. Now he him-
self was a killer. Some men could
be proud of a thing like that, but
not he.

Panamint seemed to sense his feel-
mgs,
- “Kid,” he said softly, “don’t feel

too bad about this. Yuh want to
remember that it was either them or
us. We’re playin’ for the biggest
stakes, against the wust stacked deck
the good Lord ever concocted. Haley
ain’t goin’ to stop at nothin’. We
got to remember that, and try and
outsmart him. He’s a mighty savvy
hombre; we know that, too. Think-
m’ about how to steal a million in
dinero has shore greased his brains!”

Hating himself for the thought,
Brone could keep only half of his
attention on his search for the tracks
of the third jasper who had gotten
away with the ring. Panamint was
right. A million dollars in raw gold
was enough to grease the brains of
any gent. Had such thoughts stimu-
lated his old pard’s think tank also?
Brone wondered.

But he had no time to carry
through his reasoning, for a muffled
hail from behind the rubble hill on
the other side of Coyote Wells made
him swing to Gila’s back and spur
toward Panamint. The old-timer
was already in the saddle, swooping
away through the shimmering moon-

~ light like a bird dog on the scent.

Bronce realized that his partner had

found the trail of the hombre who

had gotten away with the ring. :
For half an hour they followed

the imprint of shod hoofs straight
as a crow flight toward Mesquite
Flat. Then the marks disappeared
along a spiny ridge of lava. With

desperate patience they searched the -
ridge while the moon and the red
desert stars swung slowly across the

velvet sky above.
Finally Panamint called a halt.

“’Tain’t no use to waste any more

time,” he said bitterly. “We've been
outsmarted again. Haley’s got that
ring on a redhead’s finger by now,
]est as shore as shootin’.  An’ he
ain’t gom to have much trouble-con-
vinein’ Jedge Peek an’ Winslow thet

his man is Pike Frazer with it to back :

his argyments.”

Brone’s blocky chin jutted stub-
bornly. “Which ain’t goin’ to keep
us from tryin’,” he asserted stoutly.
“Come on, pard, let’s ramble back
to town.” :

But he knew as he swung once
again to Gila’s saddle, that his words
were empty, that their cause looked
mighty hopeless. Panamint Joe, he
realized, had waited too long before
coming forward with his story that
Bronc Maverick was indeed Pike
Frazer. Judge Peek would use that
one point of logic to poke a big hole

in their story. The same hole that

he was, himself, trying to overlook.
How, Bronc asked himself bitterly,
could he expect the judge and Wins-
low to believe Panamint’s yarn when
there was a shadow of doubt con-
cerning it in his own heart?  If only
his memory would come back so that
he could ease the doubt in his own
mind!

The thought seared him with its
intensity. And, as though his very

wish had conjured it, an odd picture .

came into his mind. Like a film un-
rolling, he got a mental view of a

L
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long train of tall Conestogas lurch-
ing over almost the same trail they
were following! Yoked cattle pulled
the wagons. Men with goads in
their hands kept proddmo them
along, and in the lead of the train
a mighty figure with red hair flow-
ing down about his shoulders scouted
the way ahead from the back of a
big bay horse.

Brone blinked, startled, as the pic-

ture faded. That vision had been
so real that he could hardly believe
that it wasn’t really happening be-
fore his eyes. Then a wave of ex-
citement such as he had never felt
before set every muscle in his lanky
“body to trembling. Had he just im-
agined it all’—Brone asked himself.
Was he just dreaming?  For clearly
he had seen the face of that red-
haired giant scouting ahead of the
wagon train. - A face that bore a
strong resemblance to his own. The
face of Long Tom Frank Frazer! He
- found that his hands, clenched on
the nubbin of his kak, were wet with
perspiration.

Head bowed, Bronc’s lips moved
in a silent prayer.

“God,” he whispered without
shame,
Help me to find the answers I'm
looking for. If it’s right and fitten
1 should find ’em through gun smoke
T'll sling my share.”

Those words he had whispered
seemed to make him feel better.
Strain suddenly left his mind. The
doubt was still there, but time, and

time alone, would answer his ques-

tions. Right now the stacked cards
of the present needed all his atten-
tion.
.~ Brone was so engrossed with his
thoughts that it came as a shock to
see that they were once more in Mes-
quite Flat. Though midnight was
long gone, he saw that every saloon
and gambling house on the street

“take care of this situation.
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was still aﬁght, going full blast.

They were turning night into day
here, waking the sleepy crossroads

-village into a hell town. -

Somewhere up ahead a drunken :
miner triggered his six-sun at the
moon. Brone saw the ugly flashes
of the weapon against the night. It
reminded him of the lead he had
faced in the space of the last few
hours—enough of it to fill a dozen
men. And there’d likely be more
to come!

The thought made him drop his
lean fingers to loosen guns jammed
tight in their holsters by the ride
they had made in from Coyote Wells.
Just what Highgrade Haley’s next
move might be he didn’t know, but
from now on he was gomg to be
ready for anything. =

Panamint swung down before the
hitch rail in front of the Mirage Sa-
loon. Bronc followed him to the
ground, a question in his gray eyes.
“What yuh stoppin’ here for, Joe?”
he inquired softly.

“Archie Gabb, the tender inside,
has lived up to his rep more’n onee.
His ears pick up more truck about
what’s goin’ on around town than
anybody else, an’ he spills it with a
loose lip. Let’s go in and see if he’s
heard anything about thet hombre
Haley claims is Pike Frazer. We
might as well know the wust and git
it over with.”

Brone nodded and ]mgled his
spurs across the boardwalk after his
old pard. Panamint resembled a
gaunt old hawk, with his Sharps
tucked in the crook of his arm. A~
wave of admiration for the old-timer
who had given up so much to raise
him, surged through Bronc. He had
no right to doubt Panamint Joe’s
motlves

Side by side they breasted through
the bat-wing doors of the Mu‘&ge
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Dreams came to him, strange and fantastic!

The place had its share of patrons, glasses behind the bar. He was a
Bronc saw, as they headed for the short, stocky gent, with a round
scarred pine bar, but most of them moon of a face. It lighted with pleas-
were gambling at the layonts spread ure at sight of the newcomers.
about the room. “Hi, yuh old fossil,” he greeted
‘Archie Gabb was idly polishing Panamint, “an’ how are you, Mav-
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erick? Where in hell you gentsl)een
all evenin’?” he burbled on.

Panamint Joe draped his lanky -

length against the bar.

“Busy,”  he drawled brleﬂy
“What’s new, Gabby? Yuh look all
swelled up like a pizened pup.”

The bartender’s watery eyes
started to glitter. “Boy, howdy!” he
exclaimed. “They’s plenty to tell.
Damned if a gal, callin’® herself
Dorita Nelson, didn’t breeze in on
the evenin’ stage from Shasta, claim-
in’ herself to be the datter of Hattie
Nelson, who was lost with the rest
when Frazer’s Gold Train disap-
peared. Swears she’s one of the sur-
vivors, she does, an’ therefore en-
titled to a share of thet pack of
~bullion Burro Bob snaked in from
the desert!”

CHAPTER X.
= THE LAW TAKES A HAND,

HIS was news! Bronc saw Pana-
mint’s jaw sag with surprise. It
was something neither of them had
considered, and something Haley
probably hadn’t thought of either,
And it was likely to throw a mon-
key wrench into the judge’s proceed-
ings. Brone grinned in spite of him-
self.

“Haley know it yet?” he asked.

“Haley?” Archie Gabb chuckled.
“The cuss is fit to be tied, I hear.
Sage Winslow has done set the hear-
m’ for tomorrer noon in the stage
station, claimin’ he wants to git the
responsibility fer that pack of dinero
off his shoulders. Pussonally, I
think he’s afeared some more gents
may show up to clutter up their
proceedin’s.”

