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LEADING & ESTERN

“You're one of the men Dugan grub-
staked!” he exclaimed.

The stranger’s burning eyes darted
about the room searching the crowd as
though afraid of finding what they
sought. On the little stage at the far
end of the room a girl appeared in the
blue fog of tobacco smoke, a girl in a
spangled dress who smiled and made
ready for her song. A wild shout arose,
shaking the rafters of the big, flimsy
building. The stranger turned back to
face Clay.

“I’'ve made a map for him. All the
names and directions are on it. Dugan
won't have any trouble finding it. Prom-
ise me you'll deliver it to him. Swear
that you’ll never breathe a word about
it to anyone else. Promise?”

“Mister,” said Clay huskily. “I'll prom-
ise anything that will help Dugan Mil-
ler.”

“Here it is,” muttered the stranger.
“Guard it with your life.”

His clawlike hand slid palm down
across the rough table top. Clay saw the
ends of the folded paper showing on
aither side of it and reached forward.
. As he did so, a six-gun blasted past
his ear. The gaunt stranger reared up,
his mouth gaping in a scream that never
came, and he toppled forward across the
table. The bony fingers clutching the
map went limp.

A hairy hand at the end of a fong arm
shot out over Clay’s shoulder and grabbed
the map. Clay clutched wildly for it. He
leaped up, overturning his chair. The
owner of the hand knocked him against
the wall, .

Clay recovered and twisted about. Only
the swinging batwing doors showed
where the murderer had been. Clay
glanced down at the gaunt man lying
dead across the table in a growing pool
of erimson that was beginning to drip
over the edge to the floor. Clay shoved
his hand deep in his pocket, then with-
drew it, whipped out his gun and plunged
through the door into the crowd on the
sidewalk.

There was no sign of the killer. Shoot-
ings were much too common to disturb

ing the table and floor. Clay

the crowd outside. Clay stared about
wildly. A disturbance down the street
caught his eye. He plunged toward it,
elbowing people out of his way as he
ran.

At the end of a hundred yards he
drew up sharply. Town Marshal Luke
Fageol, with his tin star twinkling its
warning in the light from a nearby store
window, blocked the way, a huge fig-
ure with the six-shooter in his massive
fist leveled at Clay’s chest.

“What’s the hurry?” asked the mar-
shal in a deep raspy voice,

“Which way did he go?” panted Clay.

‘“Drop that gun,” said Luke Fageol.
Clay obeyed. “Now,” added the marshal,
“wh‘ich way did who go?”

“A jasper who just now murdered a
man in the Nugget Saloon.”

‘“You're the only one I saw running,”
said the marshal,

“Not me! I was talking to the man
when someone shot him over my “shoul-
der.” )

“We’ll go back and see about it,” said
Luke Fageol. “March ahead of me, and
don’t try to stampede.”

HE crowd parted to make a path,

then fell in behind Luke Fageol
and hie prisoner and crowded into the
Nugget after them. Killings were a com-
mon business in Quartzville. but this
one seemed a little differvent.

The body of the dead man had been
carried away, and a swamper was clean-
looked
araund and saw Drolling, the owner of
the Nugget, standing mnassive and im-
maculate in his flowered waistcoat at the
end of the bar, watching him, Drolling’s
little eyes were inscrutable and his face
impassive. He chewed ‘a big unlighted
cigar.

Drolling and Luke Fageol looked at

_each other, and Clay felt that there was

some understanding between them al-
though nothing was said. Clay had heard
of Luke Fageol and the way he ruled
Quartzville with a ruthless gun. Drolling
owned the biggest saloon in town. Some
people said that between them there was
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hadn’t eaten in forty-eight hours and
he was nearly famished.

After he finished, he gave the horse
a feed of oats, and washed up the skillet
and coffee pot. He tied them to the
supplies behind his saddle and mounted
again. He headed north toward the new
range of hills that loomed ahead in purple
grandeur like a mighty wall. a wall
with a titanic cleft in it. He was head-
ing toward this cleft, for it was Gun-
smoke Canyon,

By midmorning he caught the first
glimpse of the dust plume far behind
and knew that he was being followed.

“Luke Fageol got out a posse,” he
told himself grimly.

The dust cloud grew, and Clay knew
that the men must be pushing their
horses. He'd heard of posses from
Quartzville running a man down fifty
or a hundred miles away from town,
holding court where they found him,
and swinging him from the nearest
limb. »

The vast gateway of the canyon drew
closer, and Clay passed through it at
a hard gallop, holding to the almost
indiscernible trail through rocks and
Lbushes, while on either hand the sloping
walls towered into the clear blue sky.
There were plenty of rocks and brush
along the base of the left slope.

