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(A COMPLETE NOVEL)

CHAPTER L
OUT OF THE PAST.

IDING along the trail that
& wound up from the scorching
sandy wastes to the cool sum-
mit of a pine-crested eleva-
tion, Ben Prentice, sheriff,
suddenly stiffened in his saddle. An
exclamation escaped him. He drew
rein so sharply that his horse reared in
fright and all but fell back on its
haunches.

Not a great distance beyond, Pren-
tice’s eyes fixed themselves upon what
had been responsible for both his ex-
elamation and his sudden action. Just

below him, snaking over a flat rock in
the full glare of the sun, he saw an
Indian—unmistakably an Indian.

As the sheriff watched, the redskin
got slowly upon his feet. The man pos-
sessed a lithe, stalwart figure. He was
bareheaded and his half-naked body
gleamed like bronze.

For a second the Indian stood peised
and then leaped nimbly into space. And
so far as the amazed sheriff could deter-
mine, the redskin vanished somewhere
below.

Confounded for a moment and rub-
bing at his eyes as if half convinced they
were playing tricks with him, Prentice
remained rigid in his saddle, staring at
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the deserted rock from which the gleam-
ing figure had leaped. It was amazing
enough to be a witness to such an act,
but the fact that the actor was an In-
dian made it all the meore startling.

Although this was of the wide, open
spaces, the heart of the gelden West
where amazing things happened in fact
and fancy, Prentice was unable to re-
call, in years, of having loeked upon a
redskin in the flesh. They had disap-
peared aleng with pay-dirt, pickaxes,
and the pledding pack burres.

“Well, I'm a son of a gun!” Prentice
exclaimed softly.

He turned in his saddle and glanced
warily about him, almest prepared to see
other half-naked, menacing forms glid-
ing ameng the trees; but he saw noth-
ing of the kind.

Still, cenvinced that his eyes had not
deceived him a mement before, and that
certainly it was his lawful duty to in-
vestigate so singular a performance and
performer, the sheriff touched spur to
his horse and sent the animal bounding
down the trail. When he had pressed
through a fringe of aspens and came out
in a clearing belew the reck from which
the redskin had leaped, a shout escaped
him—a lusty shout that echoed and re-
echoed in the silence.

He slipped from his saddle and
dashed forward on feet, whipping out
a revelver as he ran. He had net been
mistaken, for again he beheld the In-
dian, this time at close range, who was
in a fierce hand-to-hand enceunter with
a tall, bearded white man.

They were struggling desperately,
breathing hard, their faces contorted.
A knife glittered in the redskin’s up-
lifted hand and seemed about to descend
when Prentice let out a second warn-
ing shout. * :

“Hold up there!” he roared. “Drop
that knife! I've got you covered.”

The combatants stopped, fell apart,
and wheeled to face the sheriff, who,
gun in hand, came charging upon them.

“What in thunder’s going on here?’
Prentice demanded, addressing the white
man.

Before the man could respond, a new
voice sounded behind the sheriff and he
wheeled alertly. Wheeling, he met with
other surprises, among them a man in
puttees brandishing a megaphone and
whe advanced threateningly upen him,
and back of that individual, another man
standing beside a black box mounted
upen a tripod.

The irate young man with the mega-
phone stalked up to Prentice. ‘“What
do you mean by butting in on this?” he
charged resentfully.

“Why—why " the sheriff began.

“Why, why!” the other echeed with
undisguised sarcasm. ‘“That’s just what
I want to know. Why? Bidn't you
know we were shooting a scene? Bon't
you see yeu’ve horned in and spoiled the
whole shet 7"

Prentice stepped back, his glance tra-
veling frem the belligerent young man
to the bewhiskered individual and the
Indian. “Well, I'll be danged!” he con-
fessed rather sheepishly. “So that’s
what’s taking place, eh? Just taking
moving pictures.”

“What did you think we were doing?
Playing marbles? You're certainly
dumb! Walking right into the camera!
After an hour of rehearsal and with
everything clicking in perfect order—
and you have to queer it. Say, I've a
netion to punch that heoked nose of
yours !’

Prentice scowled a little at that.
“Den’t go flying off the handle,” my
friend,” he returned. “I'm sorry I
messed yeu tp, but how did I know
what was taking place?”

“Get eyes, haven’t yeu? Or did you
leave your glasses at home?” a

“Yes; I got eyes, and good ones,” the
sheriff rejoined. “If I didn’t have I
wouldn’t be here. I saw this Indian
creeping along and saw him jump; and
the next thing I see him battling with




THE VANISHING TRAIL 5

this other fellow, flourishing a knife. I
didn’t see any camera and wasn’t leok-
ing for any.”

“Your alibi won’t help us any,” the
other retorted. “It just means a lot of
ruined film and retakes. Time is money
with us. We're not out here on a vaca-
tion. Now you clear out and stay out!
Hear that?”

“l can hear as good as I can see,
young man,” Prentice stated soberly.
“Guess I put my foot in it and I'm
sorry. But I never calculated to find
any moving-picture troupe in this ter-
ritory. My name's Prentice—Ben
Prentice—and I'm &

“Never mind that,” the other broke
in. “I’'m not craving an intreductien.
You're simply a John Buttinsky to me.
Beat it!”

“And I’m the sheriff,” Prentice con-
cluded, ignoring the interruption.

“Sheriff ?” The attitude of the man
with a megaphone changed at once.
“Why didn’t you say so in the first
place? Excuse me, Mr. Prentice, I
didn’t know who I was bawling out.”

“You didn’t give me any time to de-
clare myself.”

“No; I guess I didn’t. I'm serry.
You see I was all worked up ever the
scene we're shooting and when you
spoiled it I simply boiled over. My
name’s Ransome. I'm directing for the
Superba people. Brought up seme of
my cast on location.”

“So long’s we're both sorry I guess
there’s no damage done,” Prentice re-
marked more amicably. “But you
should have let me know you were in
the district.”

“We just reached Sapphire yesterday
and they told us you were out of town,”
the director explained. “Shake hands
with Mr. Kluger, sheriff,” he went on,
nodding toward the bearded individual.
“And this is Charley Glade,” he added,
indicating the Indian.

Prentice shook hands with both actors,
smiling at Kluger’s elaborate make-up

and forbidding crape-hair whiskers.
Then his glanced rested upon the Indian.

“You sure fooled me,” he confessed.
“When 1 saw you snaking over that
rock above here 1 took you for the real
thing.”

“@h, Charley’s the real thing,” Ran-
some assured him. “One of our vanish~
ing Americans, sheriff. His com-
plexion’s guaranteed not to rub off.
Just step up and inspect it.”

“I ain’t seen a redskin in these parts
for a dozen years,” Prentice said. “Not
dressed up like this. Speaks English,
does he?”

Ranseme chuckled. “Ocecasionally—
when he’s hungry. Most of the time
he uses signs. Go ahead and make some
signs fer us, Charley.”

Both Ransome and Kluger laughed
heartily and the Indian smiled.

“Pon’t let them kid you, sheriff,” he
spoke up.

“I was just figuring that was what
they were doing all the time,” Prentice
said, grinning. “You don’t look so
dumb.”

S“All joking aside, sheriff,” Kluger
announced, “this is ‘Moccasin Charley’
himself—in the flesh. You may have
seen him on the screen, or read about
him in the papers.”

“Seems like T remember the name,”
the sheriff replied. “Only, we don’t get
to see many moving picturs in Sapphire.
How leng do you folks aim to be in my
district?”’

“Just long enough to shoot our stuff,”
the director told him. “We came up
here for some special backgrounds.
Probably take us a week or two. Our
location man picked this place, and ex-
cept for one thing, it’s perfect. Coun-
try around here fits out story to the dot.
I didn’t count on any cne objecting to
our shoeting close-ups ; but we ran into a
snag yesterday at the Bluebird Mine.”
He frowned as he spoke.

“The Bluebird?”’ repeated the sheriff.
“What happened there?”



6 TOP-NOTCH MAGAZINE

“We were told to travel while the
traveling was good.”

“Didn’t they give any reason?”’

“Not in my hearing. I offered to
pay for the privilege, but the operators
let us understand they weren’t interested
in our cinema endeavors. It was a dis-
appointment to me because our scout
told me the place was abandoned. Either
our location finder is cuckoo, or these
men had drepped in and taken posses-
sion within the last two weeks.”

“That’s what’s happened,” said Pren-
tice. “Less than two weeks ago. I
don’t know anything about the oper-
ators, and haven’t seen them except at
a distance. Nene of us can figure what
they want with the preperty. It used to
be one of the richest producers in the
district, but the vein pinched out years
ago and the mine shut down.”

“I was counting en you to help us
out,” Ransome said. “Sort of smooth
things over. If I den’t get a chance
at that backgreund, I'll be stumped.”

The sheriff pondered a moment. “I’ll
do what I can,” he agreed. “When do
you want to go back there again?”

“This afternoen, if possible.”

“All right. T’ll see vou at the hotel
about two,” Prentice said. “Give me
time to wash up and get a bite to eat.”

With that he climbed stiffly into his
saddle, nodded, and rode off.

CHAPTER IL
PLAIN TALK.

HEN the sheriff had taken his de-

parture, Ransome ordered Charley
and Kluger to go through the business
of the scene again. On this occasion
there were no interruptions., The camera
ground steadily, the white man and red
once more staged their thrilling hand-to-
hand encounter in the open against a
background of primeval pines. The di-
rector barked through his megaphone
and urged the perspiring combatants to
make things snappy.

In the end Charley died dramatically
upon the flower-carpeted clearing and
Kluger, registering victory, staggered
off to wherever the continuity sent him.

“Nice work,” Ransome declared. “I
never saw you die so beautifully before,
Charley. You ought to get the notices
of the piece.”

“I don’t know yet what it’s all abeut,”
the Indian replied, picking himself out
of the daisies, “but I hope the seene
registered.”

Some time afterward, a dilapidated
flivver, whose driver awaited his pas-
sengers half a mile from where the
scene had been shot, carried camera
man, director, and acters over an apol-
ogy for a road into Sapphire.

No broad highway led in or out of
the town. In fact there were no high-
ways leading anywhere. Sapphire was
far off the beaten tourist trails and lay
a dozen tortuous miles from the near-
est railread junction.

A few venturesome cars managed to
navigate the stretch of deep sand and
rock-rutted hills that led into Carbon-~
dale, a bus among them. The bus, bar-
ring accidents and inclement weather,
was scheduled to meet the through
trains.

It brought back the mail, express, and
passengers. Sometimes all of them,
often nothing at all. Most of the truck-
ing was still done by teams.

Altogether, the town and its environs
offered an ideal setting for the picture
Ransome had in the making.

Ransome’s outfit, joined by Drum-
mond, who was to appear in future
shots, all of them in make-up and ward-
robe, ate lunch in the dining room of the
nondescript hotel, the cynosure of all
eyes. Actors of the silent drama were
curiosities in that remote spot and the
inhabitants viewed them as creatures of
another world, peering through the win-
dows and exchanging cemments, favor-
able and otherwise, between themselves.

True to his word, Sheriff Prentice
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showed up at the appointed hour, this
time at the wheel of a rusty and com-
plaining automobile whose top was gone
and whose fenders threatened to fall
apart. What was termed a good read
led to within a short distance of the
Bluebird preperty, a relic of the bygone
days when creaking ere wagons hauled
their cargoes from mine to stamp mill.
The stamp mill long since had disap-
peared.

The sheriff, it appeared, was equally
at home in the saddle or behind the
steering wheel, both being used in the
pursuit of his official duties. Where
gas refused to carry him, horseflesh did;
and where both failed, which was sel-
dom, his own legs had to be depended
upoen. :

Three miles from town, perched on
the slope of a mountain that towered
high above its forest-clad companions,
clung what remained of the Bluebird
buildings—a sagging, weather-beaten
cabin and a heavily timbered structure
at the mouth of the tunnel being those
in the best repair. A number of other
buildings, evidently once used for bunk
houses and ore sheds, stood reofless and
windowless, their frames askew, mere
skeletons of a former prosperity.

At a point within a quarter of a mile
from the property, the road that once
led to the mine had been washed away,
making advance by car impossible. A
trail wound up from the road, however,
and this the men took. Drummond
and Hardy remained below with the
camera until the hoped-for negotiations
had been completed.

When they reached the premises, it
was to find the cabin untenanted. The
windows and door stood open, but no
one responded to their call or knock ; and
finally, peering into the single big room
that answered for living, sleeping, and
kitchen quarters, they found it empty.

“They must be working in the drift,”
said Prentice. He had no sooner made
the remark when a dull rumble sounded,

jarring the earth beneath them. “That’s
what they’'re doing,” the sheriff added.
“They’ve just set off a charge.”

The men walked around the cabin and
reached the door of the shed that con-
cealed the mouth of the main tunnel. As
they were about to enter they were met
with fumes of powder and a haze of
smoke.

A big man, bearded, his face stained
with muck, suddenly appeared out of
the haze. He stood in the dooerway, his
eyes fixed upon the wvisitors beyond.

“What’s wanted?” he demanded
sharply.
The sheriff acted as spokesman.

“What's yeur objection to Mr. Ransome
using your place for taking a few pic-
tures?” he asked.

“Just don’t want any trespassing,
that’s all,”” the other returned. “This is
private property and we don’t crave
visitors.”

“We're not visitors,” Ransome put in
quickly. “We won’t make you any trou-
ble. I simply want to use your build-
ings for a background. I expect to
pay for the privilege.”

The man in the doorway regarded
the directer narrowly. “You were
around here yesterday, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Ransome.

“I told you to move on, didn’t I?”

“Yes; but I thought we might——"

“Well, what I said yesterday stands,”
the other interrupted. “Bringing the
sheriff along don’t help none. Clear out,
the bunch of you!”

Another figure, evidently his partner,
equally tall, bearded and begrimed,
loomed up behind the speaker. In the
shadow of the doorway, with the smoke
from the recent blast curling about
them, their muck-stained faces were for-
bidding and at times partly obscured.

“Now see here, boys,” Prentice re-
monstrated, “why can’t you be a little
reasonable in this matter? Taking a
few pictures and wandering about your
premises ain’t going to put you to no
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trouble that I can see. Mr. Ransome’s
come all the way from Hollywood
and——-"

“You heard what I said!” the nearer
of the partners cut in. ‘“That stands.”

