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PRINCE OR BANDIT



Now Nevada, though robed in gray and white—the gray of
sagebrush and the white of snowy summits—had never yet been
accounted a nun when once again the early summer aroused the
passions of her being and the wild peach burst into bloom.



It was out in Nauwish valley, at the desert-edge, where gold
has been stored in the hungry-looking rock to lure man away from
fairer pastures. There were mountains everywhere—huge, rugged
mountains, erected in the igneous fury of world-making, long since
calmed. Above them all the sky was almost incredibly blue—an
intense ultramarine of extraordinary clearness and
profundity.



At the southwest limit of the valley was the one human
habitation established thereabout in many miles, a roadside station
where a spring of water issued from the earth. Towards this, on the
narrow, side-hill road, limped a dusty red automobile.



It contained three passengers, two women and a man. Of the
women, one was a little German maid, rather pretty and demure,
whose duty it was to enact the chaperone. The other, Beth Kent,
straight from New York City, well—the wild peach was in
bloom!



She was amazingly beautiful and winning. It seemed as if she
and not the pink mountain blossoms must be responsible for all that
haunting redolence in this landscape of passionless gray. Her brown
eyes burned with glorious luminosity. Her color pulsed with health
and the joyance of existence. Her red lips quivered with unuttered
ecstacies that surged in the depths of her nature. Even the bright
brown strands of her hair, escaping the prison of her cap, were
catching the sunlight and flinging it off in the most engaging
animation. She loved this new, unpeopled land—the mountains, the
sky, the vastness of it all!



For a two-fold reason she had come from New York to Nevada.
In the first place her young half-brother, Glenville Kent—all the
kin she had remaining in the world—had been for a month at Goldite
camp, where she was heading, and all that he wrote had inflamed her
unusual love of adventure till she knew she must see it for
herself. Moreover, he was none too well. She had come to visit and
surprise him.



In the second place, her fiancé, Searle Bostwick, he who was
now at the wheel, had also been marooned, as it were, in this
sagebrush land, by the golden allurements of fortune. Beth had
simply made up her mind to come, and for two days past had been
waiting, with her maid, at the pretty little town of Freemont, on
the railroad, for Searle to appear in his modern ship of the desert
and treat her to the one day's drive into Goldite, whither he also
was bound.



The man now intent on the big machine and the sandy road was
a noticeable figure, despite the dust upon his raiment. He was a
tall, well-modeled man of thirty-five, with an air of distinction
upon him, materially heightened by his deep-set, piercing gray
eyes, his firm, bluish jaw, and the sprinkling of frost in his
hair.



He wore no moustache. His upper lip, somewhat over long, bore
that same bluish tint that a thick growth of beard, even when
diligently shaved, imparted to his face. He was, indeed, a handsome
being, in a somewhat stern, determined style.



He was irritated now by the prospect of labor at the station.
Even should he find some willing male being whose assistance with
the tire might be invoked, the task would still involve himself
rather strenuously; and above all things he loathed rough usage of
his hands. For three more miles he cursed the mechanism, then he
halted the car at the station.



A shack that served as lodging-house, saloon, and
dining-room, a shack for a stable, and a shack for a shed, together
with a rough corral, comprised the entire group of buildings at the
place. Six or eight fine cottonwoods and a number of twisted apple
trees made the little place decidedly inviting. Behind these,
rising almost sheer from the level yard, the mountains heaved
upward grayly, their vast bulk broken, some hundred yards away, by
a yawning rock canyon, steep and forbidding.



The station proprietor, who emerged from the door at sound of
the halting machine, was a small, lank individual, as brown as an
Indian and as wrinkled as a crocodile. The driver in the car
addressed him shortly.



"I wonder if you can help me put on a tire?"



The lank little host regarded him quietly, then looked at the
women and drew his hand across his mouth.



"Wal, I dunno," he answered. "I've set a tire and I've set a
hen, but I wouldn't like to tell ye what was hatched."



The girl in the tonneau laughed in frank delight—a musical
outburst that flattered the station host tremendously. The man at
the wheel was already alighting.



"You'll do," he said. "My name is Bostwick. I'm on my way to
Goldite, in a hurry. It won't take us long, but it wants two men on
the job."



He had a way of thrusting his disagreeable tasks upon his
fellow beings before they were prepared either to accept or refuse
a proposition. He succeeded here so promptly that the girl in the
car made no effort to restrain her amusement. She was radiantly
smiling as she leaned above the wheel where the two men were
presently at work.



In the midst of the toil a sound of whistling came upon the
air. The girl in the auto looked up, alertly. It was the Toreador's
song from Carmen that she heard, riotously rendered. A moment later
the whistler appeared—and an exclamation all but escaped the girl's
red, parted lips.