The map said one mile to go. Clay
estimated it and presently reined in star-
ing at a sheer cliff. The mine must be
over there. He swung off the trail and
crossed the quarter mile of open ground
to the mass of boulders and brush. He
pushed through it, and his heart sank,
for there was no sign of a shaft in the
hottom of the cliff, only more brush.

At one spot the brush looked darker.
Clay rode forward and pulled a branch
aside. Then he grinned, for he found

himself looking into a cavern large
enough to admit his horse.
He turned back to the rocks, dis-

mounted and clambered up among them
to watch the trail and the mouth of
the canyon.

Three riders came into view, riding

hard, their horses dark with sweat.
Clay’s eyes narrowed. This didn’t look
like a posse. Presently he recognized
Stubby, Kench, and Selpp. They passed,
still following the trail and riding heads
down to read sign.

Clay stared after them. Al Brant must
have been mistaken about Luke Fageol
seeing him and the horse last night. Or
was he? It looked a lot more as though
Luke Fageol might have set these three
on his trail.

They reined in suddenly and cut back
for sign. They rode slowly now, hang-
ing far out of the saddle to see the
ground. Stubby gave a sudden shout and
wheeled off the trail toward the rocks.
The others followed. Clay’s hand dropped
to his holstered gun, then came away.
H knew that he couldn’t bushwhack
them without warning.

He slid down the boulders, caught
up the reins and hurried to the mouth
of the cave, Pulling aside the branches,
he broke one off, as he led the horse into
the cool depths. The opening was now
plainly revealed.

Stubby and his companions came up
to the opposite side of the boulders fifty
feet away. Clay could hear them dis-
mounting and c¢limbing through the
rocks. A bush stirred, then Stubby's voice
shouted excitedly:

“There’s a cave here! That's where
he’s gone, No wonder we couldn't find
it before. Come on!”

Clay lifted his gun and squeezed the
trigger. The thunder of the weapon was
so deafening in the close confines of the
cave that even the gunwise horse jerked
up his head in alarm. A leaf, cut off by
the flying lead, floated down slowly te
the ground beside the bush that had
stirred.

A volley of shots answered him, and
one bullet spanged off the rock so near
Clay’s head that his cheek stung with
flying stone dust. Silence followed. Then
Stubby called out: .

“All right, cowboy. You can either
come out now with your hands up, or
we'll wait till you starve out.”
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WO hours later Ranny drew rein in

a patch of high weeds behind an old
broken-down wagon and studied the fa-
miliar outline of a slate-roofed log cab-
in, This was the spot where he had shot
down Scar Vargas.

Through the windows he could see the
old folks moving back and forth. They
were acting as if nothing had happened.

“I reckon Wolf ain’t raided ’em yet,”
muttered Ranny. “But if my guess is
correct he will. He wanted to git shet of
me an’ the sheriff fust, then he’ll be out
to git that box that Scar was about to
steal when I plugged him.”

Ranny tied his horse in a thicket, loos-
ened the saddle girth, and moved stealth-
ily toward the cabin. He was sure that
Wolf Rucker and his men had not gotten
here yet, but he was not taking any
chances. They might be lying in ambush,
watching the place.

Ranny did not knock at the door of
the cabin this time. He simply opened it
and wa'ked in, gun in hand. The old folks
were sitting at a table. Both jumped up,
the woman with a start'ed scream.

The silvery-haired old man darted a
band out toward a gun which lay on the
table, but Ranny covered him before the
old man could reach it.

“No more funny business now, Grand-
rop,” he growled. “I don’t want to have
to hurt yuh. Pull them blinds down. All
of ’em.”

The old man faced Ranny defiantly, but
the old woman hastened to obey.

“Who are you?” blurted the gray-
beard. “What you you want?”

Ranny McArthur put on his fiercest
Jook.

“I want that box you took away from
8car Vargas,” he snapped. ‘“You better
git it for me, old lady, unless you want
to become a widder pronto.”

Tears were in the old lady’s eyes, but
she obeyed Ranny and brought the
leather-bound box over to the table in
{front of him.

Quickly Ranny unwrapped the box and
opened it up. The first thing that met
his eyes was a WANTED notice, sent out

by a Texas sheriff. The picture on the
reward circular was of a huge, barrel-
chested man, lantern-jawed and buck-
toothed. Wolf Rucker! The name given
was not Rucker. It -was Verne Sherick.

Written in blood across the face of
the paper were the words, “Get him.”

Ranny did not bother about looking
through the other papers in the box. In-
stead he turned to the frightened old
peopie and quickly told them who he was.
He knew that their names were Tom and
Ella Worth from the documents he had
seen in the box.

“We’ve got to git together here,” he
said smiling into their frightened facesg,
“because we're all in the same boat.”

