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HIS CHRISTMAS MASQUERADE 6

headway. Apparently, it had slowed
down in the yards for the purpose of giv-
ing him a chance to get aboard. He was
groping in his pocket for a piece of candle
and a match when, with a suddenness
that had him gaping and blinking, a
penciled gleam shot out from one end of
the car and struck him in the face.

“As you are, bo!™ called a voice, clear
and distinct above the rattle of the wheels
on the rails. “I've got my gat trained
on you, and I'l open the fireworks if you
don’t ¢Yey orders. One's company in
here 10-night, and two's a crowd. I don’t
like crowds. Open that door again and
fal]l through it! The air for you and be
quick about it."”

Delaney had time to recover from his
surprise. He was still blinkiag, but his
wits were in working order. “‘Say, pard,”
he drawled, “d’you reckon y'u own this
choo-choo? Let’s talk it over.”

CHAPTER II
JUST ALIKE.

WHY one nobo should object to an-

other hobo’s presence in a big
empty box car was a mystery for which
Delaney could find only one solution:
The stranger had “pulled something,” the
police were after him. and he was so
nervous over his get-away that he failed
to live up to the established conventions
of the Great Order of Rolling Stones.
Delaney made a quick decision; he would
convince this unsociable person with the
gun that, as a companion, he could be
not only entertaining but ahsolutely de-
pendable.

That inquiry as to the ownership of

the choo-choo brought no response. The
flash light still trailed its gleam out of
the black pocket in the end of the car.
Delaney could not get the dazzle out of
his eyes; but the ather man was weirdly
silent and, oddly enough, made no hostile
maneuver in backing up his threat.

*Nothin’ nosey about me, bo,” De-
laney remarked; “I can travel in the same
empty with a gent I ain’t never seen be-
fore and not give him any cause to be
~sorry I'm along. When we separate, I

wipes the meeting off the tablets o’ mem-
ory complete. ‘Delaney the Old Reli-
able’—that’s me.”

“Take off that cap!™ ardered the voice
from the dark.

It was a singular request, but Delaney
was accommaodating and removed the cap.
His brown hair was somewhat long, and
be needed a shave; however, these evi-
dences of neglect were trifling, and the
well-shaped head and the face with its
aristocratic cast were most impressive.

The man in the dark muttered an ex-
clamation. Apparently he was aslonished
about something. “Your pame is De
laney?" he asked. )

“For the present,” said Delaney
frankly. “What's a moniker more or
less, between friends?”

“You have made a faux pas, as the
saying is, and you bnarded this raitler as
the easiest way out?”

“Well ask me; 1 don't like o talk
about some things. Every man has his
past, bo, and it ought to be private.”

“All right, you can stay. Il put up
the gun, but I'll keep it handily in my
pocket. Don’t make any wrong move,
that’s all. Just remember that, as the
poet says, ‘We're ships that pass in the
night and speak each other in passing.’
Make yourself comfortahle.”

“Much obliged, pard,” said Delaney:
“you won't be sorry.”

He scraped away the straw, struck a
match, lighted the stump of a candle,
and imbedded it in its own grease on
the swaying floor; then he blew on his
hands, warmed them over the litile,
flickering flame, and at last pulled a
paper parcel from his bulging overcoat
pocket. Four thick ham sandwiches
were revealed when the parcel was un-

" wrapped.

Delaney sat down by his candle and
began to eat. “Join me, neighbor?” he
inquired hospitably, pushing two of the
sandwiches to one side. “It ain’t much,
but then again it’ll do pretty well in a
pinch. Maybe, though, this thing called
hunger ain’t pinchin’ you?”

“But it just bappens that it is.” The
other man moved closer, steadying him-
self against the sway of the floor, his
form silhouetting vaguely against a
darker background. He sat down on the
other side of the sputtering candle and
reached for the two sandwiches. “I left
Bloomfield ir a hurry—and forgot all

























































24 TOP-NOTCH
brought four emall packages, all in
Christmas  wrappings with Christmas

seals and properly marked.

“There's vours, Uncle Jue,” he said,
and handed over a flat, oblung packet
that lnoked very much as though it might
lie another pocketbook, or a necktie in a
box. “And here’s Aunt Iattic’s and Ma-
tilda's,” Delaney procecded. “Ben's you
can put aside for him and give him when
he comes. T hope,™ he added brightly,
“that yvoull all be pleazed.”

“Bless your dear heart, Larry,” mur-
mured Aunt Harriet, “but how did vou
know we were all here? Ten years is a
long, long time.”

“Well, T just had a hunch,” replied
Delaney. He wished he had known what
was in the packages, but Hemphill had
not revealed that important point.

Mollie had her package open first, and
a cry of delight escaped her lips: “A
watch! A wrist watch! Oh-h-h, Larry!”