“What's your ebjections?” the sher-
iff wanted to knew.

“We're paying strict attention to our
own business and we’ll thank you to do

“the same,” the man returned.

“That’s final, is it?”

“You bet it is. Clear out!”

The sheriff scowled. “I guess that
settles it, then,” he observed. “If you're
set on being dewnright ornery there’s
nothing to stop yeu.”

“I guess you’re right,” the man re-
sponded grimly.

Ransome attempted further argument,
but it was useless. The partners were
unmeved. They remained within the
smoke-filled shed, apparently indifferent
to the powder fumes. Having talked
himself out, the director turned on his
heel and strode off, his companion fol-
lowing.

“What in thunder’s the matter with

- those chaps?” he grumbled, once they
were descending the trail. “They act as
if they were afraid we were likely to
jump their claim.”

“Our make-up must have scared
them, remarked Kluger.

“From the look of the pair it would
take semething mere than grease paint
and crape hair to scare them,” said
Ransome. “They’re about as tough-
looking as a couple of revolutionists.”

“And they weren’t any too eager to
show themselves,” observed Charley.

Prentice walked on for some distance
without speaking. “Well, I'll have a
talk with Nesbit,” he said at length.
“He seems to be the only one in the
community who’s on speaking terms
with these miners. Maybe, if you have
a little patience, we can fix things.”

“Patience is something I haven’t a
whole lot of,” the director reminded
him. “T hope you make it snappy.”

CHAPTER IIIL
THE BLUEBIRD BACKGROUND.

N the car, rattling back to Sapphire,

Prentice revealed something of his
thoughts.

“It’s got me figuring,” he declared.
“Not so much because these men don’t
want you around their place, but that
they’re working the Bluebird. There
isn’t a pinch of color in it. Any expert
in the country will vouch for that, and
plenty of them have inspected it.”

“There’s plenty of color in it for me,”
Ransome stated. ‘“That’s all I'm inter-
ested in.”

By the time the sheriff had left the
movie outfit at the hotel, the afternoon
was too far gone to permit of working.
Moreover, storm clouds began to gather,
and by five o’clock it had started to rain.

“More grief,” the director grumbled,
looking across the wet and deserted
street. “Semething tells me the over-
head of this story is due to make an
altitude record.”

While they were at the.dinner table
that night a telegram came for Ran-
some. “It’s from Lonny,” he announced
to the company. “She says we can
expect her on here shortly to visit her
brother.”

“Her brother?” cried Kluger. “In
this place?”
“It would seem that way.” The di-

rector read on through the long message.
“His name’s Hugh Allen,” he resumed.
“I remember she often spoke of him.
Worried a lot, too. She'd lost all trace
of him for years. Now he pops up in
this spot, of all places.”

“Does she say what he’s doing?”
Drummond queried.

“He’s a mining engineer and has been
prospecting through the Southwest.
Wants us to look him up.”

Charley spoke quickly. “Wasn't Allen
the name of one of the pair working the
Bluebird 7"’ he ventured.

“Jove, I believe you're right!” Ran-
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some brightened instantly. “Allen. Sure
that’s the name. Allen and Varney the
men are, the sheriff said. Wonder if it
could be the same? Say, that would be
luck. Lonny’s brother! What do you
know about that!”

Laura Allen, a member of the Su-
perba Company and known as “Lonny”
among her cowerkers, was one of the
most popular leads under Ransome’s
direction. In fact she had figured in
some of the earlier scenes in the present
story. That her brether could be one
of the unhospitable men at the Bluebird
both amazed and delighted the director.

“Say, we’ll cop that prize location
yet,” he declared. “A lucky break for
us. I'm going out te make inquiries.”

Charley accompanied him and they
walked through a drizzle toward the big
general store, apparently the town head-
quarters. Under its roof one bought
toothpicks and tractors, claimed their
mail and telegrams and listened to gos-
sip and a static-blighted radio.

“Hugh Allen?” repeated Nesbit, the
storekeeper, when Ransome questioned
him. ‘“Sure; that’s the name of one
of the Bluebird men. He and his part-
ner, Varney, was just in here. Varney
got a letter and Allen a telegram. It
‘come in just as they was leavin’.”

“Good enough!” Ransome exclaimed
jubilantly. “We've just learned that
Allen’s a brother of a girl in our com-
pany. That ought to change the com-
plexion of things around here con-
siderably.”

“How’s
know.

The storekeeper was a thin, wiry man
with sun-faded hair and mustache. His
left cheek bore a scar. His eyes were
hard and penetrating, and they played
rather persisténtly upon the Indian.

“The Bluebird pair objected strenu-
ously to our setting up a camera on
their lot,” the director explained.

“That so?” Nesbit's eyes strayed to
the speaker, but it was evident he was

that?” Nesbit wanted to

still more interested in Charley than in
what the director had to say. “Why?”

“Search me,” returned Ransome.
“Just naturally suspicious of picture
folks, I guess. But Fll see Allen the
first thing in the morning. This wire
from his sister ought to smooth our
way now. I've an idea the message he
received to-night was from Lenny.”

Unexpectedly, Neshit nodded. “That
was the name signed to it,”” he stated.
“You see, I'm the operator here and I
have to write out all the messages that
come in.”

“I see,” said Ransome. “You’re post-
master, too, aren’t you? And you wait
on trade between times, eh? Quite a
handy man on the job. Guess you
know about everything that goes on in
town, don’t you?”

Nesbit smiled faintly.
much,” he admitted.

“T was just wondering, since Lonny
signed my wire as well as the one to
her brother, and both coming in about
the same time, if you mentiened the fact
to Allen?”

The storekeeper hesitated a moment.
“No, I didn’t say nothin’ about it,” he
replied. “None of my business.”

When the visitors walked to the door,
Nesbit followed.

“You look a lot different from what
you did in your war paint,” he re-
marked, eying the Indian. “I’d hardly
take you for a redskin now. Somebedy
was sayin’ you was Moccasin Charley
who we been readin’ about in the Los
Angeles papers. Is that right?”

“Just about,” Charley admitted, smil-
ing.

The men ducked through the door
and ran to their hotel. Before the open
fire/in the lobby they dried their wet
clothes, and with Drummeond, Hardy,
and Kluger to keep them company,
smoked and talked until bedtime.

‘“That.ain’t

Charley’s room on_ the second floor
overlooked the rear of the low, false-
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front buildings in the adjoining block,
and from the window he had an un-
obstructed view along the alley back
of Nesbit’s premises. It was still rain-
ing when he went to bed, but some time
later, awakened by a sound, he found
the moon shining brightly.

His watch proclaimed a few minutes
after one o'clock. Wondering at what
had disturbed him, he got up and peered
from the window. The sound he heard
must have been the thud of hoofs, he
concluded, for it was repeated, and now
he saw a hemseman, crouched low in
his saddle, gallop off, apparently leav-
ing from the alley door of Nesbit’s
store.

The man seemed to be in a great
hurry and the Indian watched him dis-
appear at the end of the street. No
lights were visible in the buildings be-
low. He opened the window and leaned
out. No further sounds came to his
alert ears, but suddenly he saw Nesbit.
-The storekeeper stepped from the
shadows into the moonlit street; then
vanished again.

What Charley had witnessed made
little impression upon him, and he went
back to bed, cheered by the prospect of
a fair to-morrow. He was dewnstairs
early, to find Ransome at breakfast.
The director was bound for the Blue-
bird Mine, armed with Lonny Allen’s
message, which he hoped would be an
open sesame for him, and Charley vol-
unteered to accompany him.

When the hired flivver showed up,
the men climbed in and were driven to
the road’s end below the Bluebird prop-
erty. There they alighted and walked
up the trail toward the cabin.

“I hope no one takes a pot shot at
us before we can declare ourselves,” the
director remarked, glancing warily
about him.

No one did. The cabin door was
closed. The vivid morning sunlight
flooded the premises with gold. Except
for a flock of blue jays that set up a

tremendous clatter at the approach of
the visitors, silence prevailed. There
was no smoke from the broad chimney
and no signs of life about the place.

“Guess they’re not up yet,” said Ran-
some.

The men reached the door and
knocked, waiting expectantly; but no
one answered the summons. Later, they
walked to the tunnel. The shed built at
the mouth of it was open and they went
in. The place was deserted. As evi-
dence that the miners were not at work
beyond earshot in the drift, the crude
door of heavy logs, spiked together, that
barred the entrance, was closed and se-
cured with a padlock and chain.

“Funny,” said Ransome. “If Allen
and his partner aren’t asleep in the cabin
they’ve gone into town.”

“There is one of their horses,” Char-
ley announced, pointing to a corral some
distance above. “I noticed two horses
were picketed there yesterday, so both
men can’t be gone.”

Ransome nodded and stood looking
about him. The Indian-retraced his
steps to the cabin and peered through
one of the windows ; then swiftly, with-
out a word to his companion, he turned
to try the door. It opened at his touch
and the big room was flooded with sun-
light.

The room was in disorder, the table
and chairs overturned; and sprawled on
the floor lay one of the partners. Ran-
some, coming in behind the Indian, fell
back with an exclamation and remained
in the open doorway. With a swift
glance about him that took in the whole
of the roem, Charley stepped across the
floor and knelt beside the prostrate
form.

He realized, even as his fingers sought
the man’s wrist, that life was extinct,
had been for some time. He could not
detect the slightest flutter of a pulse.
The man’s shirt was crimson stained and
on the floor beside him, almost touching
his hand, was a knife.
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CHAPTER 1V.

SILENT TESTIMONY.

AS Charley stood up, Ransome’s voice
sounded behind him—hesitant and
wavering.

“What 1s it?” he asked.
happened? Is the man dead?”

The Indian nodded, his eyes fixed
upon the crumpled body. “Been dead
for several hours,” he said.

“Murdered ?”

“Yes; I'd say so.”

The director backed out through the
doer, his face stricken. “Goed heavens!”
he exclaimed in a whisper. “Let’s fade
out of this picture, Charley. Den’t touch
anything !”

“We’d better get word to the sheriff.”
The Indian spoke quietly. ‘“The man
down in the car will know where to
find him. You hurry along. I'll wait
here.”

“Don’t do it. You come on with
me,” Ransome urged, as Charley fol-
lowed the director outside. “I don’t
like the idea of you staying here alone.
If anything should come up——"

“TI'd rather stay,” the Indian broke
in. “One of us should. Don’t look so
scared, Ransome. Nothing’s going to
come up.”

“Oh, I'm not scared,” Ransome an-
swered. “It’s just hit me hard. A thing
like this happening! Why did we have
to get mixed up in it? Let’s go back
to town and say nothing about this; let
some one else do the discovering. We
can say we were up here this morning

“What'’s

but failed to areuse any one. That
would be all right, weuldn’t it ?”’
Charley shook his head. ‘“No reason

in the world for lying about it,” he re-
turned. “You get on and bring up the
sheriff, Ransome. Telling the truth is
always the safest thing to do.

The director hesitated, glanced back
at the cabin and finally started down
the trail. Charley watched as the man
reached the car and climbed into it.

Left to his own resources, the Indian
stepped into the cabin again and made a
second inspection of the premises. Then
he went outside, circling the cabin, but
at a distance from its walls. From
there he walked to the corral. The
herse, back of the rails, whinnied loudly
at his approach as if anticipating its
usual breakfast.

Leaving the corral behind he mounted
the slope, traveling beside a wern trail,
his eyes busily recerding impressions.
He followed the trail to the crest of the
hill some distance beyond, saw that it
led directly west. To follow it farther,
he decided, would be a waste of time.
There was no haste in that respect, and
presently he retraced his steps, came
back to the cabin and sat down on the
deerstep to await the arrival of the
sheriff.

Long before he caught sight of the
returning car he heard the labor of its
engine as it pounded up the steep grade.
Three men alighted at the end of the
road and came running toward the
cabin. Ransome had found Prentice.
The third man, Charley saw, was Nes-
bit, the storekeeper.

Without a word being exchanged be-
tween them, the sheriff swept past the
Indian and stepped into the cabin. There
he glanced swiftly about and knelt be-
side the dead man.

Nesbit was at his heels. “It’'s Var-
ney!” he cried, leaning over Prentice’s
shoulder. ;

The sheriff, finished with his inspec-
tion, got to his feet and looked at Char-
ley, who had followed the men into the
room.

“You moved anything?” he asked.

“Nothing,” the Indian assured him.

“Everything just the way you found
them when you came in?”

“Yes. I simply made sure the man
was past help; then I sent Ransome
down to bring you here.”

“You didn’t know it was Varney, did
you?” Nesbit inquired.
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Charley shook his head. “I didn’t
know whether it was Varney or Allen.”

“You noticed this on the floor?”
Prentice asked, peinting to what seemed
to be fresh scratches in the weod.

“Yes; right away.”

The storekeeper turned to leok down.
“What is it ?”

“It's printing,” the sheriff replied.
“Come around back of me and you ¢an
read it plain enough.”

Nesbit did so, getting down on his
knees. :

“Can’t you make out what it says?”’
Prentice queried.

“Sure.” The storekeeper read aloud
the three significant words that had been
cut deeply into the pine board. “It says
‘Allen—did—this.””

“That’s exactly what it says,” cer-
roborated the sheriff.

“Allen!” It was Ransome, standing
back in the doorway who speke. “You
mean Hugh Allen, Varney’s partner?”’

Prentice look around. “Who else?
Varney gives it to us right here—in
print.” A hard, troubled leok stamped
itself on the sheriff’s countenance.

Nesbit studied the battered features
of the dead man. “Say, they must have
had it hot and heavy,” he remarked.
“Allen finished him off with a knife.”

“In the back,” supplemented Pren-
tice. “Bidn’t reach the heart, theugh;
and Varney lived dong enough te carve
these words in the floor.”

“We don’t need that extra evidence,
I'm thinkin’, to convict Allen of the
job,” said Nesbit. “He’s took to his
heels.” -

Between them, presently, the body
was lifted from the floor and depesited
upon one of the cots. Neither of the
cots had been slept in—evidence, it
seeméd, that the fight had taken place
carly the night before. Prentice re-
marked upon that, and the storekeeper
nodded.

“The men were in my place about
eight o'clock,” he declared. “Just be-

fore you two came in,” he added, look-
ing toward Ranseme and the Indian.

