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When the Masked Rider ar-
rives in Splitrock he's given
a law star, and told to
ride in search of—himself!

CHAPTER 1

Possemen Wanted

IDING into Splitrock, Wayne
R Morgan’s senses—the keenly
whetted instincts of a man long
hunted by men—detected the pressure of
suspense which gripped the cowtown,
built within Winchester range of the
Mexican border.
Some event of great magnitude in the
affairs of this Arizona range had drawn
the crowd before the columned facade of
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““Manos altos, hombres! Get
your hands up! You are sur-
rounded here!” (CHAP. I1)
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THE OUTLAW SHERIFF

them. “Senor Scofield and the stranger,
you are free to ride, si. But first you will
unbuckle your gun-belts and leave them
behind. That goes for your saddle guns
as well, senores.”

ANE SCOFIELD hastily unbuckled

his cross-draw shell belts and un-
tied the rawhide thongs at the toes of his
basket-woven holsters. Tossing his six-
guns into the brush, the Slash S boss gin-
gerly lifted his Remington saddle carbine
out of its scabbard and dropped it to the
ground.

“Better get rid of yore hardware, Mor-
gan!” panted the rancher, glancing around
to see that the stranger still sat his sad-
dle with arms upraised. “If these hombres
are Musto’s men like Jeff thinks, they’ll
quit talkin’ and start shootin’ pronto!”

Grinding his jaws in impotent fury,
Wayne Morgan unbuckled his gun har-
ness and tossed his holstered Colts into
the brush. His Winchester .30-30 followed.

“Bueno!” came the surly voice of the
ambush leader from the rocks. “You will
ride, and keep going, senores, without
looking back. We will turn the sheriff
loose when we are ready.”

Scofield clapped spurs to his pony’s
flanks and headed up the barranca,
crouched low in saddle. Wayne Morgan
turned, to see the sheriff’s eyes regarding
him dully. In those eyes Morgan read the
Utter hopelessness of a man who knew he
had frayed out his string.

“Sheriff,” Morgan said huskily, “it goes
against the grain to desert you like this.
I_”

Jennings braced his bony shoulders and
shook his head.

“Kite out after Scofield before them
tough cases change their minds, son.
There’s nothin’ you or me can do agin
these odds. I got a hunch they’ll take me
south of the Border and hold me hostage
till Joaquin Musto is turned loose.”

Reluctantly Morgan put his hammer-
head roan forward with a touch of his
spurs.

Wayne Morgan fired the Colt
with incredible swiftness
(CHAP. VIII)
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26 MASKED RIDER WESTERN

for admission.

“Keep Morgan covered, son!” rasped
the judge, picking up the lantern. “Maybe
Scofield’s story will jibe with Morgan’s.”

The cell corridor went semi-dark as
Judge McSherry strode into the front
office, calling sharply:

“Just a minute, Scofield!”

Luke McSherry had a pair of six-guns
trained on Wayne Morgan’s brisket now.
Both men were nerve-taut with suspense
as they watched the venerable judge un-
lock the front door to admit the Slash S
rancher, hatless and smelling of trail
dust and horse sweat.

“What’s your bad news, Lane?” the
judge demanded as Scofield lurched
across the threshold and flung himself
into a chair beside the door, lungs heaving
with exertion.

“Our posse run into an ambush out in
the hills just afore sundown, Judge!”
Scofield gusted. “You’d never guess who
jumped the sheriff and that Morgan cow-
punch and me!”

“Musto’s outlaw gang?” Judge Me-
Sherry said acidly.

Scofield shook his head. “Nope! The
Masked Rider and his Injun pardner,
that’s who! The pair we was ridin’ out to
capture! And that ain’t the worst of it,
Judge. The Masked Rider shot and killed
the sheriff in cold blood!”

Wayne Morgan felt his senses reel. Sco-
field’s story was too fantastic to make
sense, even to Judge McSherry.

“So-0,” muttered the judge, fingering
his beard thoughtfully. “That would in-
dicate that the Masked Rider is working
with Joaquin Musto’s gang then.”

Scofield shrugged, mopping his hot face
with a bandanna.

“I reckon that’s how it stacks up, come
to think of it. Anyhow, the Masked Rider
didn't have any bone to chaw with me,
luckily. He told me to rattle my hocks.
I did—and lit a shuck back here to report
what happened, Judge.”

Wayne Morgan held his breath as he
waited for what the shrewd Scotsman
would say next.

“You say the Masked Rider let you

go free? How about Wayne Morgan, that
stranger the sheriff deputized to ride with
you?”

IME seemed to stand still for Wayne

Morgan, standing in the clotted shad-
ows of the cell block, as he waited for
Scofield’s answer. On it might depend his
own freedom, perhaps his life. .

“Morgan?” Scofield echoed. “Oh, he lit
a shuck, too. Seems the Masked rider
wasn’t out to ambush nobody but Jeff.”

Judge McSherry bent a close stare on
the Slash S rancher.

“Where’d this Morgan go?”

Scofield’s shoulders lifted and fell.
“How do I know? Last I saw of him he
was gallopin’ into the hills like the devil
was after him with a hot pitchfork. He’s
prob’ly halfway to Flagstaff by now, the
way he was ridin’.” .

Judge McSherry waggled his head.
“Plumb interesting,” he muttered. “Sco-
field, I've known you, man and boy, since
before the days you and Joshua Heming-
way homesteaded your two ranches out in
Coyotero Canyon. So, I reckon I got to
accept your story of what happened to
Jeff.” Lifting his voice, the Judge called:
“Luke, bring in our prisoner. I want
Scofield to see him.”

Morgan had been waiting for this. He
strode out of the cell corridor into the
full glare of the lantern, and into Lane
Scofield’s range of vision. Sight of Mor-
gan seemed to grip the Slash S rancher in
the chains of paralysis.

“I'm glad you told the judge that the
Masked Rider turned me loose, Scofield,”
drawled Morgan, “otherwise he might
have decided I was the Masked Rider.”

For a dozen clock-ticks, Scofield stared
at the law badge pinned to Morgan’s vest.
That star told a plain story to Scofield.
The rancher knew that Morgan had re-
turned to the scene of Jennings’ death,
and had brought back a version of the
sheriff’s killing to McSherry which made
no mention of the Masked Rider.

“Here’s something to think over, Sco-
field,” Morgan went on. “Jennings wasn’t
dead when I got to him. He lived long
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CHAPTER VI
Musto’s Spy

ORGAN and Luke McSherry
left the Stirrup Ranch, head-
ing back toward Splitrock.
Young Luke was in low
spirits, due more to thwarted
romance than to the grim
events in which he'd had a
hand tonight.

“Cheer up, son,” Morgan said, and
laughed sympathetically. “Stella ain’t the
only seniorita hereabouts. With your
good looks—"

Luke cut him off with a bitter oath.
“What makes me mad, Morgan, is that
Stella don’t love that Holcombe jigger,
and I know it!”