Panamint glanced obliquely at his
young partner. Brone wondered if
the same thought that had come to
him had entered Panamint’s mind.
He could sense Highgrade Haley’s
hand behind Winslow’s decision to
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hold their gold court so soon. Haley
wanted it all in the bag, he realized,
before anybody discovered their
bodies out at Coyote Wells. A grim
smile tugged at the corners of his
clean-cut lips. Haley was going to
be in for a surprise when somebody
did bring in the dead men!

Then he turned his attention back
to the bartender, for Archie Gabb
was talking again. “I don’t see my-
self why Haley’s worryin’,” he
drawled. “The gal, who I hear is
a looker, hasn’t got a chance. This
hombre Haley claims is Pike Frazer,
has done showed up. He’s been go-
in’ under the name of Lon Sykes,
up Shasta way, but here he’s pro-
claimin’ to one an’ all thet his handle
is Frazer. An’ he’s sportin’ a big
nugget ring on his finger to prove
ity

Panamint’s shoulders jerked as
though at a blow as the bartender
told them that, but he said nothing,
for Gabb was piling shock on shock
like the repeated lashing of a bull
whip. Bronc heard him out, a sink-
ing feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Yep,” the bartender went on,
“this feller Sykes looks like the real
ticket. He’s big, redheaded. I even

hear thet some of the old-timers who

remember Long Tom Frazer well,
claim the younker’s the spittin’
image of his dad! But I shore wish
somebody else had brought him to
town aside of Haley. Thet hombre’s
slicker'n a greased pig—" Then
Gabb’s voice choked off. His words
ended in a high-pitched squeak as
though somebody had clamped fin-
gers about his windpipe.

Brone saw the bartender’s watery
blue eyes bug at something right
behind them. He started his whirl
as Haley’s deep voice roared, “Mav-
erick, I'm ecallin’ yo’re hand. Alf
Saunders o> the Nugget Bar sez yuh
killed Bull Madden, but talked yore
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way outa it. Yuh may be able to
fool Sheriff Hartley, but yuh cain’t
pull the wool over my eyes.’

Racing thoughts caromed through
Bronc’s brain as he spun.

outside and entered to finish the task
in  which his gun-slammers had
failed! His lightning fast, cross-
hand draw was clearing his guns of
leather. Brone saw that he could
never finish his own draw before
Haley’s guns spouted death at him.
And this time the, big outcast
wouldn’t miss. Unnoticed, he had
drawn to within a few paces of them.
But keyed to lightning pitch, his
trained muscles reacted with instine-
tive speed to the emergency.

_Brone leaped forward. His balled
right fist arched toward Haley’s
shaven chin. Close enough to make
it count, his whistling blow landed
as Haley pronged back the spiked
bammers of his guns. 'The force of
his punch sent the big gun boss reel-
ing backward. His weapons blared
throatily at the ceiling.

Then a number of things seemed
to happen all at once. Patrons who
had been engrossed in their games,
shid out of their chairs. A gaming
table crashed as someone upended it
to give himself some protection from
flying bullets and fists, for what
Haley had expected to finish in one
burst of gunflame had turned into
something entirely different. Three
men had entered the Mirage with

him. Two of them were squat,

swarthy, slit-eyed gents. Gun-slam-
mers of the worst ilk, they were leap-
. ing forward now to join in the fracas
Highgrade had started. The third
of his band was a brutish-faced red-
“head, with a perpetually sullen ex-
pression in his small, shoe-button
eyes. Tousled red hair covered his
head. A lock of it dangled across his
low forehead. Bronc needed no one

Haley
- had evidently spotted their horses
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~to tell him that the redhead was the

pseudo Pike Frazer!

- His blow to Haley’s jaw had given
him a momentary advantage: Haley
stumbled backward into Lon Sykes,
who, in turn, had banged into
Haley’s lieutenant gunnies, George
Nate, and Spider Bane.

Brone followed up his advantage
with flailing fists. - He could have
dragged his twin Colts, but some-
times a man could swing his dukes

faster than he could fan lead. There

was the added hazard of drilling
some innocent bystander if lead
started flying. But Haley didn’t
seem to care about that. His Colts
were lifting once again, and this time
there was nothing Brone could do
about it. He had his hands full with
Lon Sykes, who had charged him
like a butting bull. But out of the
corner of his eye he saw the lanky
shadow of his partner speed past
him, old Sharps clubbed.

“No, yuh don’t, Haley!” Brone
heard Panamint yell. “Yuh ain’t
gunnin’ my pard when he’s got his
hands full.” His rifle butt swung
like a scythe to smash both of
Haley’s weapons from his hands.
That was all Brone had time to see,
for Lon Sykes’ shoulders that were
almost as wide as a door, blocked
out his view. -

He ducked a whistling fist that
would have felled an ox, and drove
a short hard punch of his own to
the other redhead’s middle. It felt
to Brone like he’'d socked a stove lid.
Sykes’ body was hard as rock. He
tried to side-step the lunging jasper,
but a table got in the way. :l‘hey
met head-on like a pair of battering-
rams. The table that had stopped -
Brone turned to kindling as they
both fell against it.

One of Sykes’ hamlike fists
whizzed by his ear. Bronc saw the
redhead’s stubbly visage right above
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him. The man’s weight was across
‘his chest, pinning him down i the
tangled mass of the table. A snarl-
ing grin of elation curled Sykes’ lips.
His thick fingers grabbed for Mav-
ermk S ears.

“The sw amper il sweep yore brains
out in the mornin’ with the rest of
the sawdust!” he growled throatily.

A nail torn from the wreck of the
table was gouging Bronc’s thigh.
One hand was pinned under his back,
but his right was free. Unless he
did something in a hurry, Sykes
stood a fair chanee of making good
his threat. Again that nail gouged
him. Brone reached for it as Sykes’
big fingers closed about his ears.
Blinding lights flashed before his
eves as Sykes smashed his head
against the floor, but it did not alter
his purpose. He knew the horror
some men had of steel. And Sykes
was one of the breed who did, Brone
hoped. His right had clamped the
square of board that held the nail,
yvanked it from beneath his leg.
Agam lights flashed like the sparks
from an anvil across his vision. Then
his right swung out and around. The
nail bit through Sykes’ taut shirt,
seraped across his ribs.

Terror replaced the look of tri-
umph on the pseudo Pike Frazer’s
face. A yell burst from his lips. “I
been stabbed! Gawd-a- -mighty, he
stabbed me!”

As though moved by springs, Lon
~ Sykes leaped upright, grabbed for
his side. Head still spmmning from
the couple of bumps it had taken,
Bronc staggered to his feet. A
shadow fell athwart his feet. He
heard the scrape of a spur. Spin-
ning desperately, Brone caught a
climpse of a descending Colt barrel,
of Higherade Haley’s face behind
the gun. He tried to bring up an
arm to fend off the blow, but his
muscles were leaden from the beat-

‘Innocent now.
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ing he had already taken. The de-
scending steel beat down across the
young smithy’s forelock. Brone felt
his knees caving. Blackness was
washing up from the floor to enguif
him. But like an island, Haley
loomed above it, and there was death
in his sooty eyes, and death in the
weapons he tipped toward Bronc’s
chest. :

There was & great roaring in his
ears, like the sound of surf on a
stony shore, but through it he heard
an- authoritative voice yell, “Stand
yore hand, Haley. The law’s draw-
in’ cards!”

Pudgy Archie Gabb was standing
in the middle of the saloon wringing
his hands and swearing monoto-
nously. The sound was soothing as
a lullaby to Bronc’s ears as con-
sciousness returned. It told him
that he hadn’t been out long, and
that the battle was finished. Then
he remembered the last words he'd
heard, and looked around for the
sheriff. For a minute or two the
Mirage lived up to its name by shim-
mering like one of those odd illu-
sions, then slowly it settled into so-
lidity. Patrons were beginning to
clamber out cautiously from the
places where they’d taken refuge.
The -saloon looked as if a cyclone
had struck it. Brone didn’t blame
Archie Gabb for cursing.