Delaney noted with satisfaction that it
waa a wrist watch of the most expensive
kind. “I—T was pretty surc you’d like
it.” he zaid vaguely.

Aunt Hattie’s prezent was a gold mesh
bag, with five twenty-dollar gold pieces
coyly cuddled away inside. Aunt Hattie
dropped the bag and the gold pieces and
walked around the table to kiss Delaney
on the cheek. *1T ought to scold you for
being <n extravagant, larry.” she told
him softly. “Are you sure you can afford
beinz so generous?”

Delaney tossed his hands. *‘You can’t
begin to guess what I'm worth!™ he re-
marked indefinitely. “Whbat's the mat-
ter, Uncle Joe?” he inquired.

Jennifer was sitting like & man in a
trance. In his hand was a bundle of
bank notes, inclosed with a band marked
*$5.000.”

Delaney was almost as dazed as Jenni-

ier.
“Hattie!  Tilda!" gmasped Jennifer.
“Look what our Larry has done for me!
Five thousand dollars! Boy, I can't take
this from you."”

“Larry! Oh, Larry!" cried Matilda.

Aunt Hattie wiped her eyes. “That's
just what Joe lost in the oil swindle,
Larry.” she murmured brokenly. “You
must have heard of that, some way, and
are trying to make it up to him. Dear
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boy, are you really able to do so much
for us?"

“I'm not able to do any less, Aunt Hat-
tie,” returned Delaney. And then, deep
down in his heart, he checked off part of
his score against Hemphill. ‘Now,” he
went on, “if we're all feeling happy, sup-
pose we eat?” .

CHAPTER XIIIL.
IN DEEP WATERS.

ELANEY was beginning to doubt
Hemphill’s complicity in the scheme
whereby his uncle had becn fleeced out
of the five thousand dollars. Even ii
Hemphill had been guilty of such a des-
picable act, he had retrieved himseli.
Delaney could now pose as Hemphill's
understudy with less wear and tear on
his consciende. He could talk and talk
well, and during the breakfast he fairly
exceeded himself in an effort to inspire
the Jennifers with good cheer.

Aunt Hattie and Matilda responded
happily to Delaney’s efforts, and Uncle
Joe tried to do so, but not with much
success. It was evident that something
troubled him. From time to time he
would pick up the packet of bank notes
beside his plate, examine it carefully, and
thumb over the bills in a perplexed way.

“It's good money, Uncle Joe,” said
Delaney with a laugh, as they all pushed
back from the table. “You haven’t got
the idea that it’s counterfeit, have you?”

“Of course not, Larry,” returned Jenni-
fer; “I know it’s good money, because
these are the very same bills I drew out
of the bank to give to Trelawney.”

“Who is Trelawney?”

“The oil promoter, the man who came
to me with your letter.”

Delaney was getting into deep water.
and his grip on the few straws of fact
that were keeping him afloat seemed to
be loosening.

“I know this is the same money I gave
Trelawney,” continued Jennifer, “because
it is exactly like the original packet.
Then, on the paper band, there is the
name of The First National Bank of
Terryville, stamped with a rubber stamp.
And some of the bills loak very familiar.”

Delaney sat back and smiled. ‘‘Natu-
rally,” he said, in a way that might have
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“But he’ll be back, mom,” put in Ma-
tilda consolingly, “and you'll- make a
good long visit when you do come next
time, won't you, Larry?”

“That’s what I'm promising myself,”
Delaney told her smilingly.

“I suppose,” said Ben mischievously,
that Mabel Rodney is promising herself
the same thing. Eh, Larry?”

Delanev looked a bit confused. “Mabel
and I understand each other, I guess,”
he told Ben.

After that, with Delaney’s hardest
work all behind him, the hours passed
on golden wings. Delaney learned ex-
actly what Christmas meant in a home
like the Jennifers’, when misfortune gives
way to happiness and the spirit of the
season is allowed full swing.

There was supper at six. Aunt Hat-
tie insisted on it, although after such a
dinper as she had given them it was im-
possible that any one should be hungry.
At six thirty Ben hitched his horse to
the cutter, announcing his intention to
drive Larry to the train before he and
his wife and young Jack started for home.
When Delaney came down from Col-
burn’s room with the walrus bag, Aunt
Hattie was waiting with a mince pie and
a generaus piece of fruit cake.

“lI want you to take these with you,
Larry.” she said. “Maybe they will re-
mind you to hurry back—for more.”

Good-bys were said, and they were
hard for a pretender with a conscience.
Delaney had put in a Christmas Day
that would live long in his memory, but
it was almost with a feeling of relief that
he found himse!f beside Ben in the cutter
and speeding off across the snow toward
the railroad station.