“She was wearing his ring, I noticed.”

“Sure. To please her father. Old Josh
hired Holcombe when he was knee-high
to the loadin’ gate of a Winchester. Brung
Vol and Stella up like brother and sister.
Always wanted Stel to marry Holcombe,
so as to have Holcombe to run Stirrup
after Josh died. But she don’t love Hol-
combe the way she ought to love a man to
marry him. I won't quit courtin’ her until
they’re hitched!”

Topping the east ridge overlooking
Coyotero Canyon, the outlaw sheriff
reined up and spoke briefly to McSherry:

“You ramble along by yourself from
here on, Luke. I'm going to spend the
rest of the night scouting this chunk of
Border.”

Luke Sherry hipped around in saddle,
his love affair forgotten in the anxiety he
now revealed for Morgan’s safety.

“Don’t be a loco fool, Sheriff. Joaquin
Musto’s hard cases make a habit of prowl-
in’ this strip of Border in the dark of
the moon, like tonight, scoutin’ for beef to
rustle. One look at that star on yore
brisket and you’d be dead.”

Morgan was adamant. “Sheriff’s orders,
Luke. Tell your father I'll see him in
town manana.’

When the hoofbeats of McSherry's de-
parture faded in the night, Wayne Mor-

gan swung his own mount toward the
southeast and spurred into a long lope.

“T'll be lucky if Blue Hawk remembers
me when I get back to camp,” he mut-
tered. “I've been so long getting back
with his grub. . . .”

Back at the Stirrup Ranch, following
the departure of Morgan and McSherry,
Vol Holcombe did not shuck his boots and
clothing and hit the blankets, though the
hour was late and he was tired from a
day’s range riding. Holcombe, being fore-
man on the Stirrup, had his living quar-
ters in a lean-to built against the bunk-
house, some hundred yards from the
Hemingway ranchhouse.

He squatted in the door of the lean-to,
keeping an eye on the lighted window of
Stella Hemingway’s room in the main
house. When it finally went dark, Hol-
combe surreptitiously headed for the
barn and, with speed, threw a saddle on
a close-coupled sorrel gelding.

Holcombe led the horse a good quarter
of a mile away from the ranch before
mounting. Spurring to a full gallop
then, he headed due south toward the
drift fence marking the Stirrup’s bound-
ary and the Mexican line.

Reaching the fence, Holcombe opened a
gate and rode on into Mexican territory.
A mile below the Border, the Stirrup fore-
man reined into the narrow mouth of an
arroyo and gave the pony its head. The
speed with which Holcombe’s mount
threaded its way through the complete
blackness of an invisible trail indicated
that the animal was thoroughly familiar
with the route.

Deep in the throat of the arroyo, Hol-
combe pulled up his horse as a sharp
voice in Spanish challenged him from a
lookout post on the rim:

“Que va? Who goes?”

“Holcombe. Senor Musto is at the
casa?”’

There sounded a furtive movement of
a sentry shifting position on the rimrock
shale, causing a tiny avalanche of pebbles
to clatter down into the arroyo’s chapar-
ral.

“Si, amigo.” The unseen sentinel spoke
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in guttural Border jargon. “Our com-
paneros are celebrating with tequila to-
night, celebrating Joaquin’s return from
the gringo jail, es verdad.”

IFTY yards further on, the arroyo

took a sharp turn and Vol Holcombe
saw lamplight blazing behind the cur-
tained windows of a rock-and-adobe
structure built at the foot of the low
cliff forming one flank of this arroyo.

Horses whickered in peeled-pole cor-
rals flanking the trail. Saddle leather
creaked as Holcombe dismounted, looped
his reins over an unseen hitchrack. and
strode toward the casita. The strumming
of a guitar inside the shack was barely
audible above the deep, liquor-slurred
voices of the revelers within.

Holcombe jerked the rawhide latch
string and stepped into a solid wall of
tobacco smoke, pulque fumes and the
reek of unwashed bodies. The room was
packed with Mexicans, gringo renegades,
swarthy mestizos, all in gaucho garb with
heavy accents of silver-mounted gun hol-
sters, gilded spurs. chap conchas made of
Mexican ’dobe dollars.

Assembled in this well-hidden casa deep
in the Mexican hills was the bulk of
Joaquin Musto’s owlhoot legion. Every
man in this room packed a reward on his
scalp, and a summary of their crimes
would have included everything in the
book from killing to cattle rustling, bank
robbery and kidnaping. Here were dope
smugglers and horse thieves, ex-convicts
and petty criminals, and every man was
in some degree of intoxication.

Dominating the group was Musto him-
self. Half-Indian, half-Sonoran, a giant
for size, 1e was decked out in the same
resplendent ball-tasseled sombrero. gold-
braided charro jacket and green velve-
teen pantalones that he had been wearing
when Jeff Jennings had marched him
down the main street of Splitrock,
shackled and empty-holstered, charged
with killing Joshua Hemingway, in ad-
dition to a score of other major crimes.

Musto’s. reptilian eyes held the high
shine that came from too much tequila.

His teeth made a white shining under his
ropy black mustache, his smile widening
as he caught sight of Vol Holcombe’s pale,
taut face in the doorway.

“Hold! Our amigo from Stirrup rancho.
Welcome to our fiesta, Don Vol!”

Holcombe made a beckoning gesture
with his head, inviting Musto to step out-
side. The gravity in the Arizonian’s face
brought a sudden end to the guitar music
and the flow of drunken merriment which
pervaded the room.

“There’s heck to pay north of the line,
Joaquin!” Holcombe’s brittle voice came
through the filtering smoke clouds. “Pan-
cho and Heraclio bungled the sheriff’s
drygulching. Jennings did some talking
before he cashed in his chips. Lane Sco-
field is under arrest as a member of your
gang!”

It was a long speech for the taciturn
Holcombe. The impact of his revelation
brought a deathly hush to the celebrants.

Joaquin Musto pulled himself to his
feet, his grinning lips suddenly flabby and
soft. The arrest of Lane Scofield might
be a serious blow to Musto’s dream of
becoming the master of this section of the
Mexican border.

Muttering a Spanish oath, the outlaw
chieftain lurched to the door and stepped
out into the chill night with Vol Hol-
combe. There, speaking rapidly in Musto’s
tongue, the Stirrup foreman told his story
of the new sheriff who had replaced the
martyred Jeff Jennings, winding up with
Scofield’s imprisonment in the Stirrup
cellar and Morgan’s scheme to lay a trap
for Musto in the jail at Splitrock.

“This Senor Morgan—who is he?”
Musto’s first words proved to Holcombe
that the outlaw was stone sober now.

“Quien sabe? He's bad medicine, any
way we look at it.”

Musto tugged at his greasy mustache.

“You have set my amigo Scofield free,
no?”