“And you told us Allen had received
a wire from his sister,” the director
reminded him.

“Yes; that’s right. He got the mes-
sage and read it, and stuck it in his
pocket—Ilike he didn’t want Varney to
see it.”

“What did it say?” the sheriff asked.

“Semething about comin’ to Sapphire
to see him.”

“Allen’s sister? Coming here?”

“T had a wire from her at the same
time,” Ransome spoke up, and told how
he and Charley had visited the store
later to make inquiries, learning from
Nesbit that the Hiigh Allen referred to
was ene of the Bluebird partners.
“That’s what breught us up here this
morning,” he concluded.

“The pair were quarrelin’ last night,”
Nesbit volunteered. ‘I heard 'em out
back of the stere. Then Varney rode
off alone and Allen came back, lookin’
mad as the devil. He set around smok-
in’ and then left.”

“Was that the last you saw of him?”

“The last of either of 'em.”

Charley, listening attentively to the
testimony of the storekeeper, recalled
what he had seen from his window later
on that evening. Not only had he
caught a glimpse of Nesbit, but he was
positive that the horseman he had seen
riding off so hurriedly had left from the
rear of the store.

“What time did it stop raining last
night ?”” he asked casually. :
. “Can'’t say,” said Neshit. “I turned
in half an hour after you left and didn’t
wake up till daylight.”

“The rain stepped about one o’clock,”
the sheriff testified. “T was still awake.
I thought I heard some one riding along
the street in front of my place. I got
up and looked out the window, but I
didn’t see any one. The moon was
shining bright at that time.”

“I woke up about the same time,”
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Charley said. It did not escape him that
Nesbit turned his head and seemed to
be watching him alertly ; but he did net
add to his remarks and the subject was
dropped.

The sheriff methodically went threugh
the dead man’s clothing, emptying the
pockets one after another, bringing out
a miscellany of persomal articles. The
search produced a wallet that centained
a few bank notes, seme papers and re-
ceipts bearing Varney’s name and a

letter.
~“I think that’s the letter Varney got
last night,” said Nesbit, peering over
the sheriff’s shoulder. “Yes, it 15,”" he
affismed. ‘“‘Postmarked San Francisce,
isn't it?”

“It may give us a line on something,”
said Prentice, and removed the inclosure
from the envelope. He read it through
and passed it to Neshit.

“Signed by J. M. Bellamy,” the store-
keeper declared. “He says he is in-
terested in the property and expects to
be on in a few days. 1 suppose this
Bellamy is referrin’ to the Bluebird
Mine.”

“No doubt,” agreed the sheriff. “He
may know Varney and give us some
infermation.”

Charley glanced at the letter and en-
velope which Nesbit placed on the table,
and later picked up the knife that Pren-
tice had been inspecting. It was a com-
monplace hunting knife with a single
cutting edgé recently honed, and bore
no stains.

“Evidently net the blade that killed
Varney,” the Indian observed.

“No; of course not. Varney's prop-
erty, I take it,” the sheriff said. “Allen
probably used his ewn knife. Carried
it off with him, teo.”

The ‘storekeeper took the weapen and
examined it closely. “You're right. It's
Varney's knife. I sold it to him a few
days ago.”

He tossed it upen the table. “Say,
hadn’t we better be findin’ Allen? Seems

like he’s gettin’ a long start on us,
Ben.”

“It don’t matter so much about the
start,” the sheriff answered. “He can’t
get far. Guess he didn’t figure that,
being new here. The desert’s to the
south and east of us, the hills to the
nerth where there’s precious little water,
and Carbendale to the west.”

“His trail leads west,” announced
Charley. “I followed it half a mile
or so.”

Prentice’s eyes flickered with sur-
prise. “You did? How'd did you
stumble across it?”

“I didn’t stumble across it,”” Charley
answered. “I looked for it—found it
exactly where I expected to find it.
Leading out from the corral. One horse
is still there. I suppose it belonged to
the dead man.”

“©h, you've been looking around,
have you? Investigating? Well, what
else did you discover ?”’

“Several things that may interest you.
After killing his partner the fugitive
left the cabin by the rear door. He
wasn’t in any great hurry, and it must
have been seme time after one o’clock
this merning.”

Neshit started a laugh, but checked
it. “Say, how’d you guess all this?” he
demanded.

“I didn’t guess at it,” the Indian re-
turned quietly. “I didn’t have to. To
begin with, there are deep footprints in
the clay leading from the rear of the
cabin to the corral above here. The
sheriff tells us the rain stopped about
one o'clock, so if the fugitive had left
before then, his trail weuld have been
partly or wholly obliterated. That's
evident eneugh, isn’t it?

“From the clear-cut impressions in
the clay it can readily be determined that
the man walked, not ran. Moreover,
to prove he was not alarmed or in any
haste to get away, after leading his horse
from the corral, he carefully replaced
the bars. The hoofprints leading from
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the corral are also clear-cut and distinct
in the wet earth, indicating that he
walked his animal for the first mile at
least.”

“T’ll just have a look at these things,”
Prentice said. Both his tone and man-
ner conveyed the fact that he was im-
pressed by the Indian’s statements.

Outside, Charley speedily pointed to
the evidence by which he had reached
his conclusions: the trail leading from
the cabin and the one higher up the
slope, leading away frem the corral.
And after scrutinizing footprints and
hoofmarks, the sheriff nodded in ap-
proval ; nor was the at all hesitant about
declaring himself.

“You got sharper eyes than I have,”
he confessed. “Guess it’s natural,
though. Allen headed for Carbondale,
all right,” he went on. “No other place
for him to head, unless he knew the
back country like a native, and that ain’t
likely. No train through the junction
till noon, so we got plenty time to wire
down and have our man arrested.”

“And he won’t count on our learnin’
of .the murder so soon as this,” said
Nesbit. “Nobody is in the habit of
visitin’ here and nobody would think it
queer if the partners weren’t seen in
town for a couple days. Just lucky
these picture people happened up here.”

“You better get back te the store,”
the sheriff instructed. “Wire Carbon-
dale right off, describe Allen and have
him picked up. I'll be down there my-
self soon’s possible. And send out a
warning to all the mines and ranches
that’s got phones, in case our man’s
struck off into the hills.”

“No danger of that, I'm thinkin’)”
commented Neshit, glancing at his
watch. “He’s likely sittin’ around the
station now, waitin’ to hop the noen
train.”

Prentice nodded. “I wish you'd
pick my car at the house and drive it
back here,” he said. “Don’t waste any
time.”

The storekeeper turned on his heel
and hurried off toward the road below
where Ransome’s car and driver waited.

CHAPTER V.
THE POINT IN EVIDENCE.

WHEN Nesbit had gone, the sheriff
led the way back to the cabin, and
assisted by Charley, made a thorough
search of the premises. Nothing of in-
terest was found, nothing that would
throw light upon the history, past or
present, of the Bluebird operators.

“Guess we’ll be kept in the dark for
a while,” Prentice observed. “Do you
think Allen’s sister will be showing up?”

“We're expecting her,” Ranseme an-
swered. “I wish she wasn’t coming—
now,” he added. “This is going to be
a shock to her.”

“I'll want to see and talk with her
when she arrives,” the sheriff said. “All
the more so if we don’t get Allen.”

“She hasn’t seen her brother for five
years,” Charley stated. “So it is doubt-
ful if she’ll be in a position to give us
much information.”

“Can you get in touch with her to-
day?”

“I suppose so,” the director answered.
“If she’s still at the studio. But I sure
dread to, sheriff.”

“She’ll have to hear, soon or late.”

“Yes; I know. But I hate to be the
one to break the news. Couldn’t we
hold off for a time?” Ransome asked.
“Wait until she gets here. Maybe by
that time semething unexpected will
turn up. We may find Allen didn't
murder his partner after all.”

Prentice shrugged. “With all this
evidence staring us in the face? I'm
afraid not.”

He and Ransome went outside to
await Nesbit’s return, but Charley re-
mained in the cabin.

Half an hour later the storekeeper
was back. He informed Prentice that
no one answering to Allen’s description
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had been seen in Carbondale, but the
local authorities were watching all
trains.

“He ought to have shown up before
this,” the sheriff remarked. His watch
marked half an hour of noen.

“Oh, he’ll prebably hide out until train
time,” said Nesbit.

When Prentice turned and entered
the cabin again it was to find the Indian
down upen hands and knees, apparently
studying the roughly cut inscription in
the fleor.

“What you trying to find?” the sher-
iff inquired.

“T’ve been trying to put two and two
together,” Charley replied, smiling a lit-
tle. “But in spite of all T can do, it
makes five.”

“A problem in addition?” Ransome
asked.

“No; in deductien.”

“What do you mean by that?” Nesbit
demanded.

“Well, to begin with,” Charley said,
looking past the sterekeeper to Prentice,
“does it seem plausible to you, that un-
der the circumstances Varney would
have had the strength to cut these words
in the floor?”

“Don’t suppose it took a lot of ef-
fort.” :

“Granted that he would have had the
strength,” the Indian continued, “don’t
you think the effert was unnecessary?”

“Not exactly. He wanted to be sure
we got the guilty man.”

“But wouldn’t you naturally have
suspected Allen? Here were two men,
partners, living under the same roof,
ostensibly working the same piece of
property: a pair who kept strictly to
themselves and seldom ventured into
town. One of them is found murdered,
the other missing. Would there be any
question of placing the guilt?”

“Maybe not; but evidently Varney
wasn’t taking chances.”

“We may consider Allen a reasonably
intelligent man, don’t you think? It

would look, from the evidence, that he
planned the crime, accomplished it, and
knew in advance just how he was to
make a get-away ?” :

“Sure. He seemed to have taken his
own sweet time about leaving. Knew
there was no sense in him getting down
to the junction before daylight.”

“Nevertheless, he knew the moment
he left here he was a fugitive,” Charley
persisted. “Not a very pleasant thing
to have hanging over one’s head, is it?
Wouldn’t it have been much simpler for
him, instead of running off and appar-
ently convicting himself, to have cen-
cealed his partner’s body? Net a dif-
ficult thing to do. No one in the com-
munity, from what I gather, was inter-
ested in the pair, and no one would have
concerned himself particularly over
Varney’s abrupt disappearance. It
seems to me, in that way, Allen would
have saved himself a great deal of
trouble.”

The sheriff shrugged. “What's the
sense of making up all these fool conun-
drums? What's been done is done, and
that’s an end to it.”

“It’s been done, Prentice,” the Indian
conceded, ‘“but perhaps we haven’t
reached the end of it. To get back to
where we started a moment before,” he
went on, “you don’t believe this mes-
sage on the floor was whelly unneces-
sary? If you had found Allen, wouldn’t
you have suspected and arrested him
just the same, message or no message?”’

“I probably would, but——"

“So really this message has had little
or nothing to do with placing the guilt
on Allen’s shoulders?” Charley inter-
rupted.

“Well, it makes it all the more con-
clusive.”

The Indian again inspected the crude
printing. “This floor is of unusually
hard pine,” he said at length. “The
knife must have been sharp and keen-
pointed to bite so deeply, don’t you
think ?”
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“It was that,” the sheriff corrobo-
rated.

Charley ran his finger nail along the
lines of printing, following them slowly,
deliberately. “Notice any peculiarity in
these lines?” he inquired.

Both Prentice and Nesbit looked
down ; both shook their heads.

“Notice how thin and distinctly cut
the lines that spell .out the words ‘Allen
did,” and how much broader the lines
of the last word ‘this?” Charley
queried.

The sheriff stooped lower, squinting.
“Why, yes,” he admitted after a mo-
ment of study. *“I see now, since you
called my attention to it. How would
you account for it?”

“Probably the way the knife was
held,” volunteered Neshit.

“No; not that.” Charley shook his
head. Then he drew a small penknife
from his pocket and ran its blade along
the lines that formed the last letter of
the word “did.” There, with little effort,
he succeeded in prying out of the wood
a bit of metal.

He held it out on the palm of his
hand—a polished bit of steel, perhaps
a quarter of an inch long, shaped like
a wedge.

“What does this look like to you?” he
asked of Prentice.

The sheriff picked it up in his fingers.
“Why, it's a broken knife peint,” he
declared promptly.

“That’s what I judged it must be
when my fingernail ran against it a
moment ago. The point of a knife
blade. It was broken off at the finish
of the word ‘did.” So when the last
word ‘this’ was being cut, the blunted
point naturally left a broader line in
the wood. That would account for the
differerice in the lines, wouldn’t it?”

“Why, I guess it would,” Prentice
agreed, still unimpressed by the discov-
ery. “Sure. You couldn’t cut so deep
with a blade whose point was missing,”
he added.

Charley looked inquiringly from the
sheriff to Nesbit, a smile hovering about
his lips. Neither of the men had
changed expression.

“Doesn’t this start you thinking?” he
asked.

“Thinking ?” Nesbit repeated. “What
do you mean? Any point is likely to
break off in this hard pine if you twist
the blade wrong.”

“That is obvious,” Charley answered.
“That is precisely what did happen.”
He continued to smile. “The point
broke off. But how about the knife we
found beside Varney?”

The sheriff turned and picked up the
knife that had been placed, among the
other exhibits, upon the table. A low
exclamation escaped him. The blade
was undamaged, the point of it intact.

Confronted by the evidence, indispu-
table evidence at that, Prentice’s scowl
deepened and he looked questioningly at
the Indian.

“What do you make of it?”
“The knives must have
switched,” Nesbit put in quickly.

“But who by?” Charley asked. “Not
the dead man. If Varney left this in-
scription in the floor we would have
found a blade with a broken point be-
side him. We didn't. We found a
whole blade.”

“Then Varney couldn’t have used this
knife,” agreed the sheriff. ;

“I don’t think he used any knife,’’
Charley returned emphatically.

“You mean you don’t think he cut
these words in the floor?” :

“I do not.”

The sheriff pondered a moment.
“How’d they come to be here, then?”

“That is something for us to dis-
cover,” the Indian replied.

“A  blind!” exclaimed Ransome.
“Jove, that’s something to think about!
You've hit it, Charley,” he ran on en-
thusiastically. “You've given us a new
lead. The carving was done by some
one—after Varney was dead! Say, I

TN—1B

been
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had a hunch all along vou'd upset the
dope.”

