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from the high seas, from the frozen North, from the jungles of Africa and Brazil, from the
wilds of Tibet, from the far corners of the world, where men fare in search of experiences
that are beyond the ordinary paths of human life.

Few of us can go adventuring, but all can experience the thrill and romance of the danger
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The Black Sander

By LORING BRENT

Few men can escape once the tropics have
got the better of them, but Harrison Dempsey
Blade made a gallant comeback.

The Glorious Pirate
By JAMES GRAHAM

Brilliant sword duels, thrilling naval battles
and an undercurrent of romance make this an
unforgetable story of the Spanish Main.

Wolf Country

By STANLEY SHAW
In the far northern wilderness of Ungava
Peninsula, the lives of Neal Trevana, his wife,
and Jack Davidge, the wolter, became entangled
in a curious skein of mystery and intrigue.

THERE ARE ALSO DETECTIVE AND MYSTERY STORIES,

The Coasts ol Adventure
By JAMES GRAHAM

Spanish galleons and pirates of the sea are
the chief combatants again in desperate battles
throughout the pages of this thrilling story.

Mutiny
By FREDERICK R. BECHDOLT

It was a perilous quest on which Robert
Dolan sailed from Frisco, but his desire to
serve a woman made him see it through.

Strange Timber
By JOSEPH MONTAGUE

When the chance came to Bob Britton to
leave his lumber camp in Maine and go in
search of strange timber in the West Indies,
his reckless nature responded.

WESTERN STO-
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IN CHELSEA HOUSE POPULAR COPYRIGHTS.
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The Hooded BtieKaroo

Seth.Ranker

Author of “Beaten Gold," etc.

CHAPTER L

THE HOODED BUC1CARO0O.

EEMINGLY out of the
sinister shadows of the
draw rode a lone horse-
man, Dawn was just
breaking, the eastern sky
and a few vagrant clouds
directly overhead were golden. The
rider sent his horse up the narrow trail
leading to the top of Black Butte, then
waited for day to break. With two
exceptions, all he could see in any di-
rection was desolation—sand dunes,
salt marshes, soda lakes, as flat as a
board and as dry; strange desert rock
formations, beautifully colored, areas
of sand dotted with miserable clumps

of sage and mesquite; other areas of
rich soil that would grow almost any-
thing if given water.

Of the two exceptions, one was on
the desert level, a green splash on
brown desolation— Sinclair's  horse
ranch. The other lay five hundred
feet below the desert floor, was shel-
tered on three sides by sheer walls, and
was known as Dry Coulee. The en-
tire coulee was covered with orchards,
except for a small part set aside for
the town— Dry Coulee. Here was, in-
deed, a living, green memorial to the
American pioneering spirit. Some
one had discovered that the soil in the
coulee was very rich. A group of
hardy souls had set about changing a
dry coulee into a wet coulee. Wells
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were driven and water pumped. Years
passed, the district prospered, and
then, without warning or reason, the
wells had gone practically dry. Just
sufficient water remained for domestic
use—none for irrigation.

The lone rider's gaze lingered long
on Dry Coulee as if much were on his
mind. Even at this distance one could
see that the orchards .were turning
brown, the fruit was dropping. The
ranchers down there were slowly go-
ing under—an empire of fruit was
slipping from their grasp. They had
created this wealth, were on the point
of reaping, and a cruel fate was deny-
ing them.

For two hours the rider hardly
moved, sometimes sitting on his horse,
watching; again sprawling out on the
ground, watching—always watching
the country from the Sinclair Ranch,
fifteen miles as the crow flies, to Dry
Coulee. Almost below ran a one-way
desert road. It cut through some
chalk cliffs, skirted a deep arroyo, then
meandered on—the road that connected
Dry Coulee with the outer world.

Far down the road a tiny dust cloud
formed and moved slowly toward him.
Within half an hour it would pass
along beneath him and on to Dry
Coulee. He stood up and stretched
himself—a large man standing well
over six feet and weighing around one
hundred and eighty pounds. He
opened a saddle bag and drew from
it a black hood of strong cloth, which
he pulled down over his head. Neck,
face, hair, nose, and mouth were con-
cealed. There was a small hole below
the nostrils; two small holes before the
eyes, and a round slit over each ear.

He leaped into the saddle and began
the descent, making little effort to
spare his horse—a stocky roan, with
a Trailing S brand which some one had
made a poor attempt to disguise.

Reaching the road, the rider selected
a spot almost concealed by a shoulder

of rock. The road was extremely nar-
row at this point and a car, rounding
the shoulder, -would proceed with the
utmost caution. To go off the road
meant a drop of ten feet, straight
down, then an embankment of some
forty-five degrees that extended some
three hundred yards before it reached
the bottom and level ground. The slope
was dotted with clumps of mesquite,
great slabs of black rock, and shale.

Hardly had the rider taken his posi-
tion before the hum of a motor could
be heard. In the front seat the driver
was muttering over the condition of
the road. He was a powerful man,
with iron-gray hair, keen, steady eyes,
and a mustache that -was almost white.
The other half of the seat was filled
with a suit case and a small black bag,
which he frequently glanced at. He
wore a belt and holster from which
protruded the butt of a .44 Colt six-
gun.

The other occupant of the car was
a girl of twenty. She was blue-eyed
and blonde, with the alertness of man-
ner that comes from life in the saddle.
Her cheeks w-ere tanned, her hands
brown and small, the flesh hard, as if
she often rode without gloves. Of the
range she might be, yet her sport dress
came from an exclusive shop. It was
original and made for her.

“The road is better after we round
the next point, Mr. Wright,” she said
pleasantly to the driver, “and really
there is no hurry. The committee is
to meet at ten o’clock, with father as
chairman. He can be depended on to
keep them together until we arrive.”
She glanced at the clock on the instru-
ment board. “We are twO hours ahead
of time right now, so take it easy.”

“1 like to get a bad job over with,
and driving these roads is a bad job.
What with punctures or broken springs
and what not------- "

“But nothing has happened yet.
Easy around here. That's a bad one \
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As the car swung around the curve
a hooded figure leaned from his saddle
and gave the wheel a sharp twist. Be-
fore the driver could swing the car
back onto the road again, the outer
front wheel had dropped over the edge.
The other followed.ten feet farther
on. Busy with the wheel, the driver
had no opportunity to use his weapon.
The hooded rider caught up the black
bag, then, seemingly for the first time,
observed the girl. His gloved hand
shot out and dragged her clear, just
as the car went over the edge. It
turned in mid-air, struck on the top
with crushing force, then rolled a hun-
dred yards down the slope before it
stopped against a pile of rock.

The girl did not scream, but her
face was filled with horror, then fury.
“You fiend!” she cried. “Why didn't
you give him a char.ee ?”

The man did not answer. Suddenly
the girl remembered some of the many
stories she had heard about the
“Hooded Buckaroo.” Some, perhaps,
were founded on fact, but most of
them were based on surmise, and had
been repeated until many believed
them. It was said that he covered his
face to conceal scars that would have
instantly identified him; that he never
spoke because a bullet in the throat
had destroyed his voice.

“Aren’t you going to do something?”
she cried furiously. “Even now you
might save him. Come, give me a
hand!” Then, seeing he would make
no effort, she flung herself at him, as
if with her own strength to tear him
from his horse and force him to do her
bidding.

Without sound, without emotion, he
pulled, away. Sobbing with fury, she
followed for several yards, then turned
back. He rode away at a brisk pace
and did not look back. But no detail
of his appearance had escaped her.
The piercing blue eyes, fringed by the
black fabric of his hood, the denim

shirt and brush pants of the working
cowboy, the well-worn boots, and the
battered Stetson hat. She would, no
doubt, recognize that horse again if
she saw it. The job of concealing that
Trailing S brand had been indeed a
poor one.

The girl worked her way down the
slope to the wreck. A brief glance
was sufficient. Wright was done for—
murdered! There was no other name
for it. She managed to pull his gun
from the car and. though the hooded
rider was almost beyond pistol shot,
she emptied the weapon at him. He
looked back, bricily, then disappeared
around the next turn. The girl climbed
to the nearest ridge and looked about.
“Not a soul in sight,” she groaned,
“not even the Hooded Buckaroo. If
he’'s ever caught after this, there'll be
a lynching! Even Sheriff Bill Reed
couldn’t stop it!” She sighed. “Well,
somebody will come along— some-
time!”  And with this terse comment
she seated herself and tried to banish
from her eyes the horrible scene be-
low.

At Dry Coulee schoolhouse ranchers
were arriving in ones and twos. Kirk-
man, president of the Kirkman State
Bank, was chairman. He glanced over
the group, and those assembled looked
into his face and took hope. Every
man present owed him money. Every
man owed money to the big man
at Kirkman’s side, “Bull” Bridger.
Among the last to arrive, Bridger nat-
urally took a seat where he could see
and be seen as well as heard. This
meeting was as important to him as
any one.

“Mike Wright's about due.” Kirk-
man now announced. “1 sent Greta
over to meet him—couldn’'t afford to
have him get lost on the desert at a
time like this. And, boys, he’s bring-
ing the money with him. Ttll save us
from mortgaging ourselves, body and
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soul, to the Singleton crowd. Mike’'s
taking my word that we can pull
through. Our friendship goes back
nearly thirty years to Alaska, when I
split my grub with him on the trail.
He’'s been wanting to get revenge ever
since, so | gave him his chance. And,
while we’re waiting, this is a good time
to give Rod Bridger a vote of thanks.
Make it a rising one, boys!”

They needed no second invitation.
“Rod” he was to some, Bull to others
because of his strength. They cheered
from the depths of their hearts, though
they could see their withering orchards
as they cheered.

Bridger stood up. He was a big
man, something over six feet, and he
moved with the grace of the born
rider. His voice was deep and strong;
his face handsome, though inclined to
sternness. Bridger smiled as he
glanced about.

“I'm touched, boys,” he said, “I
really don’t deserve this. I came
among you a stranger. Because | was
to live among you, I've tried to be
neighborly. In the matter of loans,
Kirkman will agree that I've gone the
limit——"

“And then some!”
rupted.

“I'm not saying this in self-praise,
but so you will understand that | can’t
carry you farther. My banker won't
permit it. | hope Mike Wright has
the funds, not to see you through, but
to see us through. Better days are
ahead. Thank you, boys!”

Bridger seated himself amid cheers.

Men talked among themselves,
mostly of securing a permanent water
supply; time passed, and Kirkman fre-
qguently glanced at the clock.

“Singleton will give us that, but
we'll be paying 'em tribute the rest of
our lives!” some one said.

"Mike’s had a breakdown, | guess,”
Kirkman said, when he had held them
for more than an hour.

Kirkman inter-

The clatter of hoofs broke in on the
hum of many voices. Greta Kirkman
was galloping down the street on a
half-wild range horse. She struck the
ground so hard that she almost
bounced, then ran into the schoolhouse.

“The Hooded Buckaroo sent the car
over the grade!” she cried. “Mike
Wright's dead ! The money’s gone!”

Something like a groan of anguish
swept through the crowd as the girl
related what had happened. In one
quarter, rage flamed up for a moment.

“What've we done that the world’s
against us? Danged queer it would
happen at this time! I'm for finding
out who'll profit by our misery'.” Such
were the cries from the disappointed
ranchers.

“Easy now,” Kirkman warned, “this
is the first time the Hooded Buckaroo
has struck at us. He’'s hit other sec-
tions on rare occasions---—--- "

“And always knew when there was
an extra lot of money in the bank or
on the way!” the hot-head flared.
“Come on, sheriff, let's go! Nothing
can live in this country without water

—man, plants, trees, or animals.
Throw a ring around the water holes,
bring in very suspicious character,
and let Greta look 'em over. You'll
know him, won't you?”

“Yes, by his dress. lie did not
speak and he wore the hood. But I'll

know him—sure !” The girl was posi-
tive about this.

“What kind of a horse did he ride,

Greta?” It was Sheriff Reed speak-
ing.

"Roan.”

“Branded?”

“Yes, Trailing S. An effort had

been made to disguise the brand, but
| could tell what it was.”
“The Trailing S is Bill
brand,” the sheriff exclaimed.
of course Bill--——-- "
“Everybody is under suspicion at a
time like this,” the hot-head cried. “I

Sinclair’s
“But
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want to ask Bill how the Hooded
Buckaroo comes to be riding a horse
with his brand. Even-body’s under

suspicion. You, Kirkman, me, and the
rest of us.”

‘“‘Come, come, now,” Bridger
laughed, “1 guess those of us in this

room are cleared. We each know
where the other has been all the morn-
ing. Sheriff, my car and horses are at
your disposal.”

“Pick up a couple of men, some
blocks and tackle, and lift the car off
old Mike Wright,” the sheriff directed.
“The rest of you get ready. We're
going to search the whole country. I'll
send three men out at ©nee.” He de-
tailed three with unusually fine horses.
“Swing over to the Sinclair Ranch
and see what Bill knows or has seen.
After that, light out for the Mesquite
Hole. Anybody coming there for wa-
ter, bring 'em in. That's all.”

“And, boys, find that black bag if
you can. If we can't get that, we’'ll
have to take what the Singleton’s will
offer.”

CPIAPTER Il

BILL SINCLAIR.

A COMMITTEE of three prominent

citizens of Dry- Coulee rode up to
the Sinclair Ranch. The first was Reed,
the sheriff; the second, Kirkman, the
banker, and the third, Bull Bridger.
Two w-eeks had passed since the
Hooded Buckaroo's raid. Search had
been fruitless; the black-hooded rider
had vanished, and with him a black
bag filled with currency.

Sinclair was listening to the radio.
Like most of the men in the district,
he bulked large. His hair, which was
of that indefinite color known as
sandy, bristled as the men came onto
the porch, but he said nothing, though
his jaw hardened a little.

“Come in, boys,” he said, getting
control of himself and resolving to

make his visitors show their hand. He

was getting mighty tired of being
looked at with suspicion. “Listening
to the radio,” he added. “Never

knew how much | missed that kid sis-
ter of mine until she went East. Kinda
hot riding, isn't it? Better go out to
the well and take on a drink of wa-
ter!”

He pointed to an artesian well. The
water came, ice cold, from an under-
ground stream, shot two ffcet above
the rim of an eight-inch pipe, then
flowed over a gravel-bottomed creek
bed to a clump of cottonwoods, where
it spread out over a pasture when not
diverted into a network of flumes.

