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CHAPTER 1.
IN WHICH MR. NELSON LEE AXND I ARE
DISCOVERED IN AN EXPRESS RAILROAD

CATt, AND TELLS OF THE LUKID EXPLOITS

or NT Y SILVER MASK "’ AND HIS MERRY

MEN. THE GENTLEMEN IN QUESTION MAKE

eIk APPEARANCE, TO OUR MILD C(ON-
STERNATION.

" 0S ANGELES, California. in the

' United States of America, 13 a
very fine city,and I wouldn't hurt

the feelings of the proud mhabi-

tania by saying otherwise. All the same,
I v.as mightily glad to be speeding ecast-
wards, bound for New York—and, inci-
denially,- Kngland, Home. and Beauty.

I, myself, known to fume and every-
body in genecal as Nipper, and Mr. Nel-
soit Lee, my respected guv’nor, were off
home after a somewhat tedious sojourn
in Ainerica. I don't mean tedous in the
sense that I was fed-up with the Staies.

Not a1 bit of it.

['d enjoyed myself no end, to tell the
tiuth. No, 1t was tedious in the profes-
stonal sense. We had come on the track
of a forger-jolmny--2 man who was
anxiously, sought after by the British
police. Nelson l.ee had undertaken to
huut the fellow down, and it had been
““ some’’ hunt.

We went froin New Yok to Chicago,
from Chicago to Omaha, from Omaha
to Salt Lake City, from Sazlt Lake City
to San Francisco, from San Franciseo
to J.os Angeles. And at L:cs Angeles
v.e made the pleusing discovery that our
quarry had been run over bv an auto-
wohile, and killed outright, az ha vias
leaving the raflroud deyot!

““'The Clue of the Twisted Ring.’”’ etc.

This was rather a dismal ending to on-
hunt, and the guv'nor had been rather
wild: Sull, T don’t suppose the forge:
had been anxious for death--he hadn':
known that we were so close upon his
track—-aund s career was cat short now
at all events.

There was noching lefi for Twee and |
but to return to fondon.

And so, nfter a short atay in the motion
picture city, we boarded an castward
Lound express, and settled dowun for the
tremendous run to New York, righe
across the continent,

The guvnor wasn't really upset. Our
chase hadn’t been a failure, and we had,
perhaps, been saved from a whole heap
of further trouble. I rather enjoyed the
trip, and had taken a great interest in
the various Stotes we passed through.

It was now getting on towards the
evening of a particularly hot day-—for
it was summer-time—and we were glad
of the cooling breeza. We had been ou
of Los Angeles for some time, and were
now passing through a parrticulavly wild
and rugged State.

Our car was a splendid one, but i
wasn’t filled by any means. There were
plenty of empty seats. Of course, it was
a huge thing, and one could see from one
end to the other —verv different from the
Briush compartment-carriages. T rathes
hked the Amerwan style, and don’t mindd
admitting it.

Nelson Lee was sitting opposite to me,
and for sorue little time he had been
engaged 1n chatting with a gentleman
we had met in Los Angeles, and who.,
st happened, was travelling several
lmmlrej miles o ooue direction.  He was
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a gentleman of about Lifty, and he was
bluff and hearty and stout. He was a
State high official of some sort, and lhis
name was Mr. Kenway Stone.

I hadn’t been lstening much to the

conversation; it had been running on
politics, and I loathe politics. Thcn
Nelson Lee mentioned the errand which
had brought us out to America, and,
tilking of forgers, they discussed the ad-
ventures which the guv'nor and I had
had  with  Douglas  James Sutchffe,
nown to the werld as *“ Jim The Pen-
nan.” Mr. Stone was greatly interecsted

in Lee’s stones- of the master-forger,

and nodded thoughtfully when the great
3-itish detective had done.

T guess you can show us points when
it comes to forgers, Mr. Lce,” he said,
pulling at his cigar. ‘* Wo haven’t got
a man to equal Sutchffe out in the States
—which 13 a real good thing for the
States ! But when it cornes to criminals
of a different tvpe—why, I reckon vou
naven’t got a look in.”?

A different type?’ asked the guv’-
1HoY.

** Surec.
regarding

I Jdon’t hunker to boast any
y our crooks,”” smiled M.
Stone. ' But I'm referring to ermminals
of a rough-and-ready tvpe, Train-
robbers, cattle-rustlers, and ‘those scum.
We breed ’emn out here, you know—at
least, in the West. And there's one par-
ticular man my State would give fifty
thousand dollars for, dead or alive.”

“ Fifty thousand dollars !’ I struck in,
interested now. ‘‘ I say, that’s a goodish
amount to place on a man’s head, isn’t
it, sir?”’

“I guess we'd be a heap glad to see
that head, youngster,”” sard Mr. Stone
grimly. ‘‘ A-—hcap—glad !’ he repeated
between puffs.

_**Who's bead 1s it?’ asked Nelson
1.ee.

‘““ Well, ho calle hinself- ¢ Silver Mask.’
You’'ve heard of him, I guess?”

‘*“ Never.”

‘“ Say, you astonish me !’ declared Mr.
Kenway Stone. *‘ Never heard of Silver
Mask? But I was forgetting. You're
only out here on a rush trip, of course.
You haven’t read of Silver Mask’s ex-
ploits. Say. Mr. Lce, they read like a
dime novel !”

*It all depends upon what type of
ilj;ne novel you are referring to,” smiled

e.

‘““ Well, it’s the lurid variely, you can’

1e,” said Mr. Stone.

got me,

take my word for that,” said Mr. Stone.
‘“ Qut here, 1n this State, there’s not a
kid who hasn’t heard of Silver Mask.
Yet he’s only been operating for about
three months.” -

‘“ Fame ‘has come to him quickly.”

“And small wonder! If you'’d caro
to hear a few details, I'll just tell you
what kind of a skunk this Silver Mask
8, 8 ““T guess his iden-
ity 1s kept a stiff secret, for there’s
not a blamed soul who knows who he
really is. Y’see, when he’s at work, he
wears a mask which covers the better
part of his face, and it’s made of bright
metal—silver, as likely as not. Any-
way, he’s called Silver Mask. And, be-
lieve me, that man is an unholy terroi!”

‘““ What’s he done?” I asked.

‘““He’s tried his hand at most things in
the criminal line, and I guess hLe's a

dandy success at ’em all,”’ replied Mr.

Stone. ‘‘ Of course, he doesn’t operate
alone., He'’s got a gang with him, and
the crowd has been raising tarraticn ‘n
this State. = They have robbed trains
more times than I can count on my two-
hands. They’ve looted banks, and
they’ve caused more cattle to disappear
than a whole crowd of butchers could
have done in a year!”
““ Can’t you hunt the fellow down 7°?

~ “Bay, 1sn’t that what we’ve been try-
mg to do for two months?” asked the
other mildly. °‘‘ But you don’t seem tu.
get me, Mr. Il.ee. The 8ilver Maslk,
aln't just an ordinary crook. He’s cute
—so cute that he don’t allow his own
men to know his actual ideniity. He's
terrorised the whale State, from border
to border, and geneyally creates merry
havoc.”
Nelson Lee lighted a cigarette.

‘““When you say that Silver Mask has
robbed trains, I presume you mecan

"freight trains 2’ he asked.

‘“ Freight trains! Gee!"” ejaculated
Mr. Stone. ‘ You most certainly haven't
Mr. Lee. Freights! Why,
Silver Mask wouldn’t make himself look
mean by laying hands on a freight! No,
sir!  Silver Mask holds up passenger
trains, and he does it so thoroughly that
the railroad people in these parts are fair
guaking in their shoes.”

‘* I thought train holds-up were things
of the past,” I said interestedly.

““ They’'re not!” repliéd our com-
panion. ‘' Silver Mask has brought the
game to a fine art, and he’s never been
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tripped yet. We've got men all vound,
but they can't surprice Silver Mask.
He's certainly a coo! cerd.”

Mr. Stone tossed his cigar-end out of
the window.

““ The galling part of it is,"”” he went
on, ‘‘we know, pretty nearly, where
his headquarters are situated. We know
the locality, aud we’ve got our eyes on
certain men who are suspected of being
members of his gang. Bur we can't
trip 'em nowhow, and the job’s getting
kind of wearisome. And there's no
hope of any man turning State evidence,
because Silver Mask keeps his identity
to himself. If that wasn’t so, T guess
there’'d be a whale crowd of traitors afte:

that fifty thousand dollars.  Oh, yes,
Silver Mask's sure cute!”

“You say that you kuow the
focality——""

“Sure. It’s @ one-horse town<hip way

along close by the alkali lands,” replied
Myr. Stone.  ““ Blazing Gulch is how
that township's culled, and you can taka
my word for it that Blazing Gulch is a
tough city.™

““ Sounds pretty warm, anvhow,” I
grinned.

“ Warm! Sav, sonny, the firebox of
this locomotive 1s below freezing-point
compared to Blazing Gulch,” said Mr.
Stone grimly. ** Silver Mask and his

-gang are located around the Gulch, and
¢he township lives in mortal terror week
in and week out. There ain’t five en
who dare carry g gun!”’

“Why not?’ a-hed Nelion Lee in-
terestedly. |

¢ Well—it's uubealthy.” said the other.
““That's what ib 1s, Mr. Lee—darned uu-
healthy. If a man carries a gun in
Blazing Gulch he runs the risk:of having
daylight let through his carcase. There
was one fool lawyer fellow who swore
that l:e’d carry what he chose in his own
pockets—he wasn’t worryihg any about
the things people were saying. IHe was
new to Blazing Gulch, you see. Well,
two days later, that lawyer was found
it the rear of the railroad depot with
e¢nough heles in him to——""
¢ Killed, do you mean?"
startled.

“You can bet he didn’t breathe again,
anyway,”” said Mr. Stone.  ‘“ That's
Blazing Gulch, Mr. Lee. The towns-
folk are provided with a little entertain-
ment now and aga:in, when Silver Muask

I asked,
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thing like that,
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sud his gang swoop down on the city
ard proceed to patut it red.  Things
generally happen those times. As for
sheriffs— well, Blazing Gulch ain’t got a
sherff at peoseat.”

Mr. Stone leavned back and acceplefd
the cigarette which Nelson Lee offered
him. He seemed to be ¢njoying his own
voice lgely; he knew that he had im-
pressed us, and was consequently in a
sood humour.

“The sheriff's job does not seem to be
4 pacticularly attractive one, eh?" wsked
the guv’nor.

‘“ Attractive! Say, you're wrons
there, Mr. Lee,"” exclaimed our travel-
ling companion, with a smile. ““'Th:
sheriff’'s carcase 1« a whole heap &i-
traciive—-for gun bullets!”

1.2e smiled, e turn,

““I was expecting you to say some-
Mr. Stone,”” he saud
calmly. [ gather that the sheriff’s job
13 50 dangerous, in fact, that nobady cau
b found who cares to take the risk-——"

““ That's sure how ii 1s.,”” 1nterruptecd
the other. *° That post.is about the most
all-firted jolk in this State. Sayv, if any
man 13 on the look-cut for sudden deat's
the best thing he can do iz to become
sheriff of Blazing Gulch.”

“1 suppose the last
murderad 27

“That's n'(-vm: Leen rightly found oni.
Mr. Lee,” replied Stone. ‘‘The sherifl

sherf

was

just disappeared--that, and nothing
more. He went outr one day on a sure

cincli—that's how he spoke before he lefi
-—aml Blazirg Guleh never saw him from
that tune.’”’

“T expect he hooked 1it,”" I put in
doubtfully.
“ Not on yvour lite, young ’un. Thur

man rode out of the Gulch with the 11t
tention of rounding up onec of Silver
Mask’s gang. What happened to h:in
nobody knows, but a sheriff of that kind
was no sort of use for a township like
the Guleh. Of course, there were
deputies, but they ain't much go with.
out the leader.”

“Yet it's rather curious that the
gang canuot be suppressed,’ said Nelson
ILee thoughtfully. ¢ Of course, Mr.
Stone, I am accustormed to British ways,
and Britzsh law. I have a fair amoun;
of experionce in the Western States, bui
I freely confess that I do not under-
stant your ways 50 thoroughls as a native
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Westamer.  But it seems to me there
must be something wrong with your ad-
ministration—"’ |

“No, I guess you’re dead off the
track there, Mr. Lee,” interjected Stene
quickly. ¢ There’s nothing wrong with
the way we do things in this State! Two
Blazing Gulch sheniffs have been killed.
The one before that died a natural death
—of lead-poisoning!  Say, there were
e1ight distinct bullets in that man’s hide !”’

I chuckled—perhaps rather heartlessly.

“I'm not surprised that hobody wants
io take the job on, Mr. Stone!” I ex-
laimed. ‘ But it’s my opinion that the
<neriffs had themselves to blame as much
as anybody. They weceren’t strong
cnough.  Why, the guv’'nor—Mr. Lee—
has been up against all sorts of crooks,
and he’s never been converted into cold
meat yet!  What's wanted for Blazing
(iulch 1s & man with tons of strength.
[ mean a man who makes it clear to
cverybody in general that he's not going
to be triffed with.”

“Mr. Lee hasn’t becn round Blazing
Gulch,”” said Mr. Stone grimly.
not saying you wouldn’t make a. real
dandy sheriff, Mr. Lee. All the same, I
don’t think you’d be a success, if you’'ll
pirdon my frankness. I guess you’d be
dead inside of two days. They wouldn't
cotton to you any. Tghey’d say that you
were a darned tenderfoot, and raise
trouble all around.”’

[ became rather wild, and plainly
showed Mr. Kenway Stone that 1
wasn’t in such a good temper as I had
Leen a minute before.

“Mr. Lee wouldn’t be mistaken for a
tenderfoot !” 1 growled. *“ I'll bet any-
thing you like Slat he’d show points to
:nuy old sheriff in your obsolete old
:-':1.:1;\:1 P}e’d teach your chaps a few
(ricks—’ . ‘

‘*“ Nipper—Nipper !” remonstrated the
guv'nor gently. *‘ You mustn’t give an
cxhibition of temper.”

“Well, Mr. Stone shouldn’t run you
down ”

““Say, Um real sorry if my words
scunded that way,” put in Mr. Stone
concernedly.  ‘“Why, I wouldn’t run
Mr. Lee down for anything. Don't
imake  any mistake on that point,
Nipper !’ :

I grinned, and everything was all right
again. -

'* The story reminds me of the old
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lawless days of the West,”' remarked the
guv’'nor quictly. ‘I thought this sort
of thing was quite dead, even out here,
Mr. Stone. 1 believe that it is only a
flash 1 the pan. Silver Mask’s career
will be short and sharp—although de-
cidedly luri:l while it lasts.”

“T wish I could think the same as you,
Mr. Lee,”” sald the other rather
seriously. ‘‘ There’s no doubt that you're
right about the lurid character of the
outlaw’s career. I guess it’s sure highly
coloured. And the scoundrel’s so cnte
that he seems to smell trouble when it’s
a mile off. And we don’t know who he
is—that’s the stumbling-block we’re up
agamnst.’’

‘““Haven’t you sent militia out there?™

‘“ Say, it hasn’t reaclred that stage yet,
although it might later on,” retumed
our companion. ‘“‘I'm not exactly sure
how militia would be welcomed—as likelv
as not by a shower of lead. The foli
of Blazing Gulch have got strong ideas
regarding their own township, and they’d
look upon it as an insult if we sent
soldiers along.”’ . |

“But I thought you said the inhabi-

tants were terrorised?” asked Lee
mildly. ‘ They would surely wel-
come——"

Mr. Stone nodded.

“Most of the townsfolk would be
real glad,” he agreed. ““But I am re-
ferring to the toughs—and, believe me,
there are a whole ﬁea of choice charac-
ters out in Blazing é)ulch. They don’s
want no militia han%ing around. ~And
it’s more than they’ll do to tolerate just
one sheriff.”

Mr. Stone went into other details, and
convinced us that if there was any place
we werc well advised to steer clear
of, that place was Blazing Gulch. I
suppose it’s the ‘‘ cussedness” of things,
but I felt tremendously eager to see that
rough-and-ready towmship. Mr. Stone's
warning had only aroused my curiosity
and interest.

I little knew then how things were
going to turn out!

Our train was now slowing down for
a short stop, and when 1t proceeded
again darkness had fallen, and the night
was calm and still. B

The air was humidly close, in fact,
and a dim haze hung over the ground.
After we had dined, Mr. Stone and the
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guv'nor setiled down to read aund I
chose a bright magazine, and became in-
terested, too.

Mr. Stone was due to leave us some-
where about midnight, when the train
would pull into his city. We were travel-
ling through very rough country. For
-miles and miles the railroad track ran
across districts as bleak and barren as the
desert. Very soon, however, we came
to a line of hills, and roared through deep
cuttings and tunnels,

There were long gradlants, and it was
while we were labouring up one of these
that something quite remarkable hap-
pened. Happening to glance out of the
open window beside me; I saw that we
were travelling at only a slow speed,
and were in a shallow cutting. On
this' side, at least, there was a sandy
track cunning beside the metals.

And there, to my amazement, I saw
two mounted men rfding hard, and keep-
ing pace with us! And, to my further
astonishment, I saw that the men were
masked! Just for @ moment I thought
that I was dreaming.

“Guv'nor!” I exclaimed quickly.

But before he could attend to me we
all heard a ratitling volley of revolver
shots. And at the same second the
brakes grated upon the wheels beneath
us, and the tram began bumping to a
st andstill.