The sheriff seemed bewildered. “Al-
len certainly didn't do the carving,” he
said.

“Allen? Signing his own death war-
rant?” Ransome laughed. “Of course
not. I'm beginning to think he doesn’t
figure in this at all.”

“You're crazy,” scoffed Nesbit. “If
he wasn’t guilty he wouldn’t have made
a get-away. His disappearance is his
death warrant, if you ask me!”

“Nobody’s asking you. Something’s
happened here we can’t grasp—yet. We
will, though.” Ransome was jubilant
and took ne pains to conceal it. It must
have occurred to him now, that with
Allen’s guilt a matter of doubt, it would
not be so difficult to face Lonny.

“You've got a mystery on your hands,
sheriff,” he ran on. “Yeu ought to
solve it, with Charley’shelp. A mystery
don’t last as long as a dollar bill in a
night club, when he spots it.”

“Before you crow too much,” the
storekeeper put in, “let’s get back to
where we was a minute ago. Speakin’
of this knife. How do we know it was
here in the first place?”

“First place?” the sheriff repeated.
“What do you mean? I know it’s the
one I picked up when I came in here.”

“I’'m not questionin’ that. I don’t say
it ain't the knife you found. I mean
how do vou know it waswn’t switched
before you got on the job?”

“You're intimating that Ransome and
I might have done that?” Charley asked.

“You were here first, weren't you?
Maybe half an heur before Ben showed
up?  You were here alone, the two of
you ?”’

“Yes. But nothing was touched.”

“You touched Varney, didn’t you?”

“His wrist. Merely to be certain he
was beyond help.”

Nesbit shrugged and glanced signifi-
cantly at Prentice. “Is that all? You
sure you didn’ o

TN-—-2B

“Hold on, now!” Ransome broke in.
“That’ll be enough from you! Charley’s
told you the truth. What possible mo-
tive would we have in lying about
things? We found a man murdered
and judged him to be one of the pair
operating this property. Whether he
was Varney or Allen, we didn't know."”

“You could have found out easy
enough,” said Nesbit.

“Perhaps; but it wasn’'t eur place to
investigate. And what if we had
known? It wouldn’t have changed mat-
ters in the least. And as for us sub-
stituting one knife for aneother, why,
that is absurd. What would have been
our object? The murdered and mur-
derer were strangers to us. Certainly
we weren't interested in placing the guilt
or removing it.”

“Except that you'd heard something
about Allen,” the storekeeper reminded
him, “and might have figure i

Ransome flushed and moved threat-
eningly upon Neshit, who broke off in
the middle of his sentence and stepped
back.

“You make another dirty crack like
that,” the director growled, “and T'll
knock you through the window.”

The sheriff intervened. “Keep your
temper, boys,” he remonstrated. “No
use flying off the handle, either of you.
If there’s any talking to be done, I'll do
it. You hold your tongue, Nesbit.” \

“All right, Ben,” Nesbit responded.
"T’ll shut up. Just felt like sayin’ what
1 thought, that’s all. This bunch of pic-
ture actors seem to be set on makin’ a
mystery out of this affair and monkeys
out of us. Looks like we can run things
without any help.”

CHAPTER VL
HOPELESS SEARCH.
ONLY a warning glance from the
Indian prevented Ransome from
making a quick retort. Nesbit shrugged
and turned away, apparently content to
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let the sheriff take up from where he
had left off. But to all appearances
+Prentice saw fit to remain neutral.

- “We better be getting back to town,”
she said quietly, “TI'll get a jury and
have everything regular. I'm acting as
coroner just at present, so there won't
be no delay. You'll both have to tes-
tify,” he added, addressing Ransome
and the Indian. “It won’t take long.”

A blanket was found and the body
wrapped in it, a duty that the sheriff
performed with Neshit’s help. The four
men made a light job of carrying their
burden down the trail to where the car
awaited them.

As they were preparing to leave, a
dog came in sight. It trotted part way
down the trail, sat back on its haunches,
pointed its nose skyward and let out a
prolonged, mournful howl.

“That’s Varney’s pet,” Nesbit an-
nounced. “Guess it knows what’s hap-
pened, all right. You can’t fool a dog.”

Prentice walked toward the animal,
calling it, but the dog growled and
trotted off, to be lost among the timber.

“You'll have a hard time makin’ up
to that pup,” Nesbit remarked. “He’s
a one-man dog.”

The sheriff turned and came back.
“I’ll wait a couple days and maybe bring
it into town. Don’t want to leave it
here to starve.”

Since the news of the tragedy had
preceded them, the sheriff and his com-
panions found the town agog with ex-
citement and speculation. The serenity
of the camp had been disturbed. Mur-
der and sudden death were rare occur-
rences in Sapphire, and while both
principals were strangers, the affair
stirred the community.

The news had spread rapidly, and the
majority ‘©of the men on the streets were
armed. Prentice addressed the crowd
that gathered about the little building
that served the purpose of jail, office,
and court room; gave them a summary
of the facts, warned them to behave,

and, later, picked from among their
number sufficient for a coroner’s jury.

Before the jury, Ransome and Char-
ley testified to the finding of the body
and unhesitatingly answered all the
questions put to them. Both the sheriff
and the storekeeper contributed their
share of information. Prentice ex-
plained briefly about the message cut in
the cabin floor, how the point of a knife
blade had been found embedded in one
of the letters, a discovery that, in view
of the undamaged knife found beside
the victim, seemed to indicated Varney
had not been responsible for the inscrip-
tion.

Despite that testimony, it was evident
from the first that the minds of the jury
already were made up. The disappear-
ance of Allen seemed to overshadow all
that Charley had brought to light. The
verdict, therefore, was that Varney had
come to his death by a knife-thrust at
the hands of his partner, Allen, whose
whereabouts were unknown.

“Of all the blockheads!” Ransome ex-
claimed, once they were outside. “A
wonder they couldn’t give Allen a decent
break.”

“Never mind the verdict,” said Char-
ley. “We'll do a little investigating on
our own hook. By the time Allen’s
found, we may be in a position to pro-
duce some new evidence.”

Immediately after the verdict had
been rendered, Sheriff Prentice gath-
ered a posse and set off toward Car-
bondale, confident that before nightfall
the fugitive would be apprehended.

Although Nesbit was a deputy and
should have accompanied his superior,
it was judged better for him to remain
close beside the telegraph key, in order
to pick up any further and perhaps im-
portant messages that might come over
the wire. :

“Suits me,” he remarked to Ransome
and Charley, watching the posse ride
off. “Don’t fancy takin’ an excursion
in this heat.”
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At the store where he took leave
of the men, he grinned significantly at
the director. “Guess you won’t find
trouble up at the Bluebird now. You
can take all the movin’ pictures you
want. Kind of lucky for you, after all,
wasn’t it?” he added.

Walking on without response, Ran-
some glanced at his companion. “I
wouldn’t trust that Nesbit from here
across the street. He knows something
and he isn’t taking a lot of pains to
conceal it.” ,

The Indian nodded, and mentioned
what he had seen from his window the
night before. “And Nesbit just claimed
he slept straight through the night.”

“Huh,” returned the director. “Judg-
ing by the attitude he’s taken to-day,
we can’t think Allen was his visitor.”

“Not unless he’s experienced a sud-
den change of heart,” Charley answered.

Upon his return to the hotel, and to
the profound relief of those who
awaited him, Ransome declared a holi-
day. The company had, of course,
heard the gist of the news and were
anxious to learn the details.

Contemplating the unpleasant fact
that Lonny Allen’s brother was a fugi-
tive, charged with musder, none of the
Superba cast was in a mood te don
make-up or go out on location. They
sat about, gloomily, on the hotel ve-
randa, with few words between them, as
depressed as if Lonny herself had been
implicated.

Several times during the afternoon,
Charley and Kluger visited the store to
make inquiries, but nothing, it seemed,
had come over the wire. Each time the
Indian appeared the storekeeper met
him with a prevoking smile and a shrug
of his shoulders.

“Guess Allen’s given ’em the slip,”
he declared upon the occasion of the
third visit. “Don’t see how he’s done
e

Later on at the hotel, the company

discussed the advisability of sending
Lonny a wire. It was the thing to do,
of course, but Ransome held off.

“T'll wait till morning,” he said.
“Maybe something will happen.”

“Heaven knows I don’t countenance
murder,” Kluger remarked; “but I
wouldn’t feel badly if Allen disappeared
for good. Ne matter what kind of an
alibi he’s got, he’ll get rough treatment
in this community.”

Kluger obviously echoed the wun-
spoken sentiments of the others, and all
of them seemed visibly relieved when,
shortly before dusk, the sheriff and his
posse rode into town, minus a prisoner, -
but bringing along a riderless horse.

A crowd immediately gathered in
front of the stere, joined in all haste
by the cinema outfit, to listen to the re-
port Prentice made. Allen had given
them the slip. The fugitive’s horse had
been found in a Carbondale stable. The
liveryman described Allen perfectly and
said the man had ridden into town
shortly after daybreak. He had left his
mount to be fed and disappeared.

Then it was learned that a freight had
rolled through town less than an hour
afterward. A rancher at the station
had seen a man answering” to Allen’s
general description swing aboard. This
fact was not learned, however, until the
middle of the afternoor. By that time
the train, a fast freight bound through
to the coast, had traveled several hun-
dred miles.

Prentice had sent wires to all the sta-
tions, warning the authorities, but the
fugitive had not been seen. Apparently
he had dropped off somewhere along the
line hours before the messages had been
received.

The news of Allen’s escape provoked
much discussion and argument, although
it could not be considered a reflection
on the efficiency of Sheriff Prentice, who
looked as crestfallen as his companions.
In fact the fugitive must have been well
on his way out of Carbondale before
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the murder of his partner had been
discovered.

“Come to think of it,” Nesbit spoke
up, “I remember Allen inquirin’ about
the trains last night.”

“Why didn’t you mention this be-
fore?” the sheriff asked.

“Forgot it. Anyhow, I didn’t know
about that fast freight, no more than
you did, Ben,” the storekeeper came
back almost resentfuly. “I’'m not sup-
posed to know everything.”

By dark the crowd had dispersed,
grumbling among themselves. Ransome
and his companions returned to the hotel
and ate their dinner.

“So far, so good,” remarked Kluger.
“Let’s see what the next twenty-four
hours bring.”

Varney was buried the next morning
in the little cemetery overlooking the
town. The victim’s personal property—
a wallet containing papers, receipts, and
some money, a watch and a gold ring—
were taken and kept by the sheriff, to
be turned over to relatives in case any
should be found. The ring was not in-
scribed, but the watch, apparently of an
expensive make, bore its owner’s mono-
gram, .

That same morning, Ransome too
his actors and camera to the Bluebird
Mine, where a number of scenes were
shot. They worked steadily and to
good advantage. The sun was just
" right, the setting ideal, and fortunately
there were no interruptions.

Varney’s dog was seen at intervals,
but only at a distance, and no one at-
tempted to make up with it.

While they were still grinding, the
sheriff rode up, apparently having rid-
den across country on horseback instead
of taking his flivver along the road be-
low. He stood to one side watching the
operations with undisguised interest.

When the last of the scenes had been
shot, he slipped from his saddle to talk
with Ransome. The sheriff had brought

no news, and upon learning that, Char-
ley moved away. Kluger and Drum-
mond strolled off with the camera man.

Presently the director and Prentice
joined the Indian, who stood looking
across the slope to where the dump,
spilling fanlike below the tunnel mouth,
made a splotch of color against the
green of the underbrush.

“I was just wondering,” Charley
spoke up at once, “if we could learn
anything by visiting the tunnel?”

“Learn what?” the sheriff asked.

“About what the partners were up
to; why they seemed to have been wast-
ing time on a pinched-out vein. You
say they've been working here for a
week or more, didn’t you? And we
heard them put off a shot yesterday. But
I notice there’s no fresh rock on the
dump.”

“That’s so,” the sheriff declared,
squinting at the weathered, weed-cov-
ered mound. “Doesn’t look as if they
had been taking out anything.”

“The tunnel door is locked,” Charley
said. “We were up there yesterday;
but no doubt we can get in, 1f you say
so, sheriff.”

CHAPTER VII.
TRACKING.

HEY found, upon inspection, the

chain and padlock still in place; but
with the aid of a bar and the combined
efforts of the three men, the chain was
twisted free from its staples. A breath
of cold air greeted the men when the
door was thrown open.

They peered speculatively into the
black mouth of the tunnel, but when
Charley picked up a lantern and lighted
it, the sheriff followed his example.
Thus armed, they pressed forward, fol-
lowing the rails that wound into the
heart of the mountain.

An empty dump car stood at the far
end of the drift. It did not look, upon
inspection, as if it had been used re-
cently—certainly not within the past
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few days. There was no loose muck
below the breast, no clean drill holes, no
tools of any description, nothing to in-
dicate work having been done.

Several laterals branched off from the
main drift, showing that in the past
other promising veins had been followed
in hope of tapping the mother lode.
Each of them were explored in turn,
but none gave evidence of having been
freshly worked.

The main drift, much larger than the
laterals, was cribbed in one place with
heavy logs, done to prevent the roof
and sides from caving in. The whole
workings, however, were remarkably
dry.

After an hour later the men were
outside again, grateful for the fresh air
and the warm sunshine. Prentice, his
eyes clouded, stared meditatively at the
rusty rails that, emerging from the tun-
nel, ran along the top of the ancient,
weed-covered dump.  Certainly no
wheels had traveled over them recently.
That added to his confoundment.

“It beats me,” he confessed. “I don’t
- know what these men have been up to.
Whatever it is, it don’t show. They put
off a shot yesterday, all right enough.
We'll swear to that., But we can't find
any evidence of the rock it brought
down.”

“They've been making a bluff at
working the property,” Ransome de-
clared. “You can’t deny that.”

“I can’t deny it,” acknowledged Pren-
tice. “But why have they gone to all
the trouble—bluffing, I mean? Nobody
was interested, one way or another.”

Neither Charley nor the director vol-
unteered an answer, and in silence the
men walked down toward the cabin. Be-
fore they reached it, Nesbit came into
sight.