Mounted on a calico pony of strikingly irregular design, a
horseman had halted at the bend of a trail that led to the rear of
the station. He saw the girl and his whistling ceased.



From his looks he might have been a bandit or a prince. He
was a roughly dressed, fearless-looking man of the hills, youthful,
tall, and as carelessly graceful in the saddle as a fish in its
natural clement.



The girl's brown eyes and his blue eyes met. She did not
analyze the perfect symmetry or balance of his features; she only
knew his hair and long moustache were tawny, that his face was
bronzed, that his eyes were bold, frank depths of good humor and
fire. He was splendid to look at—that she instantly conceded. And
she looked at him steadily till a warm flush rose to the pink of
her ears, when her glance fell, abashed, to the pistol that hung on
his saddle, and so, by way of the hoofs of his pinto steed, to the
wheel, straight down where she was leaning.



The station-keeper glanced up briefly.



"Hullo, Van," was all he said.



The horseman made no reply. He was still engaged in looking
at the girl when Bostwick half rose, with a tool in hand, and
scowled at him silently.



It was only a short exchange of glances that passed between
the pair, nevertheless something akin to a challenge played in the
momentary conflict, as if these men, hurled across the width of a
continent to meet, had been molded by Fate for some antagonistic
clash, the essence of which they felt thus soon with an utter
strangeness between them.



Bostwick bent promptly to his labors with the tire. The girl
in the tonneau stepped past her maid and opened the door on the
further side of the car. Bostwick stood up at once.



"I wouldn't get out, Beth—I wouldn't get out," he said, a
little impatiently. "We'll be ready to go in five minutes."



Nevertheless she alighted.



"Don't hurry on my account," she answered. "The day is
getting warm."



The eyes of both Bostwick and the horseman followed her
graceful figure as she passed the front of the car and proceeded
towards the orchard. Above the medium height and superbly modeled,
she appeared more beautiful now than before. She had not descended
for a change of position, or even to inspect the place. As a matter
of fact she was hoping to secure a profile view of the bold-looking
horseman on the pony. Her opportunity soon arrived. He spoke to the
station proprietor.



"Want to see you for a moment, Dave," and he rode a little
off to a tree.



Dave ceased helping on the tire with marked alacrity and went
to the horseman at once. The two engaged in an earnest
conversation, somewhat of which obviously concerned the auto and
its passengers, since the lank little host made several
ill-concealed gestures in the car's direction and once turned to
look at the girl.



She had halted by the orchard fence from which, as a post of
vantage, she was apparently looking over all the place. Her brown
eyes, however, swung repeatedly around to the calico pony and its
rider.



Yes, she agreed, the horseman was equal to the scene. He
fitted it all, mountains, sky, the sense of wildness and freedom in
the air. What was he, then? Undoubtedly a native—perhaps part
Indian—perhaps——



There was something sinister, she was certain, in the glance
he cast towards the car. He was armed. Could it be that he and the
station man were road-agents, plotting some act of violence? They
were certainly talking about the machine, or its owner, with
exceptional earnestness of purpose.



Bostwick had finished with the tire.



"Come along, Beth, come along!" he called abruptly.



No sooner had she turned to walk to the car than the horseman
rode up in her path. Her heart sank suddenly with misgivings. She
halted as the unknown visitor addressed himself to Bostwick.



"May I speak to you a moment privately?"



Bostwick bristled with suspicions at once.



"I have nothing of a private nature to discuss with you," he
answered. "If you have anything to say to me, please say it and be
prompt."



The horseman changed color, but lost no whit of the native
courtesy that seemed a part of his being.



"It isn't particularly private," he answered quietly. "I only
wished to say I wouldn't rush off to Goldite this morning. I'd
advise you to stay here and rest."



Bostwick, already irritated by delay, and impervious to any
thought of a possible service in the horseman's attitude, grew more
impatient and far more irritating.



"I haven't desired your advice," he answered sharply. "Be
good enough to keep it to yourself." He advanced to the station
owner, held out a bill, and added: "Here you are, my man, for your
trouble."



"Heck!" said the lank little host. "I don't want your
money."



Across the horseman's handsome visage passed a look that, to
the girl, boded anything but peace. Bostwick's manner was an almost
intolerable affront, in a land where affronts are resented.
However, the stranger answered quietly, despite the fact that
Bostwick nettled him to an extraordinary degree.



"I agree that the sooner you
vamoose, the prompter the improvement in the landscape. But
you're not going off to Goldite with these ladies in the
car."



Matters might still have culminated differently had Bostwick
even asked a civil "Why?" for Van was a generous and easy-going
being.