Beneath the cottonwoods dozed
twenty-five or thirty horses. Though
bearing the Trailing S of the Sinclair
ranch, the band might well be called
wild. They ran the range beyond the
cottonwoods in winter and spring
when there was feed, but in summer
they found the pickings scant indeed
and naturally returned to the ranch.
They worked only in the fall of the
year, when Sinclair drove them to the
railroad and shipped them to the vari-
ous round-ups to serve as buckers.
World championships had been won on
their backs—and lost. Hundreds of
thousands had thrilled at their antics;
countless stories had been written and
told about them. Nowhere in the
country was there another similar
band, and it was said that some of the
horses were so wise that they under-
stood what the rodeo was about and
played square, quitting the instant the
gun sounded. Certain it was, not an
animal in the bunch could be termed
vicious. Mild-eyed and mild-mannered
they were until led into the arena, then
they became exploding fiends until the
gun was fired or the rider bucked off.

The sheriff did the talking, as Bill
Sinclair figured he would.

“This ain’t an official visit, Bill,” he
said, “but we've got a proposition to
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talk over, and we rode out to invite
you in to Dry Coulee. How about it?”
“Sure,” Bill agreed. “I'll saddle

and be with you in about five minutes.
Make yourselves at home!” He
sauntered down to the wild string,
dropped his rope over a nag known to
the world as Blue Blazes, and rode
him bareback to the bam. Ten minutes
later he was ready.

At Dry Coulee, Sinclair found most

of the ranchers assembled in the
schoolhouse. This time Kirkman
talked.

“You know the situation, Sinclair,”
he began, “we’'ve got to have water!
Mike Wright was coming with money
to see us through, and he was Kkilled.

The Hooded Buckaroo, whoever he
Bill Sinclair was on his feet in-
stantly. “Don’'t look at me like that,”

he cried angrily. “I've heard the ru-
mors going the rounds; heard that the
Hooded Buckaroo rode a Trailing S
horse; heard that he was traced to my
ranch, and that no one else was found
in the country beyond; heard that |
was the only one found on my ranch.
I'm getting tired of this talk. If
there’s a man in this room who be-
lieves that I'm the Hooded Buckaroo,
let him get up and say so. If there's
a man in this room who has said to
any one that he thinks I'm that hooded
cuss, or said that it looked suspicious
or bad for me, let him stand up.”

He paused for a moment, but the
men were silent. “Then you either
think I'm O. K., or else you're a bunch
of yellow dogs. Now, that that's out
of my system, proceed. One thing
more! Remember this, the hooded
rider generally uses a stolen horse for
his work. A horse that | missed a
month ago, turned up the day of the
killing. And he hadn't been ridden
Very far. Either your hooded rider is
pretty close to Dry Coulee, or else he
swapped horses to throw you off the

trail. And there’s been cracks about
my blue eyes. Yep! I've got 'em and
they're as blue as the Hooded Buck-
aroo’s, but I'm not the only blue-eyed
man in the world. Kirkman’'s got blue

eyes; so has Bull Bridger; so have
others that | can see from where |
stand. | guess that's all!”

“1've heard the rumors, Sinclair,”
Kirkman said quietly, “and have not
given them a second thought.”

“1 didn't expect you would,”
clair answered, “but some have.”

“To proceed! You know we are
burning up, Sinclair. We've got to
have water. Singleton and a group of
his associates have agreed to build a
pipe line to your well provided they
can either buy you outright, or induce
you to come into our association.”

“1 am agreeable to anything that will
help you out, gentlemen,” Sinclair an-
swered, “provided | have first chance
at the water. You live by raising fruit.
I live by raising buckers and good
saddle horses. You depend on water;
so do I. If you will insert a clause
that my needs come first, then we can
do business.”

Singleton got to his feet. “Obvi-
ously, gentlemen, we can't invest our
money when everything is conditioned
on his needs. We might build a pipe
line, dams, and all that, then discover
that he needed it all. The only prop-
osition we will entertain is that Sin-
clair comes in with us— for a price, of
course—and takes his share of the gen-
eral flow.”

“1 can't do that,” Sinclair answered.
“Our ranch was there before there
was a tree growing in Dry Coulee. |
can't risk its destruction, even though
I would like to help you.”

Silence filled the room. As Kirk-
man had feared, they were deadlocked.
Some one sighed heavily, and the echo
seemed to sweep through the room.
Booted feet scraped over the floor, and
“Porky” Obak got to his feet. He

Sin-
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was the biggest man in the Dry Coulee
country and a hot-head.

“Like to mention one thing,” Obak
rumbled. “Sinclair’s the one man who
holds the future of Dry Coulee in his
hands. Owning the water, he can make
his own terms; he could even burn us
out, then build his own pipe line, and
own a small fruit empire worth any-
where from five hundred thousand to
a million dollars—with water. Sin-
clair, you're in a kind of shaky posi-
tion right now. You want to think of

that. Refusing to come along with us
kind of confirms these rumors that
Bill Sinclair leaped from the plat-

form, ran over the desks, and landed
before Porky Obak. ‘'You'll take that
back,” he shouted. “You're the one
man | know for sure has been talking
too much. Now eat your words!”
Obak’s face changed to a sneer. “I
don’t have to! On the face of things

it's—-—- "
Sinclair drove his fist deep into
Obak’s stomach. Then, as the big

man grunted, he cracked him on the
jaw with a right that started from his
knees and had one hundred and eighty
pounds behind it

As Obak crashed to the floor, Sheriff
Reed managed to reach Sinclair.

“Bill, you've got to be calm,” he ad-
vised. “Things look bad for you.”

“Easy, sheriff,” Sinclair snapped.
“I'm ready to hit anybody that looks
at me with suspicion—you, too.”

Obak was revived and before hostile
eyes Sinclair mounted the platform.
He spoke bluntly:

“Not to prove my innocence— be-
cause | don’'t have to—not to shut the
lips of a lot of coyotes that haven't
nerve enough to talk to a man’s face,
but because | feel sorry for you poor

fellows, I'll make this proposition.
You can take it or go to Jericho— and
| don't care which you do!” He

turned to Singleton. “Put in your pipe

lines and dams. [I'll give, not you, but
these ranchers, every barrel of water
that Hows from that well five days a
week; and the other two days that |
don’'t need it, you can have that, too.
You can have it, free of charge, for
five years, which will put you on your
feet. Alter that, at a reasonable
charge. Make any arrangements yon
want to with Singleton for the use of
his pipe line and dams. \early all
winter and spring you'll get seven days’
flow a week. And, now, don't any of
you hypocrites start cheering. |
know pretty well who my friends are
in this crowd, as well as my enemies—
also the back skippers. I'll be back in
an hour to sign the agreement; got
some business to attend to.”

Amid silence he walked from the
room, mounted his horse, and headed
for the bank.

Greta Kirkman'’s blue eyes peered at
him from behind the cashier's cage.
The Kirkman State Bank, though
large enough to handle the community’s
business, was comparatively small.
The force consisted of an old book-
keeper ; a severe-looking stenographer
of some forty years who was also a
sort of pinch hitter, filling in wherever
needed; Greta, who acted as cashier
when her father was away, and Kirk-
man himself.

“Good morning,” said Greta quietly.

“Good morning,” he answered. Sin-
clair was silent a moment, as if steel-
ing himself for some ordeal, then he
spoke, his words calm, distinct, and
without anger. “Your description of
the Hooded Buckaroo fitted me so dog-
gone well, when you described him to
the sheriff, that I'm wondering how
much was imagination created by your
excited state of mind?”

“1 described exactly what I
she coldly replied, “nor am |
tomed to getting excited.”

“Oh, I'm not charging you with un-
fairness,” he assured her, “but your

saw,”
accus-
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lack of faith iii me since then is what
hurts.” He grew very serious. “And,
Greta, that hurts—deeply! I- don’'t

suppose you will care to keep our en-
gagement to attend the dance Satur-
day night?”

“That is up to you,” she answered,
placing the burden of any break upon
him.

“1 shall not ask you to be seen with
one under suspicion,” he said, “but in
the future, don't mix your personal
and hasty conclusions with facts. That

is all, Greta. | am sorry, sorrier than
you think.”
Then Bill Sinclair left the girl he

loved and, without glancing to right
or left, made straight for his horse.
For two years, now, he had been in
love with Greta Kirkman, but it was
only during the past six months that
he had taken her to the local dances
and the weekly motion-picture show.
Nor did he have the field to himself.
Rod Bridger, or, as he was better
known, Bull, was easily the best catch
in the district, and as Greta was by
long odds the most attractive girl, it
was natural they should be seen to-
gether a good deal. There were other
admirers, too, principally boys she had
grown up with. But they were friends
who deeply admired the girl rather
than men of serious intentions.

The moment her father returned, the
girl put on her hat and hurried down
to the sheriff's office. With her cus-
tomary directness she got to the point.
“When | told my story, sheriff,” she
demanded, “Did | say anything that
would point toward Bill Sinclair?”

The sheriff eyed her curiously.
Women were queer, he thought. Often
they would tell more than they in-
tended, then, on reflection, seek to
change their story if there was an ele-
ment of love involved. Dry Coulee
had wondered if Greta Kirkman was
in love with Bill Sinclair. Certain it
was that he was a colorful figure with

his amazing horsemanship, his string
of buckers, and his high place at the
various rodeos in which he competed.
Whether it was riding some outlaw,
bull-dogging, or roping, he did it well.
Yes, Greta Kirkman might have sud-
denly discovered she was as much in
love with Bill Sinclair as he was with
her. And so he continued to study her
until she flushed slightly and added,
“1 want to be fair!”

“Of course you do, Greta,” he an-
swered. He had known her from
childhood. “No, it was not so much
what you said, as it was your amaze-
ment as you talked. You seemed ut-
terly dumfoynded over something that
had come into your mind. Your de-
scription fitted Sinclair almost to a T.
We began putting two and two to-
gether. The attempt to disguise the
Trailing S brand was rather strong
evidence. Owning a mighty fine well,
even fifteen miles away, gives him the
whip hand. In situations of this kind
we can't assume, just because a man
always been on the square, that that
is a sign he has not slipped. He may
ehave got the idea that he is too clever
to be caught. I'm speaking generally
now'.

“Then you think------- "

“1I'm not saying what | think, Greta,
I'm explaining why your story directed
attention toward Bill Sinclair—your
story, and the fact that he could profit
by the ruin of the ranchers in Dry
Coulee.”

“Then why not arrest him ?” the girl
suggested, “and bring things to a show-
down ?”

“We haven't information enough to
arrest any one. The Hooded Buck-
aroo is one of the most unusual crim-
inals who has ever operated in the
West. Three times he has struck in
this district and each time vanished
without a trace. Often, a criminal,
after making a clean-up, will go to
some city and spend it. He can be
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traced that way, but the hooded rider
has never made that slip. Perhaps,
Greta, you would like to know that
Sinclair has offered to give the ranch-
ers water free, five days out of seven,
if Singleton’s crowd will build a pipe
line and dams?”

“Is that so? Then that clears him
of trying to block irrigation plans that
will help the growers?” she said
quickly.

“Yes, and no!” the sheriff pointed
out. “He was certainly bitter about it
all; spoke straight from the shoulder;
told exactly what he thought of us,
then left. If guilty, he may have fig-
ured that it would throw off suspicion.
And now, Greta, you know as much
as | do. Sooner or later, whoever it
is will slip. Then we’ll land our man.
Sooner or later, Greta, they always
slip.” He drummed on the desk with
his fingers, studying her; deeply pon-
dering. “Greta,” he asked suddenly,
“l can see you are amazed to think
you put us on Sinclair’s trail. It was
not so much what you said, as your
astonishment that gave us the idea.
What was back of it all?”

“Something in the eyes,” she slowly
explained, “and something else—some-
thing indefinite, very elusive. It was
just a feeling that the man and | had
met often. He was amazed to find
me in the car with Mike Wright. We
had gone over a bump, and | was
reaching down to straighten my suit
case, then | popped up. The car was
just going, but he jerked me out. |
can't shake off the feeling that I know
him. And | promise you this, no mat-
ter how much | may care for any man,
if he is guilty of any crime, he'll re-
ceive no sympathy from me. So, Mr.
Sheriff, you don't need to study me
as you have been doing.”

It was the sheriff's turn to flush. He
grinned. She smiled back and was
gone. “And she'd do just that,” he
mused, “no matter what!”

CHAPTER III.

DRY COULEE RIDES.

"EVERAL weeks passed after Bill

: Sinclair signed the agreement,
drawn up by Singleton’s lawyer, which
gave the ranchers free water for a
period of time. Gradually the excite-
ment of Wright's murder subdued.
With the promise of water, men began
taking stock of their own affairs.
Nothing much could be done this year,
but by next summer the water stored
up during the winter would be suffi-
cient, with other available water, to
carry them through.

Under guard of Bull Bridger, acting
as a special deputy sheriff, and a strong
posse, Singleton gold arrived at the
Dry Coulee bank and was duly de-
posited with a sigh of relief. Money
had been actually transported without
the Hooded Buckaroo striking! Every
lonely mile the guard had expected
something to happen, but all went
well. Gradually came relaxation of the
tension, and with it the hooded rider!

The swiftness of his raid was typ-
ical. One moment he had watched
Greta and her father leave the bank,
the next he had pulled the hood over
his head and entered the building. Plis
method of silencing the two customers
was also typical. He cracked them over
the head with the butt of his gun. The
elderly stenographer and the aged
bookkeeper were locked up in a small
storeroom, the hooded figure, dressed
as usual in the denim shirt and brush
pants of the working cow-puncher, had
the place to himself. He worked
swiftly, making no false movements,
gathering up the most valuable secur-
ities and the gold.

As he almost staggered from the
bank, Greta Kirkman, returning for
something she had forgotten, met him
in the entrance. The girl did not hesi-
tate, but, with a sudden leap, caught
the man’s hood and gave it a jerk.
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The heavy fabric of the hood ripped
sharply. The man dropped his bur-
den, clapped his hand over the tom
hood, and with the other hand gripped
the girl. He spoke never a word, but
worked with his usual deadly silence.
And it struck Greta at that moment
as queer that no one had recalled that
Bill Sinclair could talk loud and fast
enough on occasion, whereas the
Hooded Buckaroo was reputed to have
lost his voice because of a bullet
wound.

