

















I met up with you at all,”” growled the
bandit. ‘ The sheriff of Plug Hat got
track of me, and I had to ride for my
life !

Jake whistled.

‘T guess they'd have cinched me,”
went on Rube Smith, ‘ but the Rio
Kid horned in, and threw lead at the
Plug Hat guys, and I got away. He's
fixed up in a jacal in the chaparral,
lying doggo. He allows that there
ain’t a chance of any galoot roping in
the thousand dollars that's offered
for him."”

‘“ Gee ! muttered the other.

“That’s why I kept you waiting,"”
went on the bandit. T didn’t figure
on letting the Kid know I had a pard
meeting up with me here.”

‘ He ain’t wise to it 2"’

“Not by long chalks, he ain't!
I've left him in his blankets, and 1

Before Rube Smith could draw his gun a rim of cold stcel was jabbing against his cheek,
““ You draw that gun and you're a dead coyote! ”

it, feller !’ came the cool voice of the Rio Kid.

(

guess he won't open his eyes till
sun-up.”

“He's a spry galoot, that Kid!
If he spotted vou getting away: 2

‘“ He didn't ! ” grinned Rube Smith.
“ He took his blankets out into the
chaparral ; he reckoned he wasn't
safe too near to me in the dark. He
sure was right; I've got an old
grouch agin him, and if he'd left me
a gun i

He gritted his teeth.

“What's the game, then ? 7 asked
the other. I can sure fix you up
with a gun; but you don’t want to
go to gun-play with the Kid. He's a
bad man to crowd.”

“1 ain’t crowding him, I guess.’
The bandit paused a moment. ‘ That
Kid’s worth a thousand dollars, Jake.
[ sure can't walk into Plug Hat or
any other cow-town and tell them
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where to cinch him. I reckon it
would be shooting on sight if I did.”

Jake chuckled

“ It sure would,”” he assented. ‘1
guess they’d rather have you than the
Kid, Rube.”

*“ That’s so. But they ain't wise
to you, Jake—no guy in this section
knows that you work with me. You
can walk into any cow-town on the
Pecos ; you wouldn’t be much use to
my outfit if you couldn’t. All they
know of you 1s that you’re a puncher
on the Sunset Ranch. They ain't
wise to it that you’re in with my
bunch: i

“ If they was, I guess I shouldn’t
be here chewing the rag with you,”
grinned Jake. ‘I should sure be
strung up on a limb.”

“You get me?’ muttered Rube
Smith. * You hustle into Plug Hat,
and put the sheriff wise that you
know where to lay hands on the Rio
Kid. He sure will jump at the chance
of roping in that pesky firebug. Bring
the sheriff and his men around hyer
at dawn, and they’ll have the Kid
jest where they want him. They can
surround his camp and close in on
him, and he won’'t have a dog's
chance of getting clear. You get
me?”’

‘“Sure ! ”

“It’'s a thousand dollars,” mut-
tered the bandit. ‘ You rope in the
dollars, Jake—easy as falling off a
log. We divide afterwards.”

“ Looks a sure thing,” said Jake.

“ It’s jest pie!” sald Rube Smith
hoarsely. ‘‘ The Kid ain’t got a
suspicion. He don’t trust me any,
but he ain’t wise to it that I've got a
pard here—and a pard that can show
up in any cow-town without being
known as one of my outfit. It’s jest

ie.”

P You've said it ! "’ agreed Jake.

There was an eager muttering of
voices as the bandit gave his con-
federate the description of the spot
where the jacal was built by the little
stream.

“1 guess I know the place,” said
Jake Saunders. ‘‘ I been all through
this chaparral. I reckon I could find
it with my eyes shut now you've put
me wise. You sure the Kid will be
there ? "'

“ It's a cinch! He won't miss me
till dawn—and then, if he does, how’s
he to get wise to this racket? He
knows I daren’t show up in any town
in Texas. He don’'t know about
you.”

“ You ain't going back ? "

Rube chuckled hoarsely.