Then he spotted the graying sher- -
iff, Greg Hartley, talking in crackling
tones to Haley who looked bhmdly
The gent could
change face as fast as a chameleon
lizard changed its color. Bronc’s re-
spect for the hombre went up a
notch. Then his view of the gun
boss was cut off by a pair of spindly
shanks that came between him and
them. Panamint Joe dropped to his
knees beside Bronc, faded old eves
staring anxiously at his young pard.
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“Here, take a snort of this brew,
kid. It’s guaranteed to cure any-
thing from busted noggins to chill-
blains!” Z

Brone grinned and gingerly
touched the swelling lump on his
forehead where Haley’s weapon had
struck. “It ain’t busted,” he grunted,
“so I guess I'll let you drink thet
rattlesnake juice for me. Yuh look
like you could stand it.”

His eyes passed over his lanky
pard. Panamint had not fared so
badly in the brawling battle, but
action had started that bullet crease
above his ear bleeding again. One
side of his neck and a stringy end
of his mustache was plastered with
gore. '

But before he could say more,
Sheriff Hartley pushed his heavy
body through the group of curious
customers whoe had crowded around
the two bunches now that the bat-
tle was over. Hartley’s bulging
brown eyes were blazing with right-
eous anger. He planted himself di-
rectly before Panamint Joe as Brone
erawled to his feet. Weaving a little
from dizziness, he clutched his part-
ner’s arm to steady himself. Sheriff
Hartley, Bronc realized, had saved
him by his timely intervention, but
from the bulldog look on the sher-
iff’s face, it wasn’t going to help mat-

~ ters a bit to tell him so. He remem-

~bered how Panamint had got the

drop on the officer down at Gate-

way House. Hartley was thinking

about that, too, Brone could see, and
not pleasantly.

“Well, yuh old sidewinder,” Hart-
ley addressed Panamint in harsh
- tones, “what yuh got to say for yore-
self? P’'ve heerd Haley’s story, an’
now I wanta hear yores.”

Panamint Joe’s mustache seemed
to bristle. “Jest what is thet hom-

_bre’s story?” he purred softly.

“Why, Mr. Haley tells me thet
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he saw yore hosses outside an’ come
in here to find out if either of yuh
had cut the sign of the gent thet

~murdered his pard, Bull Madden.

An’ the fust thing he knew, Mav-
erick, here, was lightin’ into him with
his fists. Course he natcherly had
to perteck hisself.”

The sheer audacity of Haley’s
story seemed to strike Panamint
dumb for an instant. It was Bronc
who answered, his big fists balled
once more.

“Why, that lyin’ tarantler,” he got
out heatedly. “Ask Archie Gabb
what he heard. His guns wuz half
out of leather when he tried to sneak
up on me. The only chance I had
was to slug him. In the end he
damn near got me anyway. He
would have, if you hadn’t heard the
racket and busted in when yuh did.”

Haley stepped forward, his face
still innocent-looking, and laid his
fingers on the sheriff’s arm. “Let’s

forget the whole affair, Mr. Hart-

ley,” he said pleasantly. “T’ll pay
for what damage has been done.”

But the sheriff was not to be put
off so easily. He shook his gray
head stubbornly. ‘“Nope,” he
snapped, “I'm siftin’ this thing to
the bottom. ’Pears to me thet you
an’ Maverick have been goin’ at
each other lately like a coupla game
cocks. 1 wanta know why—an’ I
wanta know right now!”

Panamint Joe grinned wolfishly.
“T'll tell yuh,” he said promptly.
“Tt’s time yuh oughta know. Haley’s
done been doin’ his dangedest to
take my pard’s taw, because he
knows, jest like 1 do, thet Brone
Maverick is really Pike Frazer! Him,
an’ not this hunk, Lon Sykes, is the
heir to Burro Bob’s pack o’ gold!”

A gasp like the sound of escaping
steam whispered from the bunch who
had drawn around them. ‘

“Glory be,” Archie Gabb ex-
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claimied, “now we have got some-
thin’ to talk about!” .

But Panamint was going on again,
rapidly now that he had broken the
ice. “This ain’t the fust time to-
night, either, sheriff, thet Haley’s
tried to lead us up. Yore dead man,
Bull Madden, tried it fust. If yuh
want proof, go down to our shack,
an’ look at the broken winder, and
the bullet scars on the table. I'm
also bettin’ yuh thet Haley kilt Mad-
den hisself, because the hombre
didn’t manage to salt us down.
Howsomever, I cain’t prove it. Yuh
remember when we left thet Gate-

‘way House? Well, we rode out to

Coyote Wells to git thet ring yuh
see on Sykes’ finger. Haley'd beat

us to it, an’ to top the play, he left

a coupla gents to greet us with lead

_when we did show up. Yuh better

send somebody out there with a pick
an’ shovel, if yuh don’t want the
buzzards to have a feast!”

“Yuh mean yuh've killed two
tonight?” Sheriff Hartley
gasped. -

“Yuh damned right we dld'” Pan-
amint said hotly. “An’ we're goin’ to

salivate ‘anybody else thet tries to

keep us from being at thet hearin’
tomorrer afternoon!”

Sheriff Hartley scratched his head
soberly.

Brone watched him. There was
a ring of truth to Panamint’s words
that he hoped the sheriff had caught.
If they could convince Hartley that

~ he, and not Sykes, was Pike Frazer,

the weight of the lawman’s opinion
might at least convince the judges
to give them an open-minded hear-
ing. Hopefully he waited for the

: sheriff to speak.

After a moment the graymg law-
man turned to study Brone. Silently
his eyes passed over the young
smithy, took in his matted auburn
hair, the battered lines of his blocky

countenance.

) His eyes drifted over
Brone’s spread of shoulders, taper-

“ing waist and long legs. Brone stood

the scrutiny without changing ex-
pression. Everybody else here was
looking at him, too. It gave him the

feeling of a slave on the auction
block—and yet he knew it might

be the turning point of the tide that

‘had favored Haley’s claimant for the

gold.

Finally the sheriff Iooked bacL at
Panamint.
mess-I ever been mixed up in,” he
muttered dismally. “I ain’t the kind

_of gent who makes hasty decisions,

so I’'m goin’ to let the pot ride. One
of you hombres is lyin’, an’ when I
find out which one it is, 'm goin’
to make it tough for him. Till T
do, Pm warnin’ you, Haley, an’ you,
Blaverlck to stay away from each
other. The next one of yuh ‘that
starts anything is goin’ to land n
the hoosegow. Tomorrer noon you’ll

‘all get yore chance to tell yore sto-
_ries to the judge.

An’ Pm glad I
ain’t the one who’s got to make the

- decision of who thet gold belongs

to"’

Greg Hartley turned to go, but
Bronc stepped forward and lald his
hand on the lawman’s sleeve. “Wait
a minute, sheriff,” he said earnestly.
“There’s something I want to know.”

Impatiently the lawman paused.
“Well, what is it, Maverick?”

“Yuh remember down at Gateway
House I warned yuh to put a guard
with Burro Bob till trial time? Did
yuh take my advice?”

The sheriff’s hearty laugh boomed
through the silent saloon. “Lemme
see,” he drawled, “yuh were worry-
in’ about some Injun thet follered

him from the desert takin’ his taw,

weren’t yuh?”
Brone nodded.
“Well, yuh can fergxt it;- £elia -

Ain’t no Injun goin’ to git within

“This is the damnedest



spittin® distance of Mesquite Flat.
Bob’s been put up in style at the
Desert Hotel, so yuh needn’t worry
about anything happenin’ to him.”

CHAPTER XI.

DESERT HELLION.