Her thoughts were roughly recalled
to the immediate present. Believing
that the girl had identified him, the
Hooded Buckaroo dropped almost to
his knees, caught her on his shoulder,
and gripped her body with one strong
arm. She gave a single cry as he lifted
the pack with his other hand. Head
down, she could not see his face, no
matter how she twisted and squirmed.
With the staggering load, the man ran
across the street and into an orchard.
Already the alarm was being sounded,
but quickly as the few citizens that
happened to be in Dry Coulee at that
hour gathered, the hooded rider was
faster. There were two horses tied to
a tree and this time, at least, neither
bore the Trailing S brand. He tied a
handkerchief over the rent in the hood,
stowed the gold and securities in sad-
dle-bags, lashed the girl to the saddle
and was off at a gallop. The orchard
was all that saved him. Zigzagging
down the rows of trees he managed to
shake oif pursuit with the exception of
a single rider. His disposal of this
rather brave man was typical. Swing-
ing his horse around, the hooded rider
stopped, aimed, and dropped the other
before he was aware of the maneuver.

Emerging from the orchard, he
waited a moment until a rancher ap-
peared on the highway. Greta Kirk-
man screamed a warning. As the
rancher, who was driving a battered
car, filled with boxes for fruit pick-

ing, looked up, the rider covered him.
A wave of the weapon was sufficient
to induce the man to stop and leave
the car. The Hooded Buckaroo turned
him about and with a well-directed
blow from the pistol butt knocked him
down. Greta, securely bound, was
dumped into the car with the boxes;
the loot followed and on top of this
came the saddles from the horses. The
bandit then leaped to the driver’s seat
and at top speed the car careened
down the winding road and vanished
over the .ridge. The desert lay ahead
of them; dry, forbidding, yet inviting,
for it offered concealment. Greta
Kirkman was surprised at her own
calmness. She noticed that the hooded
bandit was heading, generally, in the
direction of the two water holes— Sin-
clair Ranch and Mesquite Hole. “What
are you going to do with me?” she de-
manded.

He slowed down and traced with a
gloved finger, this answer in the dust
on the instrument boards: | don't
knew, yet!

Dry Coulee was riding!

One of the customers left stunned
on the floor of the bank had regained
consciousness in time to see Greta
tearing at the black hood, and the
rider's subsequent action. “He's a
moose for strength,” he informed the
sheriff, “picked her up and carried her
over his shoulder so she couldn’t see
his face. No, | didn’t get a glimpse of
it, but something about him seemed
familiar. He packed his loot, and it
must have weighed a hundred pounds,
in the other hand. With ail that load
he ran—not staggered, but ran,”

A horse, standing over a dead rider,
was the next link in the chain of pur-
suit. The men of Dry Coulee were
not only riding, but were in a mood
to kill. The sheriff had taken com-
mand, naturally. His posse consisted
of men who chanced to be in town at
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that hour. They were variously
mounted. He selected three men,
known for their courage and fine
mounts.  “Fill your water bags and
light out for Sinclair's ranch,” he or-
dered. “Don’'t spare your nags. |If
lie's there, tending to business, act like
you'd come to ask him to join the
hunt. If he isn't there, wait for him.
When he comes, bring him in.”

Those who stuck to the trail left by
the hooded rider soon discovered that
he had driven the car over a route that
threatened to wreck it. Boxes were
scattered along the way, and after two
miles driving one of the rear tires let
go. He must have driven five miles
after that. Pieces of rubber were scat-
tered about, and finally the rim marks
showed distinctly. A quarter of a
mile farther they found the car.

"Greta's still with him,” Kirkman
cried. “See! Here arc her foot-
prints! Come on, boys, don’t spare the

horses!
pursuit so hot he’ll turn her free.
money weighs something, too.”

The grim band did not need to be
urged. Horseflesh was sacrified when
minutes counted. And yet so care-
fully had the hooded rider crisscrossed
the trail that the posse was delayed
again and again.

Far ahead rode the Hooded Buck-
aroo and Greta Kirkman. A mile
from the Sinclair Ranch the man
stopped and studied the buildings with
care. Satisfied that a posse had not
arrived ahead of him, he forced the
girl to ride in front, and, with her
body as a shield against possible am-
bush, galloped up to the house. With
a brief glance about, he entered and
searched the rooms. No one, appar-
ently, was concealed there.

“Do something for these
horses,” the girl suggested.

He did not even take the trouble to
glance at the miserable animals. They
were swaying with exhaustion from

We've got to get her; or make
That

poor

the cruel pace. Not from pity, but
because it was practical, he decided to
change mounts. In his mind he de-
bated what to do with Greta. She
hindered his operations, and yet, if she
had identified him, he could not release
her. Again and again he had expected
her to call him by some name that
might give a hint as to her thoughts,
but she had mentioned no name. On
the face of it, it looked as if she did
not know who he was. Again, he rea-
soned, she might know, but be afraid
to reveal that knowledge for fear he
would kill her to save himself.

In the end he decided to take her
with him. He rode down to the cot-
tonwoods, tied Greta to a tree, then
sent his singing rope over an outlaw’s
head. Saddle marks indicated that
this animal was ridden a lot, and was
perhaps the gentlest of the band. She

was a little black mare, known to
rodeo fans as War Bride. The girl's
eyes flashed. “Strange, indeed,” she

whispered, “he knows this band well
enough to pick out a gentle horse for
me. | shall remember that!”

From among the remaining animals
there was little to choose. The hooded
rider moved along, screened by the
trees, until he was within roping dis-
tance of a big roan known as Tumble-
weed. He had won this name because
of his peculiar, rolling gait when he
bucked across the arena. Few had
ridden him. The girl's eyes sparkled
with hope. If Tumbleweed ran true
to form, the Hooded Buckaroo would
be thrown. She hoped he would be
thrown hard enough to knock the
senses from him while she carried out
a plan.

The rope shot suddenly from cover
and settled about Tumbleweed’s neck.
Before the horse could bolt, the man
had snubbed it to a tree. Bit by bit
he drew up the animal, then, after a
brief struggle, saddled it. Everything
went onto Tumbleweed’s back; water
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bags, filled from the well; the loot, and
finally the Hooded Buckaroo. Fifty
yards the outlaw ran, then he began
his famous rolling buck. Again and
again the girl cheered the animal, and
as often the man clung to the saddle
just when it seemed he must be
thrown. No rules governed this con-
test; no judges rode close to give man
and horse a square break. The rider
dug his spurs into the webbing, pulled
leather, and stayed on! Everything
went into the animal’'s final attempt.
In the midst of the battle, the rider
drew out a small, flat stone and began
pounding the horse’s head. Dazed,
Tumbleweed ceased fighting. Only by
a flash of the eyes could the girl tell
that the man was pleased, but in the
blue depths of those eyes was some-
thing of the devil.

They set off then. As before, he
drove her ahead of him. They rode
across the desert, not for the Mesquite
Hole, as she expected, but in another
direction. As far as she knew there
was no water hole for nearly a hun-
dred miles. Long before they could
reach it the supply the bandit had
would be exhausted. Greta resolved
to escape at the first opportunity, risk-
ing, if necessary, a shot. Anything,
death even, was better than thirst un-
der the Killing blast of the sun.

Presently she spoke. “Say some-
thing,” she cried, “or I'll go mad!”

He merely looked at her.

“Why drag me along?” she argued.
"l don’t know who you are? If | did,
and you were some one | had known,
I'd have something to say to vou. But
I don't know who you are. | swear I
don’'t. So, why not turn me loose?”

He shook his head.

He seemed to know the country, for
he rode into the bad lands without
hesitation. As before, he took advan-
tage of every natural obstacle to delay
pursuit. Once he rode a quarter
of a mile out of the way to cross a

sand ridge where the hot wind covered
their tracks almost the moment they
were made. From time to time they
drank. At each stop the horses were
watered, but sparingly.

This man knows the desert, Greta
reflected, knows it as well as— Bill Sin-
clair! I've a mind to tell him so! She
slowed up, then changed her mind.
Such a compliment might prove fatal.
Silence is always golden, she thought,
but never more so than at present. |
might say the wiong thing at the right
time.

They climbed a ridge and began
working their way across it. On one
side there was a sink filled with gray-
ish muck; on the other was a small
valley almost filled with mesquite. The
slope from ridge to valley was almost
perpendicular, but a sure-footed horse
might make his way safely down.
With a sudden movement Greta
swung her mount over the edge. Grav-
ity did the rest. The little mare braced
her legs, and the whole world seemed
to slide. The girl did not look back,
but she felt a rope whistle over her
head—and miss! The mare struggled
free, leaped, almost fell, then slid
again. The girl worked frantically at
her bonds to free herself and avoid be-
ing crushed in case the mare fell. A
moment later, War Bride plunged into
the mesquite.

She looked back from the doubtful
safety of the mesquite. The hooded
rider had attempted to follow, but his
horse, more heavily laden, had fallen.
The rock and shale slide was carrying
them slowly down to the valley floor.
Greta did not wait for the black-
hooded figure to extricate himself, but,
digging her heels into the mare's
flanks, put as much distance between
herself and the man as possible.

It was an utterly strange country
through which she rode in the blazing
heat, but she was confident she could
find her way out. At last she drew
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tip. “War Bride,” she cried, “he has
most of the water. W e've only a little.
You're doing the work, old girl, so
you'll get it. I'll stick a pebble in my
mouth.” She dismounted, depressed
the head of the high-crowned Stetson
she had borrowed at the Sinclair
Ranch, filled it with water, and gave
tlhe mare a drink. “Now to find our
way out of this.” she said.

Greta found herself in a maze of
fantastic desert formations. There
were buttes hundreds of feet high, with
sheer, weather-carved walls; winding
canyons that led her back to the start-
ing point; other canyons that ended in
blank walls. She grew worried, but
not frightened. “I1 know in which di-
rection to go,” she cried, “but I'm
stopped.”

Night came suddenly. There was a
brief period when the sunlight lin-
gered, but the beauty of the sky blend-
ing with the savage coloring of the
buttes, was lost on her. All Greta
knew was that she was desperately
thirsty and that the water which the
mare badly needed was almost gone.
“War Bride,” she cried, “I'm lost!
They say a wild horse will return to
its home range. See what you can do,
girl; I'll just sit here and wait.”

CHAPTER IV.

AT MESQUITE HOLE.

rPHE Hooded Buckaroo did not waste

his time pursuing Greta. She had
been given a fair start, thanks to his
horse falling halfway down the slope.
He picked himself up, repaired a
broken strap, then watched the sand

and shale continue to flow, like some
slow stream, down the slope. At the
base of a large mesquite it parted,

flowed on either side, and joined again.
Acting on a sudden thought, he placed
the treasure at the base of the mesquite
and covered it with sand. The mes-
quite stood by itself, could be readily

found any time he returned, and yet
there was no danger of the loot being
uncovered by the elements. Whenever
the rocks were disturbed around the
mesquite, the sand and shale above
would start moving and cover the spot.
He nodded with approval, watered
Tumbleweed, and set off once more.

From a high ridge he looked over
the country. There was no sign of
the girl. Her disappearance did not
worry him particularly. Water gov-
erned this land and sooner or later she
must make for either the Sinclair
Ranch or Mesquite Hole. Yes, she
would come, perhaps with parched lips
and the terror of the desert in her
eyes. Her approach might be heralded
by wheeling buzzards. If he thought
it advisable, and pursuit was not too
close, he would intercept her and make
a bargain before water touched her
lips.

From the ridge he located two dis-
tinct dust clouds moving slowly over
the desert. These, he decided, were
parties of deputy sheriffs in pursuit.
One of them had almost readied Sin-
clair's Ranch; the other was headed
for Mesquite Hole. He estimated the
former party at from eight to twelve
men; the latter three or four.

Had the sheriff been present to see
what the hooded rider next did, it
would have explained in a measure
how the bandit escaped so easily after
his raids. With deft movement, he
set up a small radio aerial, grounded
the other wire, connected the ends to
a small crystal set and, with the re-
ceivers clamped over his ears, picked
up the evening news bulletins that were
broadcast at six o'clock each night.

Waiting, he watched the purple
shadows fill the draws. Below, the
desert dwellers were crawling into the
sand for the night; the barren branches
of a mesquite rattled gloomily, remind-
ing one of the clanking bones of a
wired skeleton swinging in the wind.
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A small voice came to his ears. Yes,
the announcer was speaking of him,
telling of his sensational raid; of the
missing girl cashier who had made a
bold attempt to tear the hood from
his head. The speaker concluded:
“By long-distance telephone, Sheriff
Reed reports that posses are guarding
all water holes and that sooner or later
he must come for water, when it is
expected his capture will be effected,
not, however, without a spirited battle.
A finish fight is expected.”

The hooded figure nodded, as if con-
firming this statement. Again his
crystal set had gathered the vibrations
that brought a human voice to his ears
and told him what his pursuers were
doing. The announcer made a brief
statement of prevailing conditions at
Dry Coulee, and added, as if by an
afterthought:

“A check shows that all of the irri-
gation project money was taken. This
will probably result in many mortgage
foreclosures by Rodney Bridger, who,
it is said, is on the verge of financial
failure for overloaning on orchard
land.”

The hooded figure remounted and
faded into the shadows. Overhead the
stars came out. The first day had
passed.

Sheriff Reed and his posse arrived
at the Sinclair Ranch and found it
deserted.

“Bill Sinclair’'s going to have a time
explaining something,” the sheriff
growled. “Innocent or guilty, he's got
to prove to public opinion that he is
straight. He should be here! They
had made a hard ride, but there was
to be no rest this night. “Get yourself
something to eat, boys,” he ordered,
“water your horses, fill up your water
bags, and then strike for the bad lands.
One of you may pick up their trail.
They've been here, all right.” He in-
dicated the two exhausted horses lying

in the pasture. One of them had got
down and could not get up again.

And so for a brief time the Sinclair
ranch house was occupied, then again
it was dark. One man remained, con-
cealed in the attic, ready to drop dow'n
on any one he decided was worth
guestioning, preferably Bill Sinclair.

The second party, in command of
Dick Orlander, arrived at Mesquite
Hole shortly before dark.

“Man and horse been here,” Or-
lander announced. “No sign of no
girl, though! H'm! Look at that!”
He pointed to the imprint of a human
hand in the mud. “Got down on his
stomach to drink and rested his hand
there! Don’'t touch it! I've got a
scheme!” With the aid of a knife, he
cut out a square of mud that included
the imprint and carried it to a rock to
dry. “We’'ll maybe know from this
who drank here and filled water bags,”
he declared, “unless we find out some
other way.”

“1 can tell yuh without that trouble,”
Fred Farnum declared, “that's Bill
Sinclair's handprint. He got a rope

bum and it ain't healed yet. Can't
yuh see it writ right there in the
mud?”

“Yes and no,” Orlander replied.
He stopped suddenly and squinted.
“Look, boys, on that ridge! He's
gone! Oh, dang it!”