“Been lookin’ all over for you, Ben,”
he called, getting out of his saddle. “Just
got word through Carbondale that one
of the freight crew booted a man off
his train yesterday near Hilltop—late in

the afternoon. I figure it must have
been Allen.”

“At Hilltop, you say?” The sheriff
frowned. “Why, that's a good two hun-
dred miles from here.”

“Yep; all of that,” the storekeeper
confirmed. “I wired the authorities
there to be on the watch. Maybe they’ll
pick him up yet. Anyhow, I thought
it was the thing to do.”

“Glad you did,” said Prentice. “Looks
sort of helpless now—Allen getting that
far off.”
| Nesbit agreed with him. “He sure
traveled fast. Anything new here?” the
storekeeper inquired, his eyes shifting to
the Indian.

The sheriff told him they had taken
a trip through the workings.

“There hasn’t been a lick of work
done on the property,” he stated. “Don’t
look as if any one's been in the tunnel

for years.”
The storekeeper scowled and rubbed
his chin reflectively, “That’s sure

queer,” he admitted. “Can’t figure what
the men have been up to.”

“Don’t seem we're likely to figure it
out, either,” said Prentice. ‘“Not with
one of the pair dead and the other miss-
ing. Maybe if we could, we'd get a
new slant on the killing.”

“Yes, we might,” Nesbit agreed.

The men walked on to the cabin.
While the others were talking, Charley
stepped through the open doorway and
surveyed the interior of the big room.
Apparently nothing had been disturbed
since his last visit. He crossed the floor
and again fell to studying the inscrip-
tion carved in the hard pine. The let-
ters of the three words were as fresh
and distinct as ever and a prolonged
study of them told him nothing new.

Presently he lifted his eyes and let
them wander about the log walls of the
cabin. On a shelf against the far wall
some object caught and reflected the
sunlight that streamed through the open
window. It was, he discovered an in-
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stant later, taking it from the shelf, a
piece of colorful rock. It was brilliant
with blues and green, and a close in-
spection revealed many fine threads of
dull yellow among the other shades.

While he was examining his find, the
sheriff loomed up in the doorway and
came toward him.

“Isn’t this a piece of quartz?” Charley
asked.

Prentice nodded. “Peacock ore,” he
declared, identifying it readily. “As
pretty a specimen as I've ever seen.”

Nesbit showed up to peer over the
sheriff’s shoulder. “Where'd you find
it?” he queried.

“Up there on the shelf.”

- “That so? Wonder where it came
from?” The storekeeper inspected the
ore, and Charley fancied his hands
trembled. “Say, a vein of this stuff
would run close to fifty thousand a ton,
wouldn’t it, Ben?”

The sheriff nodded and for a moment
his eyes gleamed. “Takes me back to
the old days when they were digging
color like this all around here. I guess
this is a specimen the Bluebird pair
were lugging with them, trying to
match.”

Nesbit laughed. “They sure strayed
into the wrong territory, About forty
years too late.”

Charley dropped the bit of rock into
his pocket, aware that Nesbit’'s eyes
were upon him,

The sheriff, learning that Ransome
had shot all the scenes he wanted, sug-
gested closing the cabin windows and
locking the doors. That was done,
Prentice pocketing the key.

A few minutes later Prentice and the
storekeeper rode off. Ransome’s outfit
traveled back to town in their flivver,
removed make-up and wardrobe, and ate
lunch.

On his way downstairs, Charley,
minus buckskin, beads, and other trap-
pings judged necessary for the correct
portrayal of a redskin, cinema style,

suddenly recalled his find of an hour
before. He went back to the room to
search the pockets of his costume.

It did not come as a great 'surprise
to discover that the peacock specimen
had vanished, nor did it require any
great amount of thought to suspect who
had been responsible for the theft.

Without mentioning his loss, Charley
joined his companions at the table.
Afterward, he strolled outside. But
when Ransome went to look for him,
the Indian had disappeared. One min-
ute he had been sitting with his feet
cocked on the veranda rail, a pipe be-
tween his teeth and his hat pulled over
his eyes; the next minute he was gone.

“Now you see him, now you don’t,”
remarked the director.

“The vanishing American,”
observed, grinning.

Kluger

Half an hour later, Charley was
threading his way, on foot, through the
heavy timber high above the town.
When he emerged at length, it was to
find himself at the corral on the Blue-
bird property, precisely the spot toward
which he had headed.

The dog was not in sight. The bars
of the corral were down and the horse
gone. Doubtless the sheriff had taken
charge of both animals. But as that did,
not immediately concern him, Charley
struck off along the trail he had fol-
lowed for some distance the morning be-
fore.

The hoofprints, obviously those of the
animal ridden by the fugitive, were still
clear-cut and distinct in the wet earth.
When he reached the crest of the slope
and the trail turned westward—a spot
beyond which he had not ventured yes-
terday—Charley pressed on, his eyes
fixed upon the telltale prints and upon
the ground on either side of them.

Less than a hundred yards beyond,
lying openly beside the trail, he came
upon a knife. He saw at once that the
point of its blade was missing and the
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blade bore unmistakable stains. The
moment his fingers touched it, Charley
knew it was the evidence he had been
looking for—the knife used to cut the
inscription in the cabin floor. And the
stains upon it indicated more sinister
uses.

Somehow, he was not greatly sur-
prised at his find. Even when he
quickly fitted the bit of steel dug from
the floor to the end of the blade, and
found the edges joined perfectly, his
face remained unchanged. It was al-
most as if he had anticipated what had
come to pass.

He pocketed both blade and point and
started on again, this time at a brisk
trot. Before he had covered any great

" distance, the trail grew fainter, owing
to the rock and gravel underfoot, and
at length, to the ordinary eye, vanished
completely.

Charley dropped upon hands and
knees and moved forward slowly, but
with a certainty born of long experience.
When, some minutes later, he was again
on his feet, he found himself facing
south., The all but indiscernible trail
he had been following now led in that
direction. South instead of west! A
new trail!

He stood a moment, his eyes fixed
thoughtfully upon the wooded slopes be-
yond; then, smiling as if at the con-
firmation of a theory long entertained,
he turned and walked away. Apparently
the trail of the fugitive no longer in-
terested him.

CHAPTER VIIL.
PLLANS OF THEIR OWN.

lT was dusk when Ransome, with
Kluger at his elbow, tapped on the
door of the Indian’s room on the second
floor of the hotel. They were asked to
enter. At sight of Charley standing by
the window and gazing upon the fast
darkening roofs below, the director gave
a grunt of surprise.
“Oh, here you are!

We were won-

dering where you'd gone. Been taking
a snooze this afternoon?”
“Not all afternoon,” Charley re-

turned, smiling a little at his openly
curious visitors. “Why? Has anything
startling happened ?”

“Did anything startling happen?”
Ransome countered, his eyes searching
the Indian’s countenance. “Suppose
you tell us. I've a suspicion you didn’t
waste much time taking a nap.”

In place of answering, Charley
switchec. on the light in the room; and
almost at once Kluger uttered an ex-
clamation, staring at an object on the
table.

“Where’d you find that?” he de-
manded. :

“Where it was dropped.”

“Great guns! The missing knife, isn’t
it? The point of it gone, too. Does
the point you dug out of the floor this
noon fit?"”

“No question about it,” the Indian
replied. He produced the wedge-shaped
fragment and promptly confirmed his
statement.

“Whew !” exclaimed Ransome. “Talk
about luck! How in thunder did you
stumble upon this choice exhibit?"

“I didn’t stumble upon it,” Charley
corrected; “and luck hadn’t anything
to do with the case. This piece of evi-
dence was meant to be found precisely
where I did find it. The discovery of
the knife didn’t surprise me. In fact
I would have been surprised if I hadn’t
found it. I hope my remarks aren’t
too cryptic,” he added. '

“You'd better run in an extra caption
or two,” suggested Ransome.

The Indian obliged, touching in a few
high lights of his afternoon excursion.

“So you went along the trail looking
for the knife, and you found it,” Kluger
said. “Found it lying in plain sight, eh?
I suppose it must have slipped, un-
noticed——" :

“Wrong,” Charley stated. “It was
dropped there, intentionally.”
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The men scowled. “What for?”
Kluger demanded.

“To help along the set-up. Don’t you
grasp it yet? Well, see here,” the Indian
pursued. ‘“Wouldn’t you say those
were stains on the blade and handle of
the knife ?”

“They look to be,” conceded the di-
rector. “I suppose it can be established
definitely, if necessary.”

“All right. In that case we are to
judge that the weapon was used by the
murderer. Correct?”

“I wouldn’t doubt it.”

“Can you make out the letters cut in
the handle ?”’

Ransome held the knife nearer the
light. “Yes; I can read them. There
are two letters: ‘H’ and ‘A.”

“Hugh Allen!” confirmed Kluger.
“It’s his knife, then!”

“It would seem to be,” Charley
agreed. “At the same time,” he added,
“because of its broken point we know
positively it is the blade that was used
to cit those words in the floor. Now
do you see what I'm getting at? Don’t
you see something amiss?”

“Good gosh!” Ransome exclaimed
softly. “I'll say I do. If thisis Allen’s
knife and he used it on his partner, he
certainly didn’t carve that message in
the floor. That goes without saying.”

“But we know this knife was used
for the cutting of that message,” said
Kluger. “We’ve proven that.”

“Then we can’t believe Allen ever
handled the thing,” declared Ransome.
“And if he didn't, it’s just about sure
he didn’t murder Varney.”

“Still, the knife seems to have been
used for both purposes,” maintained
Charley. “For the killing of Varney
and the message.”

“Then that would leave.Allen out of
the affair altogether, wouldn’t it?”
queried Kluger.

“It would,” Charley asserted, smiling
into the mystified faces of his com-
panions. ‘““At any rate, that is the theory

I am working on. I'm satisfied that
this so-called evidence against Allen is
a frame-up.”

“There seems to be plenty of it,"*
Ransome said.

“Too much. That’s why I can’t swal-
low any of it. Let me sum this up
briefly,” Charley went on. “To begin
with we’ll say Allen wasn’t on the scene.
Varney was murdered by a knife thrust
in the back; that much we know. The
condition of the room, as we found it,
seemed to indicate that a struggle had
taken place. More trumped-up evidence.
A man isn’t stabbed in the back under
those circumstances. The murderer, in
an attempt to clinch suspicion against
Allen, cut the message in the floor, using
the same knife.

“There’s where he tripped himself,
for apparently he wasn’t aware he had
broken off the point of the blade in the
wood. In leaving the premises he left
a trail that could readily be followed.
More bait. And not far beyond he
dropped the knife, which bore Allen’s
initials, certain it would be found. More
bait again.”

Ransome nodded. “Yes, I see now,”
he admitted. “It sounds plausible
enough. The only flaw in the theory is
this, Charley: what’s become of Allen?”

“That remains for us to discover. He
may have left unexpectedly on a trip,
or he may have returned to the cabin
after the murder, realized his position
and the difficulty he would have in es-
tablishing his innocence, and fled.”

“You couldn’t blame him much for
that,” upheld Kluger. “It would have
been suicide to stick around and hope
to get by with the truth. Still, if that’s
what did happen, it looks to me as if
he’d destroyed that message.”

“He might not have seen it,” said
Ransome. “Too dark, perhaps, or he
was in too big a hurry. Having de-
cided on flight, he naturally would have
struck off toward Carbondale ; and that’s
where his horse was found. Then he
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was seen hopping the freight. Things
seem to hook up all right,” the director
concluded.

“So far they do,” the Indian con-
ceded.

“Wonder how this unknown got hold
of Allen’s knife?”’ asked Kluger.

“That’s another thing for us to deter-
mine.”

“Whew !”" voiced Ransome. “We seem
to be getting deeper and deeper.”

“The only way to touch bottom,”
Charley asserted, “is to go deep.”

“How about that trail you followed?
It wasn't Allen’s. Still it led to Car-
bondale. Do you want to think both
Allen and this unknown reached there ?”

“The trail I followed seemed to head
toward Carbondale. I took it for
granted yesterday; but this afternoon
I learned differently. About half a mile
from where I picked up the knife, the
trail turned south.”

“South?” the director repeated.
“Why, that would be right back toward
here—Sapphire.”

Charley nodded. “Correct. Once the
rider hit hard going and he figured his
trail couldn’t be picked up, he turned
back to Sapphire.”

Ransome started. “And you told me,
didn’t you, that you saw a horseman
that same night from your window, back
of Nesbit’s store? Afterward you
caught a glimpse of Nesbit himself ?”

“That is precisely what I told you.”

“And later, at the cabin and in the
presence of the sheriff, he told us he
had slept soundly all that night, didn’t
he?” :

“He did. That’s the first lie T caught
him telling.”

“Good gosh!” cried Kluger. “What
more proof do we need? That store-
keeper’s at -the bottom of this funny
business, Charley! No doubt of it. He
pulled off the job and baited a trail to
hook Allen.”

“It doesn’t surprise me none,” Ran-
some chimed in. “Why, he’s been dead

set against Allen from the first. Re-
sented it when you found that knife
point in the floor; flared up when you
mentioned your suspicions. He tried to
get back at us by intimating we were
mixed up in the affair. Jove, it’s as
obvious as day. No wonder he’s get-
ting scared of us—of you in particular,
Charley.”

“We ought to give the sheriff an ear-
ful,” declared Kluger. “It’ll sure change
the complexion of things. Say, if you
tell Prentice just what you've told us,
he’ll have Nesbit locked up at once.”

But Charley shook his head. “Better
wait,” he advised. “Our evidence isn’t
conclusive. We can’t hang this on Nes-
bit—not yet. And it won’t do to let
him know we’re hot on his trail. We'll
take our time and perhaps dig up some-
thing more. No use letting Prentice in
on our plans either. Maybe if we give
him rope enough, Neshit will hang him-
self.”

Kluger looked disappointed. I hate
to mark time,” he grumbled. “Like to
clear things up before Lonny arrives.
Seems to me you’ve got enough dope to
start the fireworks.”

“We could start them all right,”
Charley responded ; “but I'd rather wait
until I’'m sure of a spectacular finish.”

Ransome was inclined to agree with
the Indian and said he could see no dis-
advantage in postponing what was
bound to be inevitable; so in the end,
Kluger calmed down. It was decided,
among them, that none of the recent
developments should be mentioned,
either to the sheriff or to the other
members of the company. Charley was
to proceed as he saw best.