M:. ,Stone dropped his paper in his
startled astonishment.

One glance out of the window vas suf-
ficient for him. He turned to us with
eyes that were stsring” with alarm and
di:may.

““ Silver Mask’s gung!”
““It’s a hold-up!”

Nelson Lee nodded.

‘8o I imagine,” he observed calmly.

he gasped.

¢ Rather remarkable, isn't 1t, Mr.
Stone? I did not expect to receivo first-

hand. evidence of your story so soon as
this. The next half-hcur promises to bo
rather interesting.”

The train jolted to a stop, everybody
in our car startled and agitated. I think
I_waa quite alarmed, and certainly ex-
cited. 1 hold-up! It was about the
last thing in the world I had expeoted;
for T had an idea that Mr. Kenway
Stone’s yarn was three-parts ‘‘ hot air.”’

I waited, with my heart thumping
rapidly, for the next move.

" [ didu’t have to wait long!

seemed to be made of sifver.
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CHAPTER 11
(N WHICH SILVER MASK INTRODU(FS
HIMSELF WITH AN ABUNDANCE OF PIC-
TURESQUL LANGUAGE—AND IN WHIC
THE GUV'NOR PROVES TO ALL AND S8UND'P
THAT HE IS A BETTER MAN THAN AN\
' OLD TRAIN-ROBBER !
VEN as I turned my head towards
E the end of the car I heard 2overs.
' rapid shots.  These wers fol
lowed by shouts and curses. Tim
train crew were evidently offer:ng re-
sistance.

The door I was gazing at burst ope:,
and the black conductor staggéred in,
hie eyes rolling with fright.

“ Yoh folks in hyar had best sit tight
and say nuffn’ !’ he gasped. [f yoh o
much as blink an eyesiid yvoh'll be daid.
shure! Ciuess it’s blazin' Silv'r Mask
an' his gang. If dere's any man hyav
wid a gun he'd best—="

The conductor stopped abruptly as a
click sounded behind Lim.

“ Say, you black skum, 1f you ain”i
lookin' fer drill-holes in that blare car-
case of yours 'you'd best siaift —an’ shifi
richt now "’ exclaimed a drawling, well-
modulated voice. I ain’t figgerin’ to
make a mees in this yerve car, but if any
fool galoot  fancies he's quick oan the
draw, there’'ll be a dandy bunch of lead
flyin® around afore you-——- Say, quit
that, you dogone trash!”

Those last few words were curt, and
had a suap in them. Looking round. |
saw a tall fieure framed in the dJdoor-

way. It was that of a man dressed in
rough riding costume, with clinking

spurs on his heels. A red scarf adorned
his neck, and his hat was of the commcn
slouch variety.

But his face was covered alnost com-
pletely by a tightly-fitting mask. The
thing glittered in the electric-light, and
We were

faced by Silver Mask himself !

And, what was more, the outlaw made
a lLiberal display of a huge revolver,
which glittered even more than the mask.
With a quick glance round, [ saw that
another rnan-—ine a hlack mask this time
—-wa3 at the other end of the-long coach.
He, also, flonrished a gun. We were
coverad, back and front! .

Nolson, Lee stood quite still, but he
didn't seem very interested.  He jusf
stood by my side, with his hands in full
view of Suver Mask. It wasn’t safe to
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fiave cne's hands in one’s pockets—uander
vuch circumstances !

Mr. Kenway Stone was pale, and
sveatly alarmed. I reme.mnbercd that he
ad told the guv'not that he carried a
voll of dollars in his wallet to the value
nf five thousand dollars. He was just
bidding them gocd-bye, T sippose.

A man on the other side of the car
had edged his hand towards his hip-
nocket. But., before he could do any-
thing further, Silver Mask’s gun was
pointed divectly at him, and the tram-
robber uttered a cuit command.

““ Quit that game, I say ! he snapped.
 Quess you ain’t lookin’ fer them limen
iixin’s of yours to be messed up. are
you? There’ll be a heap of trouble if
you don’t keep ycur hands wher' T can
«c ’em. I gucss you won't like that
ticuble any. An' don’t think you ken
play any tricks if T shift my eves arcund
sommewhere else.  Yeu're coverel be-
hind—"

“ You-—you infernal  scoundrcl!”
roared the passenger furiously.

** Say, compliments don’t hurt my
Lide none,” said Silver Mask impér-
turbably. ** You'd best all git busy—
the hull darned crowd of you—and empty
vour pockets on to the floor. If any
leddy or gent lieeps so much as a plate-
«lass ring, or a nickel stickpin back
there’ll be—shootin’. An’ I guess Silver
Mask dom’t shoot fer nothin’. Get me?”

We all “got”’ him right enough; his
words, although picturgsque, were pain-
fully lucid. We just had to fling all our
money and valuables nn to the foor—
and leave them there for these audacious
burglars to pick up. It was awfully
rotten, of course. But I remembered,
with satisfaction, that I only had about
five dollars on me. The guv’'nor, though,
was carrying & large sum.

It was a curious scene, that hold-up.

Our coach wasn’t full of passengers by
any means, but there were a good few
on board—mostly business men. I think
there were three ladies, and they seemed
to be on ihe point of fainting.

The men acted in various ways. Sone
tumbled over themselves in their efforte
to turn out their pockets with the
greatest speed; others glared at one
another, and obeyed Silver Mask’s com-
mand with a bad grace. T expect the
last-named gentry possessed @ Inoat
money and valaables.

It would haxe been idigtic, of course,
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to- refuse to comply with the ordev. At
the Hirst show of resistance those two re-
volters would have been loosed off, and
wholesale massacre would have been the
result.

For these men, although their man-
ners were plecasant, were as grim as
Jeath itself ; they didn’t care a brass but-
ton whether they killed people or not.
If any passcnger was fool enough to

ask for lead—well, he got it. 1lle
ot it in chunks, so fo ak. Aund, as
ikely as not, other people got some of

the fead, too. And lead, when it is pro-
jected from a whacking great revolver
in the shape of a bullet, 1s a ?i.ng to steer
clear of.

Therefore, it was the best policy to
knuckle under. Nobody was anxious to
see bloodshed. And nobody was par-
ticularly anxious to shed blood.

Nelson Lee, to my astonishment, now
secined to be almost nervous.

e was shivering perceptibly, and cast
frightened glances at Silver Mask. His
lower lip was shaking, and his breath
sounded hoarse and strained, in the com-
parative silence which reigned in the
car.

“ Great Scott!”’ T muttered. ‘‘ What'e
wroug with the guv'nor?’’

1 stared at him open-mouthed, and
caught his eye. Just for a fraction of a
second T saw Lee’s left eyelid droop.
He had winked at me! chaughg my
Lieath in with a gulp.

He was up to some game or other—
but what ?

I felt like giving a terrific whoop of
delight. The guv'nor was going fe
inake some move—some move, of course,
to defeat the traiu-robbers! In that
moment all my anger faded away. [
knew—1 absolutely knew—that Nelson
Lee meant to turn the tables.

Whether he would succeed or not was
another matter. Taking my cue, I put
ol an air of nervousneszs, although I didn’s
du 1t too suddenly. These men were
**fly,” and it would hava been a fine
thing if I'd given the show away by
rotten acting. But I pride myself that
I can do the acting stunt fairly decently.

Mr. Btone was quite calm, although
pale. He certainly wasn't nuﬁ’ering from
neyves, and he gave Nelson Lee a can-
temptuous glance. The at detective
seemed to be really in a bluc funk, and
it was little wonder that Mr. Stone ex

pressed contempt in his eyes, .. . -
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Nelswou  Lee. the famous  Bratish
ceiminologist, showing the white feather!
And not only showing it, but litorn"‘y
waving it about before everybody’s
eyes. For Lee was now so nervous that
he could hardly atand.

At least, he appeared to be. It was
about the finest piece of acting I'd seen
for months.

ile of stuff was mounting higher
and rig‘hor on the floor of the coach -
bank-rolls, wallets, purses, watches and
chains, bracelets, rings, tie-pins, and all
manner of valuable articles.

Silver Mask stood quite motionless,
watching with a pair of darkly flashing
eyes, which @isplayed great humour and
contempt. His gaze reated upon Nelron
'l.ae. and a soft chuckle came from his
ipa.

“8ay, you with the dude suit, an
fixin’s,”’ ho exclaimed suddeuly.
¢ 'lll‘lw guv'nor looked at the outlaw fear.

ully.

“Did —dul you ad-address me, you—
you rufian?”’ he stammered.

‘““Wall, I guesa vou're the only guy
in this lay-out who'd answor that de
soription,” said Silver Mask easlly. ‘' [
figger that's & resl nasty complaint
you're sufferin’ from - culd feet. uess
you'd best take things as they come, an’
don’t worry any. [ ain't no use for
cattle of your calibre. Say, there ain't
enough sand in your hull carcase to fll
onse o them hmzm oxg-boilin’ fakes.
Sech truck es you 't need teor live on
this yere airth, an’ you'll sure be bookead
for tarnation 'less you get busy. [ ain’t
no time to waste on white-livered hogs.
D?‘ ou[ 3eIt mo"?"

‘“ (s0o |
some, |

I'll need to wake you u
guess,” exclainied Hilver HME
curtly. *‘ Quit that blamed ‘I--I--I°
stunt an’ busy —quit it right now."”

I saw Mr. Btone glare at Nelson l.ee.

‘“ Pull yourself together, for Heaven's
sake, Mr. Lee!"” muttered the Btme
official roughly. “ 1 guess you're show-

g up badly- ---**
lip. ther !

**Say, not s0 much
snapped the oullaw,

r. Btone ceased speaking, and Nel-
scn Lee lifted one of his quaking bamis
and thrust it into his inner coat-pocket.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw that
thero were mounted men on the per-
manent-way, nutsida. They were watch.
ing, and keeping gnard.  This hold up
was oo small affair.

Nelsom fee withdrew his hand., and
then threw down & well-stuffed poeket
Look. Hwmw testh were chatterin:, but [
was the only pereon among the whole
crowd who could fully apprecinta the
position at ite true worth.

. Bvearybody elae  had denc -they'd
lkinnuf their kets, [ mean. And
took in the whole scene. All the pas

scogers were looking at lee with open
sorn; oven the frightened nigger con
Jductor wore an ¢ xpression of Jdisguet.

Silver Mask uttered a cure, and
sllowed his gun to drop a trifle.

* Hay, you pig. look lively- "

Ile didn't get any further. Nealon

[ee had divedd into hia other brerast
ocket, and now he withdrew his hand.

at  which  happened next was 8o
shrupt «0 amazingly unecpected that
1 gasped alowd,

[ waw a small automatic in the guy’
noc'a hand - just caught a fAash of «
in the electric-light.  Apparently with
out taking any atm he firnk.  There wa:
a loud report, folloned by a anarling
oath.

Ler's hand awept the
sprod of lightning.

(‘cack !

Again the automatii spoke, and again
it seemed as though the guv'nor had
taken no um. Yeot, as the smohe walted
awny, | saw that both Bilver Musk and
his mate were disarmed! Their gune
Iay on the fone!

I* was the Anest exhibition of roal
markvmanship |  had ever witneened.
Both Nelson Lee’s shots had been deadl
true; he had stinck both the outlaws’
guns! And now the pair were cursing
and wiinging their handa.  Their re
volvere had n knncked out of their
grip, and their fingers were neavl.
smashed from the f;anin’ shocd..

“(‘ovee that other fellow, Nipper!"”
roared Lee.

In a second my own automatic was
out, and [ showed the muazle of it to
the snarling ruffan at the other end of
the car.

There was an outery from the darkness
outsile.

“Duck I'* shouted Nelson Lea sharpl: .
“ Rverybody tn this car duck !”

At the same second the guv'nor
crouched down. Stone and all the other
pamengeras didn’t wait to ask (uestions
they just bobbed down. And, alinost on
the second, a shattering volley of shots
swep? through the geat coach, feam end

round wuth
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to end. The windows were smashed and
starred in a dozen places.

Of courw, the mounted men outside
had fired those shots; and Lee’s prompt
warning had saved anybody from injury.
Thers wasn’t a soul scratched  And
then, in the comparative silence which
followed, I heard the guv’nor’s voice:

“You're covered, Silver Mask,” said
Neolson Lee coolly. * You didn't think I
was play-acting, did you? You’re not

(quite so smart as—""

Crack !
It was my revolver which spoke. The
desperado 1 was covering had most un-

wiscly nttempted to reach his revolver,
which was lying about five feet from him,
I suppose he observed imy youth, and
thought T wasn’t worth troubling about.

‘TThat was silly of him. Of course, 1
had to shoot—that was the only way te
convince him of his mistake. The bul-
let touched his arm—as I had intended—
only it touched it rather severely. Tho
bullet, in fact. went clean through the
fleshy part. The fellow uttered a howl,
and slunk back, his arm hangi-nf limp.

“ Botter Leep still,”" T said curtly.

* That's vight, Nipper,”” came the
guv'nor's voke. ‘* Mv. Stone, will you
obligo me by seccuring Silver Mask's
hands behind himi— he won’t hurt you.”

*“Say! You're a live manl” gasped
Mr. Slone.

He strode forwawrd. but, hike an ass,

he walked between Nelson Lee and
Silver Mask. Tt was tho silliest thing
he could have done.  For, on the

rccond the outlaw tnok advantage of the
circumstance.

“Guess  we'll meet  agen, Mister
Dude "’ ho shouted savagely.

In a flash he had twirled round, and
the guv'nor couldn't fire without boring
B h(ﬁo through Mvr. Stone. Of course.
the State officiul ought to have stecred
vlear of the line of fire; but he was ex-
cited and agitated.

We heard an order yellod out, and
thon the sound of galloping hoofs. The
mon I was looking after acted despe-
vately. e flung himself sideways, and
just missed the iullet I sent after him.
Then he dashad out of the t(rain.

I was half-expecting anotLier volley
[rom ocutside, and I wondered therve
hadn't been shots before. But Silver
Mask's gang were apparently afraid of
hitting their leader.

Nelson Lee muttered an exclamation

'un!’ gasped Mr. Stone.

of anger and dashed for the door. When
he reachéd the open I was just behind
him. We saw nothing but the darknes=.
The train-robbers had galloped away.

There was a series of excited shouts,
and members of the train crew came
running along.

‘“ 8ay, what’s
gasped one man.

About ten voicea answered him. and,
naturally, he couldn’t understand a thing.
But the excitement was so general that
everybody was rather incoherent. The
onlgoman who was really dead-calm was
Nelson Lee,

“It’s ah infernal pig;f we couldn’
capture the scoundrel, i[{per,” he said
to me. ‘‘I had him completely helpless.
I must admit, however, that he was ex-
tremely smart. Heo took advantage--—

‘* Just a bit too smart for you, Mr.
Lee,” exclaimed Kenway Stone heartily.
“But 1 guess you did @ whole Jot of
good. Thero ain’t a dollar missing,
We're real obliged to you. But Silver
Ma<k put one over on you all right.”

“ Look here, Mr. Stone, that’s jolly
cool of you!” 1 struck in hotly. ‘* Mr.
Lee had Silver Mask ‘at his mercy. 1t
was your fault that the rotteg escaped.”

“Wal, gee! Say that Fgain, voung

DR b

happened, anyway*

‘“ Certainly, if you like!” I retorted.
“It was your fault that Silver Mask
ra«ca%ed. You walked riﬁlft between him
and Mr. Lce’s revolver. . Lee couldn't
shoot without injuring you. Silver Mask
saw that—and hopped it.”

Mr. Kenway Stone uttered an »ath.

‘““ Say, you're right, boy—you're sure
vight!” he cried. * Why, 1t was my
domg, after all! It never struck n.e like
that at the time. I guess my brains must
have gnt looce just then!” ‘

The man'’s chagrin and disappointment
almost overwhelmed him. He was really
and truly penitent. And my indigmation
supsided. I was glad 1 pointed out
to him that the guv’nor hadn’t been
heaten by the rotten old train-robber, all
tho same,

There was a scene of tremendous en-
thusiasm. |

We found that the desperadoes had fled
precipitately, without having secured so
much as a ‘' plate-glass ring’’ or a
** nickel stick-pin.”’ The engineer and his
mate had been held at bay while others
of the gang attended to the train. It had
been  Silver Mask’s intention to fys-
tematically rob the train from end to end
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dnd our coaclt, as it happened, had been
tho first.

. Mounted men had waited on both sides
of the train, keeping the other meinbers
of the train-crew i1n view. But for Nelson
Lee's extraordinary exhibition of fancy
shooting, the brutes would have looted
everybody and cverything.

Undoubtedly, the passengers owed the
guv'nor a tremendous debt of gratituude.
- Those who had gazed upon l.ee with
contempt scarcely realised, at first, that

tha great detective had been bluﬂ“ing.“

When they did realise that important
fact, they just went off their heads.

Men and women crowded round and
wanted to shake his hand ; cheers went up
from scores of excited throats, and there
was a general soene of excitement and
enthusiasm. Nelson Lee was the most
popular man among the whole collection.

By the time the train went on again
the guv’'nor’s arm must have ached enor-
raously. I was as pleaged as Punch. By
sheer skill, Nelson Lee had ‘* kitboshed ”
Silver Mask’s game, and the notorious
outlaw had been forced to flee. It was
the first check he had received in his
career of crime.

