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It was gray dawno when Shelby

stirred once more, and, with eyes only
partially open, stared In bewilderment
at the pale arch of sky. Slowly mem-
ory came back, and he managed to lift
one hand toghis headl his numb fin-
gers touchl:g a ghastly scalp wound,
the clotted blood matting his hair. He
had been etruck a desperate blow, and
was dm left lying there in the
belief t he was dead, yet apparent-
ly the skull was not crushed, and the
night air had congealed the blood.
With a supreme effort he drew him-
self into a sitting posture, and stared
rather blankly about at the objects re-
vealed in the gray dawn.

The sight as instantly restored his
memory; the cabin doot stood wide
open, just as he left it, and within the
lamp still burned on the table, in the
midst of the dirtied dishes. She had
not returned, then; he had been lying
there alone all night. The realization
maddened him to effort, and, by grasp-
ing at the door for support he attained
his feet, and stood there for a mo-
ment, swaying dizzily. Exactly what
had occurred he could not determine;
the whole affair seemed more like a
dream than a reality. He had left her
there apparently cheerful and happy,
the laughter-in her eyes a memory to
linger with him; he héd not been ab-
sent to exceed thirty minutes, and not
so far away but what any cry would
surely have reached his ears. Yet
when he returned she had vanished
utterly, leavihg everything untouched..
Whatever occurred must have .been
brought to pass almost immediately
upon hils departure, before she even
began the work of cleaning up. But
how could such a thing happen with-
out any alarm? Why, the Kid was
working within ten feet of the house,
and must have heard the slightest
sound of a struggle. The Kid! where

_ was he anywhy? What had become of

the fellow all this time? He was no-

where 1h s$ight when Shelby retraced

his steps up the path. Could It be
that the Kid was the one guilty of.this
deed? If so, what was his object?
Not robbery, surely, for the place had
not been ransacked, or anything re-.
moved from his pockets. Yet surely
this was not Indian work; it bore no
resemblance to a savage raid. The
questions = were unanswerable; no
mental effort gave him any clue, yet
his strength was rapidly ceming back,
and with it a grim, determined anger,
which urged him into action.

First he went through the deserted
house, room by room, seeking for the
slightest sign of guidance, but ﬂpdlng
none. Everything remained precisely
as he remembered seeing it the night
before. He blew out the light, took
down one of the rifles from the wall,
lpaded it, and then, feeling his old
strength returning, cautiously stepped
out through the front door. The buck-
board stood there, gaunt and stripped,
except for the box between the rear
wheels. He peered into this, and
found 1t still half filled with bundles.
Macklin had not completed his job,
other evidence being furnished by the
extinguished and overturned lantern
on the ground just beyond. But there
was no sign visible of any struggle.

Surely she had not left of her own
choice. That was unthinkable. She
had appeared cheerful and contented,
even actually interested in the new
life; besides, if she ‘possessed the
‘slightest desire to escape, he had of-

/ fered her every opportunity on the
way out, and she had refused. Surely
she would never have come WAy out
there to make her disagreeable jour-

_ mey over again at night, Bven if ¢ -
Wil :
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true. -

Then what was true? Who could be
gulilty of such an outrage? Indians?
White outlaws? Joe Macklin? These
three possibilities alone remalned, but
the first two seemed quite lmpossible,
He was used to Indian foray, but this
act bore no resemblance to the work
of savages on the warpath. There had
been no attempt to plunder, or de-
stroy. The very fact that the ponles
remained undisturbed convinced him
that this was no deed of Indian rald-
érs. That it might have been white out-
laws was not quite so eadlly dis
missed. There were desperate men
hiding out yonder in the Bad Lands,
but he never had known of thelr ven-
turing to attack any settler, except oc-
casionally to run off cattle on the
range. In this case there was no‘ap-
parent object—they had taken noth-
ing, neither food nor stock. Then it
must have been Macklin.