“What do yuh mean?”’ asked Tom
Worth.

“Do you know a man named Rucker?”
countered Ranny.

“Why, yes,” exclaimed Mrs. Worth,
“What have you got to do with him?
We paid him every cent we owe on that
mortgage.”

“Well, I don’t know anything about
a mortgage,” said Ranny. “But I'm here
to tell yuh that Wolf Rucker is gunning
for you. It was him sent Scar Vargas
here to rob you.”

“That’'s a lie!” eried Tom Worth.
“Don’t believe a word this rascal says,
Ma. He’s workin’ some slick scheme. You
an’ me both know that Joe Rucker is
dead. It was him sent us this box with
all our deeds an’ papers except the can-
eelled mortgage in it. I never could um-
derstand why he sent us that reward
notice for Verne Sherick, but we kept
it anyhow.”

ANNY MCARTHUR'S thoughte
were working swiftly now. He was
beginning to understand what it was all
about. It was perfectly evident why Wolf
Rucker wanted that box. As long as the
Worths had that reward notice, there was
always the danger that they might iden-
tify Rucker as Sherick, the notorious out-
law.
“Let’s git this straight,” said Ranny
slowly, “Tell me again about this Jo-
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“Well, we can rectify the mistake right
now,” twanged ‘“Hale Bastern,” as he
kicked back his chair, jerked to his feet,
and dropped his hand to his six-shooter.

Almost subconsciously Freck acted. He
ducked. As his tousled, sandy thatch
went under the table edge, a gun boomed,
its detonation thundering there within
the confines of the four walls. He heard
the vicious Ha-ash-h! of the slug above
nim.

Freck grabbed a table leg and heaved.
Over went the table. So did Cole Bastern.
There was a mighty clattering of spilled
dishes and pans. Then came a terrific
bawl, like that of a wounded steer.

Freck grinned in the darkness—the
lamp had gone out. He grabbed up a chair
and hurled it toward the place in the
gloom where he knew Hale was standing,
gun ready to send another slug. Gone now
was the cold fear of a moment before. He
Jaughed outright as he heard a thud, and
Hale joined in Cole’s wild swearing.

E WENT bounding for the back
door. There was amazing speed and
ability in the frail-looking body. Every
cord and muscle within that slim form was
like rawhide.

As Freck hurled himself through the
back door two shots exploded behind him.
To the kid in that instant they sounded
like the boom of artillery. His worn old
nester boots whacked upon the back
porch. A hide-bottomed chair he kicked
out of the way. It skittered crazily, and
brought up against a post. He spun
around a corn of the plank building and
went sprinting desperately for his pony.

Now the whole ranch was in an uproar.
The horses within the corral were snort-
ing and galloping about. Awakened
ehickens were cackling. A leashed dog was
barking and snarling. Within the kitchen
there was a mad furore of stamping feet
and shouting voices. Yelling men were
breaking out of the bunkhouse.

“Don’t let him get away!” brayed the
peculiar voice of Hale Bastern. “Riddle
him, men! The kid, I mean! Get him!”
Colts popped. Hot lead hissed about the
fleeing youth.

Freck Gilmore mumbled an exclama-
tion of thankfulness as he reached his
mount. A lunge, and his hands grippeu
the saddle horn. He flung his wiry body.
Down came his spidery legs and clamped
like steel springs. “Git, Billy!” he yelled,
as he struck with his unspurred heels,
and an open hand. The tired, ribby little
horse responded to the best of its ability.

The crackling of guns became like a
Fourth of July celebration. To the low-
lying, desperately riding kid it seemed
that lead was swarming about him. He
was audibly mumbling hopes—and Fate
granted his wish, Neither he nor his horse
was touched. Soon the shooting ceased,
and he realized that he was out of pistol
range.

The Basterns were cursing like wild
men—bitterly denouncing the two punch-
ers, when they themselves were more to
blame tor the kid’s escape than the two
men from the bunkhouse. “After him!”
Cole’s voice seemed to jar to the very
heavens. “We've got to get that kid!
Saddle and ride, men! He can't escape us
on that nag of his! A month’s extra wages
to the man who drills the young ’un! I
want him dead, not alive!”

There was a keen brain beneath Freck
Gilmore’s rust-colored thateh. He had
bolted away southward. If he maintained
aride in that direction he would be quick-
ly overtaken and shot to death. Now he
boldly circled straight back toward the
ranch house.

He chuckled grimly as, concealed by a
dubious screen of greasewood, he watched
four riders sweeping a hole in the night.
Quietly, then, he rode to the corral, sprang
down, and loosened his jariat.