ILENTLY Brone watched the

sheriff clump toward the door.
There was another stir as High-
grade Haley, Lon Sykes, and Haley’s
two swarthy lieutenants straggled
out after him. Sykes gave Bronc a
malevolent glare.

“Yuth tricked me,” he muttered,
“with thet danged nail. An’ I ain’t
forgettin’ it.”

Bronce didn’t bother to answer
him. He had other thoughts to
worry him. Touching Panamint on
the arm, he led him to one side,
ignoring the stares of the crowd, who
seemed suddenly to have grown
aware of his importance since his
partner’s announcement.

He centered Panamint with a
bleak gaze when they were beyond
hearing range of the Mirage patrons.

“Listen, Joe,” he said in low tones,
“that sheriff ain’t done a thing to
perteck Burro Bob. He acts like he
thinks we're kiddin® him.”

“Which we ain’t,”
growled.

Brone Maverick nodded. “We've
seen thet green-eyed hombre, an’ 1
know what his arrows feel like. The
way he acted i the blacksmith shop
makes me think thet he’s either a
mighty  cool-haided gent, or a
" damned desperate one. We don’t
know a thing about what customs
them Lost Piutes may have, but yuh
know as well as me, thet most tribes
punish their braves with death when
they fall down on a scalp hunt im-
portant as the one this hombre was
sent on.”

Panamint tugged reflectively at
his mustache. “Damned if 1 don’t
see yore point, kid. Thet brave is
likely to be tortured to death if he

Panamint
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goes back to Forgotten Canyon with-
out finishin’ his job. Nothin’ wuss
can happen to him here. So he’s
goin’ to stick around, an’ keep try-
in’ to nail Burro—an’, if that old
coot should kick off afore he tells
where Forgotten Canyon is, yore
daddy will be stuck there till he
rots!”
“That’s
ded Bronc emphatically.
were wrong, but there’s too much
at stake to take chances. Let’s get
out of here and go put up at the
Desert for the rest of the mnight.
They’s a baleony on the side of the
hotel thet looks into the best rooms,
and [ figger Bob'll have one of them.
If we can get a room on the same
side we can divide the time an” watch

jest the way T feel,” nod-
“Mebbe

Burro’s spot from the baleony.”
“We don’t wanta let anybody
know what we’re aimin’ te do,”

Panamint cautioned as they started
toward the bat wings. “Were in
enough dutch now with Hartley.
Every danged thing we’ve done thet
cuss Haley has turned against us.

Thet hombre’s mighty savvy, but
mebbe we'll outfox him yvet.”
“You got the right spirit, any-

way,  Brone agreed as they angled
across the dusty street.
The moon was a sickle swinging

low abeve the sawtoothed peaks of
the Panamint range from whence

Panamint Joe had come by his name.
He had spent more time prospecting
those mountains than anybedy else,
Bronc guessed. Overhead the stars
were waning. Some of the more dis-
tant ones had already pinched out.

It wasn’t more than an hour from

dawn, Brone saw. Their vigil would
be a short one.

A sleepy clerk showed them a
room that Bronc ascertained ecasu-
ally was next door to the one oc-
cupied by Burro Bob. Once alone
he examined his guns and settled
them back into their slick holsters.
His eyes found Panamint’s.

“You take the fust sleep, fella,”
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Brone offered. “I got plenty to
think about to keep me awake.”

With the silent, pantherish grace
that characterized him, Bronc
stepped out to the balcony. From
this second-story vantage point he
could see most of the town, which
had at last quieted down. The still-
ness of Death Valley itself flowed
about him, and Bronc welcomed it.
He did have plenty to think about,
he reflected, as he leaned a shoul-
der against the wall and relaxed his
aching muscles. He hadn’t told
Panamint about that queer vision
he’d had coming in from the desert.
For Panamint, Brone felt, was just
as interested as himself in seeing his
memory return, and he didn’t want
to raise his old pard’s hopes and
then have things fall the wrong way.
But since that trouble in the Mirage,
Brone had evolved a theory for that
vision he’d had.

Those stories he’d heard the after-
noon before about the Lost Gold
Train had touched with life some
sluggish cord of his lost memory. It
had wakened long inactive cells. The
past somehow did not seem so blank
to Bronc now. He couldn’t put his
feelings into words, but it was there.

The blankness that had been hke

a fog in his mind seemed to be dis-
appearing.

“An’ mebbe,” Brone said to him-
self, “if T could git Burro Bob to
tell me about Long Tom Frank, an’
more about them wagons and every-
thing, it'd ]oggle the rest of that fog
outa my noggin.”

Subconseiously he had been hear-
ing the rhythmic snoring that was
floating from the open window of
Burro Bob’s room that looked out
on the balcony. Now Brone’s
thoughts were disturbed by the sud-
den realization that those sounds
had ceased. He had heard no other
noise, but all at once his breathing
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quickened. Tt might be only imag-
ination, but the feeling came to him
that there was danger near—mnot for
him, but for Burro Bob!

The thought was barely through
his mind before he was stealing down
the balcony, one gun palmed. His
goal was that open window. Four
long strides carried him abreast of
it. The night was paling where he
was, but it was still dark inside.
Straining his eyes against the gloom,
Brone peered through the open win-
dow. - He could make out the shape
of a bed on the far side, near the"
door that led into the main hall. A
cocoonlike figure was swathed in the
blankets on the four-poster. The
snore Bronc had heard had fallen to
a soft buzzing, not audible from
where he had been standing. Every-
thing looked all right in there, and
yet that feeling of danger was still
strong in him.

For a moment Brone hesitated,
weighing consequences should he en-
ter the desert rat’s room. If Burro
Bob awoke and let out a yell, it
might bring the clerk or someone
else. Caught in there, he would have
a hard time explaining his presence.
Nobody seemed to believe his warn-
ings concerning the Piute brave. A
false move might jeopardize their
standing at the hearing, and yet the
urge to crawl through the open win-
dow was overpowering.

- Tight-lipped, Brone cast caution
to the winds. He thrust one booted
leg througl: the aperture, found the
floor on the other side. Ducking,
he pushed his head and shoulders
through the opening. And instantly
he saw that his hunch had been a
right one!

Pressed flat against the wall along-
side the window was a stocky, barrel-
chested figure. ' They saw each other
at the same instant, though obvi-
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ously the Indian had been waiting
there for him. Cold steel flashed
against the murk as the Piute brave
leaped forward, knife upraised. His
mocecasins whispered sibilantly across

~ the floor.

Caught half in and half out of the
window, Brone was at a bad disad-
vantage. Desperately he flung him-
self to the left away from the awe-
some figure of the Indian. Death
gleamed in the Piute’s green, catlike
eyes, seemed to drip from the long
blade in his fist. There was no time
for him to fire. That blade would
fall even if he managed to drive a
bullet through the Piute’s chest.

Brone flung up his long Colt at
the last second. Steel grated against
steel, then the Indian’s hard knee
caught Brone in the ribs. Off bal-
ance anyway, the shock sent the
young smithy sprawling to the floor,
knocking his Colt from his hand.
Bronc saw the Piute’s arm whip baek
across his shoulder, knife flat against
his palm. That blade was going to
snuff his life unless he did something
mighty quick.

Brone had spun half around in fall-
ing. He had landed on his empty
holster. And that was the only thing
that saved him, for it left his other
gun m the clear. Fast as thought,
his fingers flipped the big Colt from
leather. The long weapon jarred
back against his palm a split second
before the Indian loosed his lethal
blade. '

A cry, sharp, low, and as savage
as any wounded animal’s, sprang
from- the Piute’s lips. His knife
lifted from numbed fingers, but like
a conjurer, he caught the blade be-
fore it could hit the floor. Powder
smoke fogged Bronc’s vision for a
second. He caught a confused
glimpse of a gleaming body eel
through the open window as his Colt
thundered a second time. Chips

¥
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lifted from the window frame, but
he knew that his lead had missed.