His sudden disappearance was, at
least, proof he must have had a hand
in it. But why? To what end? Shelby
straightened up, a new flash of intel-
ligence In his eyes. Perhaps this all
harked back to that early mystery in
her life. She had told him that Cal-
kins had taken her from place to
place, apparently always afraid that
he was being followed. Was It pos-
sible that he had been hunted down at
last: that he récognized the approach
of the end, and had committed suicide
on that account? And was this strange
seizure of Olga part of the plot, either
of revenge, or restitution? This ex-
planation seemed more probable than
any other; in a way It appeared to fit
the case, although he possessed no
more knowledge of what it all meant
than he did before. Only, evidently
all that had been desired was posses-
sion of the girl, and that was deemed
of sufficlent importance to even justify
murder. He had been left for dead,
in order that she might be borne away
alive. «

No longer doubting pnf what this
theory at least approximated the

He Followed Their Passage.-

truth, Shelby faced the facts frankly,
and with no further hesitation, It
was up to him to act promptly; there
was no one to whom he could turn for
help. His eyes darkened, and his jaws
set. All right then, he would certain-
ly give the Kid a run for his money.
There must be some trail left; such a
deed as this could never be accom-
plished without leaving some mark
behind. Whether they traveled on
foot, or horseback, the party must
surely leave some trace of passage,
and Shelby, who had been the best
trailer in his regiment, felt confident
of being able to run‘the outfit down.

With this once settled in his mind,
and his plan of pursuit outlined, Shel-
by threw off his depression, and be-
came cool and resolute. First he
searched .over every foot of ground
within a quarter of a mile of the
house, seeking to discover just how
Macklin had operated, and, whether
or not, he was alone. The result was
 only partially successful. The hard-
packed earth revealed little of value.
Down below the cabin on the sloping
side of the hill, he found the mark of
a high-heeled boot such as the Kid
wore, and, a foot or so beyond, the
plain impression of a moccasin. A
hundred yards to the north the Im-
prints were again visible, making it
clear to his mind that the fugitives
were then making for the lower ford.
The girl was evidently being carried,
and two men must have been engaged
on the job, one of them possibly an In-
dian, He passed straight on to the
ford to verify this theory, and here
the mud exhibited clearly the move-
ments of both the fellows, while close
at the water's edge he came upon &
parrow pink ribbon, which the girl
had evidently hurriedly dropped im
gulidance. :

‘¥t was clearly manifest now the di-
rection in which they had disappeared,
but Shelby remained unsatisfied. He
could not believe that they would at-
tempt to escape thus on foot with
thelr burden. If Macklin had one as-

sistant, it was highly probable there

tle open glade, he found where horses
had been tethered and tramped the
turf. They had evidently been heM
for some time; had entered from the
north down a slight coulee, and de
parted westward along a shelving
bank. There were five animals, all
mounted, to judge from the deep Im-
press of hoofs, and he followed thelr
passage as far as the crest of the
bluff. They were well beyond view, 6f
course by this time, across that rough,
broken country, but he satisfled him-
self that they were heading straight
for the Bad Lands.

Shelby knew now something of what
he must contend with. The act of ab
duction, and attempted murder, Was
no sudden temptation assalling Mack-
lin, but undoubtedly part of a well-or
ganized plot. Whatever their object,
five men were concerned in the out-
rage, thelr Intention probably the
making of the girl a prisoner. In
Shelby's judgment shé was probably
in no immediate danger. If the fel-
lows had intended taking her life, she
would never have thus been spared
and ecarried away, apparently unin-
jured. Thelr purpose evidently re-
quired that she be kept allve, but
helpless in thelr hands.

He was cool now; grimly deter-
mined, but Intent on preparing him-
self for a long and dangerous quest.
He was to be one man pitted agalnst
five, and every Instinct of long ex-

against being rash. He recrossed the
stream, bullt a fire in the stove, and,
after washing the blood from his
head. ate heartily; then packed a
leather haversack with food, and was
ready. He took this time in which to
plan out his course, and then went for-
ward unhesitatingly, filling his pockets
with rifle cartridges, and flinging the
haversack over his shoulder, before
starting for the corral. He decided
upon the buckskin as being the better
animal for his purpose—a viclous
brute, harder to handle, but tireless,
and able to exist where either of the
others would starve. It required a
good half-hour to rope and saddle the
beast, but he had plenty of time. Qnce
on the trail he could easlly outride the
party he was following, and he had no
desire to approach them closely until
well after dark.