“1 guess I've seen a pile of fancy
shootin’ around a bunch of ‘Western
cities,”” sqid one man, a drummer--1in
plain English, a commercial traveller.
“I've scen badmen ' handle guns like
they was weaned on "em. But, say, them
+wo ahots was just about the cutest thing
ever! Mr. Lee, I'm proud to have met
vou—I guess you're sure some marksman.

‘es, sir! You're the goods from the
word go!”’ :

Nelson Lee smiled.

““ « Badmen' arc not the only people
who can shoot,” he said easily.

¢ Say. Silver Mask'll be feelin’ kinder
small an’ mean,’” went on the drurmumer,
with a delightec{ grin. ‘‘ He'H be twistim’
himsclf inside out, he'll be that riled.
Tm real glad I ehipped aboard this
‘limited™ !

The commeorciat Johnny had had a
““ dandy bunch’’ of dollars in his wallet,
80 he told us, so it was a good thing for
himm that Nelson Lee had turned the
tables. He was overflowing with admira-
tion, and would have fastened himself on
us if the guvnor hadn’t shown quite
plainly that he didn’t want to discuss the
subject. So the drummer took himeelf
off, and sang Lee's praises to other pas-
sengers  who hadn’t  been fortuunate

enough to travel i this particul;n' coach. | cautions in futnre.

Nelson TLes disliked ' hero worship.”
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He'd done the trick, and that was enough.
Nothing displeascd himm more than flat-

tery. And so, once the train wes si.ead-
ing triumphantly onwards again., we
found ourselves in our old places.

“That spot where_ the hold-up

occurred,’”’ said Mr. Stone, ‘' was fairly
close to Blazing Gulch, I reckon. Within
thirty miles, anyway. Say, Mr. Il.ce,
you’ll have to let me admire your shuot-
ing. Why, eir, you can handle a gun
‘better than any man I've met. Tho<o
two shots were real dandies.”

Lee chuckled.

‘“ I didn’t see the fun of emptying my
pockets at the command of an infernal
outlaw,’”” he rephed. ‘‘At the same
time, I am interested in Silver Mask. Ha
behaved with singular coolness and—- -

“ Oh, he's cool,”’ interjected Mr. Stono.
‘““ He’s surely the cleverest crook we’ve
had around this State for a deca:le. I
don't reckon he’ll end his caicoer yet
awhiles—unless he ha%pens to strike a
dose of lead-poisoning by accident. IHe's
got a smart gang, tco.”

“ Tt’s curious vou can't locate hia head-
quarters,’” said I.ee thoughtfully.

* They're richt around Blazing Gu:ch,

as I satd.”
“ Yes—hut where? And who 15 Silver
Mask ?

‘“ Ah, now you've got me in a chnoh —
fair Jammed,’”’ replied Mr. Stone. “ No-
body knows who Silver Mask is, and [
guess his headquarters are located scme-
where in the foot-hills, beyond Blazing
Gulch. I dare say he's got a fine pile
of loot cached around tﬁose hills, I'd
give a deal to know that Silver Mask v as
safe away in the penitentiary. Dut 1
don’t reckon he'll be captured alive.™

““There's a sum of fifty chouv.i:nd
dollars for the man who rounds him un,
I understand?”’

‘““ Sure, it's a dandy figure, Mr. Tee.”

““It 18, indeed."’

‘“Say, vou're not thinking of making
a bid for that reward, are you?’ asked
Mr. Stone seriously. ‘‘ You're the finesy
shot I’ve had the pleasure to meet—1'Il
admit that freely, ucss—but this affair
to-night waa just luok——"’

“ Luck I”’ I echoed indignantly, gic1ing
at Mr. Stone.

“ Yep, that's how I said. It was huck --
and good shooting,’”” replied the Sra:e
official. *‘ Silver = Mask won’t aliow
another incident of that sort to happ .
you can stake your life. He'll be cead
It wae smart work.
Mr. Le>--T dou'r reckon any otder mii
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could have done it—but yow’ro not cap-
able of rounding up a dexperado »f Silver
Rask’s calibre.”

Nelson Lee lit a cigarelte.

“I'm mnot capable, eh?”
siniiingly. .

'* Say, I don’'t mean 1o offend—-"’

' inow that. Mr. Stone,”’ g11d the
“ You have a perfect
right to your opmion. My opinion how-
ever, is different. T've got an 1dea—-a
foolish idea, perhaps —that I am as good
2 man as Silver Mask "

‘“ A better man, guv’nor !’ 1 protestad.

' Well, that's not been proved yet,
Nipper,” gaid Ie~.  ** This affair to-uight
may have been » {luke. But I'm quite
interested in Silver Mask. 1 should hke
1o cross swords with him again.”

** Take my advice. and don’t ' sawi Mr.
stone. ** You'll fail. Mr. Lee.” |

{ didn’t like Stons’s repeated siate-
ments that the guv'nor wasn’t equai to

he a:-kml

gnv'nor emoothly.

tho ta-k of ]'lbunding down the con-
fonnd~1 onrlaw. 1 dou’t think Lee liked
them, ~ither. Although Stone didn’t

m«'oa,hn i: that wav, it was something of a
«light.

“ Look here, Mr. Stone,” aaid the de-
tective quietly. '*1 have a _fancy to see
Blazing Gulch. In a way, I feel that it
is up to mo to make good my worda,
don't want you to suspect me of Loast-
ing. I understand a new sheriff s
wanted—"' .

** Say, you're not thinking—"

T am ready to accept that post, Mr.
Stone,” went on Nelson Lee grimly.  ** If
you and your supcriors are willing, 1 will
undertako the dutics of sheriff at Blazin
ulch—for ono month exactly. And,
Juring that month, I undertake to un.
mask the outlaw.”

* 1 gueas yow're—joking 7" asked Stone.

‘* No, I am deadly sertous.” -~ =

* You'll becoume Sheriff of Blazing
(Gnloh?”

‘** Yea—for one month,”

“ Gee! You won't laat a week-—-"’

“ That remains to be seen, of course,”
said Lee quietlr. ' 1am ready to under-
take the work—aud Nipper will aveom-
pany me as my aseistant. What do you
esay., Mr. Stonc? Will you me out?
Having been introduced to 8ilver Mask,
I am really Hiterested.” ‘

**1 didn’t expect hot air from a man
like yon—""

“Have T expended ‘hot air,” Mr.
Stone?”’

.** You said you'll round up Silver Mask

wiknin the month——

‘hadn’t done thms
his way. The thing was settled—seo there
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‘“ That wasn’t ' hot air.” I meant 1t.™
‘“ Well. you’re a real live wire!”’ de-
clared Mr. Kenway Stone- admiriagly.
' Say, Mr. Lee, 1 don’t like the idea of
sending you to certain death—but'l guees
it’s yio'ur own hmér'a"ﬁ YOIi';e asked for
it. aocoept your ofier. y superiorg
will endorse my decisjon, 1 know'ﬂw A

“ Then—then we sball go to Blazing
Gulch?’ I asked eagerly. a
' That’s how Mr, Lee says.
bim, I guess.”
Nelson Leo yawned. , .
‘“ We'll leave the traim at lyour crty,
Mr. Stone,” he said lazily. *‘ To-morrow

I{’fs up to

b |

all the arrangéments can be made. Wake

'me up

when we draw inte ‘the station,
won’'t you? I’ll enatch a few moments’
na{a, if you’ll excuse me.” '
couldn’t help ?inmng. The guv’'nor
or effect; it was just

waa nothing more to say.
Mr. Stone looked at Nelson Lee very
hard as he closed his eyes. Then Mr,

'Stone looked at me, and I suddenly

became grave. He couldn’t quite miake
the detective out. He belie that Lee

‘was bragging—that his offer was 8o muck
g8s. S '
" But I knew otherwise.

The guv’'nor had decided ¢e_provide
Mr. Stone with concrete evidence that he
wasno’t quite a mug. The facident of the
hold-up had whetted Nelson Lee’s appe-
tite. and he wanted to get to oloser grips
with Silver Mask. -
As for little me—well, the whole thing
met with my firmest approval. 1 saw
some exciting times ahead. Exactly how-
exciting those times were to prove re-
mained to ba seen. At all events, we
were destined to make tracks for Blazing
Gulch—and that was highly.satisfactory,

eyl

CHAPTER 111’

IN WHICE WE ARRIVE IN BLAZING GULCH
AND CAUSE GENERAL COMMENT AMOKNG.
TRE NATIVES—NELSON LEE, ALIAS SPIXE
LANGTON, IS CALLED UPON .TO DEAYL WITH
A PLEASANT GENTLEMAN NAMED BRIM«
STONE JOB, AND BRIMSYONE JOE FINDS
P* NHIGHLY NECBSSARY TO INTERVIEW

DQC O’HAGAN. ‘

LAZING GULCH was living right

;, up to its name when Spike Lang-

ton and Kid Lewin stepped out of

. the-caboose of a clanking freight
train which had pulled up at the spot on.
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the track which was honoured by the
namie of ‘‘ depotl.” .

The -air quivered with heat, and the
sun blazed down relentlessly. The eoli-
tary railroad agent, in shirt-sleeves and
stcaw' hat, hurried towards the freight
from the log-built ‘ office.”

‘Spike Langton—in other words, Nelson
Lee—turned to Kid Lewin,

‘* Say, Kid, I'm not particularly siruck
with Blazing Gulch, anyway,”” he said
easily, tossing away the end of a rolled
vigarette,

‘“ Guess 1t’s a one-hoss lay-out,” replied
Kid Lewin, with disgust.

I happened to be Kid Lewin, and I
rather fancied myself in my get-up. If
old Inspector Morley, of Scotland Yard,
had seen us at that particular time, he’d

have had a few fite, just to relieve the:

strain, .
The guv'nor and I, in fact, wero got
up for the occasion.

In the big city we had settled every-
thing—or rather, Leo had. Mr. Stone's
colleagues and superiors had dubiously
agreed to give Lee a trial. A sheriff had
1o -be appointed for Blazing (Gulch, and
this Britisher might as well fill the bill.
U was thrown in as makeweight, 8o to
speak., That’s how the officials regarded
the ¢hing ]

We had boarded a rotten old freight
train, whiech was echeduled to ‘‘ make ”
Blazing Gulch at about eleven o'clock
in the forenoon. As a matter of fact, we
didn’t pull up at our destination until
three o'clock—just a trifle of four hours
late.. This wasn’t at all bad, considering
the nature of the branch-line, and the
diabolical condition of the railroad track.

We had travelled in the cabooic—in
other words, the guard’s van. The brake-
man had beem genial, but he hadn't
relieved the jolting of the caboose
‘““any.”” By the time Blazing Gulch was
reachred I was showing every sign of eca-
sickness.

That railroad was surely the limit. It
was only a smgle-track hne, .and about
ten trains a week passed through the
(iulch, These were mostly freights, and
ramshackle old freights at that. The
metals were laid abaminably, and the
train had been jolting and swayving for
houra..

I was glad enough to step upon solid
ground again, even though the sun beat
down glaringly upon my head. Theve
waen't an inch of shade anywhere. The
whole scene was just baking and zcorch-
ing.

i

Blazing Gulch i1teelf lay a mile 1o the
sottthward, in a little valley. Here, next
to the railroad, the landscape was bare
and parched, with scarcely a sign of
greenstuff in any direction,
~ The badly laid track stretched away
in a perfectly straight line, right into the

utvering heat haze. The eemaphore was

wn, and the freight didn’t actually
sto‘f at all, For as soon as the guv'nor
and I had hopped off with our “ grips,”
the train continued its laboured courae.

~ The railroad agent approached us, eye.
ing us curiously. He was a wizened-up
man, with a dull expression. Probably
his routine work made him dull; it was
the same for him, week in and week out.
It must have been a dog's life.

“ I'm figgerin’ you're the noo sheriff "
ho said abruptly.

Nelson Lee nodded.

““ Sure,”’ he agreed. ‘‘ Spike Lang*on’s
my name., This 8 Kid Lewin, my
deputy.”’

** Guess I'm glad to meet vou, sheriff,”
said the agent. ‘‘ Mebbe you're thinkin’
this yere place i3 dull? Say. I ain't
envyin’ you none. The Gulch is jest—
blazes. You'll find & hull pile o' teouble
hanging around the Gulch, Guess you
ain’t come at the best of times, neither.
Ther's some of the boys in town, I Lear.”

“I'm ready for them,” said the
guv nor quietly.
“Yep, I dessay you are. But I

calc'late they're readier fer you, sheriit,”
saild the agent, with a im s&rnile,
‘ Brimstone Joe's around ths (Gulch---
and One-(Gun Hanks, an’ Snakes Wilson,
an’ the rest o' the dogone bunch. Say,
vou'll be welcome:l with open arms,
sheriff. Them blame coyotes 13 jest
achin’ to sot eyes on you.’

It was plain that the railroad acent
was taking a kind of delight in giving
us these tit-bits of information. He'd
sized the guv'nor up as being a ' Noo
York dude ' probably.

For Nelson Lee was not attired hike the
usva! run of sheriffs,

His neatly cut riding-breeches were
obviously town made, and there wers
no * guns ' at his hips. Heo wore & soft
shirt and a wide-brimmed hat, but they
were too well-fitting and neat to sanisfy
the eye of a1 rough-and-ready Westernor.

The guv'nor hadn’t attempted to dis-
guise hunself in the least. And his clean.
ahaven fave seemed too clearskinned urnd
fresh for tg:f' job he'd taken in Land.
He was cerlain'y the most gentlewunly
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sheriff Blazing Gulch had ever had, or
was ever likely tc have. Compared to
the burly, Tough inhabitants of the
Gulch, Lee would a2eem almost 1ue1g-
nificant. He was suro to cause. wide-
sprecad comment. | .

And I looked somiething like a music-
"ha!l comedian, I daresay. My clpthes
were very much the same as - Nelson
Lee's, only not so neat. And I'd stained
my dial comewhat, in order tc tone down
my youthful beauty. With a few lineg
here and there, and a siumpy bit of a
moustache, I looked fully twenty-five.
Bat, being small, Tee had decided 10 give
me the name of “ Kid.”” 1 didn’t mind;
it waos all in the day's work.

The railroad agent was openly genial,
but I could see that he was contemyptu-

ous of us. He sized us up as a couple
of guys. _
“1 guess youre walkin” to .the

Gulch?”’ he suggested.

*“ Yes, if there ain’t no other means,”
veplied Lee, in an easy drawl. * But I
was expectin’ ore of my deputies along

—EQd Taylor, I guces. I s’pose you ain't |

scen him around this dust heap yon call a
depot 77 ‘

“ Ed Taylor zin’'t bin—"

The agent paused, as a scund of
galloping hoofs sounded on the quivering
‘alr. We looked round, and then
scw a horscinan coming along the dusty
1oad.

““ Guess that’ll be Ed, sure,” said the

agent. ‘“ He’s got a couple of empty
plugs with him. Them plugs'll be fer
" vou fellers, I netion. Say, ken yocu 1ide
a hoss?” he added, grinning.
By ‘““plugs’ the agent meant horses,
gathered. And our general appear-
ance had made him sceptical as. to
‘whether we could ride. This was not
guite complimentary, but the guv'nor
didn’t mind a bit. And I grinned. Could
Nelson Lee ride a * hosg !

The newcomer proved to be Mr. Ed.
Taylor, a bootmaker by trede, and a
dcputy-sherviff. He was a huge man,
dressed 1n a rough shirt which hadn’t
gcen a laundry for months, and frowsy
sheepskin * chapps” adorned his lanky
lags. A red handkerchief was tied about |
his shirt-collar, and bis slouch hat was
brown with age.

He had a good-humoured face, and
there were reminders of many fights
there; his nose wasn't quite true, and a

I

-1 ' ho went on.

couple of scars ot his left check told their
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own .étory. The colour of his skin was
mahogany brow.n, althoqgh.at present it
was streaked with perspiration and dust.

The two ‘‘ plugs’ he had brought
were splendid animals, and I eyed them
with approval. I don’t think he eyed us
with approval As he stepped to the
eround he gazed at us with wonder, and
then turned bis eyes upon the railroad
agent.

‘““ Say, Shaky, who in tarnation-—"

‘““ Guess this i3 the noo sheriff, Ed,”
erinned the agent.

** Waal, michty gee " ejaculated Ed
Taylor. “I tho't we was gettm’' a real
live man this {rip—mot a gol-durncd
Fourth of July guy! I 'lows I amm a
heap surprised.”” He turmed to wus.
‘“ Howdy, sheriff.”” he added, spitting into
the dust, and shifting his plug of tobacco
into his other cheek. “1 was put wise
that you'd arrive to-day.” .

“1T guess you ain't struck by my
looks ' asked Nelson Lee easily.

‘‘ Say, that’s sure straight tatk,” sail
kd. *I amm’t struck nomne, sheriff!”’

Nelson Lee laughed.

““ Well, don’t judge by appearances,”
‘T may not be up to your
expectations, but T guees I'm going to
mak?2 things hum around thig townshipt
Get me? ¥ ain’t going to Put up with

no nonsense. I'm right here to locate
1S‘llver Mask—and I guess that guy is
eure bookcd for penitentiary—or a hotter

vlace 1"

- Say, you're talkin’ kinder—b'g!"" ex-
ctaimed Iid, starting.

** That's a heap better than talking
small, I guess.”” replied the 'guv’nor
smoothly. “I've brought Kid Lewin
alng—he’s richt here. Kid’s a real live
wire.”?

*“ He looks it,”” said the other bluntly.