CHAPTER IX,
UNPLEASANT DUTIES.
THREE uneventful days passed. Be-

cause the weather held fair and

much remained to do, Ransome kept his
organization working industriously in
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and about Sapphire. Sheriff Prentice
managed to see and chat with the men,
sometimes on locations, often enough at
the hotel,

Nothing new, it seemed, had come up.
He had kept the wires hot, but no word
concerning Allen drifted back. The au-
thorities in Hilltop, where Allen last had
been reported, failed to trace the fugi-
tive. Local interest in the affair died
away. The buildings on the Bluebird
property stood alone and deserted, as
they had ‘stood for so many years be-
fore, and Sapphire went on about its
business.

Nesbit seemed to have lost somethirig
of his animosity, and whenever Charley
or Ransome happened into his store, he
treated them civilly enough. If suspi-
cion or mistrust still rankled in his
heart, he managed to conceal them ad-
mirably. :

On the fourth day, when the director
had gone off on location with Drum-
mond and Kluger, for some shots re-
mote from town, leaving Charley to
his own devices, Nesbit appeared at the
hotel with a' wire for Ransome.

“It’s from that Allen girl,” the store-
keeper announced. “She’s arriving in
Carbondale, and she’s due on the three
o'clock train.”

“It lacks an hour of that time now,”
Charley stated, after a glance at his
watch. “T’d like to meet her. Wouldn'’t
want her to take the bus back alone.”

“Guess the sheriff's goin’ down,”
Nesbit said. ““He was in the store when
the wire come. Shouldn't wonder if
ke’d accommodate you.”

The Indian lost no time in finding
Prentice; and a few minutes later, after
leaving a rote for Ransome, Charley,
sitting” beside the sheriff, was jolting
toward Carbondale.

The driver seemed as eager to reach
their destination as was his passenger,
and managed to cover the dozen miles
of ruts, deep sand, and formidable
grades with surprising speed, although

the flivver threatened to fly apart or
blow up at all too frequent intervals.

They drew up at the station a few
minutes before the train was due and
climbed out to straighten the kinks in
their limbs. Charley realized that his
was an unpleasant duty, but unavoidable
as well. He would have preferred to
meet the girl alone, to make what ex-
planations were necessary, and break
the disagreeable news without Prentice
being on hand. But that was denied
him.

It was evident the sheriff had made it
his business to be on the scene and that
no other errand had brought him so
swiftly from Sapphire. Undoubtedly,
Charley reasoned, Nesbit had read the
wire to Prentice before seeking to de-
liver it.

The Indian was at the steps of the
car when Lonny Allen appeared upon
them; and at sight of him she called and
waved gayly.

“Hello, Charley!” she greeted. “Aw-
ful glad to see you again. Where are
the others?”

“All working,” he told her. “We only
received your wire an hour ago. Ran- -
some and the others were out on loca-
tion.”

“My fault. I was going to surprise
you. Then I thought I'd better not.”
The girl looked eagerly about, her eyes
searching the faces of the men on the
platform. “I guess Hugh didn’t get
my message,” she concluded, her dis-
appointment obvious.

The sheriff, standing beside the In-
dian, watched the girl intently, and

Charley introduced him. “This is Mr.
Prentice,” he said.
“You—you’re  Hugh’s  partner?”’

Lonny inquired eagerly. :

The sheriff shook his head and
glanced meaningly at the Indian, as if
waiting for him to break the news.

“Hugh’s gone away, Lonny,” Charley
said.

“Gone away?’ the girl echoed. She
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stopped and looked into the unsmiling
faces of her escorts. “Why, he knew I
was coming. I don’t understand. It
must have been sudden.”

“It was,” the sheriff affirmed.

“There’s been a little trouble,” Char-
ley explained.

“We've been looking for him these
last four or five days,” Prentice sup-
plemented, watching the girl narrowly.
“It’s important that T find him. I'm
the sheriff.”

The girl stiffened, her hand on the
Indian’s arm. ‘“What are you trying to
tell me? What has happened ?”’

“You ought to have known before
this,” the sheriff returned. “He’s
charged with murder.”

Miss Allen blanched, but instantly
recovered herself. “I won’t believe it,”
she said.

Prentice shrugged. “That doesn’t
alter things. But the evidence we have
points to it. He killed his partner,
Varney. And he disappeared the same
night.”

When the girl insisted upon hearing
some of the details, the sheriff obliged
her, touching briefly upon the circum-
stances, but omitting much that Charley
considered essential. Still, he did not
interrupt. His account would come
later, and in private.

The girl, listening to what Prentice
had to reveal, bore up bravely; and
when she spoke again, her voice was
surprisingly steady. “Hugh never did
this terrible thing,” she said. “Never!”

“Maybe not,” answered Prentice. “It
isn’t for me to say. All I'm interested
in now is finding your brother. Ac-
cording to reports he headed west. The
last we heard he was in or about Hilltop.
When was the last you seen him, Miss
Allen 7"

“Almost five years ago—in Arizona.”

“And when did you last hear from
him ?”

“About a week ago.
word I had had in months.

It was the first
Hugh has

always been a wanderer. I've never
known where to write him. Then he
wrote me from Sapphire. I sent a wire
to him, also one to Mr. Ransome. I
told them both I would be here as soon
as possible.”

“You haven’t had word since then—
nothing ?”” Prentice insisted.

“No. I didn’t expect to have word
from him.”

“Do you recall what he said in the
letter he wrote you?”

“He told me he and his partner were
working a mine near Sapphire,” the girl
answered quietly; “that prospects were
bright, after so many years of hard
luck, and that he hoped I could come
to visit him.”

“I see,” said Prentice, nodding.

They were beside the sheriff’s car
now, and Charley helped the girl into
the rear seat. Prentice was just climb-
ing in behind the wheel, when a tall,
well-dressed man wearing glasses and
carrying a suit case, addressed him.

“You'll pardon me,” he began in a
deep voice, “but I believe I overheard
you say something about a Mr. Var-
ney.”

The sheriff eyed the stranger sharply.
“Yes; I did say something. Why?”

“I'm a friend of his,” the other re-

sponded. “I'm on my way to visit him
in Sapphire. Perhaps you could direct
me.”

“Your name Bellamy?” Prentice de-
manded quickly.

“Yes. J. M. Bellamy,” the other.
acknowledged, looking a little surprised.
“I'm from San Francisco. No doubt
Vou %

“I'm glad you showed up,” the sheriff
interrupted. “We found your letter in
Varney’s pocket the other morning, so
we've been expecting you. I don’t sup-
pose you know Varney’s dead.”

Bellamy fell back a step and for a
moment seemed too shocked for speech.
“Dead?” he gasped at length. ‘“Var-
ney?”’
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“Murdered. Four or five days ago
at his mine. We're charging his part-
ner, Allen, with the killing.”

“Murdered ?” ‘Bellamy echoed in a
stricken voice. “Why, this is horrible!
We—we were old friends. I've known
him for years,” he went on, distressed.
“I came here at his request, to inspect
some property. The Bluebird, I think
the name is. Mining’s my business.”

“Know his partner, Allen?”

“Not so well. Met him several times
in Arizona. I never liked him and I
guess the feeling was mutual. He——"

“This is his sister,” Prentice broke in,
nodding toward the girl in the rear of
the car. “She just came on, expecting
to meet Allen. Didn’t know what had
happened.”

Bellamy colored swiftly and bowed,
apparently regretting what he had just
said. Miss Allen nodded. The sheriff
ran on.

“This is Mr. Glade,” he said, “one of
the outfit taking moving pictures in our
neighborhood. My name’s Prentice.
I'm sheriff. If you're coming our way,
Mr. Bellamy, I'll be glad to have you
ride with us.”

“Thank you.” Bellamy hesitated. “I
really don’t know what to do,” he con-
fessed. “Suppose I might as well go on
to Sapphire for a day or so.”

“Can’t get a train out till to-morrow,”
said Prentice. “Besides, I want to have
a talk with you.”

Bellamy got into the seat with Pren-
tice, while Charley sat with the girl.
Without more delay they were off, leav-
ing Carbondale behind.

During the twelve-mile journey, while
the sheriff and his passenger seemed to
be holding a prolonged and, owing to
the clatter of the engine, an inaudible
conversation, Charley found the oppor-
tunity to acquaint Miss Allen with an-
other version of the recent tragedy,
mentioning the newer developments, and
assuring the girl that, despite the evi-
dence and the trend of opinion against

Allen, he was far from convinced of
her brother’s guilt.

He was so optimistic that the girl
seemed immensely comforted, although
now, giving away a little to her feelings,
there were tears in her eyes.

“Hugh couldn’t have done this dread-
ful thing,” she protested. “He is head-
strong and hot-tempered and often in
trouble, but I won't believe he would
kill.”

“T haven’t thought so from the mo-
ment of finding that knife point in the
cabin floor,” Charley declared. “None
of us do. None of our crowd, I mean.
And before we're through, Lonny, we'll
prove it.”

“But Hugh—disappearing like this,"”
she faltered. “It counts so against him.
I can’t understand. Something must
have happened.”

“Perhaps it was the only thing he
could do,” Charley ventured. T believe
we’ll hear from him shortly. Once we
have established “his innocence, I feel
sure he’ll show up. He must realize
how you feel.”

“He might have written—just a line
—anything,” the girl wavered. “It
wotld have helped so.”

She touched a ring on her finger; ex-
plained that Hugh had given it to her
years before. The sight of it, appar-
ently stirring old memories, brought
fresh tears.

Charley patted her hand. “Come
now, Lonny,” he urged. “We'll get to
the bottom of this mystery in short
order. Why, Hugh wouldn’t have dared
write you. It would have been too great
a risk. That brother of yours may be
a lot smarter than you give him credit
for.”

“I feel I can depend on you, Charley,”
she spoke at length, smiling a little. “So
I'll try not to worry—not too much.”

They traveled the last few miles in
silence. The men on the front seat con-
tinued to talk, but Charley made no
effort to catch their conversation.
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CHAPTER X.
THE HELPING HAND.

IN front of the hotel, Ransome and

the others of the company were on
hand to welcome Lonny. The men, all
smiles and brimming with cheerfulness,
gathered about the car, fairly lifted the
girl from the tommeau and carried her
off, leaving the Indian to bring along
the baggage.

Bellamy, got out and shook hands with
the sheriff, promising to see him later.
“I’d like to do all I can,” Charley over-
heard him say. “Call on me if T can be
of any assistance.”

The newcomer registered and was as-
signed to a room. He appeared at meal
time, eating at a table by himself. Later,
that night, when Charley was sitting
alone on the veranda, smoking, Bellamy
approached him.

“The sheriff’s told me a lot of what’s
happened,” he began. “Says you have
turned up some new evidence that’s got
him guessing. It hit me the same way,
what little I heard. I just want a chance
to declare myself,” he went on ear-
nestly ; “to show you where I stand. To
begin with, I'mr sorry I spoke of Allen
as I did this afternoon, right in front
of his sister. I wouldn’t have done that
for the world, if I had known. I want
to apologize the first chance I get.”

Charley said he did not think it neces-
sary, and felt sure Miss Allen had not
taken offense. A man was entitled to
his own opinions.

“Yes, T know,” Bellamy resumed;
“but under the circumstances it puts me
in a bad light. I haven’t anything
against Allen—nothing except a fool
prejudice. We simply didn’t hit it off
together, that's all. I suppose you think
that will warp my opinion, especially
when Varney and I were friends. But
it doesn’t. I hope I haven’t a one-track
mind.

“Now a good friend of mine has been
murdered, and some one is guilty,” the

man continued. “I'm anxious to see the
criminal caught and punished. Things
look black for Allen. At the same time
there may be something in what you've
uncovered. I don’t know. If there is,
we're up against a mystery. If there’s
a chance in the world that Allen isn’t
guilty, I want to give him the benefit of
the doubt.”

“I'm glad you feel that way about it,”
Charley responded, a little surprised by
the man’s unexpected frankness. He
added that while he and his associates
were friends and admirers of Lonny
Allen, none of them had known Allen.
“We all feel as you do, Mr. Bellamy,”
he concluded. “If there is a chance to
clear Allen of the charge against him,
we're not passing up the opportunity.”

Bellamy nodded, his eyes shining
back of his glasses. “Good. I guess we
pretty well understand one another,
then. Now I don’t pretend to know
anything about mysteries, and I'm
afraid I haven't what you'd call an
analytical mind when it comes to solv-
ing them; but I hope you’ll count on
me to do my share toward the finding
of Varney’s slayer. I'll stay here in-
definitely, if necessary. I owe that much
to the dead man.” ;

As the conversation went on, Charley
learned that the sheriff had revealed
most of what had taken place following
the tragedy. Charley answered all the
questions that Ballamy put to him, but
did not confess to his movements of the
previous day. The finding of the knife
on the trail and the discussion that had
grown out of it were matters not yet
ready for publication.

“Got any theories?”’ Bellamy wanted
to know presently.

“A few,” Charley admitted. “Haven't
enough evidence yet to back them up,
so I'm keeping them to myself.”

Later the men left the hotel and
walked leisurely along the quiet street.
The town seemed to be asleep and few
lights were showing. Bellamy remarked
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upon it and said it was always a relief
to him to get away from the big cities.

When they passed the general store,
it was to find Nesbit and the sheriff
sitting outside, the chairs tilted back
against the wall. It was at once notice-
able to the Indian that the storekeeper
eyed Bellamy sharply, almost suspi-
ciously. Charley was on the point of
introducing the newcomer, when the
sheriff relieved him of the formality.

“Shake hands with Nesbit, Bellamy,”
he spoke up. “This is the man we was
expecting, a friend of Varney’s.”

The storekeeper acknowledged the
introduction with a brief nod. “Ben
was just tellin’ me he brought you up
to-night. We been wonderin’, seein’
you was a friend of Varney’s and his
partner, if you knew anything about the
property they’d been workin’.”

“Nothing at all,” Bellamy replied.
“Varney’s letter was rather vague, as |
recall. He said, T believe, that he
thought he had something good in sight
and wanted me to stop off on my way
to Salt Lake and take a look at the
property.”

“We haven’t been able to fathom
things out in connection with the Blue-
bird,” Prentice stated. He went on“to
explain about the mine, its years of
abandonment, how the newcomers,
strangers in the district, had taken pos-
session and appeared to be working it.