" Once firm in the saddle, however,
rifie under the flap, with haversack
strapped on the opposite gide, and
blanket-roll behind, he gave the plung-
ing, bucking demon between his legs
littte mercy. The man was in no mood
for play of any sort, and set himself
to conquering the brute in the quick-
est possible way. It was a rough, hard
struggle, but the human wgon, and, un-
der the merciless sting of the quirt,
the maddened but subdued animal,
nostrils distended, and eyes vicious as
ever, ylelded final obedlience to the

rein,

CHAPTER VIL

An dour Behind.

There was no marked trafl, but the
instinets of a plainsman kept Shelby's
course directly to the northwest. The
bronco, now thoroughly tamed, and
obedient to the slightest pressure of
the rider’s leg, kept a tireless gait,
picking out unaided the easiest paths.
From the general direction of the trail
left by the raiders he had decided
they were heading for a certain por-
tion of the Bad Lands, and, if this
theory was correct, he ought easily to
cut across their tracks again late In
the afternoon., Sitting upright in the
deep saddle, with the straight back
of the cavalryman, his eyes watchful,
his lips grimly set, he rode steadily on
hour after hour, thinking, planning,
beginning now to realize the depth of
his own iInterest in this effort at res,
cue. He had hardly comprehended be-
fore that this girl was really his wife
—+that her life had become his to
guard. The affair between them had
occurred so swiftly, so unexpectedly,
he had not before awakened to Its
true meaning. But now it became very
real, and he was positively surprised
to learn the strength of hold she al-
ready had upon him.

His mind would linger over a thou-
sand . little womanly peculiarities
which somehow had unconseiously im-
pressed him—the soft glow in her
eyes, the wistfulness of her smile; the
slight dimple in her chin; the pulsing
of blood in her cheeks; the round firm-
ness of the white neck; the peculiar
gracefulness of her walk; the name-
less attractiveness of poise, all came
back now in odd fascination. He was
not aware before that he had even
noticed these things, but now their
memory dominated him, caused his
pulses to quicken. He had known 1it-
tle of women since boyhood, and never
before had he encountered on terms
of intimacy this type of a woman. She
had been a revelation to him even in
his blindness, but now, under the spell
/ of memory, she had suddenly changed
to an inspiration. His wife, Olga
Carlyn, his wife! He said the words
over, as though he recalled a dream,
the sound of the words causing the
startled buckskin to cast back an evil
eye at his unconscious rider.

Yet it was actually true; impossible
as it seemed, it was nevertheless an
incontrovertible fact. He had never
spoken to her a single word of love;
he had never even kissed her, and
still, before both God and man, she
was his wife. The stran of the

perience on the plains, warned him|.

‘place for cattle thieves and border

situation bewlldéred him. Why, he
- / ‘m‘-‘
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@ pot even khow wihio Shd was;
what right she had to clalm the family
pame under which he had married
bher: what strange story of crime
might shadow her history. It was all
mystery, a mystery In which he was
becoming deeply Involved., Oalkins
had evidently been hiding her from
some Fate, but whether of good or
evil, cduld not yet be determined. This
present abduction, beyond question,
had to do with that concealed past,
perhaps with some happening before
she was even born. These fellows
were not robbers; thelr rald was not
iIntended for any such purpose; they
had touched nothing, even the horses
were left undisturbed in the corral,
and the moment they gained posses-
sion of her they had hurriedly depart-
ed. It had all been éarefully planned,
with Macklin to choose the time, and
then executed quietly. Thelr only mis-
take was In leaving him behind alive,
But for that on¢ eérror no one ever
would have known what had occurred,
or dreamed of her fate. And now, as-
sured  of safety, belleving the dead
would tell no tales, that they had left
behind no evidence of their crime, the
outfit was riding carelessly across the
lonely prairie, seeking somewhere a
safe rendezvous,