“Sure yuh saw something? |
didn’'t,” Farnum answ-ered, “but my

eyes ain't so good as vourn.”

“Let's go and see for ourselves.
Kinda tough on the nags, but a stitch
in time saves nine!”

Instead of riding directly for the
ridge, Orlander figured the probable
course of the phantomlike rider he had
seen on the ridge. He was staking all
on this one move. It was dark when
he reached the spot, but he dismounted
and examined the path likely to be fol-
lowed by a horseman coming down
from the high ground. “Nothing here,

WS—1A
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boys. Listen, we’'ll spread out, fan-
like. There's only certain places a man
can ride. When you get to 'em, ex-
amine 'em. We'll bunch together again
here in two hours!”

Orlander dismounted twice in the
next half hour. Knowing the country,
trailing came easily enough for him.
He knew where to look and did not
waste time. Presently an exclamation
of satisfaction escaped his lips. “I
knew it! Now for------- " Orlander
went for his gun at that moment.
Ahead the brush had stirred. The si-
lence of the desert night was broken by
a single pistol shot.

It carried over ridges and draws to
Fred Farnum’'s ears. “Hello!” he
cried, “somebody’s taking a shot at one
of the boys. That came from an auto-
matic pistol, and neither of 'em carry
automatics.” He wheeled and rode
rapidly toward the sound, his own
weapon ready for instant use, crouch-
ing low to avoid bullets that might
come from ambush.”’

The click of hoofs against rock
caught his ears. “Canby?” he called.
"Orlander ?”

The answer came quickly. “It's
Canby. That you, Farnum? Guess
they must have got Dick. That wasn’'t
his gun!”

“Where is he ?”

“Somewhere ahead. There’s his
horse!” The horse was standing near

by, waiting, glad of a moment's rest.
On the ground lay Dick Orlander.
faraum dropped to his side. Can-

by’s voice, filled with apprehension,
came sharply. “Is he dead?”
“Dead!” Farnum shouted. Then in

a lower voice he added, “The Hooded
Buckaroo is around close. He done
this. Just as well to make him think it
was a good job. Dick ain't dead, but
he's pretty bad hit—shot through the
head, it looks like.”

“What'd we better do?”

“You ride to Sinclair's Ranch and

WS—2A

get a buckboard.” Again he lifted his
voice. “I'll stay here with the body!”
Farnum clutched Canby’'s arm. “Lis-
ten,” he whispered. “Dick knows who
the hooded fellow is!”

Some inkling of what had happened
fell from Orlander’s delirious lips. He
spoke loudly at times, repeating conver-
sation that had taken place evidently
after he had been shot. Suddenly he
half leaped from the sand. To silence
him, Farnum clapped a hand over the
wounded man’s mouth. Muffled, came
acry, “You? Good Heavens! You?”

“Who was it, Dick?” Farnum
pleaded. “It's Fred, Dick, who was
it?”

“Fred.
he’ll get you!”
turning to consciousness.

Good ol' Fred! Look out,
Dick seemed to be re-
Slowly his

eyes opened. “Fred? Yeah—good ol’
Fred.”
“Who is the Hooded Buckaroo,

Dick?” Farnum repeated.

“He's—he’'s——  Orlander coughed
and the muscular effort seemed to dis-
tress him. He cried out sharply and
lapsed into unconsciousness.

Farnum swore. “Didn’'t quite get it
out! Ride, Canby, ride like fury! I'll
stay here and— listen.”

Long after the sound of Canby’s
horse’'s hoofs had died out, Farnum
listened, half expecting to hear the
crack of the gun that might wipe out
another man’s life. He had heard the
swiftness with which the Hooded
Buckaroo shot described as a gesture
of impatience. When he felt sure that
Canby was beyond danger, Farnum
thought of himself and the wounded
man. The hooded rider might return,
but it did not seem likely. If he had
been listening he must have heard Far-
num'’s shout, “Dead!” and believed it.
An examination indicated that the bul-
let wound had been slight; the real
damage was caused by a blow from
the butt of a gun and Dick’s skull was
fractured. Again and again during the
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long, black hours Orlander muttered.
Once he snarled, “Got that mask off
your face!” Then came the usual cry,
“You?” The discovery had astounded
Orlander evidently. The next moment
he had been knocked down, no doubt,
for no other words followed. Farnum
pleaded and coaxed, but he could never
quite penetrate the fog that had de-
scended on Orlander’s brain.

The buckboard came at dawn.
Canby led the way on a fresh horse,
and was followed by the conveyance
which had been piled with mattresses
to reduce the shocks incident to travel
over a roadless desert. A man who
knew something about gunshot wounds
was driving.

“It's going to take most of the day
to get him to Sinclair’s,” he announced,
“can’t do much fast driving. When it
gets hot, we'll have to hunt shade or
we're going to lose Orlander.”

“Do what you think’s best,” Farnum
answered, “we’ll follow along and give
you a hand when you need it.” He
turned to Canby. “Any news?”

“No! They're using Sinclair's
Ranch as a sort of headquarters. Bill
ain't showed up yet. Ain’t expected
to now. No word of Greta Kirkman.
Kirkrnan's about ready for a hanging,

and he's mighty law-abiding, you
know. Bull Bridger has showed up.
Looks like he'll have to foreclose.

Right now he ain't saying anything
about business. Like the others, he's
plumb crazy worrying over Greta.
He's got a pretty bad case on her.
For a while Sinclair was giving him
a run, but since Bill got in wrong,
Bull's got the inside track.”

They followed the buckboard as it
painfully crawled across the desert.
For three hours they made a stop in
the shade of a butte, then began the
final leg of the journey to Sinclair's
ranch.  Throughout it all Dick Or-
lander had not regained consciousness,
nor, in the opinion of the driver, would

he until the pressure on the brain had
been relieved.

On the last ridge Farnum and Canby
paused and looked back. “Seems like
we're leaving something behind,” the
former growled. “Somewhere out
there in that desert are the Hooded
Buckaroo and Greta Kirkman.”

“You've forgot Bill Sinclair!” Canby
suggested.

“Have 1? 1| said ‘the Hooded Buck-
aroo and Greta, didn't 1?”

“That's so!” Canby admitted. “That
sure is so. Wonder where Greta is?”

“We’'ll go down to the ranch and
find out if they've heard anything. |If
they haven't, then we’'ll turn right
around and go back!”

But no good news awaited them at
the ranch. None of the men had re-
turned since Canby had come for the
buckboard. Bridger, it was assumed,
had joined in the hunt with Kirkman.
At least, with others who had appeared
about the same time the previous night,
he had set forth on the posse’s trail,
carrying a great supply of water so the
men would not have to return.

Farnum washed his face in the icy
waters of the well and felt better. He
stretched himself until the soreness
had partly left his muscles, then gazed
into the air. Earlier in the day he
had seen the buzzards wheeling lower
and had not liked the sight. But now
they had returned to the higher level
without descending. “Whatever it was
that was failin’ has got up on its legs
again,” Farnum said. “It might be a
horse, a man, or a—girl.”

CHAPTER V.

A GAME LITTLE MARE.

Q RETA KIRKMAN felt like cry-
~ ing, but she did not. The blazing
sun was just about broiling her— liter-
ally. There are few- figures of speech
used in relation to desert heat. Her
legs were torn by the brush; her skin
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was burned by the sun. When she
spoke encouragingly to the game little
mare her words came thickly. She
had denied herself water again and
again that the mare might drink. Greta
rode with head down, often swaying
in the saddle, yet never quite falling.
Once or twice she looked up and .shud-
dered—buzzards! How did they
know? And yet they did know.
Something in the mare’s attitude, per-
haps her physical dejection, told them.

Greta saw a lake just a few miles
off to the left—a lake with waving
palms along the shore and a small boat
drifting on its surface. There was a
man at the oars, a girl in the stern.
She could not see them plainly, but
they were there. Taking courage, she
pulled the mare off to the left. The
animal obeyed, but the moment she re-

laxed her grip the mare turned. "War
Bride,” she cried thickly, “can’'t you
see the water ? Oh, girl, girl! Don't
go that way!”

Again and again Greta turned the
animal off its course, and invariably
the mare swung back again at the first
opportunity. Then, somehow, the lake
vanished, and all was sand, desolation
and heat, covered by the blue sky
against which wheeled the black her-
alds of death.

Hours passed. There was a grade
ahead, mostly sand, hard to climb, but
necessary. It must be the right direc-
tion, for the mare insisted on going
that way. The girl dismounted and
walked, one hand on the saddle, the
other swinging at her side. She did
not look up, but plodded along utterly
spent. When the going became easier,
the grade less steep, she knew the top
had been gained. She remounted and
glanced ahead, eyes shaded by her big
hat.

A lone rider was coming toward her,
mounted on a horse almost as spent as
her own. Gradually, he took definite
form, and she caught sight of Bill Sin-

clair's broad shoulders. Her memory
completed the picture—big, powerful
hands, slim waist, intensely blue eyes,
and hair whose color depended on the
way the light struck it.

The horses headed for each
as if seeking sympathy; the
studied each other’s condition. The
man swung his canteen to his shoul-
der, dismounted, and ran toward the
girl.  He held up his arms and she
slipped easily into them. "Greta!” he
cried. “Il’'ve been about crazy!”

How did Bill Sinclair, supposedly
away from town, away from other
men, actually being sought by a posse,
know she was on the desert, presum-
ably a prisoner of the Hooded Buck-
aroo? Just then she did not ask her-
self that question. She was content to
rest in Bill's arms while he moistened
her lips with water. “Feel better?” he
inquired.

“Yes! 1I've had to fight off a desire
to run over the sand and scream. It's
been so quiet, just the creak of leather,
the sobbing of the mare’s lungs; the
click of her hoofs against the rocks.”
She moistened her lips with her tongue
and he gave her another drink.

“Not too much,” he warned; “you're
in better shape than | expected to find
you.” The little mare was given a
drink and then Sinclair turned again
to Greta. “Where is the Hooded
Buckaroo?” he asked.

She started, and yet the query was
natural enough. “l escaped, Bill!
She looked at him sharply, but did not
put the question forming on her lips.
He seemed to sense it, for he looked
away.

“My plan is this,” he said, “lI've a
good horse planted in that clump of
mesquite!” He pointed to a dark spot
on the desert. “Your people are crazy
over your disappearance! With wa-
ter, you can make it. The horse will
take you to the ranch, even if you
didn't know the way. You probably

other,
riders
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do, though, you found your way this
far!”

“No, 1 didn't!”
was hopelessly lost.”
the buttes behind her. “I
War Bride!”

"Wise girl!

she answered; “I
She pointed to
left it to

Take my horse—it's
fresher—to that clump and then
change. I'll be in sometime late to-
night—or to-morrow.”

“Thanks, Bill,” she answered. “Bill,
how did you happen to know where to
find me?”

He looked up quickly. When he
spoke, it was not the query in words
he answered, but the query in her eyes.
“And still you doubt me, Greta? Well,
does it matter? I'm here!l You are
safe! Good luck!” He smiled, then
turned his back until she was gone.
When she was out of hearing distance,
he followed, leading War Bride be-
cause she had already done more than
her share.

The horse Bill Sinclair had left in
the mesquite was gentle and fresh.
The trampled ground indicated that he
had been tied there for some time. Bill
Sinclair had made all plans with an
amazing knowledge of what to expect
—sot exhausted girl; a nearly dead
horse.

With plenty of water to drink, Greta
recovered rapidly. She kept the horse
at a steady gait, mile after mile, guid-
ing him toward a butte that served as
a landmark to those heading for the
ranch. With far less worry in her
heart than on the previous night, she
again watched the shadows settle. A
light shone in the ranch house, bright,
friendly, offering rest and welcome.

“To-night I'm going to sleep, and
sleep, and sleep!” she promised her-
self.

As she arrived, men were unload-
ing an object from the buckboard.
They moved across the yard and up
the steps with shuffling feet, and en-
tered the house. In the half light in

front of the door she recognized Far-
num and Canby. Then Bull Bridger
came upon the scene. He was covered
with dust and had ridden far. “No
word of Greta,” he said. "Who have
you here, the Hooded Buckaroo?”

"Dick Orlander!” some one an-

.swered.

The girl dismounted. “They are as
tired as | am, | suppose,” she said.

Bull Bridger looked up in surprise—
he was examining Orlander’'s wound—
as she entered. “Greta! Where did
you come from ?” he cried.

“1 just arrived!” she answered. She
decided not to mention Bill Sinclair
just yet. Anyway, Bill had said he
would follow on the tired horses. “I
managed to elude the Buckaroo and a
good horse did the rest. Here, let me
do what | can for poor Orlander!”

From somewhere came the neces-
sary strength, and she took charge.
Farnum and Canby said something
about going out to the bunk house and
hitting the hay. “We’'ll be right there
handy,” Canby added, “if you need
us, call us.”

“1'll stay here!” Bridger said, “and
keep Greta company.”

The buckboard driver had per-
formed a rather crude operation on
Orlander, which he hoped would re-
lieve the pressure, and was now pre-
paring to ride to Dry Coulee for the
doctor.

Bridger dozed in his chair, occasion-
ally opening his eyes to note possible
change in the wounded man’'s condi-
tion. At times he seemed about to re-
vive ; then again the clouds would close
about him. Greta, sitting at his bed-
side, nodded. She was cruelly tired,
but there were times in one’s life when
one must carry on despite personal ex-
haustion.

The silence was abruptly broken.
“Youl” Orlander was sitting up,
staring ait the girl. “Good heavens*
you?” he cried.
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Bridger stepped around to the head
of the bed and gripped his shoulders.
At the touch, Orlander slumped
back, then opened his eyes. “Where’'s

Farnum? Oh, it's you—Gretal!” He
drifted off and muttered, “water!”
“Just a moment,- Dick!” she an-
swered. “Rod! This water is warm
already. Get some at the well, will
you?” She handed him the glass.

“Just a minute, Dick!”

Half conscious, he began muttering.
“And | dived right at the brush be-
fore he could fire again and got him.
Ripped the mask from his face!”

The girl dare not interrupt. Per-
haps he would name the Hooded
Buckaroo. She held her breath, and

the atmosphere seemed to suddenly be-
come charged with danger. Instinct-
ively she glanced up. Framed in the
window were the head and shoulders
of the Hooded Buckaroo. The glass
suddenly shattered, a roar filled the
room. Even above the report Greta
heard the sickening impact of lead
against flesh. Orlander grew suddenly
rigid, then dropped back—dead.