I grinned jovfully. We were going to
surprise the natives, unless I was mis-
tuken. Ed Teylor was not in the least
impressed, and it was certain that the
other inhabitants of Blazing Gulch would
be equally lacking in appreciation.

‘Nothing could have been better, from

my point of view.

For, when the guv'nor really got busy,
as he certainly would do—he would soon
have Blazing Gulch ngape. And, having
set us down as a pair of ‘ boobe,’
the worthy—or unworthy—townspeopls
would be all the more astonished when
they reahsed that the ‘ noo " sheriff was
as smart as they make ’em.
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Ed Tuylor shifted his chewing tobacco
Bgain, |

**Say, them plugs is sure * fresh,”” he
remarked. “f 'lows they’re two pieces
of lively hoss-flesh. Do you figger you
ken manago 'em? I guess, sheriff—"

‘* Quit guq‘uing." interjected Nelwon
Leo curtly. ‘¢ Let’s get going.”

I3d stared for a moment, but there was

no mistaking the guv’'nor’s tone. In less
than a minute we were all three mounted,
and we cantered out of the 'station '’
on to the rough trail which led to the
valley. I saw the railroad agent.
Shakey; looking after us with a derisive
grin on his face.
- It was clear that Ed was determined
to eshow us a thing or two in the horse-
manship line. He set the pace, and gal-
doped over the trail at full speed. Hoe
probably expected us to be milee behind
very soon.

But that’s where I'd made a mistake.
The ground was rough, and a poor rider
could have travelled at no speed at all.
But it so happened that the guv’'nor and
I were expert horsemen. I'm not boast-
ang—it's just a fact. - I pride myself that
¥ can ride i gee-gee with the best man.
And as for Nelson Lee—well, he’s a Jot
' ¢leverer than I am, as everybody knows.

We simply shot away, hot on the trail
of the éﬂld of dust which marked Ed
Tavior's progress. That dust wasn't
'leasant, and so we decided to get ahead
of it. Neck and neck we rode, and our
mounta knew well enough that we were
in earncst. Trust a horse to know
whether its rider i1s 1ts master or rot.

Hard as Ed was riding, we rode harder.
We gained ofi him rapiudly, handling our
‘“ plugs " with ease and assurance. Lee
forged ahead a trifle, and I gave my
steed a gentle dig with the spur. He
s:mply flew. - .

We were just on the brow of a hill.
It descended sharply, and the surface of
the road wae rough and treacherous. A
fall would certainly have been fatal. But
‘we weren't thinking of falls. Besides,
we knew how to ride.

Down the hill we plunged, full speed
alivad. I was wildly excited, and en-
joyed tho ride hugely. Of course, we
weore risking our lives, but there wasn’t
time to consider chances. Kd Taylor
was ahead; and before we reached
Blazing Gulch he had to be behind.
That was the long and the short of it.
(¢ .was a matter of prestige. The new
giieriff had to prove his quality.

| b

The wind whistled past my eara, and
my mount kept np a gorgeous loping
stride which unver faltered once. yus.
held him in sufficiently to keep him
from getting wut of control.

But now Nelson lee was ahead, and
[ eaw him disappear into a cloud of dust
ahead. Neoxt minute I was in that
cloud, and thundered along blindly and
with never a check. Then, through the
choking dust, I saw Ed Taylor. He had
pulled aside, and allowed me to roar
past.

A hundred yards further on I caught
sight of the guv'nor. He was trotting
serensly now, and there was nothing to
tell of the wild ride except the per-
spiring condition of our *‘ plugs.” T‘wir
flanks were satreaked with sweat, and
they were quivering with the reaction.

ut they were fine horses. A minute
before they had been galloping with
necks outstretched, ears flattened, and
with mouths beginning to gape. And
before I could speak to the guv’'nor, the
deputy-sheriff came up with us.

His eyes were bulging, and thera was
an expressinn of amazemont and genaine
admuration in them.

““ Say "' he gasped.
crazed to tarnation!"’

‘* What's the trouble,
Tee, with a chuckle.

“ Guess I sized you up kinder wrong'"’
went on Kd. ‘1 sure tho't you was a
blame boob. 8ay, sheriff, if this fist o’
mine ain’t too dirty, I'd be a hull heap
pleased if you'd —shake!"

He held out his paw —which was, in-
deed, grimy—aud Nelson Lee took it
warm]y.

“We'll gat on together, Ed,”" he ex-
claimed genially.

‘“ And this feller, too!” went on Ed,
reaching over to me. ‘‘Why, gee! [
'lows you ken ride them dogone plugs ter
blazes. I allus had a kinder sneakin’
idea that I wus a hosaman. Say, pards,
I'm feelin’ fizzled up. I amn’t no more
use on a hoss than a squalin’ baby !
You've sure opened my winders some !

Ed's “ winders '’ were still staring with
astonishment, and his whole attitude had
changed. That ride of ours had been
more eloquent than hours of talk. And
I was feeling ‘‘ good.”” We had made a
eplendid beginning, at all events. In
the diastance ahead I could see the white

“I "lows I'm sure

Ed?"' asked

boards of several houses. We were
already on the outskirts of Blazing
Gulch. Our new friend rode with us,
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il giving ne glareec ahe h tohd of hie
.nimmhmnnl Fron: that mement, |
knew, F Taylo: was cur firm Iriend.

The township wae eneltrring with the
sfternoon hrat as we iwle e The
strag lmg main strvat was alioowt de-

: the whole place looked
;tnngnly pnmlul sud qtnd.

I couldn’t very well wre the lumd

mdd'ms Mr. Kenuay Stone had spoken
Bhnn Gulch, in fact, was onmly
blazing mﬁwwmlhﬂd was thander

ing hot. As for any appearance of Jaw-

guv'nir was 8 man of coolpess and re-
sourve: that he had come to Blaiing
Guleh to do things; and that tbose things
wore gowag to be done. And, quite sud-
denly, Kd bad come to the eomclusion
ltat - e Laongton’' was abeclutely
the g

Of couree, not 2 sonl knew that we
woreo Britishers. Not that this would
bate bren any reassn for hostility. In
furt, Britishers were rather doted on
out theve, 1 believe. At the -mo hme
there would hare beea 1"

lonsnesn, the township wae the op me ll-lheﬂﬂ'
te. It was wmply a quhd- was an l i wan,
F:' Western nlhgo. there woul probnblv be lmﬁt
1‘510 place doa’s laok a¢ thoagh |t

It wee lnwing.‘d\nk when Lee ap-
peared, and 1 making dis-
e Dones “'i'.’i‘ boen ‘onmeged 1o

L negan ongaged to
' do the choves "'— in other words, to see
shout the housework. She was a buxom
Iulv with a voluhle tongue and a broad

By (lim of persistent flattery T got o
the rmhi sde of ber, and we were fast
friands. At first she bad been some-
what M.h-hudod but when I had
mhed with her she was as meck as
lamb. She would hxve done anything
for me. You see, 1 knew ]nst bhow to
e vnor, Ed Tagkr, und

por, a ant
to » hnﬂ meal, nndbeldlvwo
‘mﬁ::bodm‘lwo’io'-.ﬂ lvhh‘ h tho

' J mp whic
* dini rmeul.z provided. 1I'd bet
ter explain that tho dmmg -pooMm, duwmz
room, amnd hedroom were all one a
ment. We just called it what we 1kod
at differemt ﬁm of the day. This saved
s lot of mntlo

“Quem y "eﬁ along down,
-hlnl | b sunutrd laying hork and

slmng a cigarete he hld Just deftly

" 'ﬂ'n boys'll be real dmappointed
lf vou don't show wp. Say, let me give
you a word ol advion.”

* Fire right abead,” saldd the guv’nor.

*“ YWaal, ther's an ali-fired around
the Gulch knowa as Brimsione Joe,”
said El seriowly. * Guees he’ . holy
terror. an’ 8Snskes W an’
One Cun HUI.LQ are about the ouly
fuliers who carry sronnd their rar-
kises. Say, jost  walkin'
arsenab ' An’ they' ll nhooc for nothin'~-
th-y'l{ uake rings around you hld n‘{g.
you ken yOur pragers 'lows
you're o hxp bandy with your paws,

wanted l.unin ' | remarked.

" oy Knl. it daw't do to ’:
looks when ummcomum.( b,
said Ed gromly, neYer wWus a
nvire lee it tlun this yore doun-
ship by da;hglu \ltor mndown. when
the boys gt rouod, mTrﬂlnw
a bull pile o u'anhb sin’t a
hea'thy lny oat fer sheuifls. Believe me,
“"i"‘,u-.»u 'l have to be

) ye ve to -
taaght,”’ said Neleon Lee ubly
"‘ W.:‘ [ 'lone you'll larm ‘emn & heap
o You Ken us your mmuhndynpu
m ha ndle that dasived .
bye 1l G4 tor buss % hom Uhey o8 .

) t ter " fyca
on vour fancy flum's' 1 aha'm't kll o0
any. They'll hn to find omt for
splrves thatl you ain’t sech a mog a you
weni. Bay, stop nlht here, shermiff.
Uarss thin is the office.”

Wa dismountied outvide the hitle buikd-
fu. which was the heriff’'e office. We

our horvee, and emtered the
ullco It wes a mean encugh little
rh-n. and did not iinpress me in the
anl.

Just behind it, [ fvund, there was a
:m shack which was to serve as our

for the period of our swjourn io
Iasing Gulch. | got Imsy in the shach
while the gu¢’nor wem into t!nm with
K Tuylor

It wag two hoars before Nebon Lee
stvolled in, and then he was looking ecasy
and contented.  Eid hovired in the bLack-
ground, a amile of juy on bis face. Thas
jaw with she juv'nor bad he

‘winders ' cvem wider, and * sure
;lbwd :.l.ul the noo sheriff was some

o
o,hd discovered, in lart, that the
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sheriff, but ef T wus you I'd treat them
follera with respec’ ™

‘“In other words. you are alrail of
them ?*"’ asked Mogumt.ly.

KEd Taylor nodded.

“ That's surely the truth,” he agreed.
““I ain’t a fool, y'see. I ain’t hankering
after doses o' lead. They'd shoot yon
a3 they’d shoot a ooyote. And, say, I
notion they're members of Silver Mask’s
gang. Everybody around the Gulch
figgers that way. But the .blame scuin
can’'t be touched. They ain’t never bin
actu’lly caught at the game. But they're
‘ badmen ® all right, sheriff.”

““ { reckon this township needs clearin’
up some,”” I vaid grimly.

I'"d nodded again.

‘“Sure. It'a that museed up with
wickedness that the hull atmosphere 1s
Linder smelly,”” he declared. *‘‘An’' I
gueas that Silver Mask an’ his gang are
the cause of the dogone smell. Say, that
man’'s a sure puzzle. . He's right around
this yere township, but nobody don't
know him. He's clever; ot thero
ain't & cleverer crook in the States.’’

‘“ He's got to be roped in, Ed,”” said
the guv'nor quietly.

“ Gee! That’a, mighty cool talk, any-
way,”” exclaimed our companion.
““Silver Mask ain’'t the man to allow
himself to be roped in. Say. it wouldn't
faze me any if he an’ his gang got
around this same week an’ shot up the
(eulch. That's just his notion of humour,
d @uess.”’

Nelswn Lee rose to his feet.

““Well, let's get along,” he sald.
# The Karson saloon, you told me, Ed?”

- Sure. The Kurson is about the
tmqhest aaloon in town,” agreed .
‘““It's the swagger saloon of Blazin’
Culch, I figger. You'll find all the boys
nlong. They’re fair buetin’ to see you,
sheriff. You're comin’?”’

** Richt now,’” replied Lee.

‘“That’'s fine. 8ay, the boys 'ud cuss
me to blazes for a fust-class hog off I
got around without you. You're on
abow to-night, sheriff. 1 guess you’d
best be on your guard. That saloon is
sure A dandy place foer flyin’ lead.’’ . .f“\Q

RKd spoke seriously, and there Wit
look of concern on his rough, scarred
face. He steetched his lanky limbs, and
sghed as he felt the leather strap which
kept his breeches in position.

“ [v's fair orazin’ to go around with-
out a gun,’”’ he seid regretfully.

(Y1)
L

““wWhy don’t yvou carry one, then

“Say, I'm kinder fond of this yere
aicth, aheniff,”” replied Ed. 1 ain’t got
any dandy notions of joinin' angels an’
any fancy truck above the clouds. When [
hit the one-way trail I guess I shall
quit this world sadden—and I'll esure
take a downward course. Yep, that's

true enough. An’ Blazin' Gul:h is hot-
ter'n I ken stand most times. 1 ain't
hankering fer a hotter place. But, say,

I'd get there quicker’'n 1 could spit out a
uscd-up chew of ’'bacca if [ carried a
gun around. Guna ain’t healthy things
to carry in this tewnship.”’

“ Pachaps others wil ind that out -
soon,’’ said the guv'nor sweetly.

I didn’t join in the conversation much.
To tell the truth, I thought it better
not to do so. My ‘‘ American’’ waa
rather shaky, and I didn’t want to give
the game away by saying something
wrong. So [ left the chin-wazging to
the guv'nor. Besides, there wasn’t much

chance of talking, in any case.

We passed outside, and found that
Rlazing Gulch was in darkness. Over-
houd the atars shone with great bnl-
liance, and a cool breeze was blowing
down the valley. Lights here dnd there
marked the roughly-constructed housea,
and a lurid glare from a spot in the
centre of the mnain street marked the
Karson Saloon.

This was the “‘swell”’ 1neeting-placa
of the Gulch. There were other saloons,
but thoy were mostly patronsed by the
leaser lights of the township. The Kar-
son was ‘‘ the '’ place. I don’t mean that
it was highclass. Not a bit like
it. The saloon, by what I had heard,
was a veritable sink of iniquity. All
the toughest characters congregated
there, aud more often than not there
were free fights.

So our visrt there promised to be ex-
citing. K was really ‘‘up ' to Nelson
Lee to show himself. As the new zherift
it was necesaary for him to make hinsel{
acquainted with the inhabitants of the
(Gulch—and the best way of doing that
was to get arcend the aaloon. ost of
the inbhabitants were there—the inhabii-
auts who mattered, at al! events.

kv

The drinking-palace was run
‘“ Pyzen'' Karson, and, by all accounts.
bo was the biggest acouadrel in the place.
I expact he had earnad the nicknamne of
‘“ Pyzen®' from the fact that his rye
whisky was wore like pomon than an)-
thing else,
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Neleon Lec led the way into the zalonn.
He pushed back the swing doors, and
ptr throngh, ¥1d and 1 juet behind.
We were hit by a babel of coarse voices,
and the clinking of glasscs.

' Say, boys!"’ roared Ed Taylor. ** Let
mo interdooce Spike Langton, our noo
sheriff | Guess he’s some wmso gug v
~ This was rather a doubtful introduction,
but everybody in the saloon turned and
looked at ua. There were four "or five
men lounging against the bar, whi'e two
other groups were seated at tables, en-
guﬁed 1n the deggbtful game of ‘' draw °

er. Pyzen Kareon was leaning over
iis bar, wiping his fingers on a dirty
«loth,

It was a curious acene,

The men were ronghly dressed for the
most part—in coarsa shirta and sheepekin
or plain leather chapps. From the waists
of three, at least. thero hung enormous
revolvers. Other men were atticed 1n
ordinary garb, although the tailoring and
lit of the clothing came far short of the
mark.

'T"ho silence was broken by one of the
men at tho bar,

“ Sirikes me you're a sight too talka-
tive, Snakes,” put in the salnon-keeper,
from behind his bar. “If you am’t
thunderin’ keerful the sheriff’ll hev’ the
bracelets around your wrists, and you'll
find yourself in the lock-ug—” .

He was interrupted by a roar of
laughter. 1 knew that we were being
mago fun of, and 1 wondered what the
guv’nor would do. Before he could eay
anytbing, though, a huge ruffian of a
man detached bimself from the bar,
further along, and lounged acroes to
where Nelson Lee was standing. He
came to a stop under one of the swinging
oil-lamps which adorned the ceiling.

‘* Say., Brimetone——'’ began Kd.

‘““ You shut your lip,” exclaimed the
man, who was evidently the terrible
Brimstone Joe. *“ I'm goin’ to hev’ a
fow words with the sheriff, I guess.”

He looked the guv’nor up and dowm
carcfully, to the huge delight of other
men in the saloon. The esurvey was
thorough, as though Brimstone had been
examining some curious zoo'ogical spect-
mnen,

. * 8ay, what do you call yourself, any-

“ Gee! If that blame galoot is the noo§ W‘ﬁ 7 he asked at last.
»

sheriff T guess we're sure doomed in tHis
all-fired township,” =aid the man satcas-
tically, “* Say, Ed! What’s the game.
anyway? Wae ain't hankerin’ after Favin’
o Noo York dry-goods clerk for sheriff !

“* You're lettin’ lenso a hull Pile o’ hot
air, Snakes,” aid Ed calmly. ‘T reckon
Sheritff Langton a2 jest the boy fer this
city. Ho won't faze vr none. And, say,
this other dude 35 Kid Lewin.””

All the men wero grinning now, and a
good few chuckles sounded. 1 dare ray
wo did secem rather extraordinary. Our
“ dudes ' were obviously town made, and
Nelson lee's fare was fresh and clean.
He was evidently a gentleman, and very
far removed from the rough, huge men
who had provieusly held the position of
sherifi. The guv'nor looked very m:ild
and barmlesas.