“Seem’s queer you don't want to stop
at Rodneys’ place for a last word with
Mabel,” Ben remarked. “No change
there, is there, Larry?” )

“Absolutely no change,” said Delaney;
“but”—here he fell back on the plati-
tude he had used before—“Mabel and I
understand each other.”

The seven ten was running on
schedule, in spite of the snow and the
Christmas traffic. As Delaney stepped
from. the cutter to the station platform,
he discovered Farnham, the chief of po-
lice, moving in his direction.

For a space of half a minute, Delaney
had visions of wreck and ruin for ali the
pleasant associations of the dav. Was
Farnham going to drop a hand on hijs
shoulder and place him under arrest?
Why was he there, anyway, if some
thing hadn’t gone wrong?

The chief of police did drop a hand on
Delaney’s shoulder, but he laughed
genially as he did so. “Read that, Cal-
burn,” he said, and pushed a telegram
into Delaney’s limp hand.

Delaney opened the yellow slip and,
under the glow of the station electrics,
read the following:

BrooMFIELD, December 2sth,

Hexry FarNaaM, CHIEF OF PoricE, Terey-
viLLe: Dickson, otherwise Trelawney, disap-
peared; Federal officers after him for con-
spiracy and using the mails to defraud. No
cause for action against Colburn, otherwise
Hemphill. Disregard previous instructions,

GArDNER, CHIEF oF PoLICE, BLooMFImLD.

“What did I tell you, chief?” asked
Delaney. He read the message to Ben.
“Give the news to Uncle Joe, Ben,” he
said; “that ought to please him.”

The train thundered in, and Delaney
shook hands with Ben and gave the wal-
rus bag to a grinning Pullman porter;
then the train thundered away, with a
young man reclining limply in one corner
of a seat in the sleeper.

“I've had a great day,” he muttered,
“but I wouldn’t go through with it again
for a million!”

CHAPTER XX.
WORTH THE TROUBLE.

THE Hermitage was an apartment
house, very expensive and hence

very exclusive. It was not a retreat for
hermits, but for bachelors. At twelve
o’clock, noon, December twenty-sixth, an
A. D. T. messenger had delivered a tele-
gram to William Judkins, Apartment 10,
the Hermitage. It read:

Dinner for three at seven. Pic for desert,
bringing it myself. SUMMERFIELD.

Even the “pie for desert, bringing it
myself” did not surprise Judkins. After
several years in the service of Richard
Summerfield, he had learned to obey
orders and not to be surprised at any-
thing.

At six thirty in the afternoon, James

















































































THE SUPREME EFFORT

we're the drawing card.”
closer.

“We can fill the armory with sailors
if we have to,”" zaid Nolan. “If the win-
ner oi the main event is entitled to thirty-
fve hundred, then the loser iz entitled
t fifreen bundred.”

“Five thousand is our fizure: take it or
leave it!"”

“And you'd hold our for more, only
you know thit's the limit allowed, We've
got to have some maney left for charity.
There'll be a roar if it gets out that
Rough-house Rockett gets five thousand
and Joyce nothing. It takes two to make
a baule.™

“Sure!™  Juhns' eyes narrowed. “If
it'll make the crowd {eel any better, put
it down winner takes all. Then all Joyce
has to do is tn win!"

“Apple sauce!™ snorted Nolan. He
argued the point, but not too heatedly.

Ultimately he was persuaded, and
when the contract was signed and the for-
feits posted, he indulged in a quiet
chuckle and locked his door. For a long
time he looked at a hare square of can-
vas, then he began to paint.

Hour after hour slipped by, but the si-
Jence was unbroken, then he spoke, as if
the words were the conclusions of sev-
eral hours’ thought. “If she sees Jim
Joyce win, it may win her and it may
disgust her. Ii he does win, I hope his
back is toward her at the big moment.
If he loses I wonder how she would
regard a loser? I wonder!”

Johns leaned

CHAPTER V.
THE LOSING WINNER.

TWO days previous to the contests, the

newspapers reported that every seat
was sold, from the expensive boxes to
standing room in the gallery. Johns
paced the nparrow confines of his room
and talked to Reckett, who was sprawled
out on the bed.

“What a gate! What a gate!” the
manager exclaimed. “I believe we could
have cut in deeper if we'd held out.”

“I don't like that winner-take-all
stuff!” growled Rockett. *‘Are you sure
there ain’t a catch somewhere?”

“I looked up this bird Joyce. He’s a
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he was good, he'd beat the fleet champ,
wouldn't he? And in one round you
knocked out a man who knucked out the
iteet champ. That settles it.”

*“Retting any?”