Outside, the clatter of hoofs sounded
and the clump of a running man’s
boots. As the hoofbeats grew fainter,
Bull Bridger ran into the room. The
glass was half filled with water.
“What happened?” he cried.

“The Hooded Buckaroo returned,”
she answered, “and finished poor Dick
Orlander!”

Bridger placed the glass on the table
and glanced at the silent figure; then
he drew his weapon, examined it, and

started for the door. “I'll see what I
can do,” he announced.
"Look again,” the girl cried, “and

be; sure that gun hasn't been tampered
with!

Bridger drew out the weapon and
examined it. “It is read} for busi-
ness!” he answered.

“Take care of yourself!”

“1 will,” he promised.

As Bridger set forth, Farnum and
Canby rushed in. “Somebody shoot?”
Farnum demanded.

“Yes, the blooded Buckaroo returned
and silenced Orlander for all time.
Rod Bridger is on his trail now.”

“Guess we've slept enough,” Canby
growled. “Come on, Farnum, let's
give Bridger a hand. He’'s done plenty
for us in his time.” He folded Or-
lander's hands across his breast, cov-
ered the face with a sheet, and closed

the door. “Get a little rest if you can,
Greta!” he urged.
She heard them talking to the

<horses, but within a few minutes they
had disappeared down the trail. For
a time they heard Bridger’s galloping
horse, then silence. They urged their
own mounts ahead faster, galloped
over a ridge, and came upon the amaz-
ing situation of a fist fight in the dark-
ness. The grunts and groans of the
fighters came frequently, and it was
evident that Bridger was one of the
men. His opponent was fighting a lot
and talking a little. Suddenly he
whipped in a blow that caught Bridger
full on the chin. He went down with
a crash, but he was not out. Seeing
the two men approaching, he yielded.
“Get him, it's the Hooded Buckaroo
himself!”

Farnum and Canby slipped behind
their horses, expecting the bullets to
fly. “Stick 'em up—quick!” Canby or-
dered.

“Keep him covered, Canby, while |
strike a match,” Farnum cried. Un-
der the flickering blaze the rugged fea-
tures of Bill Sinclair were outlined.
“By gosh, we've got him!” exclaimed
Canby.

Sinclair was cool. “What for?”

“Killing Dick Orlander and several

others, Mister Hooded Buckaroo!”
Farnum charged.
“You fruit growers are getting

crazier every' day,” Sinclair retorted.
“And of the lot, Bull Bridger is the
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worst. Without warning, he lands on
me all sprawled out.”

“You lie,” Bridger shouted, “and
you know it! You just shot Orlander.
You followed him in, knowing he
might regain consciousness and speak.
Orlander saw the Hooded Buckaroo
and paid for it with his life. You
shot and got away in a hurry, but not
quite fast enough. Watch him, boys,
he’'s bad medicine!” Rubbing his jaw,
Bridger got to his feet.

Maddeningly calm, Bill Sinclair
turned to Canby. “I'm supposed to
have just fired a shot,” he said. “Run
vour finger down the barrel of my
gun and see if it hasn't been oiled.

Also, notice whether or not it is
warm!”

Canby held his finger to the light
of a match. “She’s cool; and she's
oiled! What'll we do, Farnum?”

“Take him in. There's a lot of
things he’s got to explain. One of 'em

was where he was during the raid, and
why wasn't he here on the ranch tend-
ing to business a short time after-
ward ?”

"1'll explain 'em!”

“Better wait until we get you in
court,” Canby grimly suggested,;
“you’re going to need all the cards
you've got to see this game through.
Now we’'ll go down to the ranch.”

They found Greta sound asleep in
the room Sinclair’s sister had once oc-
cupied. She was utterly exhausted,
and no one disturbed her. A guard
was placed over Bill Sinclair, and he
promptly fell asleep. Some time be-
fore dawn several of Sheriff Reed’s
posse returned. One of them, on a
fresh horse, was sent to recall the
others. *

Kirkman arrived alone, almost fran-
tic until he heard his daughter was
safe, then he collapsed. Morning
found weather-burned men swarming
over the ranch house; their expression
seemed to say: “We've got our man!”

Sheriff Reed and several others ques-
tioned Bill Sinclair, without satisfac-
tory results. “You make me tired,”
Sinclair growled, “so tired that I'm
going to stand trial and get this over
with.”

“You're darned tootin’ you're going
to stand trial,” the sheriff promised
curtly.

“Yes, and be acquitted,” Sinclair cut
in, “and then I'm going to spend the
rest of my life riding into Dry Coulee
once a week and laughing at a lot of

people.”

In time, Greta Kirkman came to
him. He was ironed to a chair. “Oh,
Bill!” she cried, “somehow, | can't be-

lieve you would shoot a wounded
man.”

“Could you believe 1I'd rob a bank?”
he demanded.

“No,” she admitted slowly, “and yet,
Bill, the evidence! What'll I do, Bill ?”
she cried. “I'll have to testify if you
go to trial.”

“Tell the truth,” he answered; “no
one expects you to do otherwise—or
wants you to!” He added this rather
heatedly. Plainly, his patience was be-
coming exhausted.

But the evidence continued to pile
up. Farnum, prowling around, found
the infamous black hood in the brush
and, what was equally important, an
oiled rag that had been recently run
down a gun barrel. “There goes his
old alibi!” he cried. “After he shot
Orlander, he cleaned his gun and re-
loaded it just to prove it hadn't been
fired recently! Sinclair's one of the
cleverest crooks the West has ever
known!”

Hard on the heels of this discovery
there came staggering into the pasture
near the cottonwoods the remains of
what had once been a fine horse. There
were wounds on his head showing
where a stone had been used to subdue
him; his tongue was protruding, and
only a fighting heart had carried him
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through the inferno of the desert heat.
Where had he been abandoned?

“Guess that completes the case!” -the
sheriff announced. "Greta says the
Hooded Buckaroo stole Tumbleweed.
You changed horses, Sinclair, but not
often and fast enough.”

Bill Sinclair leaped up, then swung
the chair behind him, and the bottom
and legs cracked into kindling, leaving
his wrists ironed to the back. He
strained and snapped the wood. His
arms were now free, except for the
handcuffs. “By the gods, sheriff, |
won't take such a charge from any
man!  You’'ll eat those words right
now or I'll take a drilling!” His blaz-
ing eyes looked unafraid into the gun
the sheriff had drawn. "You know I
never treated a horse that way. Now
speak, darn youl!”

“I1t's kinda hard to believe, Sinclair,”
the sheriff began, “and it ain't like you,
I'lll admit, but circumstances might
bring such a situation around. 1I'll
have one of the boys take care of
Tumbleweed. Now, come here and let
me fix those irons. No fooling.”

“Oh, 1 won't fool,” Sinclair an-
swered; “too many half-cocked ranch-
ers around here!”

“You needn’'t be afraid they’'ll Kill
you,” the sheriff countered, “not until
they've found out what you did with
the gold and securities you stole from
Mike Wright and fyom the bank!”

Bill Sinclair wearily shrugged his
shoulders. “Laugh, Bridger,” he sud-
denly snarled; “1 gave you a royal old
lacing last night! I'll live to give you
a long, loud laugh, too!”

“Bridger's got a clear field now,”
Canby said in a low tone to Farnum.
"No wonder he’s laughing. 1'd laugh,
too.”

At noon the party started for Dry
Coulee, with Orlander’'s body on the
buckboard that had brought him, a
badly wounded man with precious
knowledge, to Sinclair's ranch. A

breed whom Sinclair trusted was de-
tailed to look after the stock. There
would be no bail in a first-degree mur-
der case, and Sinclair would not be
seen around the ranch in some time—
if ever!

His first act was to send for a good
lawyer and demand an immediate trial.
The lawyer, a man named Bertrand
Fritz, was for postponing the case.
“Wait until public rage has died
down,” he suggested.

“Wait nothing!” roared Sinclair.
“1I'm innocent! Public opinion isn't go-
ing to die down as long as orchards
are burning up. Get me out of here!
1 want to run the Hooded Buckaroo to
earth and give these birds the laugh.
Now, listen, while 1 talk!”

“Say,” Fritz demanded, “who is the
lawyer and who is the client in this
case, any way? You've done all the
talking so far.”

“And I'm going to do some more!”
Sinclair promised. “I'm going to talk
myself out of jail. Now, listen.”

And Fritz listened. “It sounds rea-
sonable,” he admitted, “but the State
has a strong case against you. Their
chief witness is a Miss Greta Kirk-
man—know anything about her?”

“Some! I've asked her to marry
me a couple of times. Now don’t you
get rough with her, Fritz, or the sparks
will fly. Let her tell the truth, and
she’ll tell it in her own way. How
soon can | stand trial ?”

“1'll see!” the lawyer promised.

CHAPTER VI.

GUILTY AS CHARGED.

171GHT men, good and true, and four
women, even better and equally
true, made up the jury.

In the witness box Greta Kirkman
was facing a courtroom full of people
she knew while she testified against a
man who had twice asked her to marry
him. Bill Sinclair seemed very much
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deserted just then. And yet, a second
glance convinced Greta that Bill was
the sort who could get along without
a mob trying to help him. “I'm going
to tell what happened in my own way
and | don’'t wish to be interrupted by
either attorney,” she began. “You all
know me, know I'll tell the truth. Nor
am | here to help or hinder Mr. Sin-
clair. 1 am here to tell what happened,
as it happened, so please don’t inter-
rupt me with technicalities!”

“Proceed!” the judge ordered.

In a clear voice Greta related what
had happened; beginning with the hour
she left the bank, only to return unex-
pectedly for a letter she had forgot-
ten, there to be picked up by the
hooded rider when she attempted to
tear the mask from his face. “I did
not see his face then; nor do | know
positively that | have ever seen it.”
She declared, and continued with the
story of the mad flight in the ancient
car and later on horses that the Hooded
Buckaroo had concealed at some dis-
tance on the desert. “We arrived at
the Sinclair Ranch ahead of the posse
and there he roped two horses. He
had difficulty in mastering Tumble-
weed and that convinced me the
Hooded Buckaroo was some one not
familiar with the horses.”

This was helping Bill Sinclair’s case,
as every one present knew him and
knew that he was on intimate terms
only with the band of buckers.

She told of her escape and the long
hours on the desert; of Bill's locating
her without difficulty; of the extra
horses he had waiting. Then she grew
tense as she related Orlander’s excite-
ment, his attempt to speak, and the
sudden shot through the window that
ended his life!

Bull Bridger then was sworn and
took the stand. His testimony was
brief. “1 was looking over an orchard
in the south end of the Coulee and
didn't hear about the holdup until |

arrived home that night. | don't re-
call who told me—somebody passing
along | guess—anyway, | decided they
needed men and headed for Sinclair’'s
ranch, where | later joined the posse.
Nothing much happened until I came
in that next evening and saw them
bringing in Orlander. 1 did what I
could, being in better shape than Canby
and Farnum. Miss Kirkman sent me
out for a glass of water, as Orlander
was coming to his senses. While |
was at the well | heard a shot. It
sounded as if it came from the room,
but it was on the opposite side of the
house | found out. Miss Kirkman told
me what had happened, and, hearing
a horse’s hoofs moving from the ranch,
I followed. The man drew into a
clump of brush, figuring, no doubt, that
I would pass by in the darkness. At
the same instant | saw him, swerved
my horse, and the two of us came to-
gether. | grabbed him and we went
to the ground, fighting. In the mix-up
I was hit on the jaw and went down.
Farnum and Canby caught the man,
and on striking a match it proved to
be the defendant!”

Canby and Farnum testified to what
they knew, including the finding of the
hood hidden in the brush, and die oiled
rag that had been run through a
weapon.

After several others had added to
the evidence, which really had piled up
in an alarming manner, Bill Sinclair
was called to the stand.

“1'll be asked why | happened to be
away from the ranch,” he began, “so
I'll explain. There is no mystery
about it. The news of the holdup was
broadcast. | was listening in. The
holdup happened about noon and fif-
teen minutes later my receiving set
picked up the news. It looked as if
the Hooded Buckaroo might head for
either the Mesquite Hole or my ranch.
| counted the ranch out because | fig-
ured he would expect to find some one
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there. | made direct for the water
hole, and took two extra horses along
with me. And as | rode | watched
the desert, the ground, and the air. It
was wheeling buzzards that showed me
where some one was staggering along.
I went there and found Miss Kirk-
man. She was nearly exhausted. |
gave her the. freshest horse and fol-
lowed with the others.

“There was a wind blowing that
night, you’ll remember. Down in a
little draw | moved into the mesquite
to light a cigarette, and the next thing
I knew Bridger had galloped down
and was fighting me. Do you suppose
if 1 had just shot Orlander, as he
claims, | would have been caught with
both hands to my face ? Not me! 1'd
have had a gun handy, knowing pur-
suit would begin mighty soon, and
Bridger wouldn't be here now—Ilying!”

In summing up in his plea to the
jury, the prosecuting attorney charac-
terized Greta Kirkman’'s evidence as
“shaped and presented in a manner to
aid a man she undoubtedly once cared
deeply for. It is the instinctive desire
of every woman to protect the thing
she loves. For this instinct the world
honors womanhood, and | would not
have it different if | could. Never-
theless, the jury must weigh this in its
consideration of her testimony.”

With supreme confidence, Bill Sin-
clair awaited the outcome of the trial,
The jury retired, and minutes passed
—minutes that ran into hours.

The crowd dwindled, only to return.
From somewhere had come the rumor
so long expected and feared. Bridg-
er's lawyer had forced him to foreclose
and get what he could of the money he
.had invested in Dry Coulee mortgages.
“It's because they couldn’'t make Bill
Sinclair tell where he hid the money!”
one of the men growled. As they
talked it over, the ranchers became
excited. Rage, eddied slowly at first,
then faster and faster, mounting like

flood waters sweeping over a lowland.
The very air seemed charged with hos-
tility. Fritz, pacing the room, felt it
He looked toward the jury room and
wondered if this mounting rage could
penetrate the oak doors to the hearts
of those twelve men and women and
possibly affect the verdict.

“It couldn’'t have come at a worse
time,” he growled, “but it was logical.
Bridger expected something to develop
that would bring the treasure back. It
failed to do so. He is foreclosing.
The poor wretches have a year to
make good, but it'll take more than a
year.” He shot a dark glance at the
prosecutor. How he had stressed the
motive behind Sinclair's alleged crime
«—keeping the ranchers helpless until he
had ruined them, then with his water
reclaiming an empire! How the
prosecutor had pleaded for a verdict
of “Guilty as charged!”