Freck was not stealing a fresh mount,
He would release the animal when he
caught up with old man Elton’s Bar
Forty-four herd, and let the cowpony re-
turn home. Soon he was in the saddle
again, He looked longingly toward the
house: ‘“Maybe I could find a gun there.”
And then he shook his head: “Nope, 1
guesg I better not risk it. I'd have to
make a light, and it might be seen.
Reckon I'll depend on this Five Spot
cayuse to save my ride.”


















SADDLE-BUM CYCLONE.

81

battles he had becn fortunate. He had
caught the first killer unawares, while
his own gun was drawn. In the second
instance he had saved himself by that in-
stinctive lunge aside. What would hap-

pen when he met the second gun-slinging:

Bastern? Having heard the shots Hale
probably would be alert as a lobo. What
would happen?

HE stream of cattle had vanished
into the harsh gloom—marching
steadily on of their own accord, toward
Deadman’s Pass. As if sensing the ca-
tastrophe impending, the midday dark-
ness became more sombre. The wind in-
creasec in violence. It wailed and shrieked
among boulders and snagrocks, and
whizzed through thorny growth. The sand
kept up that harsh, softly snarling sound
as it shifted ceaselessly along the ground.
The dust was almost suffocating. It was
coming in gigantic, roiling, smokelike
waves. At times Freck Gilmore was
racked by coughs. The grit sifted right
through his bandanna mask. and his nos-
trils and his lips were caked with it. His
eyeballs ached. It seemed that he was all
alone within a weird world, which was
wholly without life except for himself.

A rider came lunging out of the flying
grit. Freck Gilmore lurched to a stop and
his gun flew from beneath his jumper.
Before he could spring aside the horse’s
left shoulder struck him and sent him
reeiing away. Again he was lucky. The
blow saved his life.

Evidently Hale Bastern had been rid-
ing with gun bared, for now Freck saw a
dull red spurt of flame. The confined re-
port of a six-shooter jarred on his ear-
drums. A slug of lead whizzed past his
head. The horse snorted and reared.
“You, eh? Damned little rat!” Hale
bawled behind his mask. “T'Il—”

Freck fired; but Hale Bastern had
swung his mount while the animal was
rearing. The bullet struck the horse in-
stead of the man. The pony squealed, piv-
oted, bucked twice; then its legs crum-
pled under it. Cote went flying from the
saddle, and vanished into the dust. The
dying horse sent up a veritable geyser

of sand as'it lay there floundering and
flailing wildly.

The kid might have escaped Hale Bas-
tern by taking flight, but he was not
thinking of escape. His thin neck out-
thrust, slim body humped over his guu,
he went running toward the spot where
he last had seen the outlaw.

HEY met suddenly, and both jerked

to a stop. Guns flew to cover hu-
man forms. The two weapons exploded
at the same instant. Freck saw a flash of
fire that disintegrated instantly and flyinz
sparks; then Stygian gloom snuffed 'down
upon him.

When he awoke his brow and his hair
seemed all muddy. He heard voices, rec-
ognized Spade Manners and another Bar
Forty-four waddy. They grinned at him,
helped him to sit up. “How you feeling
now?” inquirec¢ the. foreman, yelling to
make his voice heard. He was stoppering
a canteen.

“Wh—what you rannies doing here? 1
—1 thought—"

“Lucky day for us three. Harry: here
was slugged, but soon woke up, and come
to look for the rest of us. Found me just
as I was coming to. A Five: Spotter
slugged me, too. We saw you disappearing
into the storm and called to you, but you
didn’t hear. We run after you, but didn’t
find you in-the dust. Then we heard guns
banging. A moment later-we found you
and Hale Bastern here.”

Freck Gilmore blinked, and:looked @t
a form stretched out nearby. Spade Man-
ners said: “Ych, you got him. He oaly
creased you. Quite a day’s gunwork,
Freck! You knocked off three lead ‘sling-
ers, including two notorious despera-
does. Yeh, some day’s work! I don’t think
anybody’s ever going to call you kid
again!”

Freck got to his feet. ‘“Spade,” he
asked dubiously, hopefully, ‘“do you reck-
on that Mr. Elton will give me a job
now ?”

Spade whacked him on the back: “Wil)
he! Cowboy, I'll be plumb surprised if
he don’t put me back to twisting broncs,
and make you foreman in my place!”












O RN A PO A

3

2 o e N PN,

L L
o

e ,..m-a&;w‘wb v

%
H

I g oa e

























































































































FORMERLY







CUT QUT THIS BAND TO FIND RING SIZE

=)
o

.—2
[

Postpald
We Poy Tox J{
First time al anywhere near this fow price! Aus
thentic replica of romantic western saddie, Hande




“\\ 14\“
\\ - {y
