“1 guess I'm pleased to meet every-
body in this saloon,” he said easily, and
in a smooth, well-modulated voice. ' I've
got a fecling right inside me that we
shall get on well together,”

elson Lee hglf turned, and leamed
against the bar. He took absolutely no
notice of the towering figure of Brim-
atone Joe. | .
‘ Guesa you can push acrass something
wet, Pyzen,” said Lee calmly. *‘ Serve
the boys with what they like. It’s up to

me this tr) ”?
(“rack! {:mck! Crack! -

My heart leaped into my mouth. Threeo
revolver shots rang out, and I was quite
:tartled for a esecond. Then I eaw. that
Brimetone had one of his guns in his fist,
And those three shots had bored through
;he floor within six inches of Nelson Lee’s
eet, :

The ruffian’s coarse face was alight with
mischief, and he apparently expected Lee
to hurriedly back away. The guv'nor
lidn’t turn a hair. He just glanced at
his fees, smiled, and then went on talking.

“It's up to me, Pyzen,” be said. ‘I
gucse the boye’ll drink with me, eh ¥’

“Sure!” said the saloon-keeper
promptly.

Snakes Wilson roared with coarse{ DBrimstone’s evil grin vanished. A few

laughter.

‘“'Say, isn't he a prach?” he exclaimed.
*“ Talks like a college stoodent! 1 guess
we'll hev’ this guy around for about five
blamed hours. Say, sheriff, you've made
a mistake, nin’t you? You was booked
fer a dry-nursin’ home—-"

chuckles which came from various
quarters sent him into a rage. THhose
chucklee were directed against him—not
against the sheriff! And that wasn’t

what Brimstone wanted at all. Things
seemed to be going wrong.

L]
-

Again ho fired—this time with both
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LOST IN THE DESERT!
We ran the last few yards and then saw—Skeletons!
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ravolvers, for he carried two. The
bullets spattered oven closer to Lee's feet.
Ono, im&od. touched the sole of his boot.
He cmptied the glass Karson had just
puahed across, and turned hia head.

‘“ Feelin’ fresh, ain't you?’ he asked
casually. B

“ Waal, gee!” gasped Snakes Wilson.
“] guees the sherift ain’t such a gorl
darned boob, after alll He don’'t care

fer them lead pills none! Guess he
reokc')’ns them shooters ’re pop-guus,
sure!”

Thore was a delighted laugh from
evorvbody, and I flushed with pleasure.
'"The guv'nor was showing these blighters
somnething! He was as cool as 1ce, and
lounged against the bar as though
not hung unusual had happened.

‘ Suy. I'll make you shift, you son, of
a hog '’ snarled Brimstone savagely.

Ho had shoved his guns back into tlretr
bolsters. And, w*itgout warning, he
lunged out with all his strength. That
blow was directed agatnst the detective’s
car; and if it had gone home, Leo would
have been Eut to sleep for a we=k.

But the blow didn’t go home!

In fact. T can’t say exactly what did
happen. The whole thing was over in a
fRash. T just saw the guv’'nor move aside,
and then his right got into play. Nobody
suw the punch, it was so quick. But the
roxt second Brimstone Joe was flat on
his back, roaring curses in a dazed voice.

o was yp instantly, his face sot into
o soncling expression of fury. The other
mien in the saloon were just gaping with
amazsment. Even Ed Taylor rubbed his
tousled hair as though he wero dreaming.
Nel:ou Lier was yawning in a  tired
meanner. )

The alreriff had knocked Brine one Joe
down with one blow!

“ You blame swi——
‘““Gueas  you'll be safer
these ! interjected Iee curtly.

Brimstone, in fact, bad been on the
point of jerking out his rvovolvera.
Several men had started forward to grip
him; but they were not needed. ﬁ‘ho
guv'nor, alert and grun in a scoend,

without—

grabbed the guns and jamined the muzzle:

of o~ against Brinwtona's dirty shirt.
“ Kuider fancy yourself, don’t you?”’
drawled Lee emoot

Wy,
Brimstone's eyes gulgod with terror..

He war completely awed now, and he
knasw that those guns were fitied with
hair-triggera. His grimy face went
almoat grey, and his gellow teeth showed
in & suarling grin of fury,
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“You've gol me, sheriff!"” he mut-
tered. ‘* Say, you'll pay fer this—""

He was interrupted by another revolver
shot. It-was one of his own guns which
spoke. And a burly ruffan across the
saloon uttered a howl of pain and sur-
prige, A glittering revolver crashed to
the floor.
~ ** That game ain’t safe!” said Nelson
[ea coolly.

One-Gun Hanks swore frightfully. He
had been about to use his revolver—
against the sheriff, of courso—but Lee's
eyor had detected the move. And now
Hanks' right-bhand index finger was
blown away.

That was the turning-point. Every
other man 1n the saloon gave a yell, and
swept round us. They were yelling with
sheer  delight and enthusiasm. Five
minutes ago they bhad been ready enough
to ridicule the guv'nor ‘* to death.” Now
their eyes were opened, and they were
wild with joy.

T'he new sheriff, in fact, was iinmensely
popnlar from that minute.

The rough men surged round him, and
Brimstone was hustled away in a minia-
ture tidal wave. But he fought his way
back, and shook his fisi furiously m
Nelson Lee's smiling face,

‘*Sure,”" said the sherifl.
needs soap and water—"'

A yell of laughter went up, and Brim-
stone cursed. ‘

* Yon're dead smart with a gun!” he
shonted. ‘' But I guesa I'd knock your
babby’s teeth through the back of your
head——"’

“Try it!" sugygested Lee.

At the same moment he peeled off his
coay and rol'ed up his sleeves. Brim-
stone had not expeoted such a prompt
acoeptance of his challenge as this; but
he was quite ready.

‘“ Blaziy® gee!”
“It’s a fight{”

Tremendous excitement ensuzed. 1
found myself. pushed back, and it was as
much as I could do.to sce what was going
on. Ed Taylor was just beside me, and
e turned a startled face to mine.

‘““ Say, Kid, the sheriff’'s sure finished
now !’ he gasped.

‘““Not on your life, Ed!”" I retorted.
“1 guess Brimmstone'll strike a cyclone
in lees’'n two minutes !’

[ spoke oonfidently, but I was just &
weany bit anxious. I had plenty oi faith
in the guv'nor, but Brimetone Joe was
1 huge man, towering right over Le<'s
aead - and the guv'nor wasn't a midget,

“ I guess it

gasped the others.
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either! DBrimstons was all musele, too.
tad could have felled an ox wrth one
blow.

But an ox 15 a passive sort of animal,
usually, and that’s where the difference
came in. Nelson Lee would have been
felled right enough—if he'd let Brim-
stone do the felling. |

He didn’t. In fact, he didn’t allow
Brimstone to do anyihing much. The
guv’'nor and 1 had always made an extra
speclal speciality, as it were, of boxing
and self-defence. Wo wero both hot
stuff when 1t came to fisticuffz. But, of
course, Nelson Lee was miles above my
Jorm, -

I don't think a better amateur hoxer
existed; in fact, he could have knocked
out a few champions—so-called cham-

ions—if he’d had the mind. And he

ad always made a point of keeping him-
self—and me—in top form.

Brimstone Joe, on the other hand,
knew as much about science as a bad-
tempered mule. His idea of ﬁghting
consisted of rushing at his opponent an
smashing him with a couple of elephant-
‘like blows, kicking at the same time.

He soon found that this game dido’t
pan out at- all well with the new sheriff
of Blazing Gulch.--1I don’t
scientific boxing had been seen in that
one-horse township before; and the
rough-and-rcady inhabitants were
startled.

Nelson Lee and Brimstone faced one
another, and everybody in the execited
throng which surrounded them noticed
the - great difference in the two men.
Joe was simply mad - with rage and
swank. He had an 1idea that Lee
wouldn’t last a minute, and Brimstone
was eonsequently cock-sure. Ho spat
on the floor to express his disgust, and
gave expression to several lurid oaths.

Nelson Lee did not seem at all per-

turbed. He stood ihere, as cool as ice,
waiting for the word to start. His
languid ease delighted the spectators as
much as it infuriated Brimstone. Blaz-
ing Gulch was beginning to realise that
the eheriff was a surprise-packet.
“T guess you’d better say
%rayers, you dogone hobo!”’ snarled
rimstone, with an evil grin. ‘ Say,
you'll strike sudden death that quick that
yon won’t know-what’s it you. You're
sure booked fer. tarnation!”
‘“ Get goin’,”’ yelled one of the men.
ay, you ain’t done much yet, Joa!”
‘* You’d best clear outer the way,
behind ther’,” suapped .Brimstone,

[
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“* When T hit this blame fool he’ll sara
turn hisself into one o’ them noo-fangle 1
batterin’-rams. He’ll make a hole in the
side of this all-fired saloon that’ll let
enuff wind in to saill an ocean-goin’
ship! Gee! This trash ain’t get
dawg's chance—"’

“Quit that hcot air etunt!” growlell
Snakes Wilson., ** We're waitin’., Sur,
1t’s up to you to make hog-swill o’ tiis
rampin’ tenderfoot!”

Nelson Lee was smiling all the time.
Some of the onlookers f{nljg believed thar
the sheriff was going to f)e smashed to
pulp: but others, more astute, casily
read the signs. Lee was a ‘' dark horse.”

Tho general language which floated
around was altogether too pictucosgue
for me to set down verbatim. I'm doin:
my level best to give a choice selection
of the expressions which fell from tleo
lipe of these rough men, but I know they
are very far short of the mark. Why, ii
I put it all down, word for word, th»
author-chap who edita this note-book of
mine would fling the whols thing int»
the fire! And the loss of this valuabl:
manuseript isn’t to be thought of!

' Say, you’d best git goin’, boya!"
sard Pyzen Karson, who had appointed
himseH timekeeper; although, as a mattr
of fact, rounds weren’t thought of. The
combatants were to peg away until onc
was whacked. That was the 1dea.

Brinstone Joe gave a hoarse laugh
and hurled himself forward, His great
fista were whirling like steam-hammers,
and he was obviously expecting to knock
the guv’nor into the middle of next week.

Bui something went wrong with the
worke. ‘* Spike Langton '’ guarded him.
self against those wild blows with per-
fect ease. For a full minute he allowe.l
Brimstane to whirl away at the thin air.
The guv'nor was standing his ground,
and played with his opponent amusedly,

Brunstone soon realised that he was
wasting energy, and Lo swore. At the
same tune one of his rough boots was
thrust out with appalling force. If it had
met Lee’s ehin, a broken leg would have
been the resul:.

I saw the guv’nor snap his tecth, He
was 1 earnest now, and he proceeded to
treat us all fo the ’cutest exhibiiion of
boxing Fd seen fcr many a long day.
Ho tapped Brimstone here, and he tapped
him there. There were no gloves in this
fight, of course; 1t was just bara
knnckles.

Then, suddenly, Nelson Leo appeared
to faker. Brimstone uttered a rcar and
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drove lus Ast at the sheriff's faoe wilh
all his maasive strength. I.ce didn’t back
away; he came forward to meet his
opponent. But Brimstone’s fist never
ccached its mark.

There was a sickening crash, and the
ruffan went down flat on his back as
neatly as a pole-axed bull. It was a
clean knock-out. Nelson Lee had de-
livered a left-hand upper-cut which must

have strainad Brimstone's neck rather
badly.

The Gght had been sharp and shordi—

but it was decisive,

Brimstone Joe, ¢the most-feared
*“tough” in the township, was beaten!

Nelsun Lee wasn't even scratched;
only one of Brimstone's blows bhad
reachhed him, and thae: had done no harm,
The guv’'nor laughed softly, and looked
down at the fallen man.

‘“ Say, I’'m waitin” to be converted into
a battering-ram, Brimstone!”’ he said
cooliy.

But Joe was inscnsible ; that upper-cut
had put him to sleep.

“ That’s sure the mos!, dandy fight I've
scen in this yere city!” shouted E(f'].'aylor
enthuasastiocally. * Say, boys, ain't the
~heriff real goods? Ain't he jest the
smartest guy over? 1 guess Brimstone’ll
need ter hev’ a long an’ earnest inter-
viow with Doc O’'Hagan! He'll sure
need physic for a hull month!”

“T reckon One-Gun’'s with Doc

O'Hagan right now!” grinned Karzon.
* Say. that finger of hie needs fixin’ some.
Doc 'll hev' two swell patients on his
hands to-night! Sherift, I guess I take
off'n my hat ter yon!”’
- Karson wasn’t wearing a hat, but that
was oniy a detatl. The: other yelled
themselves hoarse, and then crowded
round the bar and loudly drank the new
sheriff’s bealth. There was no hostility
aow ; these rough Western men were
absolutely on Nelson Leo’s side. I was as
proud as anything, and had a hard job
10 keep myself from slapping the guv’'nor
on the back.

Then somcbody
Deimstone around to the doctor’'s. This
idea was hailed with enthusiasm, and
tue whole bunch, together with a crowd
of newcomers, rushed the wunconscious
ruffian out of the saloon, and carried
him down the main street. They speou-
Jatad on Brimstone’s feelings when he
awoke to find himself at the doctor’s!

Nelson Lee and J were left alone in the
saloon., except for a few men who had
not troubled 1o accompany the revellers.

suggested carrying.
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And then I noticed a man dressed in
quiet black clothing sitting at one of the
card-tables.

As the yells of the crowd subsided, Le
rose to his feet and came across to us.
He took Nelson Lee’s hand and shook it
warmly.

“I'm pleased to meet you, sheriff,”
he said cordially. “I guess you're the
very man we need in this township. My
name’'s Foss—James Quinton Foss. If
vou don’t think it a liberty, I'd like a few
words with you.”

Cpeagtenpld

CHAPTER 1V,

IN WHICH WE HEAR MORE OF BILVER MASK.
AND HAVE THE DOUBTFUL PLXASURE OF
MEETING THAT GENIAL GENTLEMAN AGAIN
—WE GO TO SLEEP FOR A WHILE, AND
AWAKE TO FIND OURSELVES IN A TERRIBI.E
PREDICAMENT—BUT THE GUV'NOR'S AMAZ-
ING RESOURCE COMES TO OUR RESCUE,
AND WE START ON AN EXCITING JOURNEY.

R. JAMES QUINTON FOSS
M spoke in a refined voice which
was pleasing to hear, after the

coarse talk of the other men.

“I came in while the fight was in
progress,”’ he went on. ‘ Brimstone Joe
necded that lesson-—badly. The affair
will have an immense moral effeot in
Blazing Gulch.”

“1 hope so, Mr. Fozs,”* said the guv'-
nor quretly. ‘I guess I'm vight here to
clean things up—and to get hold of
Silver Mask. I believe Brimstone is one
of Silver Mask’s 'men.”

‘¢ Most people believe that—but it has
never been proved,”” said the other.
“I guess I'm glad, sheriff. If you
round up Silver Mask you'll do me about
the greatest service possible. The day
I know that the outlaw is captured I’ll
have great pleasure in handing you ten
thousand dollars !’

Nelson Lee smiled.

““That’s very kind of you, Mr. Fass,”
he said. ““ You seem to be—interested 7"’

“ Well, I think I have excellent cause
bo be interested,”’ said the stranger. ¢ In
one way or another Silver Mask costs
me about five thousand dollars a month !
Another year of him, and I guess I'd
be ruined.”

There was something grave in his tone,
and in the expression of his cye. Both
Loe and I looked at Mr. Foss curiously.
Whe was he? I thought, Obviously a
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well-to-do man.
made things clear.

The next moment he

that man's bir hard
“T'H allow he ken

““Say, shenfT,
hit,”” he confided to uva.

““You've been victimised by the jafford a pile, but Bilv'r Mask ain't let
desperado, 1 gather 7"’ asked Nelson Lee. | him have no rest these last weeks. If

‘““ Right ,and left, sheriff,” replied M.
F'oss guietly.
Foss Ranch,
Guess my ranchlands cover
hundred square miles of territory around
this district. It will be a splendid day’s
work when Silver Mask is shot out of

hand. I have suffered terribly from his.

villainies. I don’t care to think -how many
head of cattle I’ve lost since Silver
Mask commenced operating. My stocks

are diminishing daily—-and I guesa if | Mr. Foss’s sake.

things don’t stop Mr. Foss won’t hev’

“I happen to own the |& blamed steer left in his corrals. Tt'q
six miles up the valley. | bin erool, T guess. That all-fired rustler
several | needs stringin’ up.”

“ Foss’ll pay those dollars,” said Les
calmly.

‘“Gee! You're a cool ’un,” said Kar-
san.  ‘‘ You've sure opened the eyes of
the folk around here. They’re fair craszod
about you. But I'd be recal glad to sece
Silv'’y Mask’s cold carcase—if ounly for
He's a good man i34

things go on much longer I'll be forced | James Quinton Foss; one of tho best, I

to sell out.”

‘““Say, don’t you worry any,
Foss,”” emiled the guv’nor.
month from to-day I'll
Mask in my noosc.”

Mr. Foas shook his head smilingly.

“Y'd like to believe that,”” he said.
““But I guess I can’t.”

Mr. | family in this yere townshi

““Within z |8 hoap. It ’ud be a real calumity if he
have Silver mﬁ to hit the trall away from the
§ valley.”

He’s wealthy, and more’'n one
owes him

figger.