“I thought I'd better get your permis-
sion on that, Musto. It'll be hard to ex-
plain his escape to Stella. And if I'm to
marry her and get control of Stirrup so
that we can merge the ranch with Sco-
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Somebody was sneaking around the cel-
lar where we had Scofield locked up. I
went out to see what was up. A man was
starting to saw the hasp oft the door. He
was whispering to Scofield. I sneaked
up and pistol-whipped the son, and then
I struck a match. It was Joaquin Musto!”

Morgan cuffed back his Stetson and
scratched his head.

“But how could Musto have learned
that Scofield was a prisoner at Stirrup?
No one knew but you and Miss Stella.”

Holcombe shrugged. “How does Musto
know everything that goes on in the
Basin—from the secret gold shipments in
or out of the Wells-Fargo office, to herds

of cattle ripe for the stealing? Musto
knows everything.”

Morgan swung his horse around.

“He must have spies everywhere then.
Does Miss Stella know this?”

Holcombe shook his head. “I shoved
Musto into the cellar, and then headed for
town to tell you, Morgan.”

A scowl formed a crease between Mor-
gan’s brows.

“Did it take you all night to get this
far, Holcombe?”

For a moment, Morgan thought he
detected something akin to alarm in
Holcombe’s slitted eyes. Then the Stir-
rup foreman grinned disarmingly.

“I waited three-four hours to make sure
Musto was alone, Sheriff. Our south
fence is on the Mexican border, you
know. But it seems Musto tried to turn
Scofield loose on his own.”

The muscles in Wayne Morgan’s face
contracted as he gathered up his reins.

“We’d better get back to the ranch
and pick up our prisoners, pronto,” he
told Holcombe. “That cellar’s no safe

prison any longer. If Musto knew Sco-
field was there, his' owlhoot gang know
it, too. They might try a raid in broad
daylight if Musto don’t return.”

The two riders headed back in the di-
rection of the Stirrup Ranch, moving as
rapidly as Holcombe's exhausted horse
would permit. The Stirrup foreman kept
eyeing the Coyotero Canyon road, but
there was no longer any trace of dust
from the fast-moving rider Morgan had
believed to be heading toward town on
that route.

As they hit the foot of the long slope
which rose to the rocky heights over-
looking the Coyotero cattle range, a rider
suddenly leaped out from a clump of
tepula brush directly in their path.

T was Stella Hemingway, on an un-
saddled grulla bearing the Stirrup
brand. She was hatless and coatless, and
in one slim bronzed fist she was carrying
a Peacemaker revolver which seemed as
large as a cannon as she leveled it square
at her foreman’s chest.

Stella’s sudden appearance took Mor-
gan by surprise as much as it did Hol-
combe.

The foreman rocked back in his saddle,
one hand poised in the act of streaking
toward his holstered .45.

“Get your hands up, Vol, or I'll shoot
to kill!” panted the cowgirl, urging the
grulla closer. “You know how well I can
shoot. You ought to! You taught me.”

Morgan could only stare in astonish-
ment at this scene. Wasn’t this girl the
fiancée of Vol Holcombe?

“What is this, ma’am?” Morgan asked.

“Whatever she’s got to say, don’t be-
lieve her, Sheriff!” rapped out Holcombe,
his voice unsteady with terror as he stared
at the eared-back hammer of Stella’s six-
gun. A whit more pressure of her trigger
finger would blast a slug clean through
his body.

“Sheriff Morgan,” cried the daughter of
the victim of yesterday’s killing, “I want
you to arrest this—this rattlesnake fore-
man of mine! Take his guns away from
hm|7’
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never forget what you did for us today,
Blue Hawk. If—if you and the Masked
Rider ever need help I want you to know
that my Stirrup Ranch will always offer
you sanctuary.”

Blue Hawk, confused by the girl’s dis-
play of emotion, turned away and began
coiling up the lariat,

“Hawk,” Wayne Morgan said, as he
watched Stella go over to where her pony
stood, “I want you to go back to camp and
bring Midnight and the Masked Rider
here. We've got a job to do over at the
Slash S Ranch. Joaquin Musto and Lane
Scofield, the hombres who threw this girl
and me into the quarry this morning, are
holing up at the Slash S, waiting for dark-
ness so they can cross the Border.”

Blue Hawk nodded, his black eyes flash-
ing. At last he was going to be dealt cards
in this showdown.

“Si, Senor.  I—we will be waiting.” The
Indian smiled. “The two hombres you
speak of will not live to reach Mexico?”

Wayne Morgan winked and headed over
to his waiting roan. Stella had already
mounted. \

“You can stay with Judge McSherry’s
family in town, Miss Hemingway,” Wayne
Morgan was saying as Blue Hawk rode
away. “I won’t have time to talk with the
judge or Luke, but you can tell them that
I'm paying a visit to Coyotero Canyon, on
sheriff’s business. Tell the judge I aim to
return to Splitrock before sundown with
three prisoners. Scofield, Musto—"

“And Vol Holcombe,” Stella finished for
him, “I'll tell the judge to be expecting
you. And I hope the Masked Rider will
be with you, Wayne. I've heard Judge
McSherry speak kindly of him, many
times. . . .”

The first thing Vol Holcombe did upon
arriving at the Stirrup Ranch was to give
the entire crew the day off so that they
could attend their boss’ funeral in Split-
rock. When the last riders had saddled
up and headed toward town on their sad
mission, Holcombe headed north toward
Lane Scofield’s place.

By now the girl he had planned to marry
—for the purpose of gaining control of

Stirrup, rather than for love—was buzzard
bait at the bottom of the old sandstone
quarry whose product had given Splitrock
its name. With her would be the corpse of
Wayne Morgan, the stranger who had
been loco enough to pin on Jeff Jennings’
star and carry on as the Basin's sheriff,

These deaths rested lightly on Hol-
combe’s conscience. An opportunist, he
was now reveling in his own rise to power.
Morgan had undoubtedly spread the word
that Lane Scofield was a secret member of
Musto’s outlaw band, therefore Scofield
would have to leave the Slash S and seek
refuge in Mexico.

HIS would make Holcombe the mosj

important contact Musto would have
in Arizona. The Stirrup would become an
avenue for smuggling and rustling, a loop-
hole in the international boundary. With
Stella and Morgan dead, no one in the
Territory could point an accusing hand at
Vol Holcombe and say, “The Stirrup’s
foreman is as much a crook as Scofield.”

Reaching the Slash S’s adobe ranch-
house, Holcombe found the grounds de-
serted, at least to outward appearances.
The Slash S crew was busy on the north-
ern part of the range, mending fences and
cutting wild hay for winter. But Holcombe
knew that Musto and Scofield had had
time to get back to this hideout.

Dismounting in the shade of the pepper
trees in front of the Slash S ranch-
house, Holcombe made his way to the front
door and entered without knocking.