“They didn’t show themselves much
and weren’t at all sociable,” the sheriff
added. “The day we found Varney
dead, we explored the drifts. There
wast’t a speck of evidence to show the
pair had been taking out any rock. It
had us puzzled.”

“Well, that is singular,” Bellamy ad-
mitted. “I can’t account for it. Per-
haps, given a chance to look over the
property, I might venture some opin-
ion.”

“Do you suppose Varney had some-
thing he was tryin’ to keep from his

partner ?” Nesbit queried. “If he was,

and Allen found it out, we could account
for the consequences.”

“Oh, you mean to establish a motive
for the crime?” asked Bellamy.,

“Something like that. The last night
they were here 1 felt there was some-
thing—some trouble between them.
You say you knew them both, didn’t
vou? What you think of Allen?”

“Personally, I didn’t like him. How-
ever, that’s of no consequence,” Bellamy
stated. “He and Varney were partners
for a number of years, so that would
indicate they got on fairly well, I should
say.”

“Until the other night,” Nesbit re-
marked.

Bellamy eyed the storekeeper for a
moment in silence. “No wuestion in
your mind but that Allen’s guilty, eh?”

“Of course he's guilty.”

“The sheriff was telling me a little
of Mr. Glade’s activities,” Bellamy
said, nodding toward the Indian. “About
the knife point he found in the floor.
You thought, at first, that Varney left
that message, didn’t you? But after-
ward it didn’t look that way, because
the knife found beside him didn’t have
a broken point.”

Neshit shrugged.
opinion about that.”

“And you haven't found the other
knife?” Bellamy asked, ignoring the re-
mark. “The one with the point miss-
ing.”

“Not yet,” Prentice answered.

“It would look as if the man who’d
cut that message in the floor took the
knife away with him.”

“Got rid of it, more than likely,” ob-
served the sheriff.

Bellamy nodded, apparently lost in
thought. “From that you must judge
the knife was the one used by the
murderer ?”

“It must have been. I den’t think the
one we found beside Varney was the one
that finished him. Not unles§ it was
well cleaned afterward. And I don’t

“I got my own
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think the murderer would have gone to
all that trouble. There wasn’t a stain
of any sort on the blade. Besides, it
was Varney's knife. Nesbit identified
it as the one he sold the man.”

“Then we’ll have to conclude that the
missing knife was the weapon used by
the slayer,” agreed Bellamy. “In that
case He stopped, his brows knit-
ting. ‘“Hold on! That don’t sound
logical, does it?” he went on. “The
idea of a murderer cutting a message
in the floor beside his victim? A mes-
sage accusing himself of the crime?
Why, that’s preposterous.”

“We ain’t found the knife yet,” Nes-
bit said. “Seems to me you're all quick
to jump at conclusions. It’s just guess-
work on your part, expectin’ to find this
blade with a broken-off point. You
don’t know.”

The sheriff agreed with him. Char-
ley, in a position to dispute the state-
ment, remained silent.

“I can see where you might figure
“something amiss, if you did run across
a blood-stained knife with a broken-off
point,” the storekeeper resumed, “pro-
vidin’ the point we pried from the floor
fit the blade. It might throw some
doubt on Allen’s guilt. But if you hap-
pened to find a whole knife that was
stained, you’d think different, wouldn’t
you?”

“Yes, more than likely we would.”

“Then why don’t you wait till some
knife’s found? You'll have something
definite to work on.”

“Don’t suppose there's much chance
of finding it,” remarked Bellamy. “Like
looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“Ben hasn’t done much lookin’,” Nes-
bit returned. “None of us have, for
that matter. Didn’t think it was neces-
sary, with all the other evidence against
Allen.”

“You wouldn’t think Varney's slayer
would want to keep the knife on him,”
said Bellamy. “Not for long.”

“T'll make it my business to look

around to-morrow,” the sheriff declared.
“Finding that evidence may put us on
the right track. We don’t seem to be
getting very far as it is.” He got up
from his chair. “Guess T'll turn in.”

Prentice nodded to the others and
started off, only to stop abruptly and
turn back, as if something had occurred
to him. “Suppose you come along with
me in the morning, Bellamy,” he sug-
gested. “Like to have you look over
the property. That’s what brought you
here in the first place, wasn't it?”

“T’'ll be glad to,” the other responded.

“Maybe you can tell us what Varney
and Allen were up to,” the sheriff said.
“That’s been a sure enough mystery to
all of us.”

Once Prentice had gone the others
left the store, bidding Nesbit good night.
After walking a block in silence, Bel-
lamy addressed the Indian.

“What do you know about that store-
keeper ?”

“Very little,” Charley answered.

“Too little, eh?” Bellamy eyed his
companion speculatively.

“Perhaps.”

“He knew both Allen and Varney?”

“Seemed better acquainted with them
than any of the others in the commu-
nity,” Charley said.

Bellamy remained silent until they
reached the hotel. “You told me you
had a few theories,” he remarked pres-
ently. “I'm not asking any questions or
making any statements, but maybe I've
one of my own.” ;

With that he smiled and went up
stairs. The Indian remained alone on
the veranda until he had finished a pipe-
ful of tobacco. Then he went up: to

his room. :
CHAPTER XI.
ONE TOO MANY,
HEN Charley came downstairs

early the next morning it was to
find Bellamy at breakfast. He took a
chair at the same table. Ransome and
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the others appeared presently and the
Indian introduced his companions.
Later the sheriff strolled in.

Charley had a few minutes of private
conversation with his directer, learned
that his services would not be required
that morning, and when Bellamy and
Prentice were climbing into the latter’s
car, bound for the Bluebird Mine, the
Indian asked permission to accompany
them.

“Jump in,” the sheriff invited
promptly. “We may be needing a keen
pair of eyes.”

When the property was reached, and
Bellamy, walking up the short trail to
the cabin, surveyed the premises, he
shook his head. “Doesn’t look as if it's
been worked in years,” he asserted with
the conviction of an expert.

“About ten of 'em, to be exact,” de-
clared Prentice.

Bellamy frowned. With the others
he went into the cabin, interesting him-
self at once in the message cut into the
floor. He had nothing to add to the
conclusion already expressed.

Presently the three were at the tunnel
mouth. Armed with lanterns they be-
gan an exploration of the workings, the
newcomer registering more and more
bewilderment as he scanned the breasts
of the drifts.

“No vein in sight,” he stated. “Noth-
ing. There hasn't been a lick of work
done in here recently.”

“Varney and his partner seemed to
be busy at something,” the sheriff re-
turned. “A shot was set off the day
we were here—the day before the mur-
der. We know that much. Heard it;
besides, the smoke was curling out of
the main tunnel so thick you could
hardly see the pair.”

“And’ they ordered us off the prop-
erty,” Charley said, explaining what had
occurred.

Bellamy listened, amazed. “T’ll be
hanged if I can get it! Don't see why
Varney wanted me to stop off here for.
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I thought, the way he wrote, he had
struck something good.”

Puzzled, the three men began to re-
trace their steps toward daylight. Bel-
lamy, it seemed, had been unable to
solve the mystery. He and the sheriff
were walking ahead, talking, with Char-
ley following some distance behind
them.

As he reached the cribbed section of
the drift, Charley’s foot stumbled
and he tripped, throwing out a hand to
catch himself. His hand collided with
the log wall. The lantern he carried
was extinguished. He lay a moment on
the rock floor and in utter darkness.
The fall had not hurt him.

He scrambled to his feet again, found
a match and relighted the lantern. His
companions had stopped.

“What’s the trouble ?”” Prentice called,
starting back.

“Took a spill, that’s all,” Charley an-
swered. ‘“No damage done.”

Presently he was walking along with
the others, his mind working at a lively
rate and wholly oblivious to the conver-
sation that ensued.

Out in the daylight again, the sheriff
set off, announcing his intentions of
making a thorough search of the prem-
ises. Bellamy started to join him, but
when the Indian remained beside the
mouth of the tunmel and did not seem
particularly interested in the sheriff’s
undertaking, the man retraced his steps.

“Anything the matter?” he asked,
scanning Charley’s face.

“I don’t know vet,” the Indian re-
sponded.

“You've found something!” Bellamy
exclaimed sharply. “Semething in
there!” He nodded toward the tunnel.
“Right ?”

“I. may have. In that cribbed section
of the drift. When I stumbled and put
out my hand, it seemed to me the log
I touched moved.”

“Moved?” the other echoed incredu-
lously. '

TN—28B
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Charley nodded. “Sounds foolish,
doesn't it?” He reached for the lantern
he had put down a moment before. It
was still burning. “Suppose we investi-
gate?”

Bellamy seemed only teo eager to ac-
company him. “How abeut the sher-
iff 7’ he queried.

“We can call him if necessary.”

The men disappeared into the tunnel.
Reaching the cribbed section of the drift,
Charley held up his lantern and in-
spected the heavy logs.

“Don’t knew which one it was,” he
stated, pressing against each of them in
turn. “Right along here, though.”

Bellamy followed the Indian’s exam-
ple, testing log after log, throwing his
weight against them. ‘They meved
slowly aleng the wall until the entire
section had been covered.

“These logs are as solid as the rock
itself,” Bellamy declared at length.
“Guess you were mistaken about any of
them moving.”

“I must have been,” Charley con-
ceded.

“After years in here I suppose a log
or two might work loose,” said Bellamy.
“Either from pressure or dey rot. Noth-
ing singular in that, do yeu think?”

Charley shook his head. “T suppose
not. I don’t suppose Varney and Allen
had anything to do with this cribbing,
did they?”

“Certainly not. It was put in by the
original developers.”

“I don’t pretend to know anything
about the mining game,” Charley ad-
mitted. “Couldn’t tell pay dirt from
pyrites, but I suppose, in pushing
through a tunnel like this, the operators
simply follow the vein, no matter which
way it leads.”

“Of course. The main drift. Occa-
sionally the vein is lost and drilling is
started in other directions, te pick it up
again. That accounts for the laterals.
A big gamble,” Bellamy declared. “You
never can tell if a vein will increase or
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diminish in size; never know from one
shot to another whether it'll vanish en-
tirely or show twice as rich.”

“What would you say happened
here?” Charley asked, as the men re-
traced their steps.

“The vein’s been lost completely.
That’s my opinien.”

“So that brings us right back to where
we started, doesn't it? Why were Var-
ney and Allen working—or making a
bluff at working—this mine?”

Bellamy shook his head. Ask me
something easy. I'm not good at rid-
dles.”

Joining the sheriff, without account-
ing for their tardy appearance, they
found him working his way slowly up
the slope back of the cabin. So far, he
had discovered nothing. The three men
were able to cover more territory now,
spreadinghout, scrutinizing every foot of
ground over which they passed, they
moved toward the ridge above the
corral.

“You been along here before?” Bel-
lamy asked.

“Yes; both of us,” Prentice re-
sponded. “We followed a plain trail,
evidently left by the fugitive. It headed
due west, so we were pretty certain
even then it wound up in Carbondale.”

“Not going to follow it all the way
there now, are you?” Bellamy protested.
“Not on foot!” Apparently he did not
relish the prospect of a twelve-mile hike
that morning.

“May as well keep on for a mile or
so,” Charley suggested. “lf the fugitive
tossed anything away it would probably
be within that distance.”

But they had covered no more than
half a mile when the Indian, well in the
lead, halted. His sharp eyes had dis-
cerned, a dozen feet beyond, an object
lying on the grass beside the trail.

The sheriff, coming up beside him, let
fall an exclamation and moved forward
to pick up a knife. = The blade  was
stained, but undamaged.
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“Guess this is what we've been look-
ing for,” Prentice said, turning the
weapon over deliberately in his fingers.
“The point’s intact, and I'd say these
were bloodstains.” He peered closely
at the handle. “It’s marked with a ceu-
ple of initials,” he added, thrusting the
knife toward the Indian. “Can yeou
make them out?”

Charley could, without the slightest
difficulty, for the two letters were cut
deep into the bone handle. “‘H. A”
he read aloud.

“Allen’s initials?” Bellamy cried.

The sheriff nodded. ‘““His name's
Hugh Allen,” he cenfirmed.

Charley’s countenance betrayed none
of the surprise he experienced, even
though the discevery had not been
wholly unanticipated. The knife the
sheriff had found certainly had not been
lying beside the trail two days before.
That much he knew. Any one riding
along the trail would have seen it.

The suspiciens that filled his mind
had, so far as he was concerned, ade-
quate evidence to suppert them. He
was at no less to account for the pres-
ence of the second knife, or of the
means taken to bring about its dis-
covery.

The men retraced their steps in si-
lence, walked back to the cabin and,
when Prentice closed the door, con-
tinued on down the slope to where the
car had been left.

With the sheriff at the wheel, they
drove back to tewn, still without words
between them. They drew up in frent
of the store and got eut. Nesbit, spying
them, came to the doer.

“Could yeu identify Allen’s knife if
you saw it?”’ Prentice asked abruptly.

Nesbit shook his head. “Don’t think
so. He didn’t buy it from me. Why?”

“I found this along the trail a few
minutes ago,” the sheriff stated, extend-
ing the knife for inspection. “It’s got
Allen’s initials cut in the handle, and
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“Point’s not broke off!” Neshit ex-
claimed, interrupting. “Looks like
bloodstains on it, too. I'd say this was
all the evidence you needed, Ben,
wouldn’t you?”

“It’s goed evidence, all right,” Pren-
tice agreed.

“No question about this bein’ the
knife to be accounted for,” the sheriff
said. “The ene we found beside Varney
didn’t cut that message in the floor.”

Nesbit shrugged. ‘“Why bether with
that? Allen killed his partner and made
a get-away. That’s all we need to know,
ain’t it?”

The sheriff pondered a moment, made
as if to speak, changed his mind. and
went back to the car. Something, ap-
parently, was on his mind. The store-
keeper looled after him, puzzled.

Charley and Bellamy walked on to
the hotel. Ransome and Lonny were
on the veranda, and when the Indian
joined them, Bellamy promised to see
him later and went inside.

Charley revealed, in a few words, the
developments of the morning. The
finding of the knife brought a laugh
from the director.

“You know the answer, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“About the crudest piece of work I
ever heard of,” said Ransome. “Did it
fool the sheriff? I suppose so. Unless
you told him of the knife you found.”