As the saloon-keeper finished speakiny
we heard a murmur of voices far away.
The ' boys’’ were returning.  In a

but T’ve just made up my mind,” said
Nelson Lee. ‘‘ Silver Mask and me are
going to get busy,- I guess. Blazing:

Gulch ain’t big enough to hold the twe-

of us. And it won’t be me that'll go
under.”

“I wish you good luck, sheriff—but
I'm believing that etatement when I see
Silver Mask in penitentiary, or dead,”
replied Mr. Foss. * You sec, I’ve been
told those sort of things before. I'm
not saying that you don’'t mean what you
tell me. I guess you’re sincere enough.
But Silver Mask’s a clever man—a cun-
ning, astute criminal—and you’ll have to
be mighty careful. I guess I'm real
nervous this very minute.”

““ Nervous of what1”

“My ranch i3 lonesgme, and I don’t

feel comfortable in leaving 1t for
long,” replied the other. I dropped
into the Gulch on business to-night, but

I guess I'm going right back. You’ll
visit me, probably i’ _

‘“If T have reason to go out that way
—ocertainly,”” said the guv’nor.

“Good. TI'll be right glad to welcome
you, shenff.”

A minute later the rancher left us, and
we heard him mount his horse and ride
away. -

The saloon-keeper leaned across his
bar, and shifted a long chergot from one
corner of his mouth to the other,

The:ir attitude was remarkably changed.
They treated the sheriff with real re-
speet, and allowed that ho was a man
with a cepital ‘' M.”

- It was half an hour before the guv'nor
and I could get away. When we did do,
wo took a vision of cheerful faces away
with we.  All the boys had bid us a
hearty good-nright, and thero was no
doubt that the bulk of Blazing -Gulch
was mightily pleased with its new sheriff.

We passed along the dark street with-
out speaking, and entered our littlo
shack. T.ee flung himself into a chair
and lit a decent cigarette—ane of his
own special brand. Tho light from the
oil-lamp shone upon his clean-cut, reso-
lute featares, and I saw a grim smle
there.

‘“ Well, Nipper?” he asked lazily.

I took a deep breath.

*““Scott! It’s a pleasure to be uble to
talk good Bnglish again, guv'nor,” I
saul with relish. * T’hg has been a queer
day, and no mistake! But youre
wonder, sir. I could have hugged you
in that saloon!”

“TI’'m glad you didn’t.”’ chuckled Nel-
son Lee. ‘‘ Upon the whole, young ’un,
I think we may consider that our hrst
day in Blazing Gulch has been entirely
snccessful.  There's lenty of work
ahead, but we’ve got tge township with
us—and that’s balf the battle.”
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. “You simply took the idiots by sur-
prise,”’ I said. ‘ They were prepared to
make things nasty for you. But we
shall have to look out for that scoundrel,
Brimstone Joe. He’ll be loosing off a
few shots at us—'’ .
‘“ Brimstone's subdued, unless I'm mis-
taken,”’ interjected the guv’nor, yawn-
ing. “By Jove, I'm tired, Nipper!
This 13 srightlg different to Gray’s Inn
Road, eh? We never expected to be 1n
thie gquaint position——"’
e paused abruptly as a bell rang.
“That's the telephone Nipper,” he
weut on. Just see who it 1s. I'm
hanged if I feel like turning out again
now., It may be Ed.”
I went across to the telephone, which
stood upon a rough side-table. Blazing
Gulch considered itself a go-ahead place,
and there were several ’phones in the
town. But then, of course, telephones
are as common as flies In the United

States.

““Hallo?” I called. ¢ Say, what's the
matter, anywav? This is the sheriff’s
ofhce—=" "

“Is {hat you, sheriff?”
azitated voice.

““1 guess I'm Kid Lewin, his assistant.”

“IT'm James Q. Foss, apd T want the
gheriff to come right along to my
ranch!” said the voice anxiously; and
I recognised Mr. Foss’s tones now.
“*That brute of & Silver Mask has been
arounel to-nigh ”

‘““Say, hold on,” I shouted.
fetch Spike!”

I turned to the gav'nor quickly.

“It's Foss!” I went on. * Silver
Mausk's -been up to sometinnge !’

The detective was at, the "phone in a
moment, eager and alert. He listened
iutently  for  several minutes, then
snapped the recciver down—after pro-
mising that he would be ‘' right along.”

“What is it, guv'nor?” 1 asked
sagerly.

* Rather serious news. Nipper,” re-
plied Nelson Lee. *“ While Mr. Foss
was in the Gulch hiz rauch-house was
ransacked by Silver Mask’s gang, and
he's been robbed of a considerable sum.
[n addition, two of his men have been
wnrdered— ="

** Great Scott!™

“That’s not all, young “un,”” went on
thie guv'nor crisply. *‘ Foss’s ranch-
house is now burning like a tinder-box—
leliberately set on fire, of course. And
Fose declaves that one of Silver Mask's

canie an

fom —

frst day.
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men has been captured. He arrived
home just in time to prevent that ruffian
being lynched by the angry ¢ hands.’ It's
up to us to ride out, and take things in
hand.” -

““ My stars! Here's a go!” T gasped.

“No rest for us yet awhile, I'm
afraid,”” went on Lee. ¢ This dastardly
outrage was timed, of course, to syn-
chronmise with my arrival in the Gulch.
I's a kind of hint to me that Silver
Mask doesn’t care a jot for me. By
James! It would be rather curious if
we got on the track straight away—
owing to the outlaw’s excessive zeal.”

By a piece of good luck we ran into
Ed Taylor just outside, as we were harry-
ing to fetch our horses. He heard the
news with mouth agape. He had been
about to bid us goog-night-.

“Gee! The Fass Ranch in flames!”
he ejaculated. *Say, this is just about
the hmit, sheriff! What'll you be think-
ing of doing 2"’

““ Kid an’ me are going right along.”
said Lee sharply.

*“ But, say, you ain't bin over that

traill—'

““No. I guess you're comin* along.
too,”" interjected the guv'nor decisively.
“This may lead to a whole heap, Ed.
We've got to get busy. Silver Mask
ain’t going to have the laugh on me the
We've got to ride like blazes.

Get me? See that the plugs are saddled
ixp right slick! Ther’s not a moment to
ose,”’

Ed gasped for a moment; but there
was no mistaking Lee's tone. Being a
deputy-shertff, Taylor was under the
guv'nor’s orders, and he just had to
obey them. Besides this, ile was tre-
mendously eager to ‘‘ get busy.”

Within ten minutes we were off, and
we rode out of the Gulch at a hard gal-
lop. The stars were shining for all they
were worth, and the trail was clearly
visible. Ed rode just ahcad, for he knew
the district like a book.

‘ Guess we'd better Leep our eyea
skinned,”” shouted Lee, as we rode.
““ Silver Mask may be expectin® us—and

~we must be prepared for an ambush.

It's not likely-—but be on your guard.”

“1 get you, sheriff,”’ yeﬁed Ed Tay-
lor, who had heard the warning.

After tliat we rode in silence. Ouv
horses seemed to know that the matter
was urgent, and they needed no urging.
We pelted along that rough trail at a
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fine ‘rate. But we were never des‘ined
to reach the Foss Ranch!

" Ed was riding in front of us, as I
said, and he kept up the pace well
Quite suddenly, above the whistle of the
wind, I heard two sharp cracks, as
though somebody had a whip. But, at
the same second, I saw a couple of red
flashes 1n the darkness ahead.

“ Silver Mask’s lot!” I roared.

Even as I spoke Ed Taylor crashed to }

saarth. His horse was shot from under
him, and the splendid animal, stone dead,
collapsed as it galloped. Ed was flung
upon the hard road with terrific forcc,
and was instantly stunned. This was a
serious hendicap, for Ed would have been
useful in a scrap.

The ambush was neat. Nelson Lee
had half-expected something of the sort,
and had been, in a measure, prepared.
All the same, now that the attack had
come, the guv’nor was rather startled.

He pulled his horse up sharply, mean-
ing to take cover behind some rocks
which lay all around, and defy the
enemy. IXd had fallen a hundred yards
ahead of us, so, by acting promptly, we
stood a splendid chance of holding our
own. L
But luck went against us that trip.

As Nelson Lee pulled his horse up

the animal swung round abruptly, broad-
eide on, so to speak. s
trous, for I was riding close alongmde.
In an instant my own ‘“plug” had
collided with the guv’nor’s.

I pitched out of the saddle, and hit
the road with a nasty jar. Then, as [
was in the act of rising, one of the lash-
ing hoofs caught me an awful swipe
across the head. That’s all I remember.
I just went into a peaceful slumber.

When I awoke the first sensation 1
became aware of was a sense of cxtra-
ordinary heat.  Half-hazily, I thought
I was lying before a tremendous fire,
and my skin was scorching. Then a
hand touched my forehead.

I opened my eyes, but closed them
quickly. A glarc of sunlight shone
directly upon my face, and nearly
blinded me for the moment. With an
effort, I struggled up, and opened my
eyes again.

y“Phgew!” I gasped. “I'm thirsty!
Where’s something wet?"

“ Keep quiet, Nipper—don't exert
vourself,” came the guv’nor’s quiet
voice. ‘ You’'ve had a hard knock—~"’

‘““ Oh, ves, that affair on the Foss

This was disas-

l
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‘volee.
alkali desert—one of the many deserts
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trail,” T said, memory flooding hack.
'“Why, that muss have been hours and
hours ago. It’s broad daylight now!”

I stared round wonderingly.

Nelson T.ce was sitting close against
me, and I saw two ugly bruises on his
head; one on the left side of his fore-
hoad, and the other against his ear.
They were nasty bruises, and the guv’-
nor was obviously in pain,

“What the dickens has happened?”
I asked pantingly. “I—I say, sir,
chuck over your water-bottle. I can't
find mine, somehow."” :

The glare of the sun was appalling.

‘““Can’t we get out of this heat?' I
went on. ‘' There's bound to bLe plenty
of shade somewhere——"

I came to a stop suddenly. While:
speaking I had been gazing round, shad-
mg my eyes with hoth hands. And, as
far as I could sec in any direction, there
was nathing but a bare, barren, arid
waste. Not a tree, not a building. And
the sun beat down relentlessly and
scorchingly. A hot wind was blowing
rather strongly, and the breath of it
felt like the blast from a furnace.

- Where the thunder are we?’ T

asped,

“Burely you don’t need tc ask that,
Nipper 3’ said Nelson Lee, in a hard
“We are right out upon the

}vhich cover thousands of equare miles
in this country. We have neither water
nor food. We have no compass and——-""

‘“ No water!” I panted, in horror.

‘““ Not a drop. Silver Mask has ex-
acted a terrible revenge.

And then I realised the full truth.
Silver Mask had brought us out to this

| bare spot during the night—while we

had been unconscious! We had been
left upon the alkali desert, to wander
hopelessly round until we dropped of ex-
haustion and thirst! Thirst !

The worst death a man can die! I had
experienced something of the same sort
of thing once before, in Northern Africa,
and the terrible adventure lived in my
memory like a nightmare.

We were left upon the desert, with no
means of direction, and with only the
knowledge that death would surely come !
In spite of the heat, I shuddered, and
turned a pale, scared face to the guv’nor.

‘* What—what happened—last night,

air ’7 1 aslhoed.
ou know, had his

‘“Ed Taylor,
horse shot from him,”” replied

a’
unaer
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Nelagn bLeo gantuy., U Then yvou were
wiched to the gronnd, and recedvad o
Lin'k which ¢ffe tually ptt you out of the
heht.'" .

“ Yem, 1t was n decont kick, wasn't
it ™" 1 aaid, tenderly feeling my headl.

[ did my bead to fight Silver Maak's
sang.’”’ woent on the guv'nor. '“but the
odda wore appalling. Curiously enough,
the ruffam made ngattrmp? to kill me-~
w shoont, They swerimed round my hoemso
and dregged mo to tha ground.”

“Didn't yon doany danago’”’

“T think two men, ut lenat, are now
mﬂ'qring‘ fromy aovere bullet-wounda,”
replicd Tee grimly. ‘' But they got mo
down. at last, and ﬁ!wr Mask laughed
in my face aa T wus held. Heo recognised
mn a4 the man who had foiled him in
the train hold-up,

Oh, T gt the hang of thie now ! [
aaid A]Oﬂ‘!}'.

" Silver Mask told me that he was
going to mako me pay for that affair--
that shooling waa too eany for me,” said
[ec. '' 8o, Nippar, we ara now upon
the desort. I make a rudden attempt to

t free, end

actoa'ly grilpped Silver

Mask's right aar. I believe yngg«d the
flesh rvat soverely. But t noxt
momean! two of tho gang Lrought thetr

vovolvee-butts down upon my head. The
In‘l;:inu- are infeqnully painful, 1T may
ndd.

“ They look & bit aqaiffy,"” I cemarked,
with a faint grin.

‘' We were bruought here, of course, on
horseback." went on the guv'nor, rising
to ha foet, ‘' Phew! s heat
almost overpowering! 1 came to myself
about half wn hour ago, and found you
beride e, 1 wouwldbave given o fortune
for some water af that inon. nt—just to
give you, you un. You looked bad."

“No badder than T feel!” I growled.
*““But, I say, can't we follow tho trail of
Silvie Musk's hiorsemen?”’

“ Thero's not A sign of a (rail any-
where,”" auswerad the great detective,
shaking hm hnad. * There's nothing.
Nippee. We miglt wander for hours and
hours, ounly ta find oureclves back in thm
saine wpot. The sun ia u guide, of course,
but by estting out upon a deltberate
courso wo might penvtrate devper and
decprr into tho deert. No, my lad, we
had bettor realiee, nght at once, that
theee's very little hope of getting back
to civilsation,”

I didn’t anawer; 1 falt too appalled for
apcech Just then. Riwing to iny font, 1
swaved for @ bit, and my Mead uched Lor-
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riblv., Tlw not wind was even worse
than the aun. In every divection there
was nothing but tho glare—the terrible,
blinding glarc—of the sun on the desert.

My throat felt like a red-hot chimney,
and already I felt almost mad with
thirst. The guv'nor was the same, 1
knew, but said nothing. Then, es
though by common consent, we started
walking.

We walked slowly, and aimlessly. What
difference did it make which direction we
took? There was about one chance_in
ten thousand of etriking civilmation. We
might even be only ten miles from Blaz-
in? Gulch—but we didn't know,

don't think I shall ever forget that
walk. Both of us were groggy, and faint
from want of fooxl and water. The grub
part didn’'t matter much; it was the lack
of wetness which caused us the awful
torture.

Wo didn’t talk much; just now and
again T would wgake some remark, and
tho guv'nor would reply. Talking was
minful. 1t was peinful to breathe, in
?w t. At last I awayed a bit, and halted.

“ LLet's vest, guv'nor!”’ 1 croaked.

“ Not yet, Iad'" said Nelson Lee.

‘* Rewt now wouid mean—death. Don't

giv» up vet awhile. Our only chanoe is

to keep on the move. It is a alim chance,
[ know; but-—-"

" I.D‘

“ All rght, ar,
g

I pulled myself together, and we walked
on again. If we had had some goal in
view—soma definite object—I belteve I
should have bucked up wonderfully. But
the kuowloedge that tve were just walking.
aimlessly scemead to take every ounce of
cneegy out of me.

I was suffering dreadiul torture, but
I tried not to ahow it. The 3uv'nor was
pretty bad, too, and I didn't went to
worry himi. And it we were liko this
now, what should we be like by sun-

L 3

I mutiered.

down? How eshot!ld we fee! on the
IOLTOW -~~~
But, of co'trse, there wouldu't be any

maqrrow ! |

My thouglits wore bitter as we trudged
doggedly through that glaning Mmlight,
with the hot wind diﬂi’r‘? mkand robbing
us of all energy. A dull kind of mist
foate]l before my eyes, and 1 just kept
up the pace in & mechanical kind of war.

Afvwr onr splendid beginning ... Blaz-
ing Gulch we were to die ont  on thia
scorching desert! All the guv'nor’s pro.
mines regarding Silver Mask would be
regardad as 1dle boasting- ~—
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Quito suddenly, Nelson Leeo stopped.
*“Can you see anything, Nippcr?”’ he
" asked hoarsely.

The hoarseness of his voice wasn't
cavsed by excitement or surpree; but
because of the dryness of his throat. Lee
was perfectly calm. He pointed away to
the left of us, and I saw—something.

But what was it, At firet, it seemed
like a white patoh; then I saw something
fapping in the wind, :

“* What 1s it, sir?’ I asked eagerly.

‘“Well, it looks suspiciously -like a
canvas-covered wagon,” replied the

uv'nor. ' But it is quite stationary,
Nipper, and therc is no sign of life. But
stif]—"’

He didn't finish, and we both com-
menced hurrying forward. Just in that
second my spirits were tremendously
lightened, and my step was more springy.
I walked forward with real energy.

I bad thought that the white thing was
«quite near; but the further we walked
the further away it seemned. We secmed
to be plodding across the hot, crusted
alkali surface for hours. But, at last, the
"h:omething'” took shape, and we found
that
** trek "’ wagons. |

They were horseless, and deserted, but
their canvas coverings, although bleached
as white as milk by the sun, zeemed to
be in splendid coudition. We ran the
last few vards, and then saw—skeletons'

White bones lay before cach wagorr—
the skeletons of horses. Round about
there were other skeletons, two being
within one of the darelict vehicles; but
these were human skeletons. For a few
minutes the guv'nor and 1 stared about
us, forgetting our own plight. 1 felt
awed and strangely sad. ] |

Ropes lay round in confusion, and all
sorts of things could be seen scattered in
the wagons. We needed no telling that
we were gazing upon a grim tragedy of
perhaps a year ago—perhaps even more.