-That ominous shape which had come

out of the desert wastes seemed to
bear a charmed life!

The man was gone like a wraith
by the time Bronc secrambled to his
feet, and reached the window. The
balcony was empty. “Greased light-
nin’ an’ then some,” he marveled.
~ Burro Bob’s naked feet hit the
floor behind him. “What in tarna-
tion’s goin’ on around hyar?” he de-
manded queruously. “Cain’t a gent
sleep mn this damn town without
somebody firin® cannons in  his
room?”

Bronec had swung back into the
room, but before he could say any-
thing the door from the main hall
burst open. Aroused sleepers were
crowding mto Burro Bob’s quarters.
Some of them carried guns they’d
snatched from beneath their pillows.

Sheriff Greg Hartley was the first
man to cross the threshold, and right
behind him came Sage Winslow, who
lived here at the hotel.

Brone eyed them with a coolness
he did not feel as he picked up the
Colt he had dropped and shoved

‘both weapons back into their hol-

sters. He ignored the naked six-
gun Sheriff Hartley swung menac-
ingly to cover him, directing his
words to Burro Bob as though he
were the only man in the room.
“Yuh wanted to know what wuz

_goin’ on around here, Bob,” Bronc .

began, “and these gents busted in
afore T had a chance to tell you.
Fact is, yuh oughta dig the two
chunks of lead I fired outa the walls;
and hang ’em on yore watch cham
fer charms. You’d ’a’ been knockin’
at the pearly gates by now if T hadn’t
showed up. That Injun yuh beat
outa the desert was about ready to
scalp you when I poked my haid
through the window.”



Sage Winslow had touched a
match to a coal-oil lamp that hung
in a wall bracket at the foot of the
bed. His cold eyes turned from the
grim young smithy to Burro Bob.
Bronc’s eyes were on the desert rat,
too. Grayness swept across the pros-
pector’s hairy visage at Maverick’s
explanation. His knobby fingers
clutched at his throat. That old
terror, which had given him the su-
perhuman strength to reach civili-
zation, was filling him again.

“Hell’s hounds,” Burro Bob
husked, “yuh mean one of them

yowlin® devils was in my room? I
shore enough figgered none of ‘em
would have the sand to make a try
fer me here. Maverick, I'm mighty
obleeged to you.”

“Yuh better save them thanks,
old-timer,” Highgrade Haley’s heavy
voice drawled from the doorway,
“until yuh knew for shore they was
_an Injun here!”

Brone had heard some other gents
enter the bed chamber, but he hadn’t
paid them any attention. Now, like
a spurred mustang, he whirled,
crouched. His narrowed gray gaze
whipped across the Mesquite Flat
gun boss. Bronc’s temper, frayed
by all that had happened, snapped
completely. ,

“Haley, if yuh don’t know the
truth when yun hear 1t, the least you
can do is keep yore trap shut. I
ain’t used to havin’ people accuse
me of lyin’.”

“\ow hold on hyar, yuh game
cocks!” Sheriff Greg Haltlev warnea
“Hak‘y, I-think yuh owe Maverick
an apology. He warned me twice
tonight to put a guard here in Bob’s
room, an’ I was too bullheaded to do
it. \ow to looks as though we all
owe him a vote o’ thanks. What
right you got to question his word?”

Haley’s still puffy lips curved sar-
donically. “Plenty,” he drawled
meaningly, “an’ what yuh jest said
about his warning yuh of somethin’
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like this happenin® makes me even
surer of what T got to say. Don’t
it look kinda coincidental, sheriff,
thet Maverick should pull an In-
jun outa the bag so soon after warn-
in’ yuh about the cuss?”

“Go on,” Hartley growled in puz-
zled tones.

Haley nodded his heavy head of
sandy hair. “Yuh don’t see no dead
Injun, do you? Well, neither do 1.
Course now, if this hombre s pard
hadn’t told us all that Maverick,
here, claims to be Pike Frazer, 1
wouldn't be so skeptical. But a
smart gent like this hombre might
figure to put hisself in solid with
Burro afore jury time by pullin’ a
fake stunt like he jest done. Con-
vincin’ Bob here thet he done saved
his bacon ain’t goin” to hurt his eause
none—if yuh get what I mean!”

“A gent would shore have to be
mighty dumb to miss yore meanin’,”
Greg Hartley admitted. “Mind yuh,

I ain’t sayin’ yore right, an’ 1 ain’t

sayin’ yore wrong, Haley.” He
swung to face Brone Maverick.
“What yuh got to say for yoreself,
fella? Can yuh prove they wuz an
Injun in here?”

And Brone realized with a sinking
heart that he didn’t have a shred
of proof to back his story. Taut-
lipped, he shrugged. “Nothin’ but
my word,” he said flatly. “If it’s
good enough for Burro Bob, it
oughta be good enough for you.”

“Yuh danged right it's good
enough for me!” Burro Bob said
raspily. - “I didn’t see the hellion
Maverick jest mentioned, but no-
body knows better'n me thet them
red devils are after my taw.”

Haley smirked. “Yuh see, sheriff,
Burro Bob didn’t see the Injun. Is
it natcheral thet he’d be sleepin’ so
heavy Maverick could plug two holes
in the walls, scuffle with the feller
he claims was here, an’ let the gent
git away afore Burro opened his
eyes?”
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Burro Bob’s barrel chest puffed
out like a pigeon’s.
whiskers that covered his leathery
visage seemed to bristle.
listen hyar, Haley, if thet’s yore han-
dle.
eye open long as me is goin’ to really
drop off solidlike when he hits a bed
soft as thisn’.”

Sherift Greg Hartley interposed
again. “All this talk ain’t gettin’
us nowhere. Winslow, yuh got a
stage driver yuh can trust? Well,
then, git him over hyar pronto,

an’ tell him to come heeled. Burro,
P’'m puttin’ yuh under technical ar-
Wins- -

rest till trial time at noon.
low’s driver ain’t goin’ to let yuh
outa his sight. Both of yuh are to
stay hyar in this room till yo’re
called to the meetin’ at the stage
station. This bizness is gittin’ too
much outa hand to have you traip-
sin’ around loose"’ =

CHAPTER XII.
MURDER.
E’D succeeded in getting himself

in more trouble, Brone saw as he
walked somberly back down the hall

with Panamint, who had joined the -

crowd in Burro Bob’s room, but had
been only a silent listener. How-
ever, he had one thing to be thank-
ful for. Burro Bob would be taken
care of until noon, at least. After-
ward, when the judges decided
whether he or Lon Sykes deserved
-the pack of gold, Burro would hand
over that small packet of burro skin
he’d kept in his own custody. He'd

~also probably tell the hombre who

got it, all that he knew of Forgotten
-~ Canyon. And that was what Bronc
wanted to hear most of all.
- “If that bullet-headed Injun is any
sample of what’s waitin’ for the gent
who tries to rescue Long Tom

- The brush of partner,
- everything he gits outa thet can-

“Now yuh-

A gent whose slept with one

119

he drawled Wryly to his
“the hombre’s goin’ to earn

Frazer,”

yon'Q’

Panamint shook his gray head
morosely. “If Sykes is picked by the -
jury, yuh don’t need to worry about
Long Tom ever gittin® out alive.
They’ll salivate him so fast it’d make
yore head swim. Damn it, kid, yuh
got a tough break on thet Injun biz-
ness in Burro’s room. Bob aects like
the only fella who believes yuh really
saw somebody. Nobody’d ever have
doubted yuh, either, if thet taran-

“tler Haley hadn’t rattled off at the

mouth. Somebody’s got to trim thet
gent’s wings!”