“You tell ’em!  Went over to the navy
vard and made a few wise cracks that
stirced the beys up. A sailor is a foul.
Ie thinks his ship or his shipmate is the
best in the world. That was one reason
I headed for this scrap—the bets. We're
covering every cent of navy money we
can get, and there’s plenty. P'm wise,
see? 1 know how to handle sailors.
Make 'em mad: they see red and will
bet on anything.”

“And if something should happen?
Suppose I run into a fast one by acci-
dent?”

“That can happen, but if 1 see any
signs of things going against us, I'll be in
the ring yelling foul at the top of my
lungs. Don’t worry! They won't chalk
up a knock-out against you this trip.
When you start, get your man and get
him fast. We've never fought for less
money, but we’ve more jack at stake than
ever before. It’ll be a tough Christmas
for the navy.” There was more of it,
as Johns paced up and down the room,
and his words and manner were filled
with supreme confidence and self-ap-
proval, -

It was when the pair made their way
through the packed thousands to the ring
that another bit of news reached Johns.
He turned swiftly to Rockett.

“It’s a cinch, Rough-house! Joyce has
had a fight with his girl, and that’s on
bis mind.”

Rockett nodded. He understood the
handicap oi a burdened mind during the

struggle. Worry has often turned the
tide of battle. In the ring he glanced
about. “Some class,” he muttered.

“Soup and fish all around. My! There’s
a darb of a baby out in the fourth row!”

She was studying him as she would
study something unusual. The grin of
conceit left Rockett’s face as she turned
her gaze upon his opponent. He saw her
expression soften and understood.

“His girl, eh?” said Rockett to him-
self. “Came t® see him slaughtered!”
He looked across at Joyce and laughed.

sparring partner for the fleet champ. If .- The referee called the men from their












]N a flivver, Sherif “Hackmatack™ Evers
and his deputy, *Dutch Charley,” pur-
sued two crooks, Jim Beyers and Pete Cro-
nan, for several days. The criminals kept in
the lead, and at last, ucar Ship Rock, a
jagged pinnacle in the Navajo Desert in Now
Mexico, the flivver broke down.

Immediately afterward, Evers and his dep-
uty were caught in a sandstorm. They were
scparated, and the storm overpowered the
sheriff. He came back to consciousuness, same-
time later, to find that a girl, Mona Boynton,
was ministeting to him. Dutch Charley had
fuund him during the storm, picked him up,
and the two had been aided by the girl and
ber companion, Col¢ Pennett, a young man
who lived near by and traded with the Indi-
ans.

Being temporarily unable to coatinue aflter
the crooks, Evers and his deputy werce taken
to a small settlement, which Mena's father,
an invalid, bad finarced. Boynton also
owned an enormous amount of oil shale.
Having invented a process of getting the oil
from the shale, he planned to Lenefit his fel-
low men by sching gasoline to them cheaply.
He hoped, in time, to make the g oil com-
panics reduce their price permanently.

Evers was enthusiastic about the plan
Later that night, he and the Dutchman were
aroused by a rcvolver chol. They found that
Martinez, 2 Mexican foreman, and two of his
pals had bees accused of cheating in a card
game by Jack Symes. one of Boyntun's
trusted employces.  From the description of
Martinez'’s friends, the sheriffi decided they
were the crooks he had been chasing. Drter-
mined to arrest them before they could es-
cape, he drew his revolver and opencd the
door of Martinez's room. A blaoket was
thrown over his head by some une who had
been awaiting his entrance, and then the
sheriff was knocked to the floor,

Wizard

_D( E. Whiiman Chambers-

A

Of th‘é Desert~

CHAPTER VIL.
AN OFFER ACCEPTED.

SPRAWLED upon the flonr in Mar-
tinez's room, wheriff “Hackmatack:’
Evers battled with the Dblanket. He
scrambled to his feet, only to be tripped
by it. When he got free, be discovered
that there was no light in the room ang
that the door opcning on the larger room
in the bunk house had been closed.  Jim
Beyers and Pete Cronan had escaped.

White with anger and chagrin, Evers
threw open the door and dashed into
the other room and out of the bunk
house. On the threshold, he paused. Twg
figures lay prone on the ground, one on
top of the vciker. Above them both was
“Dutch Charlev.” his huge fists playing
an indiscriminate fattoo against the ribs
of his captives. Hovering st a respect-
ful distance, his black eyes wide with in-
credulity, was Martinez.

“Der poys run rizht into my arms, py
chiminy!" The Dulchmao grinned at
Hackmatack. “So I sit dem down and
gespank dem.” He laughed heartily, his
fists still moving up and down with clock-
like regularity.