Shelby reined his horse to the left,

and sought a water hole he remem-
bered, himself drinking first, and then
standing by while the animal quenched
its thirst. Leaving the buckskin there,
with rein tralling on the ground, he
climbed the steep side of a butte, and
swept the distant horizon with a fleld
glass. It was a trackless waste, drear
and deserted of all life. Not a thing
that moved crossed his range of
vislon; and, at last, he snapped the
fleld glasses back Into thelr case,
slipped down the steep face of the
butte, and silently remounted.
The sun was some time past the
meridian, and he felt convinced those
he followed could not be far from the
trall he was endeavoring to locate. He
came upon it in less than an hour,
leading straight down a narrow val-
ley, whose general course was directly
west. He dismounted, and studied the
tracks with care. This was his party
beyond a doubt—five horses, one with
a split hoof.

An hour later he found where the
party had halted, made a fire among
some rocks, and prepared food. He
studied every sign with care, hoping

W

He Circled the Two Groves. <
for some message of guldance from
her; but there was none. Either she
had been too earefully watched by her
captors, or had given up In despair
any thought of rescue. Doubtless she
believed him dead also; perhaps had
even witnessed the blow struck, but if
not would assuredly have been In-
formed of what had happened. The
stamping of the ponies’ hoofs indi-
cated that the party had remained in
that spot for some time, in no hurry
to proceed. Shelby studled the foot-
prints, satisfying himself that four
were Indian, and one white, unques-
tionably Macklin. With only five
horses this meant that the girl rode
with one of the men, probably the Kid.
He discovered where she probably
was sitting during the meal, a torn
plece of crumpled sacking bearing
mute testimony that her hands had
been bound, and released so that she
might eat. The fellows were evident-
ly unafraid of her any longer, and
had not tied her up again when they
resumed the journey.

It was nearly sundown when the
trail he followed swerved to the right
up a steep bank, where the ponies’
hoofs slipped in their struggle to at-
tain the top. Shelby gave the buck-.
skin his head, and the game little
devil went scrambling up, until they
came forth on a flat plain above. Shel-
by dropped his rein, and climbed to
a higher point of rock, lying céncealed
behind its summit, while he swept the
scene below through the fleld glasses.
He never had been there before, yet

he knew about where he was; this |,

must be Dragoon creek, and not far
below would be Wolves’ hole, of which
he often had heard—a famous hiding

outlaws. ‘These fellows evidently were
heading for there, but would they try
to complete the journey? His hope
centered on their camping somewhere
until morning; if sufficiently assured
of safety this would probably be their
choice. Through the field glasses he.
studied the course of the stream, and

the little patches of wood intently, At

lAst he Was rewarded—a faint spirm
of blue smoke arose above some dis-
tant trees, the evidence of a camp-
fire. He lay there motionless, sllent,
his eyes glued to the glass, planning
his action, and walting for the night,

As the gloom slowly deepened Shel-
by was able to distinguish the flicker
of that far-off fire, but the distance
was too great to permit any knowl
edge of its surroundings. The trall
leading down was narrow, asnd rock-
strewn, and he determined to try the
passage while a falot glimmer of twl
light yet lingered, Leading the buck-
skin, and moving with the utmost cau-
tion, he began the descent,

The gloom did not greatly retard his
movements, for, through the glasses
he had mapped out the sallent fea-
tures, and so lmpressed them upon his
memory as to go fo rd now con-
fidently., The camp i as located In
the third grove of trees, and there
were no signs of human presence be
tween. However, he took no chance,
but advanced quietly on foot, leading
his horse, and using every precaution
agalnst discovery.