“Let’s hope it’s the juslges,” Brone
grunted as he tugged off his boots
and tumbled his weary body into
bed. He was asleep almost instantly,
nature taking its toll at last of even
his whipcerd strength that had seen
him through so much in less than
twenty-four hours. His body slept,
but his mind, as though in answer
to that prayer he had voiced on the
way back from Coyote Wells, re-
mained active. Dreams came to
him, strange dreams, like picture
cards plucked from a pack. Scenes
of wide rivers, the bars alive as ant
hills with miners handling eradles,
picks and shovels, swirling gold pans.
Pine clad to their summits, tower-
ing mountains rose behind the camps
he saw. Everything was green, a
whole lot lifferent from this here des-
ert land. And there came another
dream, of barren, drab mountains,
and in their midst he seemed to see
an oasis. A canyon with painted
walls towering sheer to battlements
a thousand feet high. Huts made
from the same slags of painted rock
that dotted the floor of the canyon.
Stocky figures watched herds of bur-
ros, and towering above them like
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~ the painted walls above the desert
was one figure, a giant with red hair.

The Sun Man, Burro Bob had said

the Piute called him. He seemed

familiar to the sleeping smithy, as
familiar as his forge or his boots.
He knew that man, knew Long Tom

Frank Frazer—for that man was his

“father!

- A hand shook Bronec awake
blinked his eyes, almost expecting
to see Long Tom Frazer bending
over him. But all he saw was Pana-
mint Joe’s wrinkled visage. And
with waking, all of his doubts rushed
back. Was he being a party to a

he? Was Panamint just using him
as Haley was using Lon Sykes? A

wave of disgust surged through him.
A fine partner he was to question
Panamint’s motives. Panamint,
who had saved his life out there on
the forsaken salt flats of Death Val-
jeyl— z

Panammt had no way of know-
mg why Bronc grasped the hand
that had been on his shoulder.
“Fella,” he said ‘softly, “mebbe we
ain’t got much chance, but we’ll
play out our string together!”

“‘Pll second them sentiments!”
Panamint agreed in his creaky voice.
“Wash up now, an’ chmb into yore
boots. We got jist time enongh to

visit the chink’s for a hunk of grub,

afore the meetin’ gits under way. Too
- danged bad yuh ain’t got the mak-

in’s to shave with handy,” he added

slyly, eying Bronc’s stalwart frame.
“l hear this gal who claims to be
Dorita Nelson, ain’t hard on the
eyes. Shore’d be funny,” he rambled
on, as Bronc dressed, “if she did
happen to be Hattie’s datter. Yore
daddy an’ Hattie had it all figgered
out thet some day you an’ her young
un would git hitched up.”

Bronc flushed. Panamint was just
ragging him, but it made him ill at

He
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~ease anyway. “Any gal that ropes

me is goin’ to have to carry a mighty
hungry loop,” he growled stiffly.
“Come on, let’s go.”

- Outside, Brone had te narrow his
gray eyes against the glare until they
became accustomed to the light. It
had been many a day since he had
slept until almost noon! Quickly
they made their way to the restau-
rant Panamint had named. Eyes
followed them wherever they moved.
Brone could see that they were
marked men with a vengeance now.
Without a hat, the sunlight gilded
his darkly red hair, focused all eyes
upon it. He could hear buzzing con-
versation rise behind them. Every
man in Mesquite Flat, Brone saw,
was speculating over the outcome
of the unusual trial.

After they had finished their be-
lated breakfast, Panamint led the
way through the hgt sun to the stage
station. His eyes turned once to the
tall young smithy. “Kid, I'm goin’
to make a clean_breast of things,”
he told Brone. ‘éﬁbbe it’ll help us
win out.” =

No one but the actual participants
were allowed to enter the station.
Brone read that penciled order
tacked to the porch post where
everybody could see it. An armed
coach driver leaned alongside the
dorway to enforce it. The man nod-
ded briefly at Brone and Panamint
as they passed.

“The show’s about to begin,” he

said with a grin. “Wish yuh lueck,

Maverick.”

The kmdly words of the stage
guard warmed Brone. But that feel-
ing faded swiftly into one of sur-
prise. He had stepped into the sta-
tion after Panamint. In front of
them a rough table served as a
judge’s bench. Behind it sat two
of the three judges. Burro Bob



wasn't here yet, Bronc saw. Sage
Winslow sat stiffly in a rawhide-bot-
tomed chair, dapper as usual, his
wedge-shaped face impassive. Be-
side him Judge Peek slouched in his
seat, a big chair that was yet hardly
big enough to hold his bulk. Short
curly white hair topped his massive
head. A waistcoat that had once
been white covered his bulging mid-
dle. Ruddy-faced, impressive, he
locked like a mastiff alongside a ter-
rier. His heavy head swung to
measure Brone Maverick with keen
blue eves. He had seen the young
man many times at Panamint Joe’s
blacksmith shop, knew his history,
knew of his loss of memory. But
the thought that the tall, lean red-
head might be the son of Long Tom
Frank Frazer had never entered his
mind until now.

Brone was aware of Judge Peek’s
scrutiny subconsciously, but he had
eyes only for the girl who sat in the
row of chairs lined up i front of
the judge’s table. Her eyes fell on
Maverick. She stiffened suddenly,
as he had done.

Surprise and consternation swept
through Bronc. He knew that he
should have suspected her identity
before now, but he had been too
busy to think about her. TFor he
saw now that the girl who claimed
to be Dorita Nelson was the same
one he had seen the night before in
the Desert Hotel!

Her dark eyes met his levelly, and
Brone was filled with a confusion he
couldn’t name. He hardly noticed
Highgrade Haley and Lon Sykes sit-
ting on two of the end seats, with
Sherift Greg Hartley just behind
them.

Judge Peek cleared his throat. Tt
sounded like a frog croaking. “Gen-
tlemen, and ladies, it looks like we're
about set to proceed with this un-
usual hearing.  Whereat is that
pesky prospector, Burro Bob?”

Sage Winslow’s traplike mouth
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fetch him,” he offered eagerly.

drooped ludicrously. “Darmmned if T
haven't forgotten to notify him,
jedge, that it was time to come

Brone tore his eyes from Dorita
Nelson’s face. “T’ll run over .and
“No
need for you gents to leave yore
chairs.”

Judge Jim Peek, who was in
charge of the hearing, nodded.

“Run along, son. Tell the old
scalawag he’s holding up the show.”

Leaving Panamint behind him,
Brone whirled. Long, decisive strides
carried him out of the station. His
mind was in a turmoil over the shock
of seeing this girl he’d never ex-
pected to see again. To bring him-
self back to nmormal was the reason
he’d offered to go after Burro. His
brain was in a whirl. The girl,
Brone felt certain, was Dorita Nel-
son.. She did not look like any of
the hard-faced denizens of the dance
halls that he had ever seen. A share
of that gold in the pack Burro Bob
had brought from the desert was
hers, regardless of the orders Long
Tom Frazer had sent out to give it
to his only son. But what would
happen to her if Highgrade Haley
and Sykes won the pack?

Brone asked himself that question
as he erossed the street and entered
the Desert. Engrossed with his own
thoughts, he did not see Sheriff Greg
Hartley standing in the doorway of
the station he had just left, watch-
ing him.

Nodding curtly to the clerk on
duty, Brone climbed upstairs. Turn-
ning to the right he passed their
own room, and tapped oz the old
prospector’s door. No one an-
swered. Brone tapped again, waited.
A frown creased his brow. “Danged
funny nobody answers,” he muttered
half aloud. “Steve Sorbe’s supposed
to be guardin® Burro.”

Bronc’s left hand found the door-
knob, tested it. The door was locked.



CANYON OF THE FORGOTTEN

Had something happened to both
Bob and Sorbe?
brave come back in daylight to finish

what he had started just before

dawn? It was possible, Brone con-
- ceded to himself, but there was never

~_a-chance in hell that the Indian could

down both Bob and Sorbo before one
of them got into action, and there’d
been no sound of shots if they hadn’t
- started fighting.