He walked over to a table in front of
Scofield’s big rock fireplace and, brushing
aside the empty liquor bottles, greasy
decks of cards, and a litter of poker chips,
Holcombe removed a fat legal-sized en-
velope from his pocket and drew up a
rawhide-bottomed chair.

“Come on out, you hombres!” he called.
“I got business to talk over.”

A bedroom door creaked open and Lane
Scofield emerged, bleary-eyed from loss
of sleep. Behind him came Joaquin Musto,
his Mexican garb seeming oddly out of
place in this room.

“You took care of Stella and that Mor-
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you, senor, you will know that I have de-
cided to go on as always. This is a vital
decision for me to make. I cannot be
rushed into a rash move.”

This was dismissal. Musto and Scofield
.picked up their reins and lead ropes and,
with a wave to the two mystery riders,
spurred southward to vanish in the gath-
ering dusk.

When they were out of earshot, Blue
Hawk said dubiously, “They plan a
doublecross, Senor. I do not trust this
Musto.”

The Masked Rider swung out of stir-
rups and ground-hitched his black stal-
lion.

“Nor do I trust him, Hawk,” he told the
Indian. “Musto wants to capture us and
hold us for the rewards on our pelts.
When we visit his stronghold tonight, a
posse from Splitrock will not be far be-
hind.”

Blue Hawk, even schooled as he was by
inheritance to conceal his emotions, could
not mask the concern which his partner’s
portentous words had put on him.

“You plan to invade Musto’s hideout
tonight, Senor?”

The Robin Hood outlaw grinned.

“Not as Wayne Morgan. A sheriff’s
legal jurisdiction ends at the Border. We
are going to bait a trap tonight, Hawk. A
trap which, if all goes well, will see Musto
and all his compadres brought to justice
before sunrise.”

Without giving Blue Hawk time to
think over this startling information, the
Masked Rider continued;

“Let’s get over to the ranchhouse and
locate Holcombe. If he’s not there, he may
be drunk or asleep at the bunkhouse.”

With infinite stealth, the two mystery
riders approached the Hemingway ranch-
house. There was no sign of life within, A
thirsty calf bawled out in the direction of
the barns; a screech owl clattered its beak
on the ridgepole of the house.

As they mounted the porch steps, the
two manhunters caught sight of a square
of paper pinned to the front door. From
the pocket of his chaps the outlaw drew

the waterproof matchbox which had

played such an important part in their
rescue from the stone quarry earlier.

Lighting a lucifer, the Masked Rider
read:

Have went to town to attend Josh Hem-
ingway’s funeral. Back tomorrow.
Holcombe

“So,” the Masked Rider muttered, dis-
appointment needling him, “our show-
down with Miss Stella’s foreman must be
delayed. Well, no matter. I'm heading
for town now anyway, to arrange with
McSherry for a posse. If Holcombe’s in
Splitrock, so much the better.”

Heading back to where their horses
waited, Blue Hawk queried anxiously:

“It will be dangerous to ride into Split-
rock as the Masked Rider, Senor. Too
many men there are after the bounty on
your head, no?”

Swinging into stirrups, the Robin Hood
outlaw reined Midnight around.

“I'm stopping off at the quarry to pick
up my other horse and my Wayne Morgan
outfit, Hawk. Naturally I wouldn’t risk
showing up in town as I am now.”

“I will ride with you?” Blue Hawk said.

“No, Hawk. You will wait here at the
Stirrup. When I return it will be with a
sizable posse—I hope. We will make our
final plans then. They are not completely
clear in my own mind at this point.”

CHAPTER XIII
Surprise at Boot Hill

HADOWS of late afternoon
waggled ahead of Vol Hol-
combe when the Stirrup fore-
man rode into the outskirts
of the county seat.

Passing the Splitrock ceme-
tery, he saw that a double
funeral was taking place, at-
tended by most of the population of the
cowtown. That would be the last rites
for the sheriff, Jeff Jennings, and old

Josh Hemingway, both victims of a killer.

It occurred to Holcombe that he would
probably find the county recorder’s office
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CHAPTER XIV
To Bait a Mantrap

AWN was not far off when
the black-clad figure of the
Masked Rider, riding his
coal-black steed Midnight,
reined up at the drift fence
which marked the south
boundary of the Stirrup, and
the Border of Mexico.

Tied behind his saddle can-
tle was a plump sack of seed wheat which
he had picked up at the Hemingway ranch
granary. When the time came, the Masked
Rider planned to punch a tiny hole in that
sack, to leave a trail of spilled grain mark-
ing the route to Joaquin Musto’s hideout,
somewhere in the black badlands to the
southward.

The Robin Hood outlaw had packed an
immense amount of activity into the night
hours behind him. As Wayne Morgan,
the outlaw sheriff of Splitrock Basin, he
had left town only after making sure that
Judge McSherry and Luke would shortly
be heading for the Hemingway ranch with
a heavily-armed posse.

Returning to the rock quarry, Wayne
Morgan had once more become the
Masked Rider. In that disguise he had
been waiting at the Stirrup ranchhouse
with his Yaqui partner when the Judge,
backed by a forty-man posse, reached
Coyotero Canyon.

It had been a grim, suspenseful meeting,
there in the darkness of Hemingway’s
ranch yard. His black garb making him
invisible to McSherry and the Splitrock
possemen, the Masked Rider had been a
ghostly, disembodied voice outlining the
course tonight’s invasion of Musto’s hide-
out would take.

“Musto has promised to meet me at the
Border fence shortly before dawn, on the
pretext of letting me join his band,”
the mystery rider had told the assembled
riders. “I have reason to believe that
Musto is more interested in cashing in on
my reward bounty than he is in giving
me shelter in his hideout. Be that as it

may, I will ride with him to his den, leav-
ing a trail of spilled grain behind me for
you to follow.”

Luke McSherry spoke up from the
darkness. “That’s too much of a risk for
you to take in our behalf, Masked Rider.
As a friend of Wayne Morgan's, I don't
think it’s fair to let you bait that trap.”

“I doubt if we'd be able to trail you
until it got daylight anyhow, senor,” an-
other posseman said. “And it'd be plain
suicide to tackle Musto’s gang after sun-
rise.”

The Masked Rider had reassured them.
“My compaiiero, Blue Hawk, could trail
us in pitch darkness, even without the
wheat to follow.”

And so, with the posse making no secret
of a belief that he was riding to his doom,
the Masked Rider had set out for the
Border fence.

E knew that Joaquin Musto was too
clever an outlaw to show himself at
once. The Mexican bandido would make
sure that he was not being led into a trap
himself. For that reason it had been im-
perative for Blue Hawk and the posse to
wait at the Stirrup for at least thirty min-
utes before riding south.

The Masked Rider felt a tremor run
through Midnight’s frame, saw the stal-
lion’s ears prick up. The horse’s super-

keen nostrils had picked up an alien scent
in this darkness.