He circled the two groves, keeping
close in their shadow, and searching
thelr depths anxiously for any sign of
life. They were desolate and desert-
ed, but, from the outer fringe of the
second he could percelve plainly the
dull glow of the fire a hundred yards
ahead. It was no longer a flame, but
a mere glimmer of red ashes, casting
no reflection about, althoggh clearly
visible. He fastened the bronco to a
llmb, within the circle of trees, and
crogched forward alone, Winchester
in Hand, choosing his passage beneath
the bank of the stream, and advanc-
ing “with every precaution, pausing
every few steps, to peer over the pro-
tecting bank, and thus assure himself
that all remained qulet. When almost
exactly opposite the red glow of the
conls, he lay still, endeavoring wvalnly
to learn the situation, and becoming
more and jpore puzzled,

The - camp appeared deserted, as
though the party which had halted
there had already passed on. He could
hear mo sountl, see no movement. The
fire had died down Into a mere glim-
mer of red ashes, barely perceptible
amid the surrounding gloom. Shelby
drew himself forward, creeping like a
snake, convinced that he was alone,
yet no less alert and watchful. His
progress was up a shallow depression,
and he had attalned ‘the deeper shade
of the trees, when, suddenly, a volce,
apparently speaking not two yards
distant, gave utterance to an oath of
disgust, /

“H—11" the volce sald roughly,
“there is no use waltin’ for that guy
any longer; no tellin' where he 1s at
by now.”

Shelby dropped flat on his face al-
most ceasing to breathe. The unseen
party addressed stretched himself
lazily, as evidenced by ¢he rustle of
leaves.

“I reckon ye're right, Hank,” he ad-
mitted slowly, his speech, heavy and
coarse. “No tenderfoot ain't goin’ ter
make that trall at night., Mor'n like-
ly he’s almin' ter com’ through: the
other way.” ‘

“What'll we do, then—ride on?”

“After a bit; it's early yet, an’ may-
be it'll do no harm to lle quiet awhile,
Bat we kin light up, an’ be com-
fortable.”

He struck a match, hollowing the
flame in his hands, revealing the
bearded face of a man of fifty, shad-
owed beneath a soft hat brim. Be-
yond him appeared the obscure out-
line of the other, a mere smudge. A
moment the two puffed away content-
edly, Shelby not venturing to move &
muscle,

“Say, Hanley, I've allers played my
hand the best I knew how, but I do
like ter know what the game is I'm
playin’ at. What do yer know, any-
how?”

The other chuckled in his beard,
rustling his feet in the leaves.

“Rasier ter ask about than explain,
Hank,” he answered slowly, “specially
as there is thinegs I don’t just cotton
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“What's the Idea of Stealin’ the Girl?”
Vhuv ot erdd TRSR i alN R N s SR
to myself. Mostly I pulled the facis
out of that Kid Macklin when he was
drunk, ’cause he wanted me to help
him. But it seems he’s only hired fer
the job; it's that guy we're waitin’ for
who has got the real dope, and like-
wise the long-green.” criloty
“Oharchill’s his name, ajn’t 1t?’
_ *“That's the duffer: some big feller

down East: #irginia, as [ uiderstand

—Judge Cofnellus Churchill; the
whole story goes a h—l1 of a long
ways back."

He leaned his head against the tree
trunk behind  him,” pufing away at
the cligarette between his bearded
lips, the dull glow barely touching his
foce. The younger man Jeaned Tor-
ward walting.

“Well” he sald Impatiently, “that
amn't all of 1t; what started the rump-
us? What's the idea of stealin' the
girl? An' just whar do you an’ me
come In?

“Well, as I figure it, we've got to
make our own medicine. You saw that
outfit go along afore dark—Macklim
an' the four reds? .

“Sure; they had a woman
-’h‘r'

“That's the ticket, an' they was
bound for Wolves' hole, I thought
maybe they'd camp down here, but
they dldn't—just kept movin', Well,
that's one thing you an’ I lald out here
for. to get* a line on Macklin, The
other thing is that this yere Cornellus
Churchill s about due also, an’ is
most likely to blow In along this same
trafl. Tt {8 my notion to have a word
privatelike with that gent before Joe
gets to him—see?”

“Can't say that I do, Hanley, exact
ly. What's it all about—the girl?”