The Desert drowsed in the stifling
'mldday ‘heat.
tion start on his body, then he re-
laxed. Bob and Serbo had probably
gone out on the balcony to try and
catch a cooler breath of air. A hotel
room in this heat would be about as
—comfortable as sitting in a hot fry-
~ing pan. Automatically he knocked

again before turning to find his way
out to the balcony at the end of the
hall. And this time he got his an-
swer. :

A muffled ery knifed through the
door panels. Brone pressed closer,
hardly believing he heard straight,
the sound was so faint. Then-the
ery came again, thin and faint, a
plea for help. The stifling heat of
the hall seemed suddenly more op-
pressive than ever. For the third
time that ery came in the space of
a minute and Bronc felt the short
hairs along the back of his neck
‘stiffen Tke hackles.

Something had happened in there
to Burro and Sorbo. If the old pros-
pector should die without talking,
 Long Tom Frazer would rot in For-
gotten Canyon. Those thoughts
~ caromed through Bronc’s brain as
~_his fingers slapped down to the
~curved stoeks of his guns. He had
saved Burro once and gotten him-
self in bad with the sheriff for doing
~ it.  The wise thing to do now was
- get word across the street to the sta-
- tion advising Hartley that some-

Had that Piute

_half out of leather.

Bronc felt perspira-

_on the floor.
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thing was evidently wrong inside.
But the minutes that would take

might spell the difference between

life and death, Brone realized. - He’d
have to take another chance.

His right-hand gun was already
Bronc whipped
it the rest of the way, pressed the
muzzle against the door lock. Splin-
ters flew as he triggered, once and
again. The echoing roar of the shots
filled the narrow hall with thunder.
The shots would draw a crowd muy
promto, but Brone was past caring,
for his lead had shattered the lock.

The door sagged open in. front of
him.

Death had struck and this time
it had taken a grisly toll. A single
raking glance showed Bronc that
Steve Sorbo was past helping. The
stage driver guard lay in a pool of
his own blood near the windew
through which he, himself, had
crawled earlier that morning. The
driver’s skull was crushed, the force
of the blow sending blood gushing
from each nostril to dye the boards
under him.

Brone’s swinging gaze searched for
Burro Bob. For an instant he
thought the old desert rat had van-
ished, then he saw his wrinkled boots
protruding from beneath the bed.
For, striving to crawl to the doer,

.Burro Bob had evidently missed his

mark and crawled under the bed in-
stead.

Almost like a madman the young
smithy grasped the foot of the bed.
Muscles crawled in his arms, knot-
ted across his brawny shoulders as
he hurled the bed from its place
against the wall. It hid the open
door, smashed it shut agaim, but
Brone had no eyes for anything but
old Burro Bob, writhing helplessly
He had been horribly
beaten, tortured. Bronc felt a stab
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of pity go through him when he saw
the bloodied tips of Burro Bob’s fin-
gers. Some fiend had pulled out his
fingernails. Blood swelled from a
jagged wound in his chest with every
weak beat of his heart. He was
past aid, dying, Brone realized in-
stantly. How he had survived this
long was a mystery past understand-
ing. ,
A little light of recognition seemed
to brighten Burro Bob’s eyes as
Brone bent down beside him. He
whipped a bandanna handkerchief
from his hip pocket, started to wad
it as a plug for the wound that was
draning the old desert rat’s life. Then
he saw Burro Bob’s head shake ever
so little. One of his maimed hands
moved feebly.

“No use tryin’ to patch me up,
son,” Bronc has to strain to catch the
words. “Jest listen. Get a wild jack
if yuh wanta find Forgotten Canyon.
Loolk at its neck. Look for—"

Burro Bob’s barrel chest seemed
to deflate. A long, tired sigh slipped

STREET & SMITH’S WILD WEST WEEKLY

from his lips. His jaw dropped
slackly. Faded eyes that had
searched for the end of the rainbow
and found it, closed like a tired
child’s. Bronc knew without a
closer look that Burro Bob had
spoken his last words. Words that
failed to make any sense to him, and
yet they had meant something to
Burro Bob! '

Bronc’s eyes fell again on that
hole in the dead prospector’s chest,
and stiffened. It was at the exact
spot where Bob had carried the small
packet of burro skin. Now it was
gone! ==
His gaze dropped again to the
mutilated stumps of Burro Beb’s
fingers, and horror that was like a
hot wave washed over him like wind
off the desert.

“Feller,” he whispered above the
dead man, “T’ll run down the skunk
that did this to you, if I have to deo
it on borrowed time!”

Hunkered there beside the dead
man, Brone had been subeonsciously




aware for some time of fists and gun
butts battering at the door. Now a
panel splintered. The big bed that
his heave had knocked against the
portal, screeched across the floor as
shoulders slammed the door open
again.

Bronc’s eyes were luminous lamps
of fire as he looked up. The com-
plete savagery of his face halted
Sheriff Hartley in his tracks, but not
so the big outcast from the northern
gold camps whose shoulder had bat-
tered in the door.

Surprise marked Haley’s beefy
visage for only a moment, then it
was qmd\lv transformed to one of
gloating triumph. All this Brone
saw before he had time to rise, or
wonder why Haley’s expression
should change so swiftly.

But as he started to climb up from
beside the dead man, he learned the
reason for the mocking triumph
flooding Haley’s visage. The man’s
hands swept inside his black box coat
in that fantastically fast cross-hand
draw. A draw, Bronc realized som-
berly, that he might some day have
to matech. But now was not the
time. His slitted eyes settled on
Sheriff Hartley, who was staring
horror-struck at the two dead men
on the floor of the room.

“Sheriff, the door was locked from
the inside when 1 come up here,”
Bronce explained. “I knocked a cou-
pla times, then I heard Burro call
for help. Yuh must ’a’ heard my
guns when I shot the lock off the
door. This is what I found. Look
at Bob. What they done to his
hands. Mister,” he added jerkily,
“hangin’s too good for the gents
who murdered these hombres!”

“Yuh said it, Maverick,” Haley’s
voice was wickedly soft. The click
of cocking gun hammers under his
thumbs punctuated his words. “Yuh
said it. Hangin’s too good for you.

We've caught yuh red-handed this

time. DI'm aceusin’ yuh of murderin’
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Burro Bob an’ Steve Sorbo. Sheriff,
yuh better lock this coyote up, afore
I fergit myself an’ let go these ham—
mers'”

A girl’s voice cried out sharply
from the doorway at those words,
and at the horrible sight that met
her eyes. She swayed, and Brone
saw Panamint circle her shoulders
with a long arm to steady her. All
of them who had been at the
stage station were here now. They
had followed the sheriff and Haley
across the street to the hotel.

Moving lightly for a man of his
girth and weight, white-haired Judge
Jim Peek shipped m front of the girl
to cut off her vision of the dead men,
But his eyes were not for them.
Brone. saw them sweep over him.
It was the sheriff, however, who
spoke first,.

His kindly face was grim suddenly
as red desert sandstone, and he ap-
peared for once in his life to have
made an mstant decision. “Maver-
ick,” he said sternly, “yuh’ve been
mixed up in too many killin’s. This
time I'm arrestin’ yuh on suspicion
of murder, an’ takin’ yore pard along
with yuh. This warn’t no one-man
job. Mr. Haley, yuh got yore cut-
ters trained on this gent. Blast
daylight through him if he moves
a peg!”

“Nobody,” Judge Jim Peek
roared, “is goin’ to move a peg till
T'm finished with ’em. I'm holdin’
the hearin’ for thet lost gold here
and now—where a couple of dead
men can listen to yore lies! After
that, mister sheriff, yuh can lock the
whole damned bunch up as fer as
I'm concerned!”

This time Haley has caught Bronc with
the blood on his hands, and, though it is
the innocent stain of old Bob’s death
wounds which Bronc tried to stanch, it
looks like certain evidence against himf
What will Panamint do to help Brongc,
and what can Bronc do to help himself?
Read the answer in next week’s install=
ment.
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m more than we oldsters did at their
age.