“Guilty as charged!”

The ringing cry came again and
again to Fritz's ears. Bill Sinclair
must hear it, too. It was impossible to
escape it. Fritz could see the jury,
tense, leaning forward. And how
long they were taking to decide! It
looked bad and indicated that some of
them believed him guilty; others inno-
cent.

Food was brought in at noon; again
in the evening. At midnight the jury
filed solemnly into the jury box. The
judge had been called; ranchers began
pouring in. The sheriff and several
deputies were on hand to keep order.
The judge warned the crowd against
any demonstration. The foreman
passed a slip of paper to the clerk of
the court who glanced at it and passed
it to the judge. The latter examined it
briefly and returned it to the clerk.
Bill Sinclair was leaning forward,
searching each face as if expecting to
read the decision in their eyes. The
red tape was maddening. The clerk
cleared his throat and read:
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“We, the undersigned jury in the
case of State vs. Sinclair are unable
to agree and request that we be dis-
charged.”

“Neither guilty or innocent!” Bill
Sinclair groaned. A low rumble of
restrained rage came from the crowd.

“There will be no demonstration,”
the judge said sharply. “The sheriff
will clear the courtroom. The pris-

oner will be held pending a decision
by the prosecuting attorney as to an-
other trial.”

“We believe the defendant guilty,

your honor,” the prosecutor said.
“The necessary steps will be imme-
diately taken for a new trial.”

Bill Sinclair was stunned. He
turned to Fritz. “Can it be possible
they’'ll find me guilty?” he cried.
“Good Lord! | never dreamed this

would happen. Why, | accounted for
everything | did.”

“You told a story that many be-
lieved, including some of the jury, Sin-

clair, but it did not convince all of
them. We've got a fight on our
hands!”

“Send for old man Rodgers, ‘Uncle
Tim,” as most people call’him!” cried
Sinclair.  “Somebody’s got to look
after my ranch! That breed won’'t do
if | have to stay here for weeks!
‘Guilty as chargedl | might as well
have been found guilty. I've got to
fight back now—fight in earnest.”

“You should have done that, Sin-
clair, before you were arrested. Im-
prisonment will hamper you some-
what.”

“Yes, that's true! Fritz, there is
one living creature that will identify
the Hooded Buckaroo if he ever meets
him again!”

“Who?”

“My bucker—-Tumbleweed! They
say a criminal always makes a slip.
Well, when the hooded bandit beat that
horse over the head with a rock he
made his slip. That nag’'s sense of

what is square is almost human. He
has a code of fair play all his own,
but | once saw a breed club him. |
had a heck of a time saving that
breed’'s life.” Sinclair was silent a
moment. “Why can’t they put all these
tilings together and then see that I'm
not guilty?”

“Because,” Fritz answered, “every-
thing you have said or done, every rea-
son you have given for certain things
are the acts and excuses of a man who
might well be guilty. Y'es, even to
beating up your own horse. It's tough,
Sinclair, but you see how you stand?”

Bill Sinclair shrugged his shoulders,
paced his cell for several moments,
then, seating himself on the cot, put
his head in his hands. The attorney

looked at him sharply. “Buck up, Sin-
clair!” he said.
“I'm not giving up,” Bill growled,

“I'm trying to think and 1 haven't
much to think with!”
CHAPTER VII.
MOB LAW.
I “\NCE the forest fire is well under

way it is impossible to tell exactly
where it started, or who dropped the
lighted match or cigarette butt.

No one will ever know just who
started the mob toward the county jail
at Dry Coulee. Men who were ordi-
narily solid, hard-working citizens,
found themselves crying for revenge.
Back of it all, perhaps, was the in-
stinct to fight for their homes. The
orchards they had slaved for and
created were slowly slipping from
their grasp. It mattered not that they
had a year in which to redeem them,
for the year of grace was merely post-
poning the agony. These men were
deeply rooted to the rich soil of the
coulee and now they were being torn
from it and those roots snapped.

Some one had cried, “Let's force
the truth from him! Let's make him
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tell where he’s hidden that gold! He's
human, we can make him tell!” There
was a grim note in the threat. The

mob accepted Sinclair’'s guilt as a fact;
egave him not the benefit of the doubt
the law gives.

On they rushed until they reached
the concrete structure, where they
spilled on either side like a river strik-
ing a rock. In his cell Bill Sinclair
heard them. He did not look, for his
appearance would only have fanned
the flames. The sheriff hurriedly ap-
peared. “Keep out of sight, Sinclair!
You are guilty, but I'm going to de-
fend you. I'm here to enforce the law
and I'll enforce it—at the cost of life

if need be! Keep out of sight, don’t
make it harder, if jmu value your
hide!”

But Bill Sinclair, ever daring, risked
it. Cautiously he moved his head up-
ward until his right eye showed in one
corner of the cell window. Though it
was night, nevertheless, in the moon-
light he could make out several he
knew. In the crowd was Uncle Tim
Rodgers. His pointed beard, white as
snow, flowing mustache, and long,
black coat distinguished him in any
crowd. Sinclair smiled. “One friend
among the enemy! If they get me,
he’ll act. If not, he won't do a blame
thing but watch the excitement. It's
the first comforting sight I've seen in
days.”

Uncle Tim was smoking a cob pipe
and watching things with interest. But
within a half block he had parked a
fast car on a down grade so there
could be a quick get-away. A good
friend was Uncle Tim, and a bad en-
emy until he got the upper hand, then
he would bewail the soft streak in his
nature that prompted him to be gen-
erous.

The heavy crash of a pole against
a door on the opposite side of the
building sent the crowd around that
way. Uncle Tim did not move. He

shrewdly guessed it was a scheme to
cloud the issue—a make-believe attack
in front while the real attack came
from the rear. Hardly had the crowd
vanished before some fifty men
emerged from an orchard. On their
shoulders they carried a telephone
pole. Running at top speed, they
drove the pole against the wall. A
crack formed and plaster fell. Back-
ing away, they came again. Time
after time the battering-ram smashed
against the concrete while those in
front kept up the fake attack.

Finally, Uncle Tim left the rear and
made his way to the front. The sheriff

was holding the mob at bay with
sawed-off shotguns. Uncle Tim lifted
his hands. “I want to talk to you,

sheriff,” he announced. “You're over-
looking an ace!”

“Shoot!” the sheriff growled.
know all the tricks in the trade.”

Uncle Tim whispered for a moment,

“You

then withdrew in his usual dignified
manner.
From several windows came the

nozzles of fire hose. The sheriff lifted
up his hand and cried: “You boys are
just mad enough to run into bullets. |
don’'t want to kill any of you, but I'm
going to protect my prisoner. You
know how much water we've got left.
None for our orchards, none for the
backyard gardens; just enough in the
reservoir to carry us until the fall
rains. And at that we may have to
bring it in in tank cars. This mob’s
got five minutes to clear out. Then
if you're not gone I'm going to turn
the hose on you, and I'm going to keep
it on—wasting water—until you do
go!”

Few believed the sheriff would really
shoot, unless he fired over their heads.
Even then there was always a chance,
and the hot-heads always figure in this
way, that the bullet would hit the other
fellow. But water! That was strik-
ing at all of them. Most of them had



28 WESTERN STORY MAGAZINE

been caught with empty canteens.
They knew its value as no others did.

W ater!

It was a blessing, a threat, and a
weapon. With the weapon, water, they
believed Bill Sinclair was taking their
orchards; with the weapon, water, the
sheriff was hitting not one, but all.
Mumbling angrily, they withdrew.
Uncle Tim knocked the ashes from his
pipe and returned to his room. For
a day or so at least he would linger
around, then, when certain the flames
had died, he would head for the Sin-
clair Ranch and look after Bill’'s inter-
ests. Rodeos would soon be in order,
and the Sinclair buckers must be ready.
The first rodeo would be held at
Ranger, and it was this show that Dry
Coulee attended, though it was over
the border in another State, The
Ranger rodeo, while not as great as
Pendleton, had the advantage of
mounts right off the range and full of
pep. And that reminded Uncle Tim
that Bill Sinclair was on his way to
winning the coveted Bender Cup. The
cup, a beautifully engraved creation of
silver and gold, had been presented by
Nat Bender, a gruff old cattleman,
who was afraid the old order of things
was dying out and lesser men were
taking over the scheme of things. Old
Nat had bet that there was no man
living who could win the cup three
years in succession. Bill Sinclair had
two wins to his credit, and it looked as
if Bender would have to make good
his threat of stuffing the cup with hun-
dred-dollar bills when a man won it
the third consecutive time.

A week passed before Uncle Tim
deemed it safe to leave town. Dry
Coulee was dying hard. Every day
some rancher was in court in regard
to mortgage foreclosure, and some-
times there were there in groups.
With tears in his eyes, Bull Bridger
stood before them. “l've gone the
limit, boys,” he said. “I'm sorry!

I've hoped and hoped somebody would
come to the rescue.”

And they, one and all, had assured
him they understood the situation and
thanked him for his generosity thus
far. From time to time Bill Sinclair
was questioned by the sheriff and
prosecutor. And once it was hinted
that he could get off on a manslaughter
charge if he pleaded guilty and in-
formed them where the gold was hid-
den.

Bill Sinclair had laughed at them.
“The Hooded Buckaroo is a million
miles from here and blowing in the
money,” Sinclair answered.

“But you are not having the last
laugh as you promised,” the sheriff
grimly reminded him. “You’'ve got to
come through, Bill. The sooner the
better. Listen, you have never liked
Bull Bridger because he was interested
in Greta Kirkman. Can’t you see that
by holding back this money you are
playing into his hands, giving him Dry
Coulee ?”

“Yes, | see all that, but it can't be
helped,” Bill answered. “But, as I've
said before, if the Hooded Buckaroo

ever gets around my horse, Tumble-
weed, he's going to be identified
whether he’s got his hood on or not.”

Eventually, they gave up trying to
make Bill talk. Dry Coulee became
like something dead. The serious, de-
jected manner of their elders at home
had its effect on the children. Laugh-
ter was seldom heard, either at school
or in the different homes; quarrels
were frequent among families and
neighbors. Every one was on edge.

Greta Kirkman not only found it
necessary to take frequent stock of the
financial condition of the community,
but of herself as well. The prosecut-
ing attorney had publicly claimed that
love had prompted her to go to Sin-
clair's defense and dull the barbs her
story' might have had. Had it? She
wondered.
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In any event, she had tried to be
honest. And yet when the evidence
was examined, she was dismayed.
How one charge dovetailed with an-
other until the mass of evidence was
sufficient to convince almost any one
that Bill Sinclair had taken life and
money that he might own Dry Coulee!

Bull Bridger was gentle toward
Greta these days, as if he understood
the shock to the girl. He did not push
his own case at all, but he was a reed
she could lean upon when she wanted
to. Once he said: “Greta, | love you
so much that if | could wave a magic
wand and purge Bill Sinclair of his
sins so that he might be free to marry

you, I'd do so!”
“1 believe you would, Rod,” she an-
swered. “But—oh, | don’'t know ! It

can't believe Bill
the things he's

is such a mess. |
would do some of
charged with.”

“Under pressure, men are likely to
do most anything, Greta,” Bridger ex-
plained. “We're a poor lot, we men.
The best of us is not worthy of any
girl.”  He smiled. “Let's go for a
walk. It is a lovely night!”

They had been sitting on the porch,
but now he took her arm and led her
down the road. By day this road was
hot and dusty. Yet in the moonlight
it might well have been the pathway
to Paradise.

They climbed an old trail leading
from the coulee to the tableland above.
Presently they stopped, and she looked
down. At her feet Dry Coulee might
well have been the Garden of Eden.
The soft moonlight had cast a veil
over the squares that marked the dif-
ferent orchards. One saw the general
effect of growing trees, hedged in by
desert walls. The withering green
leaves, the sick and dying trees, could
not be distinguished. Silence fell be-
tween them. He took her hand.
“What are you thinking of, Greta?
Why, darling, you are crying?”

“I'm thinking of what this might
have been,” sobbed Greta. "Now,
with the tragedy hidden, it looks like
what it might have been. The dam
could have been built there—will be
built there some day—and the water
flowing into reservoirs will be used on
the way down to generate power. |
can almost hear the shouts of happy
children, the hum of motors, almost
feel that indefinite something that tells
us we are near happy homes. Haven't
you felt it? Of course! But down
there it is gone!”

He slipped his arm about her.

“Don’'t feel badly, Greta. It will all
turn out for the best. Who knows?
Something may happen. We may get

a wet winter; the promise of a good
crop, and perhaps the growers can get
money enough on their crops to start
over again. Come on, let's enjoy our-
selves for the moment! To-morrow
we will face harsh facts once more—
the moonlight will be gone.”

“Maybe something will happen,” she
said hopefully. “I hope so!”

CHAPTER VIII.
SOMETHING HAPPENS!

DILL SINCLAIR’'S voice was thick

with anger. “I1 don’t believe it!”
he said, “1 don’'t believe a word of it.
| don’'t care who said so, | don't be-
lieve it!”

The jailer, who had just conveyed
an interesting item of news to Sinclair,
frowned darkly. “1 don't care whether
you believe it or not, Sinclair, Old
Kirkman told me so himself—said
Greta and Bull Bridger had become en-
gaged last night. It was a nice moon-
light night, you know!”

Did he know ?

For hours he had stood there look-
ing at the moon, longing for freedom;
thinking, searching his mind for inci-
dents that might prove important in his
fight for freedom. And now this!
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Greta, the one girl he had ever cared
for, going over to his rival. Although
he shouted his disbelief, yet inwardly
he told himself the world always
kicked a man when he was down.
“There's a lot of the wolf pack in hu-
man beings,” he mused, “a lot of it
But Greta doesn’'t love Bull Bridger.
She couldn’t! She loves me! | know
itt Once when | found her dying of
thirst and she fell into my arms, |
could tell. Another time was when
the jury came in and disagreed. There
was more hurt in her eyes than in
mine.”

All day Sinclair stood it, but when
night came and with it another moon,
something in the soft light seemed to
madden him. “1'l stop it!” he
snarled. “1 won’'t be caged!” He
wanted to hurl himself at the bars, to
scream, curse, sob, and tear the iron
from the concrete. With an effort he
checked himself. His imagination tor-
tured him. The soft music of the wed-
ding march came to his ears; and there
Greta stood, with Bridger waiting at
the altar. How beautiful she was!
Bill Sinclair hurled himself at the
bars, gripped one, and pulled. His
back bent, the muscles stood out on his
arms, his face grew red, then purple.
Something snapped, and the bar came
from the concrete and bent upward.
Sinclair dropped to the floor, utterly
spent, panting. Five minutes passed,
then he looked up. Incredible! It
was not a dream! He had actually
pulled a bar free! Sinclair examined
the concrete, and understood. The
mob’s battering-ram had cracked the
concrete and loosened the bars. The
second bar came with little struggle.
He hurled himself at the third, and it
gave after a stubborn fight.