A party of settlers, or prospectors, pro-
ba.blp,ahad attempted to croas the tmack-
Joss rt. They bad run short of water:

their horses bhad fallen from heat and
exhaustion; and ultimately—

But the story needs no telling; it was
terribly obvious. The tacle was a
sitent tragedy of the desert. When I
looked up at Nelson Lee I had a kind of
choking lump in my throat. I waen’t
thinking of myself, or of him. 1 was
picturing the dreadful fate of the poor
creatures whose bones we gazed upon,

‘*Oh, what a terrible—"

we were apptroaching three huge gtv’nor?’ I panted.

I paused svuddenly, for I saw & look of
deep concentratiomn upon Nelson Iee's
face—a look which seemned to send my
heart pumping at a tremendous rate. He
turped to me, still in deep thought.

‘““ There are hundreds of square feet
of canvas here,” he said musingly. “ It
seems in fairly good condition, too. This
wood, too, 13 light and strong! Ropes
aro everywhere——"'

He broke off, and hastily turned over
a box which lay hali-open necar the rear
of the first wagon. From the box there
fell a number of rusted: tools—hammers,
pincers, pliers, and all manner of thinga.

“ By James!” said Lee, taking a Jcep
breath. ‘‘ This wind .fis stron@-—”

' What are you getting at?’ 1 asked
huskily.

‘““ An idea has struck me, Nipper—a
desperate idea, 1 will admut,” replied the
guv'nor quickly. “If I could only get
up about a hundred feet from the earth
I could see twenty miles in rvery direc-
tion; I could see the way to safety——"’

I stared in borror.

‘“ Have — have "you gone mad.
** How can you get
up to a3 hundred feet? You're—you're
talking of rmposstbilities!”’

‘“ My dear lad, we are 1n a ghaatly pre-
dicament,” said. Lee quietly. *‘ Unless
weo act desperately—and act at once—we
shall die just as these poor people here
died. But there 13 a chance—a faint
chance.”

He pointed to the canvas coverings of
the derelict wagons.

‘““There are the materials for the
manufacture of several larga kites,” he
went on calmly. “ How does that strike
you, Nipper? Kites, my lad. The wind
is high, and there are ropes galore. These
tools here—" . B

“Kites!”’ I roared, my voice cracking
in my excitemens. )

‘“ Exactly. I know something of man-
lifting kites,”” eaid the guv'nor. ‘‘ Some
montne ago, as you are aware, we spent
a week with an army officer in England
who has made a ?ociality of large kites
for ycare past. Of oourse, we can onl
knock the things together roughly; but
have the principle of the design in my
head—_—”

He didn’t get any further. 1 just yelled
as vigoroualy as I could, and hurt my
throat terrifically. But that didn't
matter a jot.. In less than two minutes
wo were at work. Everything else was
forgotten,
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1 woun't attempt to deacribe thé toil of
£ho houm which followed ; the exhausting
toil in the blazing sunshine. But, thank
goodness, we were able to work a part
aof the time in the shade of one of the
wagons,

Towards evening, when we were well-
nigh dropping, we had the satiefactign of
seecing four huge, ungainly looking kites
resting upon the desert. They weren't
models of fine workmanship—but

. the
were strong, and wonderfully dcmgnoci. ,

Ropes were attached to them, and every-
thing waa in order.

The wind, instead of dropping a3 we
had feared, became much stronger —until,
indeed, 1t was almost a gale. It roared
across the hot waates in bellowing guste.
Lee had faked up an arranganent so that
the kites could r)e held in check by one
of the heavy wagons. And, after five un.
rucovsiful tries, we ancceaded in getting
the ungainly thinga into the air.

They atrained at the ropee, and hovered
ubout thirty feet above our heads, The
Ifting-power of those four kitea seemed
to be enorinous, and Nelson lee looked
at me with perspiring face and doubtful
evis,

“You'd better come up with me,
Nipper.'' he panted, * If they won't hift
the two of ue you'll have to cut yourself
feon."”

I was (00 oxhausted tn make any com-
ment; not physically exhausted, let m
add. A thundering good drink would
have made me as fresh as paint. And the
prospect of sighting civilisation bnucked

ine up, nud made me forget my gnawing.

agouy.
In two miautes evervthing wus ready.

We clung to the ropes, fixing our feet
10t0 apecial loops. Then Nelson lLee,
with one alash, cut th~ great kitea free.
Just at that very moment an extra heavy
gust of wind roared along.

** Great Beott!”” 1 gasped.

For we wero jearked off the ground as
though by a giant hand, and lifted high
into th: air. Up we roee, swiftly and
giddily. The guv'nor ha:d never expected
this; he had thought that, if we got up
ut all, we should mount very gradually.

It was simply a burst through epace.
Then, with a orack, the rope snapped—
the rope which was to have beld us to
the groand! The kites weore free, and we
ware being swept along with the gale,
mountin iighor and higher, utterly un-
able to do a thing to stay our headlong

progeens ! ,
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CHAPTER V.

IN WHIOE WE PIND WATER AT LAST: RO
MUCR WATER, IN FACT, THAT 1 COM&
DANQGEROUSBLY NEAR TO SUDDEN DECFKASE
—DISCOYERIES ARE MADE, AND THK
QUV'NOR AND I HIT THE TRAIL GOOD AND
PROPER—AND BILVER MASK, SOLELY
OWING TO HIS OWN FOLLY, HITS A DIFFEHR-
ENT SORT OF TRAIL.

VERY second Nelson lee and 1

E expected to be dashed with sbat-

tering foroe to the ground. We

gave up hope when we knew that

tho rope had broken, and just clung on

to c;mr precarious perches, waiting for the
end.

But the end didn't come.

At leust, we didn’t crash to the ground.
We had thought that the kites, being
free, would collapse and lose their buoy-
ancy. When that happened, of course,
we should just drop liﬂo stones.

(Gazing down—-rather fearfully, [ own—
[ saw the desert three hundred feet
below. And it seemed to be shifting
slong at exprees s But it waa the
kites that were shifting, and we were

ing hauled along underneath them,

» a tail, swuying and twisting and
whirling.

The ?ale vas strong, and the kites,
bomF of effective design, easily bera the
combined weight of the guv’'nor and me.
The kites—four of 'em, remember—were
huge thiags, and tremendously sirong.

frer about two minutes I began to
feel pafer, ’

i C | thouqht we were going to be
busted up, air!"’ I panted.

‘I am amazed, Nipper!"' came Nelson
[ee’s voice, frain above me. ‘‘ But this

cannot last ; we shall certainly dro? before
rfu

long. The gale ia very powerful just
now; and when it lessens we shall sirk

As he apoke I felt a sickening sensa
tion inmy tummy. Looking down again,
I saw the earth rushing up towards me!
This wuas the end—we were falling—fall-
ing-—

'hean there was a terrfic jerk, and the
old kites creaked and ned. One
pieca of canvas broke adrift, end flapped
noisily. But we went onwards again,
souring a few feet higher once more.

Of all the nightmare rides, that ride
was about the limit. 1 couldn’t very well
see¢ how there was any ho for wus.
Beocause, of course, we should certainly
como down some time or other. And
then we should come down with a wallop. .
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Or we might slowly descond, and be
dragged along the ground. If so, the
result would be the same. We should bhe
killed— -

These cheerful thoughts were intei-
rupted by something saw at that
moment. Right away, ahead of us, 1
spotted grcen trecs and grass-land, with
a vision of a river here and thore, The
evening sun was gleaming on its swiftly
running waters,

““ Do yout see, guv'nor?’ I bellowed
hoarsely.

‘“ Heaven grant
Nipper !’ eaid Lee. )

All my pessimistic thoughts were dis-
missed, and I was filled with a wild
desire to yell at the top of my voice.
Water was in sight! No matter how far
off —no matter how uncertain our chances
of reaching it—no matter how great our
danger! Water was in sight! '

That thought, and that thought alone,
filled my brain-box.

Wg had been whirled akm{; madly, and
were still being whirled .along. Yet 1
could not help noticing that we were get-
ting ,
the time. Slowly, we were descendin
But the wind was strong still, and mus
have been travelling at fully forty miles
an hour.
to the kies,
speed.

I reckoned that we had travelled about
two hundred miles. In cold reality, I
supposc we'd covered about twelve. But
it seemed like two hundred at the time.
Lee’s echeme had answered well—a sight
tco well, 1n fact!

The idea had been to go up beneath
the kite and spot the right way to safety.
Instead of that we had been carried there,
helplesely and swiftly. This was quite
satisfactory—but should we be dashed to
pieccs in the end? That was an ugly
thought, and I looked up at the krtes
rather anxiously. They were badly
strained, and were losing their °‘lift ™
percaptibly. '

If one suddenly collapsed—

But 1 won’t waste time on ‘' ifs.”” One
didn’t collapse, and the fact that I'm
shoving all this down in _my note-book
shows that we didu’t do the dying stunt
—as Ed would have put it. :

All the same we came jolly near
dmaster. -

The l;:haracter of the a&aL@es?gt was
noew changing: coarse patched ‘6f graks
grew bere and - there, I;?v}-;the‘re‘ ‘wére

that we reach 1t,

clamps
dasert wos left behind altogether, and we
found ourselves being carried over high
trees, '

nearer_and nearsr to the earth el ke famly safe.

And we, naturally, being fixed
were travelling at the same

of bushes. And, at last, (Lo

‘Once, indeed, woe were hauled
througih the top-most leaves of a hizh

t1ree.

But thie kites were nearly at the last
gasp. The wind, now that we weve over
broken country, was losing its power. I
was beginning to speculate as to the ad-
visability of letting go while we were
over a clump of trees, when I saw some-
thing blue geneath me. It was water!
We were over the river.

“Let go, guvnor!” I shouted
huskily. ‘ It’s ounr only chance!”

“ Wait—wait, young ’'un!”

Then 1 saw why Lee bLad told me to
wait. We were being swept along,
right over the river, in the dead-centre.
And, a little way ahead there were so.ne
high waterfalls. Right below us the
waters were churned into creamy foam.

The crest of the waterfall would only
be about twenty feet below us—perhaps
less. So the plinge downwards would
Besides, the water up
there was comparatively oalm.

And then, as we passed over the breal:
of the fall, I saw something which
startled me considerably. The water was
clear and pure, and quite transparent
where it commenced its steep fall to the
rocks below. In that brief second I
loocked right down through the water—
and saw, to my amazewment, the dim
figures of two men ! They werc moving
—they were alive ! -

Then the kites carried me over, and I
saw no more. After that I had no time
for speculation or wonderment. I
waited until we had been carried about
two hundred yards, then I slipped my
feet from the noose, and let go.

The drop was only about fiftcen feet
now, and I planged down like a stone.
Splash. In I went, and that ducking
was about the most gorgeous I'd ever
experienced. As I bobbed to the sur-
face I gulped down glorious draughts of
the delictous water.

And I saw the kites staggering
drunkenly. The jerk had upset them,
and the wind now refused to catch their
surfaces again. They came down with
a - rush, and crashed upon the rocky
bank of the gully with a sickening thud,
The guv'nor was flung into the wafer
close against-the bank.



“ Thanlk goodness!” 1 splutiered fer-
vently.

Chen T stinck out for the bank. We
hed been amazingly lucky to escape so
lightlv. In fact, we hadn’t come to any
larm at all. But, just then, T made an
nuncomfortable discovery.

The current was too strong for ine!
T used my most powerful stroke, but T
imtiu.rtivo{y knew that I should be car-
ricd over the waterfall before I could
reach the bank! In addition, the banks
were steep and rocky, and it was 1m-
yoasible for me to haul inyself out, even
if T reached it!

I eaw Nelson ILce scramble out by

meani of the wrecked kites. He hauled
Limself up by the ropes and the tangle
of canvas and woodwork ; then he turned
towards me. [ flung up my hand as a
distress signal —why, I don't know. He
couldn’t help me.

As T vainly strugueled with the current
I saw him racing along the bank, doing
something with a length of rope as he
ran. Then, with a gulp, I remembered
that we had pasaed over o primitive rope-
hridge, which spanned the nver near the
edge of the faﬁ.

I was within fifty yards of it, aond
would, of course, pass right underneath.
Tt wouid be about six feot over my lmad.‘
and quite out of reach. The good ol
suv'nor had seen my peril—had realised
the impossibility of my fighting the cur-
rent -and was rushing to save me.

Twisting round in the water, I saw
him get to the bridge. Ile came across
it carefully, for it was only a frail thing,
and it awayed aud rshook as he pro-
ceeded. Bat he raced me by about five
sccomds, and atood ready.

As | was carried beneath he flung the
rope; it came spinning with deadly
uccuracy, and I grahlm?l If I mssed
it would be all up with me—I knew that.
LEven now I was not saved. That second
was terribly tense

The rope hit the back of my hand,
slithcred down, and T gripped it. Then
u:y fingers slipped, and the rope ran
through my hand rapidly. I clutched
again, with a frantio gasp. And this
timo 1 gained a firm hold. With both
hands I held on—held on like grim
death.

I wue saved! But only by about an
inch of rope; for if I badn’t tightened
my grip at that precise second—well,
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those rocks down low the fall wege
rather unpeasaut-looking chaps, and T
don’t cara to think of what would have
happened if I had missed that rope!

° . [ ] ® 9 ®

The sapot was rugged and deserted,
and after we had found a nook among
the rocks we peeled off our clothes and
dried them in the evening sunlight.
We were too utterly tired to talk much—
but I mentioned to Lee what I had seen
beneath the water of the fall.

To my surprise, I found that he’d
seen those two figures. 8o I had noat
been mistaken! What could it mean?
Weo didn’t trouble to speculate then, but
struggled into our clothes as soon as they
were dry, and went to sleep.

The eovening was quite hot, so we
shouldn’t come to any harm. Besides,
we couldn’t have walked a mile if we'd
tried. QOur thirst was quenched, and we -
didn’t worry abqut our hunger. We
were just exhausted to the last degree.
Nothing in the world seemed to matter.

We must hayve slept nearly twenty-
four hours! This wasn't surprising, con-
sidering what we’d been through. When
I awoke I found Nelson lee. shaking my
~houlder. T sat up, blinking, and found
the sun shining glorivusly. The guv’nor

was looking bright and tresh.

' Why, it's morning ! 1 said, vawn
1N,

“ Morning! My good Nipper, the

honr  must  be something like five
o'clock in the afternoon!"” said Lee
severely. “ My watch haa struck work,

80 [ can’t he sure. Do you realize that
wo've slept the clock round twice!"

‘“Well, we needed it,”’ I said, stretch-
ing myself. “[ say, I'm starving!"

‘* That's not surprising, for we haven't
turted food sinee [ don’t know when,”
replied the guv’'nor cheerfully. ‘ How-
over, we'll chase around and find some
now. I'm curious to know where we
are, too.”

“That kite-liglt of curvi seems like
some awful dream, siv!”' I saud. “ I can
hardly belie.e :: really happened! 1
don’t think I thanked you for lugging me
out of the river, dil I. [ was so bally
timd___n

““Go and wash, and don’t jubber so
inuch, young "un,” grinned Lee.

To tell the truth, we were both as
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Iresh as paint. That long sleep had put
us in fine working order agamm. And
now the thing we wanted more than
anything clse was--grub. Any old grub;
we didn’t care what it was so long as it
was eatable. We were just like hollow
Jdrums. i

As we walked among the rocks my
mind went back to the strange incident
of the waterfall, and I asked the guv’nor
what he thought of it. Had we recally
scen a couple of living men—benscath the
water? It seemed impossible.:

‘““No, it’s not 1mpossible, Nipper,”
said Nelson Lee, for I had expressed the
thought aloud. ““In fact, I strongly
suspect that we accidentally hit upon the
very sccret we were most anxious to
disoover. It looks to me as though
Silver Mask’s secret retreat 1s beneath
this waterfall !’

“Get away!” I
rather disrespectfu

“It would be the irony of fate if we
hit the trail of Silver Mask this trip,”
went on the guvnor. * He tried to kill
us—kill us in a devilish fashion. And
we escaped. If-we have, indeed, dis
covercd the outlaw’s secret—then he ivill
have nobody but himself to thank for

his downfall.”

But we didn’t make any attempt to in-
vestigate then. We just walked on, and

resently struck a rough track. This
ed us on to a still wider roadway, and
we strode along it in fine style, hoping
to sight a human being or a human habs-
tation.

We saw nothing until we came to a
rough board. Upon it was painted, in
time-worn letters: * Foss Ranch,” and
a pointing hand.

‘““ Dear me!”’ said the guv’nor. ‘“ So
we. are near Mr. James Quinton Foss’s

ﬁasped, amazedly, and
y.

Soon after we sighted the ranch-house.
It was intact, and had evidently unot
been on firc. But, of course, we knew
that Silver Mask had ’phoned us that
night, for the espectal purpose of trap-
ping us.

“We didn’t attempt to approach the
ranch; we just kept straight on, malk-
ing for the Gulch. And we sighted the
first house of the township just as dark-
ness was falling. Several women and
lots of children saw us, and there was

something like a sensation.
Then, ﬁ a piece of curious luck, we
sighted a horseman coming along. He

turned out to be none other than the
redoubtable Ed Taylor—with his head in
a bandage. He pulled his plug up at
the sight of us, and leapt to the ground.