Then the Robin Hood outlaw heard the
faintest thud of hoofs in soft sand, and
saw a glint of starshine on a cartridge-
studded chest bandolier. A rider ap-
proached from a motte of buckbrush on
the other side of the gate.

“Masked Rider?” a voice inquired softly
in Spanish.

“Si.,,

“Ride this way at a walk, amigo, with
your arms up, until I can be sure it is
you.”

The voice was not Musto’s.

“He plays it safe,” the masked outlaw
thought wryly. “Sent a mozo out to pick
me up, just in case I was planning a
doublecross.”
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Whieh is how it works out, shore enough.
Bosco tells us what we gotta do, an’ when
Bosco tells yuh, why then yuh gotta.

We is to snag ourselves a bait of grub
at Willie Weehaw’s store, along with a
coupla dozen traps, an’ then head for
Bucket Crick an’ begin dee-populatin’ the
country of veal eatin’ coyotes. Buck Kyle,
he sez he'll pay us regular ridin’ wages
whilst we is busy at this chore. “But,”
he reminds us, “if yuh wanta collect them
wages yuh gotta show me a whole bale of
coyote hides. I only pays for results.”

“When I git back from Willow Junction
I'll ride out that way an’ see how you is
doin’,” sez Bosco Bates. “An’ like Buck,
I'll expect some results.”

All of which explains how it is that a
couple of days later I an’ Puggy an’ Shoo-
fly rides in on this Bucket Crick range,
. sets ourselves up a camp an’ begins look-
in’ for coyotes. Trouble was, the fust thing
we had to decide on was where to start
lookin’.

“Coyotes,” sez Puggy, “is plumb unre-
liable critters. Yuh never know where
yuh’re liable to stumble onto one. Why I
remember when Skillet Hoberg aimed to
start hisself a chicken ranch out on Salt
Flat an’ the coyotes et him right out of
business. An’ all the time ol’ Skillet was
foamin’ an’ rampagin’ around the country,
lookin’ fer chicken stealin’ varmints,
where was the coyotes holed up-at? Why,
right under the porch of his cabin, plumb
stuffed with prime chicken meat an’ laugh-
in’ theirselves sick. No sir, yuh can’t never
tell about a coyote.”

E, I WAS plumb willin’ to agree

with Puggy an’ let matters jest stay
put thataway. The willer trees along
Bucket Crick threw plenty of cool shade
an’ me, I was satisfied to spread my blank-
ets real soft an’ then spread out on them
to keep the breeze from blowin’ them
away. After which, I'd jest wait plumb
patient for this here coyote business to
straighten itself out all on its own accord.
I've found that most things will do that
very thing, providin’ a man has patience
to wait long enough. I enlarges on the

idee, an’ Puggy is plumb agreed. But not
Shoo-fly Davis.

Shoo-fly is kinda like a coyote hisself,
in that yuh can’t allus figger him. Trou-
ble with Shoo-fly is that every so often he
gits hisself an idee, an’ when he does he
hangs on to it like death to a tall Injun.
He’s got one now.

“We has,” sez Shoo-fly, gnawin’ hisself
off a jawful of eatin’ tobacco, “a oppor-
tunity to turn ourselves a purty penny.
Fust off, Buck Kyle is payin’ us ridin’
wages. Second, we has a right to the
bounty on every head of coyote we rounds
up. That’s five smackers a varmint.
County pays two an’ a half an’ the Cattle-
men’s Association pays the same. Then
there’s the hides. We oughta be able to
average a dollar a hide, anyhow. So, time
we hangs ourselves up four or five hun-
dred coyotes, we is in for quite a chunk
of change.”

“Four or five hundred!” explodes
Puggy. “Shoo-fly, you is crazy as a juney-
bug. Ain’t that many coyotes in all crea-
tion.”

“’Zat s0?” comes back Shoo-fly. “How
do you know? You ain’t never counted
’em. Spotty Metcalf hisself told me one
time that fer every coyote yuh see, there’s
mebbe forty-fifty more scroungin’ around
in the brush that yuh don’t see. Coyotes
is shy critters. They don’t advertise their-
selves. Considerin’ how hard it is to scrag
a coyote, there must be three or four mil-
lion of ’em runnin’ loose. An’ I maintains
we is gonna git ourselves a real jag of

’ »

em

With Shoo-fly puttin’ things thataway, I
an’ Puggy manages to stir up a mite of
interest. “How,” I asks, “d’yuh aim to go
about roundin’ ’em up, Shoo-fly?”

“That’s easy,” sez Shoo-fly. “We brung
a flock of traps, didn’t we? Well, coyotes
is four-footed critters. They walk, they
don’t fly. All we has to do if figger out
some of the trail the critters walk along,
set some traps in it an’ fust ol’ coyote
comes moochin’ along—whang—we got
him. Five smackers fer bounty, one for
the hide. Six smackers, just like that.”

Puggy still seems a mite doubtful. “Sup-
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stock. Here the air is a mite clearer an’
we gulps it like a man dyin’ of thirst would
gulp spring water.

But that don’t take the smell away. I
can’t smell Puggy an’ Shoo-fly, what with
smellin’ myself. An’I smell somethin’ aw-
ful. The worst of it is I know I'm gonna
keep on smellin’ this way for quite some
time. I'm gonna live with that smell for
days an’ weeks. Water an’ soap, sunshine,
strong winds an’ clean earth—they’ll all
help. But only time can really do the job
—a lot of it.

Puggy, snortin’ an’ wheezin’ like he had
the hickory heaves, finally gets some
words out. “Coyotes!” he snarls. “We is
gonna trap some coyotes. Mr. Shoo-fly
Davis sez we are. It’s a cinch, Mr. Davis
claims. Nothin’ to do but ketch coyotes
an’ get rich. Oh, shore, jest as simple as
scat. Tke, we is ruined. We'll never be
the same agin. Nobody'll come near us,
nobody’ll speak to us. Our bronc won’t
let us saddle ’em an’ dawgs’ll look the
other way when we go by. Great Kee-
ristopher! Do I smell!”

She’s what yuh might call a sad an’
melancholy camp, there on Bucket Crick.
We does the best we kin with the mate-
rials at hand, as the monkey sez when he
shaved the elephant with a hoe, but there
ain’t enough water in the crick, nor would
there have been if that crick was the Mis-
souri River to wash I an’ Puggy an’ Shoo-
fly clean an’ sweet smellin’ agin. It ain’t
jest us. It’s our clothes, our boots, our
hats—jest plumb all of us. We smell. We
smell to high heaven.

Puggy, he keeps on rawhidin’ Shoo-fly,
an’ poor Shoo-fly, he ain’t got a word to
say. He jest hunkers down by the fire,
lookin’ like a man that fate had pulled
the dirtiest trick in the bag agin. When
Shoo-fly Davis gits so low he won’t an-
swer back to rawhidin’, then he’s jest
about the lowest mortal they is.