‘“ Not by a jugful! I reckon the
Kid might get suspicious when the
Plug Hat guys come around, and he
might let me have the first bullet.
And I sure don’t want the Plug Hat
galoots to find me along with the
Kid—they'd be powerful pleased to
string me up on the same branch, I
reckon. Nope—I ain’'t going back.
You hit for Plug Hat now, jest as fast
as your cayuse can raise the dust, and
you'll get the sheriff by dawn. T'll
see you again to-morrow at sundown.
I guess I can camp here safe; it’s
more’n half a mile from the Kid's
camp, and they’ll come to it from the
other way, with you guiding them.”

““ Sure ! ” assented Jake.

“ Lend me a six-gun, and beat it.”

A few minutes later there was the
sound of a horse pushing through the
thickets, followed by the ringing of
distant hoofs when Jake Saunders
reached the open plain and galloped
for the cow-town.

Rube Smith stood under the cotton-
wood, smoking a cigarette, and hold-
ing in his hand the six-gun Saunders
had given him. His grip was hard on
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the butt of the Colt, and a savage
light burned in his eyes. His thoughts
were of the Rio Kid and the tempta-
tion was on him to return to the jacal,
now that he had a weapon in his
hand, and give the boy outlaw * his.”

“Dead or alive!’” muttered the
bandit aloud. ‘“ They want him dead
or alive—and I guess Jake would
cinch the reward if they found him
dead. And they'd be surer of finding
him—uwith a bullet through his heart,
dog-gone him | I've sure a hunch to
go back i

But the bandit shook his head.
No doubt the Rio Kid would be
securely roped in when the jacal was
surrounded by the sheriff of Plug Hat
and a score of determined men. But
gun-play, single-handed, was another
matter.

Rube Smith shook his head and
thrust the six-gun into his belt. With
such black treachery afoot, it was not
healthy to return to the Rio Kid’s
camp. Safer to camp where he was,
skulking in hiding till the boy outlaw
was a prisoner in hands that were not
likely to loosen him once they had
fastened their grip on him. It was
an easy thousand dollars, the bandit
reflected.

Silent he stood, staring with un-
seeing eyes into the dim shadcws—
wondering afresh which course it
would be more profitable, for himself,
to pursue.

Something that stirred in the
shadows made the bandit start and
drop his hand again to the gun he
had thrust into his belt. But before
he could draw it a rim of steel was
pressing against his neck, and a soft,
pleasant voice said in his ear :

‘“ Forget it, feller | You draw that
gun and you're a dead coyote | ”

Theheart of the bandit missed a beat
as he heard the voice of the Rio Kid.

THE FOURTH CHAPTER
IN HIS OWN SNARE !
Tutz Rio Kid smiled pleasantly in
the shadows of the cottonwood
branches at the startled, scared face
of Rube Smith.

The bandit eyed him desperately.

The Kid, whom he had deemed
sleeping in his camp half a mile away,
was there. The Kid had trailed him
when he left the jacal. How much
did he know ?

Rube Smith’s fingers closed con-
vulsively on the butt of the six-gun.
But it was death to draw it, and he
did not venture. The Kid, with his
left hand, relieved him of the gun and
tossed it away in the darkness. His
face was still smiling, but it was a grim
and deadly smile.

“ You—you trailed me ? " muttered
Rube Smith hoarsely.

‘ You've said it.”

The Kid laughed softly.

I allowed you was a pizen coyote,
Rube Smith | I sure reckoned I was
some gink to get you away from the
sheriff of Plug Hat. Say, you're going
to takealittle journey withme. We're
going back to camp.”

“Why ? " hissed Rube Smith, be-
tween his teeth.

1 sure ain't so tired of your com-
pany, feller, as you are of mine,”
smiled the Kid. I reckon I’ll take a
cinch on your paws before we start,
and, if you raise any objections, Rube,
you want to remember that this six-
gun is mighty likely to go off sudden !”’

The ruffian stood still while the
Kid tied his hands behind his back.
In the gloom, he could see the smile
on the Kid’s face, and the boy outlaw’s
tone was pleasantly mocking. But
the fear of death was in the heart of
the bandit who had sought to sell the
Kid to his enemies in return for the
saving of his life.
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Taking the ruffian by one bound
arm, the Kid led him away through
the chaparral, in the direction of the
jacal.