Then he simply stared with bulging
eves.

_‘““ Holy Mackinaw !” he pasped. “ 1
guess I'm scein’ things, sure !”

“You weren’t hurt much, then, Ed "’
asked *‘‘ the sheriff ’ calmly.

“Hurt! Say, sherif, T wus more
rattled than hurt, I guess!” said Ed.
‘“Gee! But it's good to see you! I
sure figgered you’d hit the long trail.
That all-fired cuss of a Silver Mask
allowed that you wus beooked for fiery
regions. 8ay, I'm the most -amazed
feller in this yere city!”

““ Guess you ain’t got horse-sense,”
said the guv’nor. ‘It takes more’n a
crook like Rilver Mask to best Kid.-Lewin
an’ me. There’s been a real da._ndiv
racket, but we ain't cold meat this trip.”

“I’'m plum surprised !’ declared Ed
blankly. “ I sure tho’t you wus dead!
Guess I've told all the boys es you’d fol-
lered the other sheriffs of this dogono
city. Say, they’ll be a hull heap rattled
with me when you get around the saloon.



30

we hoard the ratie of hoofs behind us.
L.ooking ronnd, we saw that Mr. Fosa
was approaching. He was dressed the
same as before, except that a bandage
covered his right ear.

““Good heavens}'” I heard the guv’-
nor mutter.

And then & most astounding thing
occurred. Mr. Fames Quiriton Faoss rode
up, and made as f to pass. He nodded
easily to Ed Taylor, who gracefully re-
moved his hat by way of salute.

Then the rancher’s eycs rested upon
the guv’nor and me.
straight. at him, and I saw his face go
deadly white. A gasp came from his
lips, and he pulled Ins horse up with
a jerk.

“ The sheriff I'* he panted, as though
duzed.

Nelson Lee acted in o flash.

¥le ran forward, as though to pull Mr.
I'css from the saddle.

“You'd best give in quictly, Silver
Mask !"" rasped out the guv’'nor curtly.
‘* Say, you’ve been playin' a heap clever
game, but I guess you're—"

Mr. Foss uttered a snarl, and jerked
out a heavy gun. Before he could pull
the trigeer, however, I.ee knocked the
weapon out of his hand. Foss snarled
out a furious oath, jerked his horse
completely round, and galloped away like
tho wind. He disappeared in a smother
of dust.

““Confound ¥* roared Nelson Les irri-
tably.

od Taylor looked dazed.

““Say, what’s the game ?'* he aszked, 1n
a weal voice.
scine ! Stlver Mask! Rancher Foss——-"

““ Foss 19 Silver Mask !”” rapped out

- ' -
tha guv'nor. “Didn't you see his car,
‘L’;A 9.' ‘\A ‘l’ﬂ“* Fat ol “ ]

L 2
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I was looking |

say anything. " Mr.

*I'm kinder mussed up
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“ Great Scott !” I yelled.

“The scouudrel has overreached him-
self {"" went on Lee rapidly. ‘“In his
efforts to get rid of us he has sealed his
own doom. Say, IId, get busy! Round
up some of the boys, and have a dozen
good horses ready. Wae're goin’ after
Silyer Mask right now—and we've got
to round him up to-night!"”

Ed Taylor took a deep breath.

“Gee! I guess I get you, sheriff!”
he gasped. _

He didn’'t waste a second in further
talk; his ready brain had grasped the

| full significance of the incident which

had just occurred. And he leapt into
the saddle, wrenched his horse round.
and tore off iuto Blazing Gulch—to pre-
pare the boys for the *‘rounding-up ™
expedition.

As for me, T was too flabbergasted to
I'css was  Silver
Mask ! Of course, 1t was Koss, after all.
who had rung up that night! It wus
Foss who had taken us out upon the ter
rible arid desert! It was Foss who had
been the terror of the State for montls:
past ! Safe from suspicion in his charac-

ter of a kindly, peaceful rancher, he hud

performed his villainies without fear of
exposure. And he had ‘‘stolen’ his
aown cattle in order to malke his position
more secure.

But, solely because of his efforts to
kill the ¢ new sheriff,”” he had now
placed himeself within reach of the law.
He might, perhaps, have bluffed every-
thing out, but the abrupt meeting with
the guv'nor and me—when he thought
thai we were dead—had proved too much
for his nerve. And he had hopeless!y

betrayed himsaif !

£ e m '} -
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He was supported by three of hig
gang, and they were all mmacked. There
was a sharp fight, and eeveral men were
mjured by revolver-bullets. But, just
when the battle was getting really hot,
IFoss received a bullet in his leg.

He staggered back, lost his balance,
and fell against the smooth green wall of
falling water. There was just one ap-
palling shrick, and then ho disappeared.
He had plunged down to certain doom.

His gang surrendered tamely, all the
fight knocked out of them by the
tragedy. Two of them proved to be
Brimstone Joe and One-Gun ITanka.
And the precious trio were handcuff.
and taken away. P

In the cavern beneath the waterfall we
found a large amount of booty. It was
a splendid stronghold, and would cer-
tainly never have been discovered but
for the fact that Nelson Lee and T had
happened to pass directly over the fall.

BLAZING GULCH 31

There was tremendous enthusiasm in
l‘a]uzing Gulch when the news ‘' gob
round,” and both Nelson Lee and I were
feted for days on enl.  Mr. Kenwav
Stone Inmsclf came to the Gulch and
publicly thanked Lee for his great scy-
viges.

In private, Mr. Stonoe ~xpressed hia
unbounded amazement. Nelson Lee had
promised to bring Silver Mask to hook
within a month—and he had accom-
plished tho task within a week!

It was some little timo beforo the
guv'nor and I could get away from that
excited little Western township, but w.
did. so at last, and resumed our journcy
to England the richer by fifty thousaiu
dollars,

Our sojourn in Blazing Gulch had been
short—but it had certainly not been' de-
void of incident and adventure !

To tell the honest truth, I shouldn'*

mind going out there again! A littl
variety now and again does a chap good,
I've heard.

And we had done so while escaping
from Silver Maek’s devilry! He had
brought about his own downfall ]

THE END.
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|| GRAND COMPLETE TALE. Riil
- THE NORTHERN MAIL.
A Megnificent Story of the Rallroad,
i By a favaarite- Author.
| - ————
TRHE tst CRAPTER. as a thick cloth, saturated with
THE BLACK SHEEP. chloroforni, was Rung over his head.
[ 3 [ 4 o o . [ ] ]

Poter Abbett?”’ cried & disrepu-

table-looking individual, thrusting

his head into the door of the sort-
;e van as the Northern Mail drew up
i« large midland town of Canbury.

- Yeg, what do yow want with me?"”
.oplied & smart, good-looking young
:llow of zhout eighteen. _

““ There’s a chap wanis to see you In
1he Railway Tavern just across the road.
V ie train stops five minntes, so you have
plenty of time.”

“1f it stopped here five hours, 1t
would be the same. I dare not 2o with-
out leave.”

‘““ He suid you would be sure to come
if T montioned his name,”” asserted the
rwessenger.  Then, lowerimg his voice,
b added: ““ Tt s t}le 6aM6 &S your own,
except that his Christian name is Sim.”

White to the very lips, Peter Abbett
hasiened to My. Delfer, the head clerk,
and, rather to Lis surprise, obtained per-
mission to leave the traan.

A minute later he lad accompanied
‘he messenger across a dark and slushy
road to a public-house, half 1nu, half
- hotel,  almost  oppo:ite  the  staticn
Jdoors, .

“ Sim has only just returned to Eng-
l.nd, as perhape you know,” -velun-
teered his companton, * and is he doesn’t
want 1ho police to know too much, he
has taken a private roonmr. This way.”

As he spoke, he threw open a side
Joor, mounted some ilElighted stars,
1hrust open a door, and the next moment
i'oter Abbett darted forward, crying:
* Simn, old chap, we eot at last|”

Hlis elder brothex, the black sheep of
tha family, gruspecrhb extended hand,
but there was ncither friendship nor love
in the grasp of those cold, trembling
fingers, and the next moment a gasp-

. lS there angone here of the name of

iy cry of amazement, stupor, and rage

burst from the post-office clerk’s lips,

{sible in the Railwa

And when the mail left, the travelling
post-office carriecd Peter Abbett’s brother
iy disguise. Peter was still lying insen-
Tavern.

Barely had Sim laid his hand upon the
first letter in the packet before Inm
ore he swayed on his stool, and, dropping

‘to the ground, made his way towards

n rack containing a water-bottle and a
number of glasses, which stood next a
duor leading from the sorting-carriage to
its companion van, In which heavier
parcels and baskets of ready sorted let.
ters for the North were stowed.

Finding that the clerks were all busy
sorting out the various letters, and put-
ting them 1n pigeon-hales above their
heads, Abbeit slipped through the
canvas-coverad way mto the adjoining
van, then, without a momept's hesita-
tion, closed the deor behind him, and
drew an clectric torch from his pocket,
the light of which he flashed over a
number of white, canvas-lined basketz.

Many large firms, both in London and
the provinces, by paying a fee to the
Post Office, are allowed to send their
parcels, ete., to the various towns in-
private baskets.

Taking advantage of this, the gang to
which Sim Abbett belonged had paid for
the privilege of sending three baskets
(wice a week to the North.

Towards the baskets which had Leen
put in at Canbury, Abbet hastened, and
throwing -aside those which held legiti-
mate mail, threw open the lids of three
of the lower and heavier basketi, and
three men, each with a loaded revolver
in his hand, stepped forth and stretched
himself.

““What a time you'’ve been, Abbett!
I was nearly suftocated, and the pins
and needles were something cruel ”
whispeied one of the men, ‘D
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‘“ Look slippy, and cut the communi-
cation-cord!”’

Without another word Sim Abbett re-
turned to the swaying platform -between
the two vans, and, ripping open a large

Yole in the canvas covering, thrust his

arm through the aperture, felt about
until he had secured the communication-
cord, then a slight click resounded In
his cars, and he knew that those in the
sorting-van were as much cut off from
their fellow-passengers as though they
were still resting against the platform
at Canbury.

‘““ Hallo, Abbett! Better?”’ asked Mr.
Delfer kindly, as Sim éntered the sort-
ing-van. ‘ Good gracious, man, what 1s
the meaning of this? Have you gone
mad ?’” he added, for instead of reply-

ing, Abbett, a revolver clutched in his

right hand, advanced swiftly to the
head clerk, whilst the remaining clerks
found themselves confronted by three
evil-faced, determined-looking  men,
each armed with a heavy Colts revolver.

““ Throw up your hands, or you are

dead men!” cried one of those whom

Abbett had released.

White as death, Mr. Delfer swung off }

hjs stool. )

“I am in charge of this office, and
so long as I live you shall not rob me—
kill me if you will.”

As he spoke, his hand was closing round
a heavy glass inkstand, the only weapon
within reach, which he hurled straight at
the speaker; but ere it had left his hand
a loud, reverberating roar filled the van,
and the brave head clerk, stricken in
the chest by a .45 bullet, fell bleeding to
the floor, after which the clerks, realising
that resistance meant certain death,
allowed themselves to be bound.

- ¢ Now, then, youngster,”” demanded
Seth Blake, the man who had questioned
Abbett about cutting the communication-
cord, of a clerk, ‘‘where are the regis-
tered parcels?”’

‘“ Find them!” came back the quick,
defiant answer.

This offered but little difficulty, and
soon they came to a strong iron safe,
the key of which they found in the
strickerr head clerk’s pocket.

Evidently the thieves were not
engaged on chance work, for though
Blake thrust the majority of the pack-
ages and registered letters into a big
bag Abbett held open, there was one

small package which drew from his lips J

an exulting cry of:

LN
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“Here are the diamonds! We are
made men for life! Now, lads, keep
these beggars quiet with your pistols

whilst we relicve the express of part of
its load !’

Hastening with his three comrades to
the front of the carriage, Blake soon had
the ironwork telescopic platform which
connected the two vans freed of its
framework, then, as the buffers of
the carriages came together, he leaned
over, and swith the swiftness of a
trained hand, unscrewed the couplings
and pulled the heavy links off the hooks.

But he had not taken intp account the
tremendous rate at which the express:
was travelling, for, as the last link fell
from his fingers, a shriek of deadly fear
was mingled with the crashing of the
severed platform, and, clutching vainly
at the broken and twisted ironwork, the
desperado fell on the metals in front of
“the van, to be crushed beneath its
swiftly revolving wheels.

- Aghast at the fearful fate which had
befallen their leader, the others returned
to where Abbett was keeping guard over
his prisoners.

"But a few minutes later he was
awakened from the stupor of regret and
despair into which he had fallen by his
comrades snatching up the bag of spoil
and beckoning him to the end of the van,
which, losing its momentum as it
crawled up an incline, was gradually
slackening speed, |

“Quick, lads, the guard is putting on
his brakes; he’ll be round to see what’s
wrong I1n a minute!”’ cried one of the
men, as he moved towards the front of
the van.

THE 2nd CHAPTER.

" BREAKING UP THE GAXG,

h ARELY had the tai-lights of the
B Northern Express disappeared
from view ere a wild, unkempt,

l half-dressed figure staggered on
{ to the platform of Canbury Station.

l “Where's the station-master? Quick!

There’s villainy, murder, robbery on
foot!”” he gasped, turning to a porter.
At that moment the station-master ap-
peared upon the scene, and Peter told his
story.

(Continued overleaf.)
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|
“ There’s not an engine 1in Tinglind ] Evidently the guard undevstood what
could overfake them,” the official «ait; | was wanted, for the sparks ccased to
“ but if, as I suppnse, they uncouple the| fly from under the wheels of his' van,
vaon==for it iz unhkely they'll dare te re-| and shortly afterwards, with an umnavoid-
main in the van until the train pulls up| able jerk, the buffers of sthe-engine
at Carlisle—we may yet be in tune.  Fol-| struck the guard’s van, sending it flying

fow -me.”" on ahead for several yards:
Without another word the sf:+on On went the engine once more, until,

master led the way to a round fowse] gkilfully manipulated by its ~xperienced
where an cngine, with stcam up. wasi dpiver, it was soon pushing tvhe guard's
waiting to carry a mineral train 1o is] van and the travelling post-office before
I~ tination. . | bor. .
ords t amine-driver. and s :
A~ few words to the engine-driver. There’s a downgrade a bit ahead,

the station-master and DPeter Ahbett Jip on to the front of the-cngine and
serambled o) to the footplate; ther thec ;Oll])]e on, if you oan,” ordored the
Ol n, ,

or he' round- se were theow.:~ - :
doors of the round- house were theow, cngine-driver.

open, and, whilst telegraph clerks weve . : :

b}hsil.;' c]i(.-’king an order Idown the va l This the fireman did, with the result
for the line to be kept clear, the nowss, that, although only held by a s_mgle
ful locomotive erossed the points, ey o] ¢hain, the engine and the vans were kept,
1o the down line, and a few minut | it touch with each other. At last the
later the engine-driver was chuckling te| bright lights of a big station hove in
himself as he proudly asked his passey 27 <ishf, and five minutes later iney came
rors if the express ongine herself coun d | {0 a hilt~at a platform where, wuarned
do more than his old favourite w:s|Dy the sight of the cxpress rushing
doing, : througb with only half her proper coniples

Presently the d-iver moved his far | Mment of carriages, and also by telegraph
for & moment from the look-one, ane from Oﬂllblll‘}f, a large force of police
beckaned: the station-master to hi- side. ad porters were assembled.

““ What are they, signals agaiist 35 7  The2 rushed into the van as %oon as
asked the lattey, as he saw a red light i the train came ‘fo a halt, ond .a few
the distance. - minutes -later the two ruffians who had

oo low. Down with the Wolkes. : ben hidden 1n the baskets with Blake
Jack. We have overtaken ‘em ! .orieds wore secured. PN
the engine-driver, shutting off steawn. &+'° Peter Abbet found his brother was not
he spoke. - . ' {in thc van,-and, :inquiring ¢ of _ the

“She is still moving; though, ha iprisoners, learnt”how_he had:sbeen stund-
added, a minute or two later. as his ‘irg ready -to jump out of the front “of
engine neared the red lights, " By Juve. the van when the pursiung engine had
the cudrd’ss intling-on his brakes " he. struck the detached vans,-with the re-
rdded, - his” keen “eyes “detecting  sparks  sult that the jerk had thrown him under

]

arting from ghe rail. the wheels. -

' Suddenly e station-master laid . Very soon bthe dead Dbody of Sim

hand upon the engine-driver's arm. abbett, 'and shortly afterwards the
“If they stop, the villamns will jump mangled remains of Seth Blake, were

out {md‘r escape. (Cannot you keep thewd found on the hine. ’ il

moving ! Fortunately; Mr. Delfer was not mor-

With & quick look of comprehension, P
. . S tally injured, and soon recovered.
the driver turned tq his firersan. ally injured,

““Whistle off brakes. Jack,” he|  Lhaoks principally-to Abbett’s prompt
ordered, adding: ‘ Perhops the guard & rurn to the station, two of the gang
will understand what we mean. If no:, [Fad been secured, and, what wag of
there’s apt to be @ bit of a smash-up | Mmore consequence, the valuable packet
Anyhow, we'll rislc it.” And the next;vf diamonds, to say nothing of the other
motuent the signal rang out upon the . tegistered parcels, had been recovered.
night air. ! THE END.
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