Feelin’ a mite sorry for Shoo-fly an’
aimin’ to git the argyment into a more
cheerful channel, as the poet feller would
say, I suggests that a bite of supper would
mebbe take our minds off our miseries
an’ off the smell. Puggy, him bein’ the

best cook, gives hisself another scrubbin’
an’ sets to work. Purty soon they is coffee
steamin’ in the pot an’ bacon sizzlin’ in
the pan. We begins to chirk up. After all,
come to think of it, we ain’t none of us

dead.

HEN that hot coffee an’ bacon takes
hold, even Shoo-fly comes alive.
“Could have been worse,” he opines.
“Could have been a bhig ol’ rattlesnake got
tangled in that trap an’ one of us got bit,
fatal. An’ I've hear tell that a feller kin
get used to this skunk smell.” '
“Which all we’d better,” comes back
Puggy. “Fer we’re gonna have to live with
it a long, long time.”

With a good gallon of hot coffee split
between the three of us, with a sound
slather of crisp bacon an’ hot biscuits to
kinda wedge in around it, we sorta oozes
back toward normal, even Puggy. She’s
a soft, warm night, with the stars swingin’
big an’ bright in the sky. We gits our
smokin’ goin’, lays back an’ watches the
fire die down an’ begin to crinkle in the
ashes. After all, what’s a lil’ smell? Or
even a great big smell, providin’ every-
body smells the same? An’ we all does.

I begins to see where a man could plumb
enjoy this here coyote trappin’ expedition,
an’ sez so.

“Now yuh’re talkin’, Ike,” puts in Shoo-
fly, eager-like. “I bet come mornin’ we
find ourselves a whole slather of coyotes
rounded up in them traps we set. Shucks!
What if we did run foul of one lil’ bitty ol’
skunk? Ain’t gonna let that lick us, is
we?”

“Wa’nt no liI’ bitty skunk,” growls
Puggy. “It was one great big ol’ he-heller
of a skunk an’ he shore lathered us to a
fare-ye-well. Next time I hear a trap chain
rattle I'm gonna head the other way until
I'm plumb shore what kinda critter is
rounded up. No more bargin’ in high
headed an’ careless for Puggy Jimpson.
You can stick a pin in that!”

“An’ you three hombres can stick 'em
up,” sez a mean voice from the dark,
“Stick ’em up—high an’ quick!”

Gentlemen, I swear that for a plumb
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as a mule,” is far from correct. The mule
isn’t jugheaded, dumb or forgetful. In
the matter of remembering, the mule
often outshines the supposedly more in-
telligent and superior horse. Once he
learns something definite the mule isn’t
likely to forget it.

“If a mule is skeptical of a piece of trail,
or a bridge,” says Bill sagely, “put a rope
on each fore-foot. Pull on one rope, then
the other.”

Mules Learn Where Horses Don’t

Bill recalls a new mule that once balked
at a bridge. He used this method, and
thereafter that mule never hesitated on
that bridge again. Having learned it was
safe to cross over he proceeded without
pause.

Some horses never learn to cross a
bridge. On the other hand there is the
story of how mules, spooked at some par-
ticular spot on a trail, will shy every time
they reach there again.

A pack mule learns one thing quickly,
where the panniers and saddle will be re-
moved in camp or at the corral. He will
go to that exact spot every time. Bill had
a 1,100-pound black mule called “Old
Tom,” who had his own idea as to un-
loading. No matter how late Old Tom
might be in arriving at the unloading
place, he cunningly maneuvered himself
through the entire train to be on hand for
Bill to free him first.

In the same bunch was “Dynamite,”
with the opposite inclination. On the
final stage of the trip Dynamite would
slow down, sometimes even disappearing
from immediate sight. He would bide his
time, coming up to Bill to be unloaded
only when all the others were free and
rolling around on the ground.

Dynamite was one of the best pack
mules Bill ever owned. Descending a can-
yon trail one day Dynamite slipped and
broke the left fore-leg between foot and
ankle. He looked around, spotted Bill’s
position and on three legs hobbled over
to be unloaded and cared for. Of course
there wasn't in that remote area anything

much to be done. Saddened by the acci-
dent, Bill asked one of his cowboys to do
the merciful thing, and went away from
there so he wouldn’t even hear the fatal
shot. But the cowboy knowing how Bill
felt, worked poor Dynamite down to level
ground around a spring where grass grew
thick. Dynamite, though always crippled,
survived there several years longer.
Mules, a herd of them from small ones
for children to ride, to some 16 hands for
packing supplies, are kept at Rainbow
Lodge to transport dudes and their be-
longings to world famous Rainbow Nat-
ural Bridge, around and on top of slum-
bering Navajo Mountain and into the
mass of weird and amazing canyons of the
western Navajo country. This has been
Bill’s business for the past 21 years.
Why does he use mules exclusively?
Because of their all-around general
ability, stamina and intelligence for the
protection of the people who ride the 14-
mile canyon trail to the natural bridge.
“A horse,” Bill says, “when he becomes
hot and nervous will plunge right on
through a close, dangerous place. This is
why a horse is at times uncertain on a
trail and liable to fall. Not the mule. He
will look the situation over before mov-
ing. He seldom gets into serious difficulties
because he takes time to think it out.”

The mule has a tough, thick hide. His
senses are acute. His feet are shaped for
leverage and are tough and durable. The
legs are well muscled and made to stand
up under weight in the most difficult ter-
rain. Furthermore, and an important fact
why mules were used in the winning of
the West, they can forage and live well
where other animals, including the horse,
would starve to death. His only counter-
part in this respect was the mustang.

It was these qualities which endeared
the mule to the army. The saying, “As
tough as an army mule” meant something.
The mule took the army over desert,
mountain, plains, across swollen rivers
and through tropical climes. All this on a
daily ration of ten pounds of grain and
30-pounds of hay—when they could get
the hay.
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immediate superior, Sergeant Raymond,
would have to say. There had been grape-
vine talk of Raymond being replaced,
going to the Outside to a staff job, and
Dave Stilman had secretly hoped for
Raymond’s post, with a sergeantcy. He
wondered where Raymond was tonight.
Perhaps somewhere up the Big River
on routine patrol. It was Inspector Brant
who had assigned Stilman to the trail of
the alleged slayers of the prospector
Hardrock Evans up along the Pelly.

The corporal swore bitterly under his
breath. No matter what happened now,
Raymond would smirk when he read the
corporal’s report. Raymond didn’t make
mistakes—at least he hadn’t made any
since he and Stilman worked out of
the same northern detachment.

Stilman shrugged, filled and lit his pipe.
He suddenly dug his teeth sharply into
the stem and got to his feet. Frank Mason,
from whom he’d hired the big boat with
its fractious inboard motor, would have a
powered canoe. Dave figured he could
make it to the Post in three hours.