The heat of his fury had gone, leav-
ing the mind cold, determined, deadly.
He scrambled through the opening. His
feet struck the ground; he stretched
his arms and legs. He was free!

He ran swiftly through the dying

orchards and then listened. “No
sound,” he muttered, “seems as if |
should have some hard luck about
now!"

Sinclair made his way to Kirk-
man'’s house. Greta was sitting on the
porch in the hammock, Bridger in a

chair, talking. Sinclair could not hear
what they said, nor did he attempt to.
But he remained within sight, watch-
ing with flaming eyes, wishing the man
would go. The hours dragged, then
Bridger rose to leave. He mounted
his herse and galloped away; the girl
vanished into the house. From an up-
per window a light gleamed suddenly.

Sinclair climbed the porch rail and
crawled along the roof. The window
was open and he stepped in. “Not a
word, Greta!” he warned.

She looked up, startled. “Bill!” she
cried. “How did you-------- "

“l heard you were engaged to
Bridger! You're not going to marry
him. You are going to marry mel!

Don't try to escape, Greta—you can't!
| pulled out two or three iron bars to

get to you. I'm here!” He displayed
his hands, cut and bruised from the
pressure he had applied. “Get your
riding things and— pretties! 1've got
two saddle horses waiting.”

She looked into his eyes. There was

no doubt of it, his determination to
keep her from Bridger was almost
fanatical. Nor would he consider go-
ing down the stairs. “We go down
tire porch post, the way | come up.
We can’t be seen. Going down the
stairs might wake up your folks.”
He sent her ahead, lowered her
clothing, then Greta herself. If she
expected he would turn his back long
enough to slide down the post, she was
mistaken. Sinclair selected a soft spot
and jumped. He picked up the bundle.
“Come,” he ordered. Greta obeyed.
On the rim above the coulee the
girl stopped, as she had on a previous
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night, and looked down. Captive
though she might be, the beauty was
not lost on her.

“We've got to ride plenty far be-
fore it gets hot,” Sinclair said; “come,
let's drift!”

She recalled the hope she had ex-
pressed the other night that something
might happen. Something had hap-
penedd Something she had not ex-
pected.

Dawn found them in a small town
over the State border. Sinclair awak-
ened a sleepy man whom he called
“Slim” and spoke briefly. “I'll do it
for you, Bill, but for nobody else!”
was the answer.

Slim mounted an aged horse and led
the way to the courthouse. “Fill out
these  blanks,” he ordered, then
yawned. Through half-closed eyes, he
observed the girl. Then he seemed to
wake up. “Peach!” was his verdict.
“But kind of worried; half afraid, or

is she? Danged if | know, women
getting marriage licenses act funny
sometimes!”

“Come along,” Bill ordered, “we'll

rout out Judge Buckingham. He'll
tie the knot!”
As Slim moved ahead, Sinclair

whispered to Greta: “Now don't try
to make a break. I'm making certain
you won’'t marry Bridger by marrying
you myself. One false move and I'm
clearing out, but I'm taking you with
me— married or not!”

Silence from the girl—silence that
was disturbing. They entered the
judge’s house and were shown to a
room to wait. Bill Sinclair shifted a
gun that he had borrowed to a more
convenient position. If Greta rebelled
he would shove Slim and the judge
into-a convenient closet and lock them
up.

“Some day, young man,” she now
grimly informed him, “you may be
sorry for this!”

“1'll take that chance, Greta!”

The judge came down in a bath robe
and was presently followed by his wife.
The marriage ceremony was performed
without interruption, and then Bill
took Slim aside. “I left—er—home so
hurriedly that—1 came off without any

money, Slim,” said the bridegroom.
You paid the license fee. Slip me a
twenty for the judge. [I'll square up

later. And, while you're about it, slip
me a ten for the wedding breakfast.
Thanks!”

Outside, Bill apologized. “I was
sorry to kiss you, Greta, but if | hadn't
done it the judge might have thought
it was funny.”

“Oh, you were, were you? Well,
that's over!” she said. “Now, what?”
“It won't happen again! I'm sorry

| had to marry you, but now you won't
be able to marry Bridger until you get
a divorce from me.”

“What a beautiful fixer you are!”
she observed. “But suppose you
wanted to marry somebody? Your
style would be cramped, to say the
least.”

“1've married the only person in the
world 1 want to marry,” Sinclair an-
swered. “Just remember this, Greta,
no matter if you turn me over to the
nearest sheriff. I'll always love youl!
That's a funny thing about love, you
can't help yourself! I'm glad it's that

way. Come, we'll be drifting. To-
night we’ll camp near the Trailing S
and I'll sneak in at midnight and get

some supplies and fresh nags—if it's
safe!l Then—well, if we were real
honeymooners, instead of you being a
sort of kidnaped wife, we'd go to
Lost Canyon. It's in the bad lands,
about a hundred miles from the ranch.
There are a lot of cliff dwellings there
and we'd camp by an icy spring and
explore.” He sighed. “Well, what's
the use of dreaming, as the poet says.”

They rode for ten miles before stop-
ping at a sort of ranch house and gen-
eral store combined. Meals could be
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obtained here, but one must eat with
the family. They entered and inquired
about breakfast. “Ready in a half
hour,” answered a woman who seemed
to be both storekeeper and waitress.
Greta observed two thing's—the par-
lor and the telephone within the par-
lor. “1may as well powder my nose,”
she suggested. "1 won't try to escape,"”

she added in a low tone. “That's a
promise. I'll be right here when you
want me!”

Bill believed her and went to super-
intend the breakfast preparations.
In the parlor Greta put in a long-dis-

tance call. In the midst of her nose
powdering the telephone rang. She
answered. "Sheriff Reed? Greta
speaking. Yes, |I've been Kkidnaped

again! It is getting so that when any
one leaves Dry Coulee they kidnap me.
Bill is quite decent, so don't worry.
Listen, sheriff, we will be at the Trail-
ing S Ranch some time to-night. Now,
don’'t come with a posse. Come alone,
and don’'t shoot. I'll see that Bill's
gun is empty. And, sheriff, you had
better manage this quietly. We don't
want another mob scene at the jail.
You might tell Bert Fritz to be there
in the interests of his client.”

Greta's face was serene when she
emerged. She and Bill ate a hearty
breakfast, then rode slowly over the
desert. Fall was approaching, and the
heat was less intense. They rested an
hour at noon and ate a lunch the
ranchwoman had prepared. Bill said
little, avoiding Greta's gaze as much
as possible. “1 sure hated to marry
you this way,"” he said once or twice,
“1 sure did !

“Then why did you do it?”

“To keep you from marrying Bull
Bridger until I could have another trial
and he free.”

“Oh, then you are sure you will be
free?”

“Why not! I'm innocent!”

They rode along leisurely that after-

noon, and occasionally Bill commented
on the lack of dust clouds on the des-
ert. “By rights there should be sev-
eral posses out there,” he said more
than once. “There ain't one!” Greta
could have explained that the search
had been called off because Sheriff
Reed was coming alone, but she did
not.

On the edge of the Trailing S they
stopped shortly after dark. Bill studied

the situation with care. “I'll wait un-
til it's dark,” he decided. “Uncle
Tim’s there, | see. They don't make

'em any better. He'll do anything for

me—anything that's straight! And
look at the Suckers! Greta! Dog-
gone! Look at Tumbleweed! Just as
good as he ever was.” Bill grinned.
Then he whistled sharply.

Tumbleweed lifted his head, then
came slowly toward them. "Squarest

horse that ever lived—plays the game,”
muttered Bill. At the risk of showing
himself, he got to his feet and met the
big animal halfway. He rubbed the
horse’s nose and apologized for his
lack of sugar. “Now 'beat it, big boy;
it won’'t be long now until you're buck-
ing 'em off! That place where he was
belted over the head is all healed, too,”
Bill added, turning to the girl.

He returned to Greta and sat slightly
in front of her. The butt of his gun
was conveniently near. Suddenly she

pointed. “Look, Bill, is that some one
slipping down to the house?” she
asked.

She thrust her arm over his shoul-
der and pointed. “See, right there by
that dump of brush! Right there!
Now, can't you see a movement?”
And while she talked loud and pointed
frantically she removed Bill's gun
broke it, spilled out the loads, and re-
turned it to the holster.

“Yeah, | see now. It'sa calf!” He
turned on her suddenly. “But why
should you warn me against danger?”

“Why should 1?” she answered.

WS-2A
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“Yes, why should 1?” She saw the
hope come into his eyes, but did not
respond to it.

“A honeymoon in Lost Canyon, pok-
ing around among the homes of people
that lived in cliffs a thousand years
ago, would be fun," he mused. “Well,
it's darker. Let's go!”

They walked slowly toward the
house and entered. Uncle Tim
greeted them. “Expected you, but not
the lady! Heard you had broke jail
and that the girl was missing, but
didn’t put the two together!”

“Yes, Uncle Tim. Meet Greta—er
—Sinclair. She’ll be that until she can
get a divorce. Until that happens,
don’t bet on her marrying Bull Bridger.
Say—what was that ?”

“Put 'em up, Billl"

Sheriff Reed had almost followed
them into the room. “There! Stand
right where you are!” He jerked Sin-
clair’'s gun out and examined the cham-
ber. “You're a girl of your word,
Greta,” he said, “the gun’'s empty!”

“Yes, it's empty,” she answered. “I
saw to that!”

Bill Sinclair gave her a hard look.
“Greta, you—sent word to the sher-
iff?”

“Why not, if | could do it without
being caught? It was a battle of wits,
and if you relaxed for a moment-------

“Fair enough!” he admitted. “Oh,
welll™  Then he smiled. “But you
won’'t marry Bull Bridger for a while
and that's what | broke jail for.”

Bill Sinclair was slipped quietly into
Dry Coulee and again lodged in a cell.

Greta returned home, very well sat-
isfied with herself. “Now, don’'t get
excited,” she said to her parents, “but
I am Mrs. William Sinclair!”

Her father said. “Great snakes!”
Then he reached for his gun.

“Merciful heavens!” gasped her
mother. Then she turned to Kirk-
man. “Put that gun down, you can't
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shoot a man in jail, though he deserves
it! Greta, how did it happen?”

“It goes back to father’'s announcing
my engagement to Rod Bridger—a
conclusion he jumped at, by the way!
Bill was rr her upset by it, and so he
stopped it by breaking jail and forc-
ing me to marry him. | will say that
he was a gentleman about it—though a
very firm gentleman. Then | got word

to the sheriff, and here we are. Hello,
somebody's at the door! It's Rod, I
suppose!”

And Bridger it was! “I'm for
lynching that whelp!” he shouted.
“Law is all right in its place, but it

was never intended for such as Sin-
clair. The new trial is set for the
fifteenth, Greta. Suppose we cele-
brate by marrying the day Bill Sinclair
is convicted ?”

“Marry you the day Sinclair is con-
victed?” she inquired. “Rod, I'll con-
sider that! But right now I'm Mrs.
William Sinclair. Father will explain.
You'll excuse me, won't you— I'm dead
tired!”

Bert Fritz was in a nervous mood.
He had exhausted most of his chal-
lenges, and despite this the jury box
was filled with men who looked as if
they would cheerfully hang Bill Sin-
clair. The prosecuting attorney, to
make matters worse, had got rid of
the women. “A jury of hard-boiled
men,” Fritz growled; “oh, for a ten-
der-hearted woman!”

The case moved along swiftly once
the jury had been selected. The
prosecuting attorney was in fine fettle,
confident. Fie had had time to re-ar-
range his case; to profit by the mis-
takes he had made in the other. He
planned to bring out Greta's testimony
in a much stronger manner. There
were important points to be driven
home. He carefully laid the founda-
tion for the defendant’'s motive in Kill-
ing Dick Orlander, and then, with the
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courtroom tense, he called, “Miss Greta
Kirkman!”

“l assume you mean me,” the girl

<d. “At present I am Mrs. William

eclair, the defendant's wife!”

Nothing h.d een said of the forced
marriage and * one knew of it, ex-
cept Sinclair, the K., kmans, and Bull
Bridger. The sheriff, who had heard
of it as he arrested Sinclair, had main-
tained silence.

“The defendant’'s—wife?” the prose-
cutor gasped. “But did you not bring
about his recapture?”

“Certainly!”

“Thsn—why? | give up! Miss
Kirkman—darn it—pardon me! This
is disturbing. Mrs. Sinclair, | should

say. Please relate, in your own words,
what took place on the day the Hooded
Buckaroo robbed the Kirkman State
Bank ?”

“If the court please,” Fritz smoothly
interrupted, “a wife cannot testify
against her husband!”

“Unless she so desires,”
ruled.

All eyes were on Greta! The court-
room was silent. The girl did not look
at Bill Sinclair, nor at her parents,
who were behind Bull Bridger; she
smiled sweetly at the judge. “I do not
desire to testify against my— husband,”
she said in a clear voice.

Bill Sinclair gasped. So did the
prosecutor. Kirkman snorted. Bridger
growled. The jury distinctly heard
Sinclair say, “l never will understand
women!”

“The witness is excused,” the judge
said. Smiling, and without glancing
at Sinclair, Bridger, or her parents,
Greta walked from the room.

“Proceed with the case!” the court
ordered.

Again something had happened that
no one expected.

The case proceeded, but with evi-
dence so slim that Fritz addressed the
court. “If your honor please, there is

the judge

not enough evidence remaining to con-
vict a yellow dog. | move for a di-
rected verdict of ‘Not guilty!”

The motion was granted. The sher-
iff hustled Bill Sinclair away. This
time Sinclair was locked up for his
own protection, not to protect the
world against an alleged murderer.
“You are luck}-, Sinclair,” the sheriff
informed  him. “Guilty, yet vyou
cheated the gallows. It is my duty,
but not my desire, to protect you.
When it is safe, you will be released
My advice to you is to leave the coun-
try.”

“This is my home, sheriff. I'll re-
main here. I've had time to think a
bit, study motives and things. Begin-
ning now, | shall play a little game
that may bring results which will sur-
prise you!”

“Huh!” The sheriff grunted. “I'll
release you to-morrow. Right now,
this town thinks you married Greta in
order to spoil her as a witness against
you.”