“Good boy, Dutch,’ the sheriff ap-
proved. *I almast let 'em git away from
me.” He turned suddenly to the Mexi-
can. “On yer way, you! Ain't the little
lady told you to clear out? Now git.go-
in’, before I drill a hole through you.”
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down, Dutch. Have ver prisoners dis-
mount, too, an' be sure you keep ver eve
on 'em. We ain’t taking no chances of
lettin' ‘'em make a get-away after we
come this fer after 'em.” To Bennett, he
said: “Miss Hoynton told me you was
guin’ down to Gallup to-day. She said
as how you might 1uke me an’ my two
prisaners with you.”

“Be glad 10 have you come along,”
the trader told him. ~\We ‘were just get-
ting teady to start.”

The ride through the desert to Gallup
was a lung, hot, dusty nightmare to the
sherifl. Dutch Charley had been sent
back to the plant, and Evers rode in the
tonneau of the little fNivver with his two
prisoners. The Indian drove, Bennett
sitling beside him. Due (v the roughness
of the road, converzation between the
trader and Hacksmatack was almost im-
possible.  The old sheriff’s prisoners
maintained silence. Several times he tried
to draw them out in regard to their mis-
sion into the wilderness of New Mexico,
Every time they refused to answer his
questions. Hackmatack at last gave up
trying and settled miserably into the
corner of his seat.

Six or eight miles from the trading post
they came upon a solitary figure strog-
#ing along through the ankle-deep sand
of the road. ‘The man stopped and
turned as they drew npear and then
stepped to one side and continued his
Journey. It was Martinez. Nothing was
said until they had passed the Mexican.

Then Bennett turned in his seat and
smiled at the cheriff. “That's one load
off my mind,” the trader remarked. I
only hope he keeps going until he's in the
next State.”

Evers grinned and nodded confidently.
“T don't reckon he’ll be back it the plan:
very soon. 1 think my deputy put the
fear o' the Dutch into him when he man-
handled these two little playmates o
mine. He’s a right powerful man, old
Dutch Charley is.”

It was after ten when they pulled into
Gallup and drew up before the county
jail. Hackmatack gol out with his two
prisoners.

“T got quite a little business to "tend to
here,” he told Bennett. “Matter of ex-
tradition papers and telegraphing back

.
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to Alpine an’ all that sort o' thing. Sup-
pose I meet you Iater.”

“All right. At noon, say. In front of
the post office.”

“Fine! I'll be there.”

RBennett drove ut once (o the Stock-
man's Bank Building, where Doctor Hor-
ace Thorpley had his oifices.

“Anything vou want (o tell the doctor,
Leeto?” Benuett asked his Indian servant,

Leety grinmed widely and shook his
dark head. “No, sir. You bave been a
precy good patient.”

Bennett's keen ¢yes warmed in 2 smile.
“I'm glad you think <0, Leeto. You may
wait for me.”

CIHAPTER IX.
TIE THING TO DO,

LMOST at once, Bennett was inter-
viewed by the physician. Doctor
Horace Thornley was a fine figure of a
man, well above the average height,
powerfully built. His hair was gray, his
eyes brown and friendly. his features fine
and deeply tanned. He grected Bennett
warmly: but 1here was a suggestion of a
frown on his brow as he regarded the
young trader.

“Haven’t been sleeping well, have vou,
Cole?”

“No; I can’t say that 1 have, doc."”

“Hop on the scales there a1 moment,”
the doctor instructed. “We'll see what
they have to say.”

Bennetl dispiritedly stepped onlo the
platform, and Thuornley adjusted the bal-
ance.

“H'm, you've pone down four pounds in
the last twa weeks,"” thedocter said. “That
won't do. Yuou've pot to putl on weight,
instead of take it off, ii vou ever want
to leave thiz country. What have yon
been worrying about?”

Bennett dropped wearily into a chair.
“Oh, the 3ame old thing, doc.”
“Boynton's fally, eh?”

smiled.

The trader nodded. *‘Boynton's folly,”
he replied thoughtiully. “I've almost
come to look at it as you and the rest of
the people around here do. It’s folly, all
right, doc. But not in the way you think
it is.”

The doctor pursed his lips skeptically,
shaking his fine gray head. “It just can"t

Thornley
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The cook has made some apple dum-
plings. 1 know you'll like them."”

Her warm-hearted hospitality, her
cheery wvoice, her vibrunt form as she
stood befare him in the gathering dark-
ness thrilled Hackmatack. He recalled,
with a furrowing brow and half-closed
eyes, the fears Wennett hud mentioned
that afternoon. At that moment he was
worried and, he admitted ruefully to him-
self, just a little bit jealous of Cole Ben-
nett.

“Did you settle up all your business
and get rid of your prisoners?” Mona
asked, as she led the way toward ihe
house.

“Yes, ma’am,” Evers answered quickly,
as if her words had broken into his
thoughts. “Everything all right here?”
His voice was plainly anxious.