~ He slung his kit together, grateful for
the warmth of his now dry clothing and
headed into the deepening night whose
wind was attuned to the pitch of hissing,
light snow. Shortly more than three hours
later he grinned as eyes of light winked at
him through the gloom and snow fog.

NSIDE another hour he was comfort-

ably fed and uncomfortably hot and
sweated as he yanked, seemingly in vain,
on the starter cord of an old outboard
motor.

“I never said the blasted thing would
start, even, Dave,” Frank Mason said in
his own defense as Stilman looked up
to glare at the factor in the lantern light.
“Had her out goose-hunting a week ago,
and she nearly drove me crazy! Wish
I'd suspected those two strangers when
they called at the Post for grub. They
claimed they were heading up into moose
country—going to kill a winter’s supply of
moose and head into the bush, trapping,
for the winter.”

Dave Stilman started. “That would

mean they’d turn in up the White River
an’ maybe hit one of the creeks, provid-
ing their engine would take them that far.
That’s the best moose country I know,
Frank. Right?”

“Right! My Indian boys are breaking
their hearts because I wouldn't allow
them to take the inboard job up. Too
risky with that motor so bad and the
ice running thick.

Stillman had given the starter cord
a frantic jerk. There was response. The
motor caught and sputtered. He adjusted
the feed and grinned up at his friend.

“Sling me a bait of grub together, a
couple of spare sheer pins and—"

“Gun, Dave,” Mason cut in. “I noticed
you'd lost your own. Okay, boy. Don't
leave that motor. Keep her running and
even then, don’t bank too much on her.
She can drive you nuts when you're sure
that all the world’s all right. I'll put
plenty of oil and gas aboard. Ready in
fifteen minutes!”

Patience was a very necessary virtue
amoung the members of the “Mounted.”
Dave Stilman had plenty, but it almost
deserted him when the motor suddenly
coughed out. But by the time Mason
arrived with his trail kit, the fickle
“heller” as he called it was purring
sweetly.

They shook hands. “Sergeant Raymond
will likely call in a few days, Frank,”
the corporal said as he made ready to
shove off. “You don’t need to tell him all
the details of my misfortunes. Just say I
had some engine trouble. I know I've got a
couple of tough jaspers on my list and
they'll be no less tough knowing I'm on
their trail. I think I can take them if that
old inboard plays the way I want it. If
anything goes wrong, I'll leave trail sign
Raymond can pick up. So long, and
thanks a million! And say—" Mason was
shoving the canoe out.

“Yeah?” he called out.

“Tell your Indian boys that if I see
a herd of moose I'll either tie ’em to a
tree grove or herd 'em up river!”

Mason chuckled. He had the deepest
respect and admiration for the hard-





















GOOD MAN TO WORK WITH

ham with a grin. “If they try getting
tough with me again, I'll sure plug the
both of them.”

Foster put away his jackknife and drew
his right hand gun as he headed for the
door of the bunkhouse. He was ready for
trouble when it came. As he stepped.out-
side he heard voices coming from the di-
rection of the cook shack. He realized
that if he went down the steps at the cor-
ner of the building he would be spotted by
Stanton and Harlan.

“Don’t want them to see me yet,” he
muttered.

He vaulted lightly over the porch rail
and landed on the ground in front of the
bunkhouse. He quickly swung into the
saddle and rode away, keeping the bunk-
house between him and the cook shack so
he could not be seen.

Foster had no intention of going far, or
leaving Joe Graham at the ranch alone.
He rode on until he reached a clump of
trees and then halted the roan and swung
out of the saddle.

“Sorry, horse,” he said. “Reckon you
are tired of carrying me around. But I'm
hoping you will get a rest from now on.”

He left the horse ground-hitched. He
had watered the roan at a creek a mile
from the ranch and let the animal rest
quite a few times during the long day’s
ride.

OSTER headed back toward the

ranch buildings, moving silently and
keeping in the shadows as much as pos-
sible. He saw no sign of Stanton and Har-
lan, but suspected they might be in the
bunkhouse with Joe Graham.

Howell Moore had been a bachelor
with no living relatives so there was no
one to inherit the Rafter M, so far as Fos-
ter knew. He wondered why the Old
Man had left him the silver mounted sad-
dle. Not that he had any objections to the
gift. He had always admired it. Moore
thought so much of the saddle that he had
always kept it in the ranchhouse living
room, save on the rare occasions that he
used it.

Foster suddenly had a hunch that the
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saddle might be vitally important. Moore
had been careful to tell Graham that Fos-
ter was to have the saddle if anything
should happen to the ranch owner. It al-
most seemed that Moore had known he
was going to die soon. It was the sort of
knowledge that a man would possess only
if his life had been threatened.

“Maybe the boss didn’t die from an ac-
cident after all,” Foster muttered as the
thought struck him. “I want to get a look
at that saddle in a hurry.” ’

He swiftly made his way to the ranch-
house. It was still dark and apparently
deserted. He found the closed front door
was not locked so he opened it and
stepped into the hall. He closed the door
and made his way through the darkness
to the living room. '

Foster knew that the windows of the
living room could not be seen from the
bunkhouse so he decided to risk lighting
an oil lamp, after drawing down the
shades at the windows. He kept the lamp
turned low—but there was enough light
for him to see fairly well.

The silver mounted saddle rested on a
rack that Moore had built for it against
one wall of the room. Foster walked over
and examined the saddle. It was a beauti-
ful job that combined a hand scrolled,
polished tan border against a background
of deep, rich mahogany. There was also
a lot of silver on the hull.

Foster lifted one of the fenders and
looked underneath. His eyes narrowed as
he read what Howell Moore had written
there.

“Don’t try stealing that saddle, Foster,”
said a cold voice behind him. “It is part
of the Rafter M property and I own this
spread now.”

Foster swung around to find that Gabby
Stanton and Mike Harlan stood in the
doorway of the living room covering him
with their guns. Stanton was a lean,
hawk-faced man with a black mustache.
Harlan was heavy-set and looked like a
gorilla in range clothes.

“I wasn’t trying to steal the saddle,”
Foster said quietly. “Just looking at it.
Seems like there have been some changes









WHELP OF THE FOX

CHAPTER I: Enemy Country N )

a T SUNSET, Jim Dulane stood beside the water-

ing trough in Vistaville letting his tired pony
drink. With fists planted on his hips, and shoul-
ders hunched, he looked half asleep. In reality he was
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mebbe it’s safe for you to take me to him
now.”

“None of your lip!” Brease warned.

They seized his arms and hurried him
around to the back of the building and
toward the San Juan campfire.

“We’ve got Dulane!” one of his captors
called.

The men around the fire sprang up and
stood waiting. Dulane’s captors thrust him
into the circle of firelight. He saw a couple
of small tents pitched close together off
to one side. The flap of one was tossed
back, and two men emerged.