“Mostly, I reckon, an’ a h—I of a
slice of money down East. This Is
how the Kid blew it to me. It seems
an-army officer named Carlyn 'bout
the time thg Civil war closed, ran
away with a Rose Churchill down In
Virginia, and married her. All he
cared for was the girl, an' he never
even knew she was rich, only that her
family objected to him, an’ that they'd
have to skip out. I reckon, maybe,
she didn't know it herself at the time,
nor the rest o' the Churchill family,
for they didn't make no great effort
to find her for some while. Then,
when they opeved a will, they discow-
ered that most all the Churchill foe-
tune had been left to this Rose, an@
they naturally becom’ mighty intess
ested. Cornelius, as I understand,
was the brother of Rose's father, an'
the property was put In his hands as
trustee on behalf of the girl. Maybe
he was a Straight enough guy general-
|y speaking, but he had expected to
get most of this dough after the girl
skipped out, an' was consequently al
mighty hot, Nuturally he wanted ta
keep the stuff, an' he didn’t make no
great effort to loeate the helress, By
the time he did learn who she had
married, Rose died, leaving a daugh-
ter. ‘By the terms of the will If she
Med childless the entirecestate revert-
ed to Cornellus, and he wasn't the
sort o' guy to lose that kind o' bet.”

“An' this- soldfer never suspected
nothing?"

“Not a thing. He was a colonel by
this time, out at some frontier post,
and left his baby to the care of some
relatives In the East. There wasn't
no fuss made, an' so Churchlill sorter
let affairs slide along, He had the use
of the money, an' begun to think
there never would be no trouble. Of
course he kept a line on the husband,

with

but lost trace of the kid entirely.” |

“Yer mean the colonel never even
know'd he'd married a rich girl?”

“So It seems, I reckon she didm’t
even Kknow It, his wife. But after
awhile some Inkling of the truth must
have reached him, for he went East
and began to make Inquiries through
a lawyer, When Churchill heard about
this he got scared. I reckon he’d@
played h—1 with the trust funds by
that time, an’ with the husband on his
trail got mighty desperate. Meanwhile
the daughter was in some convemt
school, and not to be found. Carlym
struck a hot trail all right, but, be=
fore he could take any action, was
shot and killed ih a street “fight with
some roughs in Sheridan, Nobody
knows for sure just how it happened.
but it's my opinion Churehill got up
the row just to get him out o’ the
way. It all happened sudden, an' um»
expected, the only fellow with the
colonel at the time being ‘an old sewx~
geant, named Calkins. Calking was
shot himself, but got away, and toek
care of Carlyn till he died, maybe am
hour later. Enyhow he kept the fel=
lows from getting hold o’ any papers,
an’ I reckon the colonel give him sm
{dea of what was up.” i

“What makes you think so?” .

“The way he acted afterward
Churchill had got Carlyn out of the
way, but he couldn’t locate the girk
He didn’t suspect the sergeant at first,
nor for a long time. He was a foxy
guy, and stuck to the army for several
years, never makin’ a move, just
payin’ for the girl’'s schoolin’, but
never goin’ near her. Then, whem
everybody had quit watchin’ him, Cals
kins took his discharge papers, and
skipped out, takin’ the girl with
him.” ’

“How could he do that?”

“Phat’'s what I asked MacRlin, an*
he said they’d finally found out that
durin*-the time between when Carlym
was shot, an’ when he died, he’d

| signed a paper makin’ Calkins the

gir’’s guardian, an’ gave him the key
to a deposit box in Kansas City, where
all his papers was. A lawyer name@

| Weeks; at Sheridan, did it for himm
You see the colonel didn’t have ne”

near relatives, an’ he an’ Calkins had
been ‘soldiering together for years; ha
sorter trusted the sergeant to play
,square, an’ he sure did!”

“The h—1 he did! Never made a
peep for the money, did he? An’ just
hid out all 'round the country with
the girl. I don’t call that playin’ very
square.” _

“Well, it was, just the same, a—&
squaré, if you ask me. It was what
Weeks adviced him to do, after he
went to Virginla, an’ got 8 peep at &

(Continued on Fage Bight)
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