Rube Smith stumbled on by his
side.

“ Your laig’s sure a whole lot
better’n it was,” said the Kid, with
gentle sarcasm. ‘ Say, you was sure
fooling me, Rube! DBut I guess I
wasn'’t quite so fooled as you allowed.”

The bandit panted.

“ You're wise to it, Kid—I know
that. You heard me chewing the rag
with Jake Saunders ! ”’

“ Every word,” drawled the Kid,
“You poor fish! I wasn't six feet
from you all the time | ”

“ Then you know 2

“ 1 guess you ain’t got a lot more
to tell me,” admitted the Kid.

“ Dog-gone you!’ hissed Rube
Smith. “ What are you taking me
back to your camp for? If you're
going to drill me, you gol-darned
cuss

“ Who's going to drill you ? "’ said
the Kid, in a tone of mild surprise.
* This infant sure ain't | ”

“You ain't?” breathed Rube
Smith.

‘* Sure not.”

“ Then what’s your game ? ”

“1 guess you'll be wise to that
pronto.”

The Kid led his prisoner on by
tangled paths. Rube Smith tramped
and stumbled by his side, powerless
in his hands, savagely surmising what
his fate was to be. As soon as he
knew that the Kid was wise to his
treachery, he had expected to be shot
out of hand. But the Kid did not
intend to use his gun. What, then,
did he intend ?

The Kid did not choose to explain.
In silence, he led the bandit through
the gloomy chaparral, and they

(

reached the jacal by the little stream.
There was a stirring in the thicket,
and Side-Kicker looked out at his
master. The Kid paused to pat the
glossy neck of his mustang.

‘1 guess we'll be hittin’ the trail
mighty soon, old hoss,” said the IKid.
“ You, Rube Smith, you hump it into
the shebang.”

Rube Smith stopped, and faced the
Kid with a desperate light in his eyes.
* Look here, Kid ! 3

‘“ Get into the shebang, I'm telling
you."”

“ You dog-goned cuss ! ”

T guess I ain’t got a whole lot of
time to chew the rag with you, Rube
Smith,” said the Kid amiably. “ 1
got to hit the horizon afore the sheriff
of Plug Hat horns in with his posse.
You get inside.”

With a grasp on the bandit’s
shoulder, the Kid drove him into the
wattled hut. There, with a length cut
from his trail-rope, he bound the out-
law’s feet fast together.

Rube Smith lay on the earth,
staring up at the Rio Kid with eyes
that scintillated like a snake’s.

The Kid bent over him and examined
his bonds carefully, and rose, as if
satisfied. Then, from the doorway of
the jacal, the Kid looked up at the
stars through an opening of the
tangled branches.

“ Two hours to dawn,’ heremarlked.
“1 guess I ain’t got a whole lot of
time. But Side-Kicker can sure cover
a lot of ground in two hours. The
sheriff of Plug Hat is going to be some
disappointed when he horns in here
with your pard, feller. You give him
the Rio Kid’s respects, and tell him
he’s welcome to follow on my trail if
he likes, if he’s longing for Plug Hat
to get a new sheriff. You get me ?

Rube Smith panted.

He understood now.
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As the Kid stepped out of the jacal,
a torrent of savage oaths from the
bandit followed him.

He glanced back, amused.

“ You sure can cuss some, Rube,”
he said. “Say! Ain’t you honing
to enjoy that little surprise party you
fixed up for me? Gee-whiz! 1
guess I'll tell the world you can cuss
some | This here talk ain’t good for
Side-Kicker to hear, it sure ain’t ! I'm
hitting the trail, and if cussing makes
you feel better, feller, you can sure
cuss all you want ! ”’

The Kid saddled and packed his
mustang, and led Side-Kicker away
through the chaparral. The brushing
and rustling died in the distance ; and
Rube Smith, breathing vile curses,
struggled with his ropes in the jacal.
Far away on the edge of the chaparral
the Rio Kid mounted the grey mus-
tang and rode away under the stars

(

As the Kid stepped out
of the jacal a torrent of
savage oaths from the
bandit followed him. He
glanced back, amused.
** Say, ain’t you honing
to enjoy that little
surprise  party  you
fixed up for me? "’

that were paling at
dawn.

the approach of

THE FIFTH CHAPTER
THE SHERIFF'S PRISONER |
ot a word, you guys,” breathed

Long Bill Haines, sheriff of
Plug Hat.