One was tall, massive, silver-haired, and
Dulane guessed he was Sam Warren. The
other man answered the description the
stableman had given of Cliff Kinsey,
the San Juan foreman.

“Here’s your man, Mr. Warren,” Lew
Brease reported.

Warren strode closer. His face was as
inscrutable as Dulane’s. So they faced each
other—the son of Fox Dulane and the man
who had run down the Fox and sent him
to prison.

“Untie his wrists!” Warren ordered.
“Give him back his gun, Brease. Am I so
old and feeble that you’ve got to bring him
to me bound and disarmed?”

A man untied Dulane’s wrists. Brease
handed him his gun, which he silently
inspected and slipped into his holster.

“You needn’t be afraid I'll start shoot-
in’,” Dulane said. “I ain’t a murderer.”

“I wasn’t afraid of your father, and I'm
not afraid of his son,” Warren answered
gravely.

“Didn’t have an idea you were. I came
to Vistaville to see you. Got some things
to tell you, but I'd rather not tell 'em to
the whole world.”

“We’ll step into my tent, Dulane,” in-
vited Warren. “You can talk there.”

“I’d be careful, boss,” the man standing
beside Warren cautioned. “He’s got his
gun now!”

“Get it into your head, Kinsey, that I'm
not afraid of this man Dulane,” Warren
interrupted. “You can come along to see
I’'m not shot down. You other men scat-
ter.”

ARRFN turned his back deliber-

ately and walked into the tent.
Dulane followed, the watchful Kinsey
close behind him.

“Well, Dulane?” Warren asked, when
they were inside.

“My father died about a month ago,”
Dulane said. “I was with him. . He made
me promise to look you up.”

“And shoot me?” Warren asked, smiling
thinly.

“Nope. You ain’t got the right of it. My
father ordered me to tell you he realized
he’d done wrong. He said he and my uncle
had blackened the Dulane name, and he
wanted it cleaned up some. I promised to
do certain things.”

“What did you promise that concerns
me?” Warren asked.

“He told me to come to the Vistaville
range, get a job, and spend my life livin’
honest, to show a Dulane could do it.”

“Here, where his gang raided and
rustled stock?”

“Yeah. And he made me promise that
I'd try first to get a job with the San
Juan.”

“With my outfit?” Warren exclaimed,
astounded. “Every day, you'd be remem-
berin’ that the San Juan men ran down
your father’s gang. The men’d make your
life miserable. They’d even make the
bunkhouse too hot for you.”

“I’'m expectin’ that. Can’t you see that’s
what my father wanted? If I could keep
my feet in the face of that—"

“Thin yarn!” Kinsey broke in. “He
wants to join the outfit and be near you,
boss, and watch for a chance to do devil-
ment. He’s a Dulane—got outlaw blood.
What do you want me have the men do
with him?”

Warren was looking straight at Dulane.

“That’s enough, Kinsey,” he said. “No
matter who or what this man’s father was,
we've nothing against the son.”

The flap of the second tent was tossed
back, and a girl walked into the fire-
light. She was Warren’s daughter, Bessie,
dressed in man’s garb. She came to the
door of the conference tent and inspected
Dulane swiftly and thoroughly.
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GUNSMOKE ON THE RANGE

others had gotten clean way with the
steers.”

Curt knelt beside the still figure. Strik-
ing a match, he cupped the flame in steady
hands. The face of Ki Karton, gray with
the agony of slow, bleeding death, was
etched in the lurid glow.

“Done for,” muttered Curt, thin-lipped.
He rose slowly. With Jed’s aid, he strap-
ped Ki across a saddle.

The grim, dusty faces of Guy Norton
and Sam Weed, supporting the bowed
shape of Buck, the wounded cowpunch-
er, rode close. Curt and Jed, with the
body of Ki between them, led toward
the mouth of the draw. Sadly, silently,
the funeral procession headed back to the
Mason spread.

Dawn found Curt following the wide
broken trail of the stolen cattle. It led
over climbing rangeland that knifed
steadily upward toward the mesa. Deep-
gouged peaks thrust jagged edges into
the sky along the higher reaches.

Curt was alone. Jed had wanted to go
along, but he and the others were needed
at the ranch to guard what little stock
remained after the raid.

An hour of steady riding carried him in-
to wilder country. The trail of cattle was
still sharply defined. Curt had no trouble
following it over sage flats. It was a broad
trail, massed with the sign of many hoof-
prints.

The white ball of the sun swung higher.
Curt shifted his weight in the saddle and
urged the big bay to a swifter gait. A
stone rattled over hard ground behind
him.

Curt strained to quick, uneasy atten-
tion. He whirled, going for his gun.

“Your smoke-pole’ll be safe where it
is,” grated the harsh voice of Gil Pate,
Brad Beall’s foreman. He rode out from
behind a dense thicket, crowding the
shoulder of a low ridge to Curt’s rear. His
hand gripped a long-barreled Colt.

No change stirred Curt’s emotionless
features. His hands rose slowly above his
head. He turned on the man a glance that
was utterly cool.

“Ride!” ordered Pate tersely. “Beall
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will want to see you!”

The bay leaped forward under the prod-
ding pressure of Curt’s spurs. Pate
trotted on behind.

“Don’t go fannin’ for your gun, Ma-
son,” he warned. “You're a perfect tar-
get at this range. I could put a pair of
bullets in your back before your iron
cleared leather.”

Curt grinned coldly. “That’s about your
speed, Pate, pluggin’ gents in the back.”

Pate mouthed an angry oath and prod-
ded Curt’s back with the barrel of his six-
shooter. “Keep goin’, hombre, ’fore I
plug you here and now.”

Curt and his captor jogged across a
short stretch of dry meadow, then broke
into a rocky trail that ran west to the crest
of a ridge. Along the rim they rode, un-
til it dropped down to the lush floor of a
valley. Amid the welter of low-lying hills
a frame house, grayed by wind, rain and
sun, stood out in a grove of trees.

HEY cantered into the yard, came

around to the front porch and dis-
mounted. Pate prodded Curt with his gun
again. Curt stamped up the steps and
strode across the veranda. Out of the tail
of his eye he noted two horses tethered to
a rangy poplar at the far side of the house.

He walked swiftly into the big front
room. Brad Beall shoved his great bulk
out of a chair and grinned. One side of
his face was still bruised and swollen
from their fight.

A short man with bowed legs and close-
set eyes peered intently at Beall. The
latter tilted his shaggy eyebrows a trifle.
A signal had passed between those two.
Curt did not miss it. The short man sidled
off, taking up his station by a window.
Pate remained in the doorway.

Curt glanced carefully about, his mind
registering every detail—particularly the
unprotected window fronting the veranda.

“What brung you here, Mason?” in-
quired Beall with a leer.

Arms above his head, Curt faced Beall
and the little man, his blood running high
with mounting fury.

“You don’t have to ask that, Beall.
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