Mona laughed heartilv. Hackmatack
reflected with mounting adoration that it
was the first really pleasant hearty laugh
that he had heard in a tong time.

“Of course,” Mona answered. Play-
fully she added: “I'd almost think from
the interest you've taken in the plant that
you had known dad and me for years.”

“It shore seems that a way some-
times,” Evers answered grimly. There

was more truth in his words than the girl

realized.

After dinner that cvening Hackmatack
again absorbed oil-shale facts and con-
jectures, plans and dreams, for an ac-
curately measured half hour. Then Mona
smilingly bade him good night.

Despite his weariness after the long,
tiresome ride, Hackmatack's step was
springy 1s he made his way across the
clearing to his room in the bunk house.
His eyes were alicht with enthusiasm, his
heart glowing. He found Dutch Charley
‘in the big room, engrossed in a game of
pinocle with Jack Svmes and another one
of the workmen.

“Evenin®, folks!"” Hickmatack smiled.

The crew grected him with a wave of
the hand, a nod. a buisterous word.
Hackmatack knew 1hat he was one of
them, that they had accepted him, and
he gloried in the fact that he was to be
a cog in this great and epoch-making
machine. He had always wanted to be
somebody, to fill a real part in the world,
to shape the destinies of men. There had

THE DESERT 7
been times when he had believed that the
sheriff of Alpine Coumty, Culifornia, was
a personage of some importance; anil
many of hose times had been after his
election to the office. Now he knew that
Sheriff Evers had been nobwdy, compared
to James Evers, quarry foreman for the
Navajo Oil Co,
Hackmutack  Evers
dreams that nigh

dreamed  great

CHAPTER XIL
BRIMMING WITH ENTHUSIASM.

ITH a crew of wyenty Indians, Evers

started the work of blocking out

shale the following day. First, however,

he was taken over the entire plint by
Mona. .

“Those are the retorts,” she told him,

pointing out eight huge brick stractures
arr]anged in a row on  slight slope of the
hill.
* Above the retorts was a long, narrow
ore bin, with eight chutes, one opposite
each of the brick structures. Mona
pointed to a wide, metal belt which ran
under one of the chutes, through the ad-
jacent retort, then down the hill a short
distance and doubled back beneath itself.
A similar belt ran (rom each chute to the
adjoining retort.

“Those belts carcy the shale from the
bin, where your men will dump it,
through the retorts and then deposit it
on the side of the hill. where it will roll
down out of the way,” Mena explained.

Evers nodded.  “What supplies the
power for em?”

“Each retort is an independent unit.
Each one has its own beiler, which sup-
plies steam for the engine that runs its
helt.”

The structure of the retorts, even on
the outside, was very complicated. and
although Mona went over the details
with him, Hackmatack understiood but
little. He emerged from a complicated
mass of pipes, valves, steam leads, oil
leads. gasoline leads, by-product leads,
with only the hazy understanding that in
aome unexplainable manner the process
oi separating the oil from the shale, and
the gusoline from the oil, was accom-
plished.

The quarry end of the enterprise was
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grimly. “Technically,” he said, “there's
no foul, but morally—finish it yvourself.
It"was dirty playing, but what can you
expect from Carter Black?"

Arns looked up. “Carler Black?”

Wendell turmed from considering the
referee in conference with two of the
Tech players. “They call Black the ‘lce
Terror,” don’t thev?" he inquired, a bland
note in his soft, persuasive voice.

“The label wins the double boiler!”
Stover laughed. “Come on, let's move.
St. John's won, and that's all there is
—there ain’t no mare!”

Thoughtiully, Ams followed bis friends
toward the aisle that led to the exit from
the rink.

Since the hockey season had begun, he
had heard considerable campus gossip
concerning Carter Black. The St. John's
player, through his merciless offensives
and steam-roller tactics, had earned the
sobriquet Wendell had mentioned. In
the dozen or more games the military
academy had pardcipated in, Carter
Black had left in his wake a choice
coltection of bruises, broken bones, and
ugly rumors.

It was said by many that his career
as a hockey player was founded on a
basis of fear; that by a careiully masked
brutality, which kept just within the laws
of hockey, he strove to let the terroriz-
ing threat of his reputation awe and in-
fluence an opposing team before the puck
was placed in the center of a rink and
play begun.

Whether this subtle idea of Black’s
praved a success was a question, but the
fact remained SL. John's had met and
defeated hockey teams far superior, as
superior as the Tech seven.

“Ice Terror!” Arns said under his
breath.

Outside, the winter night was cold,
clear, and starless. The busses that had
brought the St. John's supporters down
from the Academy began to rumble up,
and for a minute there was the confusion
of embarkation. In the background, one
or two of the Rogers undergraduates
hurled remarks at the departing visitors.
It was evident that Tech was in a surly
humor after its unmerited defeat.