Dawn was glimmering in the
chaparral by the banks of the Rio
Pecos. A faint light spread amid
tangled branches and dusky bushes ;
faint, but enough to light the Plug
Hat men on their way. Ten armed
men, guns in hand, were with Long
Bill Haines, closing in on the camp of
the Rio Kid. With them came Jake
Saunders.

Glad enough had Long Bill been to
leave his bed and call up his posse on
the news that the Rio Kid was at
hand. The previous day, Rube
Smith had escaped him ; but the boy
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outlaw of the Rio Grande was a more
valuable prize.

Every man in the sheriff’s outfit
was keen and eager to get a cinch on
the outlaw puncher, who had so long
defied all the sheriffs in Texas, and
whose escape from the Mal Pais, where
the rangers had him cornered, was the
talk of every cow-town and camp
along the Pecos and the Rio Grande.

‘“Not a word!” breathed the sheriff.

Every instant the men of Plug Hat
expected to hear the crack of a six-
gun, telling them that the boy outlaw
was wise to their coming.

But there was no stirring, no sound
of alarm as they crept through the
thickets, searching every inch of
ground as they advanced, in the rising
light of dawn, and at last reached the
lonely jacal by the stream.

The little wattled building was
surrounded, and before the doorway
the sheriff paused. From within, he
heard the sound of a movement—the
man he sought was there.

Jake Saunders had told him that
the Kid was camping in his blankets
outside the hut ; but he had not been
found outside, and within the jacal
something stirred. The chill of the
night had driven him into the shelter
of the hut, no doubt.

With a gesture to his men to follow,
the sheriff strode into the jacal, gun
raised, finger on trigger.

“ Put ’em up, Kid | ”” he rapped.

It was deeply dusky inside the jacal.
In sheer amazement the sheriff of Plug
Hat stared at a figure on the floor—a
figure that wrenched madly at ropes
that bound his limbs. Even in the dim
light he could see that the rough-
bearded ruffian was not the Kid.

A swift glance showed that there
was no one else in the jacal.

‘“ Hyer, you, Jake Saunders!”
exclaimed the sheriff. ‘ What you

giving me? This here galoot ain't
the Kid!”

Jake Saunders stared into the jacal.
What he saw made his jaw drop in
surprise and alarm. For an instant
he stared, dumbfounded, at the bound
figure on the earth. Then he backed
away, plunged into the thickets, and
disappeared. If Rube Smith was
taken, he was more likely than not
to betray an associate.

“1 guess I don’t get on to this!”
growled the sheriff of Plug Hat. * This
hyer galoot ain’t the Kid—and he's
sure tied up like an ornery steer. Get
him into the light.”

Two or three pairs of hands grasped
the bound man, and rolled him out of
the jacal into the clearer light outside.
Then the sheriff of Plug Hat gavearoar.

‘ Rube Smith ! ”

A panting curse answered him.
Rube Smith, sweating, exhausted from
his long and unavailing struggle with
the ropes, lay and panted, and glared
at the posse from Plug Hat. They
gathered round him in amazement.
Long Bill Haines stared at him
blankly.

“ Rube Smith | ” herepeated. “ The
dog-goned firebug that got away from
us vesterday | I should smile ! That
galoot Saunders allowed we'd cinch
the Kid here ; but the Kid sure ain’t
around. But I guess we ain’t had our
trouble for nothing! Geel”

The sheriff and his men rode out of
the chaparral with Rube Smith bound
to a broncho in their midst.

They rode back to Plug Hat with
Rube Smith a prisoner ; but where
the Rio Kid was they did not know,
and never knew. Far away over the
grassy prairie the grey mustang was
galloping, and the Rio Kid, free as the
wind that blew in his careless face,
still snapped his fingers at his foes.

THE END
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