- That 1sn’t surprising. Billy the
Kid, Wild Bill Hickok and Buffalo
Bill did pretty durned well with the
shooting tools they could get hold
of in their day, but what could they
do with the weapons that have been
invented since then? The world

doesn’t turn around too fast, but it

sure keeps going too steadily to suit
some of us; we mean those who say
the younger generation is going
plumb to the dev11 We couldn’t go
back to ecovered-wagon days even if
we wanted to.

The point we’re making is that we
‘can feed a younker of today a ju-

véhile story now and then, but they
want ‘em to be more mature as a
steady diet. In faet, there isn't
much difference between the old-
sters” choice of stories and the youn-
kers’. None of us cottons much to
the old-fashioned stories we had to
like in the old days or go without.

That means that you amateur
story writers don’t have to worry
over the age of your heroes, whether
they’re juvenile enough or not. You
aren’t writing for any special age of
readers, but readers of all ages, with
tastes that are probably like your
own. Your only worry is whether
your story’s good enough or not.

Well, here are this week’s stories
that we thought are good enough for
checks:

SUICIDE RANGE
By W. O. Snook—Age 43

Long Beach, California

They said it was suicide range—suicide
for strangers. But Jed Dillon went any-
way. Jimmy O’Brien had been hanged for
murder. Jed Dillon knew that Laughing
Jimmy O’Brien wouldn’t murder anyone.
Jed got there in time to claim Jimmy’s body
and to find a locket containing a picture of
Jimmy’s mother. Jed knew where Jimmy
always carried the locket—pinned inside
his shirt close to his heart.
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“That’s one thing they didn’t find,”
mused Jed, turning the locket over in his
hand:

Later he sauntered
“Beer,” he said, letting his eyes flick from
one face to another without apparently no-
ticing anyone. He nodded to the bartender,
a stalky, black-bearded man with honest,
brown eyes, and decided to ask some ques-
tions.

It seemed Jimmy had simply murdered a
man for his money, had been found with
the man. The man had creased Jimmy in
the mix-up. Jimmy’s supposed accomplice
had made his getaway with the money.

“What did Jimmy say about it?” asked
Jed

“Said he just happened along and was
shot by the real killer.”

Jed leaned forward.

“If Jimmy said that, it’s the truth!”

Three men stood at the bar.” One of
them was tall, rawboned, dressed in the
habitual garb of a professional gambler.
Pearl-handled guns occasionally peeked
from under his long-tailed coat. The other
two men were stalky, unshaven. These
men always seemed to be around, Jed re-
flected.

“Faro Mike, here, he can tell you all

about it.” The ba.rtender nodded at the tall
gambler. :
“Yeah! Glad to oblige,” said the man.

Jed sensed a sneer beneath the gambler’s
suave exterior and immediately a daring
plan sprang full-born to his mind.

“Who found Jimmy first?” asked Jed.

“I did,” Faro Mike said.

“Didn’t Jimmy get a look at the killer?”

“According to his story, no.”

Jed was thoughtful a second. “Of
course,” he went on, “the real bandit would
have been masked, I reckon, anyway.”

Faro Mike smiled. “Not unless he was
afraid he’d be recognized.”

“This bandit,” said Jed significantly,
“knew he’d be recognized.”

His left hand went to his vest pocket and
he pulled out that little heart-shaped locket

he had found on Jimmy’s body. There
was a look of triumph on his face.
“The murderer made one slip,” he said.

He took two quick steps toward the door
and whirled to face the crowded saloon.
“T found this locket on Jimmy. There was
a note in it. Dead men do talk, it seems!”

He snapped the locket shut, replaced it
in his pocket,
close to his twin guns. His eyes were slitted.
He might have been eying most anyone.

into the saloon.

His hands dropped low,



“Masked Rider,” he gritted, “I'm count-
in" three! Jist to give yuh a chance to go
for your gun.”

Faro Mike’s face twisted into a sneer.
At the count of three, his hand darted
downward.

Guns flamed, and powder smoke floated
lazily in the still air. TFaro Mike dropped
his pearl-handled gun, sank to the floor and
lay still.

Jed Dillon’s smoking guns held the crowd
at bay as he backed toward the door. He
was grinning a little. “It might interest
vou-all to know,” he drawled, “that there
wasn't any note in that locket. Jimmy
never left a clue!  The man that drawed
gave himself away, of course.”

The plot of this story could easily
be built into a much longer yarn,
and thatl’s a pretty good test for the
plot of a story condensed mto five
hundred words. The trick employed
by the hero has been worked many
times before, but it is handled a lit-
tle differently from the run-of-the-
mill stories based on pretty much
the same plot. The author could
have made more of his characters,
and that’s our main eriticism.

Keep at it, pard! You may be
getting closer to the front in 3W
than you think.

And here’s:

FOOL FOR LUCK
By Walter Blackmore—Age 25
Lamar, Missouri

Lucky Larkin found twe things appar-
ent when he struck the Sun Rock country.
The first was that the only job open was
that of deputy sheriff and no one would
have it. The second was that the whole
country was in terror of a person they had
dubbed the Ghost. He struck without
warning, anywhere there was a sizable sum
of money, picking places where he could
remain concealed. Those who had been
unfortunate enough to get sight of him had
died instantly under the blaze of his guns.
In the last month, three deputy sheriffs
had died in encounters with this superman.

Because he was Lucky Larkin and broke,
Lucky promptly hunted up Sheriff Knowles.
Knowles was a big, surly individual, who
wore two walnut-handled guns tied low:

“Want to be deputy sheriff, huh?” he
grunted. “Well, you must feel lucky!”
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“I'm a fool for luek™ -
cheerfully. :

Knowles looked him leakly.
“0. K., cowboy. Get your star inside.

Three days later, Knowles came
his office and <qumted down at Lueky,
lazily leaning back m a rlnkety ehan‘,
against the side of the office. =

“Come on, I got a tip to watch for the g
Ghost in Sun Rock Pass. The Condor
Mine pay roll is coming through.” :

They rode in exlence till they reached
the Pass. “T’ll watch this end, you ride
through: and watch the other,” Knowles
said. -

Lucky nodded and rode off. Scanning
the sides, he saw that the walls of Sun
Rock Pass rose almost perpendicularly for
over two hundred feet. About three-quar-
ters of a mile up the Pass he noted a
ledge, perhaps ten feet wide jutting out
from the wall about fifty feet up. A break
in the wall afferded a posstb}e trail upward
from the ledge.

Lucky shook his head.
the Ghost—"

At the far end of the Pass he sent his

horse lunging up the steep side
At the top he heard the rumble of the
pproaching stage. “Might as well amble
ong and watch from the top,” he solilo-
1zed.
e found the going rough, and the stage
passed him. He was riding well back
the edge when from below came a
ngle, muffled explosion of a 45. Swiftly
he dropped to the ground and drew his
rifle from its boot. Worming himself up to
the edge, he peered over. Almost directly
below him, conecealed behind a boulder on
the ledge, crouched a masked fisure. The
stage was stopped below him and the guard
lay sprawled on the ground.. The driver
was hurriedly tugging at the strong box.

“Drop that gun, hombre!” Lucky called
down.

Swiftly, savagely, the masked man
whirled, firmg upward. Calmly, Lucky
nestled his cheek against his Sharps and
fired once. The ban(ht stumbled backward
and plunged to a grotesque heap beside
the stage.

The driver, who had frozen at the drama
unfolded before him, came to life and leaped -
to unmask the man.

“My gosh,” he
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Knowles!

rkin grinned

“Now if I was

shouted, “it’s Sheriff

There you are, amigos. Send in
your stories and poems and true

Western experiences. Hasta la vista.

Tae Rance Boss.