As the station trolley was not due for
twelve minutes, Arns, Stover, and Wen-
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dell snapped up their overcaat collars and
watched the crowd depart.

1 hear,” Wendell ohserved,” that some
of these Tech men are demens with the

steboards. The next time [ make a

illinz at the Hockey Club, Il run over
here with the proceeds and clean this
crowd out.”

“Honestly, do vou ever think of any-
thing except poker?” Stover asked.

Wendell answered without smiling.
“Yes—[arn and roclette. [ pnly wish the
cub would break out with a wheel. - I'd
show them how it's being done in Monte
Carlo every evening!"

He was about to add something to this
remark when a youth in a white sweater
ran forward, shouting resonantly.

“One side, everybody! Make way for
the conquerors! All together, fellows!
A cheer and a tiger for the Academy!”

The six St. John's hockey warriors
began filing out, sticks over their shoul-
ders, skating shoes in hand. The frosty
electric light at the entrance to the rink
glimmered on smiling, satisfied faces.
Jefferson Arns leaned a little forward,
searching for Carter Black. The Acad-
emy's right wing was the last to leave
the building.

When he swung abreast of him, Arns
knew a tingle of surprise. On the ice,
Black had seemed slim and lithe, a per--
fect piece of hockey machinery, but
viewed at close range he was broad and
bulkv, had none of the grace and the
fine, trim lines of the speedy hockey
player. Wrapped in a sheepskin coat,
Carter Black was so swarthy as to be al-
most saturnine. Arns noted his sardonic
eyes, the thin slit of his mouth, and bis
hawklike nose.

Black pushed a careless way through
the crowd, addressing some one on the
edge of the road as he moved forward.
“Where's my gas buggy, ‘Dink?’ If
you've let it frceze up, I'll pulverize you.
Bring her around and make it snappy!"”

A laugh ran along the line at the re-
mark.

“The ideal bully himself!” Stover ex-
claimed. “Honestly, did you ever see
anybody with more of a swelled knob?"

As he spoke, the laughter died, and his
words sounded loudly in the sudden si-
lence. That Black had heard it was evi-

























































FROZEN MAGIC

frustrate every efiort toward its solution.
A telephune in service must have wires
leading somewhere, but he had examined
every square jout i ground and walls and
roof and feund no connected instrument,
nor any vestige of electric wiring in the
cabin. It was bewtldering.

For the lime being. however, Dexter
was most concerned aboutl the woman.
She was not in the cabin—that much was
settled. She must have managed to get
away somehow.

His glance strayed to the door, hanging
partly open on its broken hinges. There
remained one possibility. She might have
been standing by the wall when he had
battered his way into the cabin. Wait-
ing her chance, she could have slipped
behind him in the darkness, as he stum-
bled aver the threshold, and passed out
unseen througb the open doorway. In
that event, her departing footsteps would
betray her. Dexter crossed the cabin and
stepped outside.

His flash lamp served him once more.
The light scintillated upon the {resh-
jallen snow, awakening a sparkle of dia-
monds. From the darkness beyond the
clearing came the trail of the hobnail
boots that had led him in the first place
to this dismal habitation in the forest.
Also, the marks of his own making were
clearly defined. There were no other
prints, however.

He rubbed bis wet sleeve across his
eves and gazed searchingly about him.
There was nuthing to be seen, but whited
stumps and the soft, unscufied surface
oi snowy groum). The woman had not
gone out by the door; that seemed quite
apparent.

There were windows in the cabin—one
on each side and 1wo in the rear—which
were large enough, perbaps, to allow a
small and irizhtened fugitive to squeeze
her body through. Dexter walked around
the building. throwing the light rays back
and forth as he advanced, examining the
ground underfoot and each window sill
as well.

He made the circuit of the cabin and
came back, hopelessly perplexed, to his
starting place at the front door. The
snow lay as it had fallen, on the sills and
under the windows, without any imprints
of human making. The slayer of the
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two men in the cabin bunks had vanished
without leaving any trace behind. |

Dexter was ready to admit his utter
mystification. A queer feeling of un-
reality gripped him, as though he had
suddenly discovered himself in conten-
tion with some strange, unnatural deni-
zen of the (arest, who flitted about on
darksome errands without touching ioot
to the earth. Some one had been there
a few minutes beiore; murder had been
done; and now this some one was gone—
disappeared like a shadow in a dream.

In his tour of the outside of the cabin,
the corporal had lnoked for telephone
wires. If thece had heen a line of any
sort leading to the cabin, the snow-
covered strands would have revealed
themselves in the bright glare of his flash
light. He bad found no wires.