“I didn't tell him of my discovery,”
Charley returned. “It isn’t time for
that yet. But there’s something on his
mind.”

What that something was did not long
remain a mystery, for while they were
discussing it, Prentice stopped his car
in front of the hotel and beckoned to
the Indian.

“Just wanted a word with you in
private,” the sheriff began, when Char-
ley reached the car. “About that knife
we found this morning. It was dropped
there since yesterday.”

The Indian did not betray himself.
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“Why do you think so?’ he asked
quickly.

“Because I rode over the trail yester-
day morning,” Prentice answered.
“Never said anything about it. Maybe
my eyes aren’t so keen as they used to
be, but I sure couldn’t ‘have overlooked
that piece of evidence. Not when it
was laying there in plain sight.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing,”
Charley affirmed.

“You been along the trail, too?”” Pren-
tice asked quickly.

“Yes; day before yesterday. And
the knife you picked up this morning
wasn’t there.” He did not add that the
knife he had been looking for had been
found.

The sheriff stared thoughtfully
through his wind shield. “Maybe you
remember, last night, that Nesbit was
the one to suggest us searching for the
knife,” he said at length.

Charley nodded. “He must have
made sure we would find it.”

Again the sheriff was silent, his eyes
troubled. “Will you come over to my
office this afternoon?”’ he asked pres-
ently. “Alone.”

“T’ll be glad to,” the Indian told him.

CHAPTER XII.
PBEACOEK GOLORS.

RENTICE was in his office, tilted
back in a chair, his feet eocked up
on his desk, when Charley visited him.
His sanctum was a barren little zoom
tucked in one eerner of the building, a
single window overlooking the street.
A narrow corridor led from the office
to a low stone structure in the rear,
whese barred deers and windows ad-
vertised it as a jail. On one side of
the building was a yard, barren and
unkept, surrounded by a high wooden
fence. In it, unprotected by a roof,
stood the sheriff’s car.
“I been meaning to have a talk with

you,” the sheriff began. “Kept putting

it off until now. What happened this
morning don’t set so well with me.
Guess you see as well as I do what we're
up against ; and maybe you're willing to
help.”
“To the limit,” Charley responded.
“The more I've thought back over
things, the more I'm getting to believe
Nesbit’s concerned in this affair,” Pren-
tice went on. “I hate to suspect him.
I've known him for several years—
known him well, I mean. Always
seemed straight enough. But this knife
business is something 1 can’t overlook.
I can’t come right out and charge him
with anything. At the same time 1 want
to get at the bottom of what’s been done.
So what would you suggest doing?”
“Have you changed your opinion
about Allen?” -
“Not entirely. He must be guilty of
something or he wouldn’t have made a
get-away. He’s gone, so just now we
can’t get at the truth. But Nesbit’s
here, and we might suceeed in getting
something out of him, if we go about it
right. I don’t know how to begin.
“I've an idea you've found out more
than you're telling. Maybe you've got
a reason for keeping things to yourself.
But I want you to know how I stand.
I want to clear up this mystery and I
don’t care where the guilt falls. Just
because Nesbit’s a friend of mine, and
a deputy as well, you needn’t hesitate
to tell me what you've learned. TI'd
arrest him as quick as I would Allen.”
“T haven’t hesitated on that account,”
Charley told him. “I've simply. been
waiting to get semething more conclu-
sive against him. The affair this morn-
ing—the discovery of the knife that we
feel must have been planted—convinces
me we are on a warm trail. Just where
it will lead us is still a matter of conjec-
ture. However, it confirmed some of
my earlier suspieions and 5
“What were they?” Prentice broke in.
“Well, to begin with, on the night of
the murder—or rather about one o’clock
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that morning—saw a man on horseback
gallop away from the rear of Nesbit’s
premises, and a moment later, I saw
Nesbit himself. And you may recall
that on the following morning, during
our conversation at the cabin, the store-
keeper told you he had slept soundly all
night.”

“Yes; I remember him saying that. I
heard seme one riding along the street
myself. About that same hour.”

“I wouldn’t have given another
thought to what I'd seen, particularly in
connection with the murder, if Nesbit
hadn’t deliberately tried to lie out of it.
Almost got away with it, too.”

The sheriff nodded. “That’s so. He
doesn’t want us to knew he was out
at that hour or entertained company.
Any suspicion who the visitor ceuld
have been?”

“Not yet. It couldn't have been
Allen. If he had been abroad at that
hour, Nesbit would have been quick to
let you know. He wouldn’t have lied
abeut the thing.”

“T guess not. Well, Nesbit has plenty
of friends,” the sheriff said medita-
tively. “Men from outlying mines and
ranches. Some of them don’t bear any
‘too great reputations.”

“It’s possible one of them murdered
Varney,” the Indian stated. “With
Nesbit a party to the crime. That weuld
explain his present activity—his efforts
to keep us following the wrong trail.”

“But it wouldn’t aceount for Allen’s
disappearance,” Prentice countered
promptly.

“Perhaps, so long as we're airing
theories——"  Charley began, and
stopped. ‘“‘Guess we had better confine
ourselves to more definite matters,” he
resumed. “Do you remember the bit of
quartz I found in the cabin the other
morning ¥’

“The peacock specimen? Yes.”

“I dropped it into my pocket upon
leaving; but it wasn’t there when I
reached the hotel.”

MAGAZINE

“Wasn’t?’ The sheriff looked up
quickly. “Think Nesbit lifted it?”

“I wouldn’'t accuse him of it—just
now,” Charley replied. “But strictly
between ourselves, I think he did.”

“But why? It wasn’t worth any-
thing.”

“Not in itself, perhaps. Still Nesbit
seemed flustered when I showed him
the ore, and I noticed his fingers were
a bit unsteady while he was inspecting
it. And he saw me put the specimen
in my pocket.”

“Can’t see what he'd want with it,”
maintained Prentice.

“Did you ever see a specimen of
that nature before?”

“Sure, plenty of it. Right around
here. Why, come to think of it,” the
sheriff added, “it’s exactly like the stuff
the Bluebird once produced. The pret-
tiest peacock in the district.”

“And could it have been the same?”’
Charley asked. “A specimen left in the
cabin all these years?”

“Well, I don’'t know. Possibly.”

“You don’t imagine, by any chance,

it has been taken out recently? Say
within the last week?”
Prentice shook his head. “Of course

You could see that the day we
The vein’s

not.
explored the workings.
pinched out long age.”

“Still these men, Varney and Allen,
teok hold of the property again, didn't
they? Seemed to be busy at something.
Kept their mouths shut and issued a
warning against trespassers?”’

“Yes, they did all of that.”

“And didn’t Nesbit say that that pea-
cock ore was worth fifty thousand a
ton?” the Indian persisted.

“Worth every bit of that,” the sheriff
declared. ‘“What you getting at?”’ he
asked. “All this ore business. Seems
like you're wandering off the subject we
were discussing. I don’t see where you
can hook it up with the murder.”

“I don’t either—just at present,”
Charley admitted. “But it occurred to
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me that since Nesbit was so interested
in the specimen and evidently didn’t
want me to keep it, it might be to our
advantage to learn why.”

“How do you intend to find out? If
we start asking questions, he’ll get suspi-
cious.” :

“Don’t ask questions. I've an idea
Nesbit has seen some of that peacoek be-
fore—recently. Could you prowl abeut
the store—poke into corners—diseover
if by any chance he has other specimens
on hand?”

“Why, yes; I suppose I could.” Al-
though the request must have puzzled
him, the sheriff did not ask questions.
“I'm in the store a lot of the time, even
when Nesbit isn’t around.”

“Good. Do your investigating as soon
as possible, will you? And now would
you mind letting me look over Varney’s
personal effects?”’ Charley asked, ab-
ruptly switching to another subjeet.

Prentice opened a drawer in his desk.
“There you are,” he said. “Everything
we've found is there.”

The Indian lifted out the articles one
after another, depositing them on top of
the desk. The sheriff eyved him specu-
latively. The ring, the watch, the wallet
and its contents, the letter—Bellamy’s
letter—all were subjected to a careful
and deliberate examination.

That done, Charley sat baeck, his face
as inscrutable as ever, his eyes appar-
ently fixed upon the wall. Finally he
spoke.  “What became of Varney’s
horse and doeg ?”

“I brought them down here,” Pren-
tice said. “Had a hard time getting the
dog to come. It still won’t male up to
me none. Let’s see if it’s still in the
vard.”

The two men went aleng the corridor
and the sheriff opened a door that led
into the inclosed yard. The dog,
stretched out in the shade, pricked up
its ears expectantly as the men ap-
peared; but just as quickly its ears
drooped again.

Charley went over to pat it; found
the animal unresponsive.

Some one from the front of the build-
ing called, and the sheriff went to in
vestigate. The Indian, remaining in the
yard, heard the faint mumble of voices,
but was unable to identify their owners.

Who Prentice’s unexpected visitors
might be and what had brought them to
the premises, did not at first interest
him, for other and more disturbing
thoughts occupied his attentien; but
suddenly he turned and went back to
the office.

He found Ransome, Bellamy, and
Kluger talking with the sheriff. The
newcomers looked up at his entrance.

“Hello! What have you been doing?”
the director queried. ‘“Inspecting the
jail?”

Charley nodded and smiled. “Phought
I'd give it the once-over,” he replied.
“Nice quarters, all right. All they need
is a boarder.”

“Hasn’t had one for six menths,”
Prentice declared.

“Don’t get discouraged,” Kluger
spoke up. “You're likely to have one
or more before long. Charley’s a great
hand for finding guests.”

“Permanent omes,” suppiemented
Ransome. “I saw you streaking off in
this direction right after lunch and
wondered what was up. Are we but-
ting in on a conference or something?”

“Not at all,” Charley returned. “You
can take the sheriff’s word for it, we've
been up to nothing of great importance.
But,” he added, “we may get down to
something later.”

After talking together for a few min-
utes, the guests left, Charley accom-
panying them. But halfway down the
block he excused himself and retraced
his steps to the office..

“Wish you'd visit the storethis after-
non,” he said to the sheriff. “Pry into
all the dark comners. And to-night,
about eleven, I’d like to meet you here
again.”
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“All right. TI'll' do my prying and
I'll keep the appointment,” Prentice
promised.

“If you're good at walking, we may
take a little trip.”

“T'm a little out of practice,” the sher-
iff confessed, endeavoring to read the
other’s thoughts; “but I guess I can
keep up with you.”

CHAPTER XIII.
LIGHTS OUT.

FTER dinner that evening, Charley

and Miss Allen, escaping from the
others on the veranda, strolled through
the quiet, dimly lighted streets of the
town. They talked together earnestly,
Charley questioning the girl in detail
regarding her brother. She was still
worried and filled with anxiety, al-
though she strove hard net to give way
to her feelings.

When they passed the store during
their walk, they saw Prentice sitting out
in front. He spoke to them, but they
did not stop. By nine o'clock they were
back on the hetel veranda.

In another hour the veranda was de-
serted and most of the lights in the town
were out. The night life of Sapphire
was not particularly thrilling, so far as
surface indications went.

The Indian went upstairs with his
companions, apparently ready to turn
in, but in cosiderable less than an hour
he was moving silently through the
shadows in the rear of the hotel. And
presently, without mishap, he reached
the sherift’s office.

The premises were dark, but when he
tapped on the door, Prentice let him
in at once. Once inside, the sheriff led
the way into a back roem that appar-
ently served for his living and sleeping
quarters, and after pulling down the
shades, lighted a lamp. :

He was perceptibly excited, and his
announcement did not come as a sur-
prise to his visitor.

“I found it,”" he broke out. “A sack
of peacock ore tucked under the coun~
ter. I brought along a couple samples.”

When the samples were produced,
Charley inspected them. “Do you think
these are similar to what I found in the
cabin?” He inquired.

“Absolutely.  From
same vein,”

The Indian nodded and seemed lost
in thought a moment. The sheriff eved
him expectantly.

“T don’t know what to make of this,”
he took up, when Charley had no com-
ment to pass upon the discovery. “Nes-
bit’s got maybe a hundred pounds in his
store. I stumbled upon it without much
trouble while he was out. I guess maybe
you're right about him taking that speci-
men from your pocket. But the thing’s
still ‘a riddle to me.”

“One thing sure,” Charley stated:
“there’s a vein of this near by. Nesbit
knows it, of course, and it is evident he
he doesn’t want the fact to become
public. The Bluehird operators must
have been in on the secret. We find a
bit of this rich peacock in their cabin,
and we find considerably more in Nes-
bit’s store. 1 believe we've struck a
warm trail, sheriff.”

Prentice frowned and shook his head.
“Maybe I'm a little dense,” he admitted,
“but somehow I haven’t been able to

the identical

‘hock up these things the same as you

do, or see any trail.”

“It leads straight to the Bluebird,”
the Indian declared. ‘It must.”

“But there’s no color in that property.
Haven't we been through it twice?”

“Will you follow me again?”’ Charley
asked, getting upon his feet.

“T sure will,” the other returned
premptly. “I'll follow you anywhere.”
He reached for his hat and extinguished
the lamp. “I'm ready.”

More than once on their way to the
mine, Prentice expressed his amazement
at the Indian’s unerring course. There
was no moon and the stars were none
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too bright. Charley avoided the read,
struck off into the shadows and headed
for the weoded slopes back of the tewn.
On the slopes among the timber it was
pitch dark and the going difficult. Yet
the guile never once hesitated er re-
traced his steps.

He pushed ferward briskly with the
confidence of one who trod a long,
familiar trail—a beaten path from which
it was impossible to stray. The sheriff
stumbled along behind him, apparently
unable to sense the directien in which
they were going and deubtless marvel-
ing that a stranger could be so nimble
and surefoeoted. Darkness seemed to be
no handicap to the swift and silent fig-
ure he followed.

When at length they stopped and the
sheriff, considerably eut of breath,
looked about him, recegnizing the dim
outlines of the Bluebird cabin and cer-
ral, he gave voice to his feelings.

“Never seen the beat of this. How
do you do it? Why, I couldn’t get up
here myself, the way you came, and I
been in this district for fifty years. And
I'm dog-goned if I'd try it, either.”

Charley accepted the compliment with
a laugh, and after Prent