“l married her to keep her from
marrying Bull Bridger,” answered Sin-
clair. “Turn me loose to-night with a
good horse and I'll make the Trailing
S without trouble. The Ranger rodeo
is ahead of us and I've got to get my
buckers there! When | return to Dry
Coulee, I'll take my laugh at some of
you lads, then settle down!”

CHAPTER IX.
THE WAY OF A MAID.

ILL SINCLAIR was released that
evening. He was for going oufc the
front door and looking the citizens of
Dry Coulee in the eye, “as an honest
man should.” The sheriff sent him out
the back way and told him to drift.
Sinclair made his way down back
roads to the Ivirkman's and boldly
knocked at the door. “May | see
Greta?” he inquired.
Kirkman thrust a gun into his ribs.
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"If you want to see me tried for mur-
der, you villain, just ask for Greta!”

“I'll write her a note, then,” Bill
cheerfully answered. “See that she
gets it, please.”

Bill scribbled:
Greta: Thanks for the help. 1 sure
needed it, just then. The jury was out to

send me over.
know the truth.

Some day the world will
Love,
Binn.
P. S. Please go over in your mind every-
thing that happened every time the Hooded
Buckaroo was about. Maybe you can help
me. B.

“Now, Kirkman,” said Bill as he
handed him the note, “if you know
when you are well off you’ll give this
note to Greta and not be so hard-
boiled. It may save you a lot of back-
ing down—Ilater! Remember, I'm
coming back for my laugh!”

On the steps he met Bull Bridger
coming up, and forced him to get out
of the way. “Figure to win the Ben-
der Cup this year, Bull?” he queried,
as an afterthought. “Well, if you do,
you'll have to ride. I'm out in time
to get it myself!”

“I'll be among those present, Sin-
clair, .but 1 doubt if the committee will
let an acquitted mur-------

“Don’t say it, Bridger, or I'll finish
what | started one night some time
back. That wasn’'t a lucky punch |
slipped over on your jaw-—that was
one of my regular lefts.” Bill stalked
down the steps. “Darn it, I've got to
have an outlet!” he exclaimed. *“I1 was
hoping Bridger would make a pass at
me.”

Five days later, at the Ranger rodeo,
Bill Sinclair was given a brief note,
which read:

Bill, 1 want to see you.
of the Ranger Hotel.

I'll be in the lobby

Greta.

Bill needed a shave and a bath. He
had worked hard, getting his buckers
from the Trailing S Ranch to Ranger.

Uncle Tim Rodgers had helped him,
but somehow Uncle Tim had arrived
without damaging either his person or
clothing. The, buckers were in the
corrals and the old-timer on guard.
Bill was eager to see Greta, but also
he desired to look his best. All rec-
ords were broken as he bathed and
shaved. Then he hurried down to the
lobby.

Greta met him with a serious face.
“What have you accomplished?” was
her first question.

“A little! 1've suspicions | must
confirm. And | think I'll confirm
'em!” he replied.

“1've found this. | made a special
trip to Mesquite Well to get it. Far-
num and Canby mentioned that Or-
lander cut the imprint of a man’s hand

from the mud beside the well. Itbaked
in the sun. Here itis. Let's see your
palm, Bill!” He displayed it. “Be-

lated evidence proving that you were
where you said you were,” said Greta.
She had the baked clay taken to her
room. “Now, come with me. Bring
your gun!” As he gave her a quick
look, she shook her head. “There’'s no
killing to be done!”

“Why are you doing all this for me,
Greta?” he demanded.

“Suppose we call it a desire to re-
spond to the urge of my sense of jus-
tice to clear a man’s name. There is
nothing sentimental in it, | assure you.”

“Ouch! 1 hoped there was.”

She led the way to a point beyond
the limits of Ranger. “Now, shoot!”
she ordered. “Return your gun imme-
diately to the holster, then pull it out,
and show it to me!”

Sinclair fired; thrust the gun
the holster, then pulled it out
K.?” he inquired.

“Yes!” She almost gasped it. “Oh!
Now | know who the Hooded Buck-
aroo is!”

“What did you see, Greta?”

“l saw a thin wisp of smoke come

into
“0.
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from the barrel!
some real evidence!
slight!”

He looked at -her curiously, then be-
gan talking, apparently without pur-
pose. “The prosecutor looked for a
motive in my case and found one. It
was without foundation, but it was
logical. Going back to the killing of
Mike Wright—the Hooded Buckaroo
vanished, didn't he ?”

“Yes.”

“There was time enough for him to
have killed Wright, then reached Dry
Coulee, and been among those present
at the rancher's meeting, wasn't
there ?”

“Yes, we were ahead of our sched-
ule. A man with a fast horse and the
help of a car could have attended the
meeting. If he arrived late no one
would have thought it unusual, for no
knowledge of the crime had reached
them.”

“And he could have kidnaped you,
Greta, let you lose yourself on the des-
ert, doubled back, joined one of the
posses, and hunted for himself!”

“Yes!”

“1 have such a man in mind and—m=
the motive!”

They looked into each other’s eyes.
“Write your man’s name on a piece of
paper, Bill. I'll do the same. We'll
exchange and if the names are the
same we won't say a word, but keep
right on gathering evidence!”

“Good!” He scrawled a name and
handed it to her. She returned a slip
of paper on which she had written a
name. Each glanced at it. The names
were the same!

As they rode back, Bill Sinclair re-
garded her curiously. They were mar-
ried, and yet it did not seem like it
She acted as if he were a stranger.
He supposed a man could make a date
w'ith his own wife, and yet when he
thought of asking her, the words re-
fused to come.

Oh, if I only had
That is so
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They parted at the hotel. Greta
hurried up to her room; Bill galloped
over to the office of the rodeo. Draw-
ings were about to take place. There
were two strings of buckers present
Bill, of course, was not permitted to
ride any of his own string. He, in
fairness to the others, must take
strange horses in all competition.

Bill drew a tough animal named
Leatherneck! It was said that like
the marines, for whom he was named,
—he landed often and always had the
situation well in hand.

Bill talked long and earnestly to
Uncle Tim. “No,” the old man pro-
tested, “1 ain’t never done nothing like
that. Still, if there'9 a reason-------

Uncle Tim’s eyes widened as he lis-
tened. “You don’t say!” he exclaimed.
“Well, Tumbleweed ain't the worst
horse in the string by a long shot. Oh!
yes, | can do it. He’'ll draw last, and
I can make believe to stir up the names
left in the hat Instead, I'll scoop up
and drop a half dozen folded slips, all
bearing the same name, Tumbleweed.
Then he’s bound to get that horse!”

“Thanks, Tim, you won't be sorry!”

One by one the men drew, and alter-
nately grinned or groaned, depending
on whether they got a hard bucker or
an easy one. The last man was com-
ing up. Tim’s old fingers gathered up
the remaining names and from his
sleeve there trickled several bits of pa-

per. Holding the hat high, he signaled
the final man to draw. Bridger reached
in, grew tense, then opened the
slip. “Tumbleweed!” he exclaimed.

“There's one horse | can ride!”

Uncle Tim made mental note of the
exclamation. “Sooner or later the best
of 'em make a break!” he mused. “If
he’s never ridden Tumbleweed in com-
petition—and he hasn’t—how does he
know he can ride him? Unless he has
ridden him some other time!” The
fine old head nodded sagely. “The net
is closing!” exclaimed Uncle Tim.
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The rodeo!

Corrals of outlaw horses; other cor-
rals of steers, a buffalo, two donkeys
ridden by clowns, blaring bands, can-
vas chutes through which rush the
steers to be either bull-dogged or
roped. Other steers with a rope and
a bell, which men pay a dollar .or so
for the privilege or riding and win five
dollars if they stick beyond the white
line. The band is blaring. Stolid In-
dians sit astride fine horses and watch.
Most of them are wealthy wheat farm-
ers and have come in high-priced cars.
Now for a dollar each they appear and
act as the noble red man is supposed
to act. Some dance in their costumes
and look foolish. There is a squaw
race and some of them fall off. A
stage-coach race fills tire arena with
dust. Massed crowds grow tense as
they watch the outlaws saddled, with
heads snubbed tightly, necks resting on
the backs of other horses. That's the
rodeo!

A loud speaker clicks and a metallic
voice cries: “In the west end of the
arena, Bill Sinclair on Leatherneck.
This is for the Bender Cup. If Sin-
clair wins this time, Nat Bender has
promised to fill the cup with hundred-
dollar bills and give it to him. There
he goes!”

The blindfold is snatched off and
Leatherneck settles down to the serious
business of bucking. The judges fol-
low closely, watching to see whether
Bill pulls leather, whether he digs his
spurs into the webbing of the cinch, or
forgets in the business of sticking on
to “rake him!”

Somebody yells, “Where's your
hood, buckaroo?” The stands filled
with those from Dry Coulee are quiet.
Other stands are cheering. The horse
rears again and again, twists and
turns, goes down in a heap, comes up,
sunfishes, goes down, and Bill steps
clear, but as he comes up, Bill is on
his back. “Ride him, cowboy! Ride

him, you game son of a gun!”
Leatherneck’s grunts come sharply.
He gives a final plunge into the air
and comes down stiff-legged. The
man in the saddle groans, his face
turns gray for a moment, but he con-
tinues to ride him slick. The gun
barks sharply and from the throng
bursts a cheer. A man catches Leather-
neck’s bridle. Some one else lifts Bill
from the saddle, hie drops to the
ground and waves his hand. The color
is returning to his face. There are
few tougher than Leatherneck; he
landed frequently, but not once did he
have the situation in hand. Bill walked
over to his own hurse and climbed into
the saddle. A cowboy on the ground
isn't at his romantic best.

Another rider came up and was
bucked off. Blue Blazes turned that
trick, and Bill was a step nearer the
cup. A third and fourth rider made
fair rides, but their mounts did not do

much. Then Bill grew tense and un-
coiled his rope. The loud speakers
were saying: “In the east end of the
arena! Bull Bridger on Tumble-
weed !I”

From the first the horse had fought.
Twice he had reared until his forelegs
were over the other horse’s back. But
now Bridger had ceased rubbing his
hands and licking his dry lips. He was
in the saddle. The announcer’'s voice
continued; “The squarest horse in the
game. A child can play with him, ex-
cept in the arena and then— but watch
him!”

The horse seemed to literally burst.
Legs flew, back humped up, and twice
he was coming up as the rider was
coming down. The arena was filled
with the horse’s screams of rage, and
old cowmen looked at each other. As
if sensing drama, the crowd grew si-
lent. Tumbleweed’'s back seemed to
arch, and the rider was thrown clear.
Then it was that Bill Sinclair raced
into the open. His rope was swinging
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over his head. But, quick as he was,

Tumbleweed was quicker. He bared
his teeth, gripped the frightened
Bridger, lifted him high, and hurled

him to the ground. Tumbleweed’'s
hoofs came down with a sickening
thud. Men turned their heads in hor-
ror; women screamed and fainted.
One of the judges drew a gun, but
Sinclair rushed in between them. His
rope settled over the maddened horse’s
head; Bill's feet hit the ground with a
thud. The rope between the saddle
horn and tlie horse was tight as a bow
string. “Back!” Sinclair cried.
“Back!” He looked down at Bridger.
“The one slip you made, Bridger,” he
cried, “beating that horse! 1've a mind
to let him finish you!”

Bridger’'s words, in the anguish of a
hurt body, were akin to a confession.
Bill Sinclair pursued his advantage:
“Sent out to get a cup of water for a
dying man, you sneaked around the
house, shot him, then returned. Greta
discovered that! There was another
slip. When you pulled your gun out
to show her you were well armed and
could safely pursue the Hooded Buck-
aroo, a wisp of smoke trailed from
the muzzle. She forgot it in the ex-
citement, but remembered it later.

“Motive? A cinch! You wanted
the orchards in Dry Coulee. With
them you wanted the name of being a
generous fellow; a sort of tin god!
You've lost! Come finish him, Tum-
bleweed, and save the State a nasty
job!”

“I'm dying, man,” gasped Bridger;
“don't let him------- "

“Where's that money hidden? Out
.with it, or I'll turn him loose before
the hospital boys get here!”

Ghastly in color, Bridger's lips
moved nervously. They were still
moving when the white-coated figures
carried him off the field.

But the show went on!

Toward the end the loud speakers

again asked for silence. “Bull Bridger
is not seriously hurt,” said the an-
nouncer. “Don’t cheer until you hear
the rest. He thought he was dying
and confessed that he was the Hooded
Buckaroo. The location of the money
he stole on two occasions has been
revealed to Sheriff Reed, who is a
visitor here to-day. The horse, Tum-
bleweed, is not by nature vicious, but
was beaten badly by Bridger during
one of his raids. To-day was Tum-
bleweed’'s day. Only Bill Sinclair's
prompt action averted a tragedy. Bill
Sinclair, by the way, wins the Bender
Cup for the third time. Step out, Bill,
and take your bow!”

Bill rode in front of the grand stand
and accepted his cheers with modesty
until he reached the section reserved
by Dry Coulee. He stopped there and
viewed the silent rows of people curi-
ously. Then he threw his head back
and laughed uproariously and long.

And Dry Coulee gave him a rousing
cheer.

Bill Sinclair and Greta had just met.
It was evening and the meeting seemed
quite by chance, but it wasn't. Greta
had watched which way Bill was go-
ing, galloped down a parallel street a
block away, and headed him off. She
pretended to be surprised. “Why,
hello, Bill!” she said.

“’Lo!” Bill answered. There was
silence for a time. “I'm wondering
what to do about you,” he ventured

finally. “A forced wedding and all
that! | suppose you'll want a di-
vorce !”

“What do you want to do with me,
Bill?”
“1'd like to keep you, Gretal!”

“Then why don't you?” she sug-
gested.

“My gosh sakes, Greta! Do you
mean that? You mean you love me

and not Bull Bridger?”
“Poor father is the only one in our
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family who loved Bull. 1 liked him, “When you mentioned the honey-
that was all, because he seemed so moon we might go on—to that valley
generous. But | loved you, Bill. Do where th\e cliff dwellings are and the
you suppose you could have forced me cold spring. | wanted to go right then
to marry you? Not in a thousand and there.”

years! And, Bill, do you suppose I “Well,” he suggested, “let’s go!”
was surprised when it was said in “When?”

court that a husband could not testify “Right now. We can pick up the
against a wife, nor a wife against a horses and grub at our ranch. Old
husband? | knew it all the time! Tim Rodgers can take care of things
That's 