The idea of a radio set occurred to
him and was immediately abandoned.
Such a means of communication would
require aérials and a coanecting wire
running to the cabin; or, if not that, at
least an inside loop antennze. Also, there
would have to be batteries, not to men-
tion the bulky receiving and transmitting
instruments.

There was no such equipment on the
premises; and an escaping fugitive could
not have had time to dismantle and carry
away a radio outfit. Of this, Dexter was
positive: The voice ke had heard was not
talking by wireless.

Dexter checked up his facts and con-
sidered the last remaining possibility—a
chance so remote that it was scarcely
worth seriously considering. Could there
be a tunnel or conduit leading under-
ground to the cabin> He could think of
no motive that would compel men to un-
dertake the enormous labor of digging a
trench through the forest. The notion
was preposterous. He had his report to
write. however, and he was trained to
thoroughness in all matters of investiga-
tion. It would be easy enough to de-
termine if the ground had ever been
broken.

Equipping himself with the spade he
had used to pry up the floor boards, Dex-
ter proceeded to shovel a narrow path-
way around the cabin, tossing aside the
light covering of snow and inspecting the
bare soil underneath. He worked assidu-
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ounsly, and it did not take him a great
while to complete the full circuit of the
building.

The ground was strewn naturally with
the season’s carpet of leaves and fallen
twigs, and the topsoil below was the rich
forest loam that requires ages in making.
The experienced woodsman needed only
a glance around the circular pathway to
assure himself that the ground hereabout
had not been disturbed since the begin-
ning of time. He was convinced thor-
oughly, beyond all doubt. There was no
tunnel.

Dexter tossed his shovel aside and
stood for a while by the open door of the
cabin. His lips had fallen apart, and
his head was thrown up to listen. He
heard only the familiar sounds of the
forest, the moaning of the north wind in
the trees, the crack and snap of sap-
frozen branches. For a moment there
was silence.

Then the eerie plaint of the owl came
wavering from the darkness, but the
empty, ghostly note seemed only a part
of the great hush that brooded over the
wilderness. The last man left on earth
could not feel a sense of lonesomeness
more poignant than Dexter felt at that
moment as he stood before that door-
way, vainly waiting for some sound or
lrlnovement to break the stillness about

im.

Except for the discharged revolver in
his pocket and his knowledge of what lay
in the bunks, he might almost have per-
suaded himself that the events of the last
two hours were the delusions of a
strangely disordered brain.

Dexter had investigated the cabin in-
side and out, had left nothing undone
that a searcher could possibly do. The
mystery of it all seemed to lie beyond
human power of solving. As he remained
there, sentinellike in the darkness, his
hand strayed to his pocket and brought
out a pipe and tobacco pouch.

He carefully stuffed the bowl with fine-
cut leaf and then absent-mindedly re-
turned both pouch and pipe to his pocket.
For a while longer he lingered by the
doorway, his unseeing glance roving
slowly about him. Then. with an ironic
shrug, he suddenly stirred and stepped
out into the clearing.
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Inasmuch as he had seen everything
there was to be seen about the cabin and
its immediate premises, it occurred to
Dexter that he might as well extend his
circle. The intuitive sense that belongs
tq all ramblers of the silent places seemed
to tell him during the last few minutes
that he was alone in the valley. The
“feel,”” the woodsmen and mountaineers
say, has nothing to do with the conscious-
ness of smell or hearing or sight.

Dexter merely felt that now there was
no one else in the neighborhood. He did
not expect to make any momentous dis-
coveries, but a restive will insisted upon
action of some sort. Flashing his light
before him, he chose his direction at ran-
dom and strode across the clearing.

At the edge of the open ground, he
found a runway that wild animals had
trod out through the thicket during sea-
sons past. He glanced below the trailing
branches and checked himself abruptly,
his eyes blankly staring. In the snow he
saw the freshly made outline of a narrow,
high-arched foot—a woman’s shoeprint.

CHAPTER VIIL
THE TRAIL OF TRAGEDY.

N a moment Dexter was on his knees
* with his face close to the ground. He
studied the mark in the snow with the
peering concentration of a man trying
to read a page of fine-lettered type. A
light dusting of wind-blown drift had
begun to form in the trampled depres-
sion, and instead of crumbling, there now
was a slight banking up around the edges.

As near as he could reckon by the faint
clews vouchsafed him, the print was less
than an hour and more than half an hour
old. So this woman, whoever she was,
had evidently been there when the mur-
ders were committed. __—

The officer’s mouth was set in a harsh
line as he scrambled to his feet. He had
found a trail at last, and the fact that
the prints were narrow and small and
gracefully arched in nowise softened his
recollection of the ugly affair in the cabin.
It was not so easy to forget the faces of
the two men left behind in the bunks.

With the tense, quick movements of a
hunting dog, the policeman cast back a
distance along the runway. There were
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