Beth, in the road, felt her heart beat violently, with vague
excitement and alarm. Bostwick glared, in sudden apprehension as to
what the horseman had in mind.



"Is this a hold-up?" he demanded. "What do you mean?"



The rider dismounted, in a quick, active manner, and opened
the door of the tonneau.



"You wouldn't have thanked me for advice," he replied; "you
would hardly thank me more for information." He added to the maid
in the car:



"Please alight, your friend is impatient to be starting." He
nodded towards the owner of the auto.



The maid came down, demurely, casting but a glance at the
tall, commanding figure by the wheel. He promptly lifted out a
suitcase and three decidedly feminine-looking bags.



Bostwick by now was furious.



"It's an outrage!" he cried, "a dastardly outrage! You can
see I am wholly unarmed! Do you mean to restrain these ladies here
by force?"



The horseman slipped his arm through the reins of his pony's
bridle, surveying Bostwick calmly.



"Do you mean to desert them if I do? I have not yet ordered
you to leave."



"Ordered me to leave!" echoed the car owner fiercely. "I can
neither be ordered to leave nor to stay! But I shall go—do you
hear?—I shall go—and the ladies with me! If you mean to rob us, do
so at once and have it over! My time is precious, if yours is
not!"



Van smiled. "I might be tempted to rob a gentleman," he said,
"but to deprive your passengers of your company would be a charity.
Pray waste no more of your precious time if that is your only
concern."



Beth had regained a shadow of her former composure. Her
courage had never been absent. She was less alarmed than before and
decidedly curious as to what this encounter might signify. She
dared address the horseman.



"But—but surely—you seem—— You must have some excellent
reason for—for acting so peculiarly."



He could not repress the brightness in his eyes as he met her
half-appealing gaze.



"Reason, advice, and information would apparently be alike
unwelcome to your chauffeur," he answered, doffing his hat. "He is
eager to hasten on his way, therefore by all means let us bid him
begone."



Bostwick grew rapidly wilder at each intimation of his social
standing—a friend of the maid, and Beth's chauffeur! His impatience
to proceed with all possible haste to Goldite was consuming. He had
not intended that anything under the sun should delay him another
single hour—not even Beth, should occasion arise to detain her.
Even now he was far more concerned about himself and the business
of his mission than he was for the women in his charge. He was much
afraid, however, of the horseman's visible gun. He was not at all a
person of courage, and the man before him presented such an unknown
quantity that he found himself more or less helpless. At most he
could merely attempt a bluff.



"You'll pay for this!" he cried somewhat shrilly, his face a
black mask of anger. "I'll give you just half a minute to release
these ladies and permit them to go with me in peace! If you
refuse——"



The horseman interrupted.



"I said before you had not been ordered on your way, but now
I've changed my mind. Don't talk any more—get into your car and
hike!"



The gleam in his eye achieved two results: It cowed the last
vestige of bravado in Bostwick's composition and ignited all the
hatred of his nature. He hesitated for a moment, his lips parting
sidewise as if for a speech of defiance which his moral courage
refused to indorse. Then, not daring to refuse the horseman's
command, he climbed aboard the car, the motor of which had never
ceased its purring.



"You'll pay for this!" he repeated.



The girl, now pale again and tremendously disturbed, was
regarding Bostwick with a new, cold light in her eyes—a light that
verged upon contempt. She had never seen this lack of courageous
spirit in the man before.



"But, Searle! You're not going—you're not really going, like
this?"



It was the horseman who replied.



"You see, his time is precious. Also in his present state of
mind he is certainly unfit company for—well, for Dave, here, a man
who loves the pure white dove of peace." The station owner grinned.
Van turned once more to the car owner, adding, placidly: "There,
there, driver——"



Bostwick broke in vehemently.



"I refuse to abandon these ladies! Your conduct is not only
that of a coward, it is——"



Van looked him over in mock astonishment.



"Say, Searle," he said, "don't you savvy you've lost your
vote in this convention? I told you to do these ladies the kindness
to sweeten the atmosphere with your absence. Now you hit the
trail—and hit it quick!"



Bostwick looked helplessly at the girl.



"I am entirely unarmed," he said as before, though she knew
there was a pistol in the car. "This ruffian——"



The horseman cut him short.



"So long, Searle. I trust you'll meet congenial company on
the road, but I advise you even now to return the way you
came."



Bostwick glared at him vindictively, but impotently. His jaw
was set and hard. A cold fire glittered in his eyes. How selfishly
eager he was to be started on his way not even the girl could have
known. Moreover, some sort of plan for the horseman's speedy
punishment had taken possession of his mind.



"Have courage, Beth," he said to the girl. "Have
courage."



He speeded up his motor, dropped in his clutch, and the car
slowly started on its way.



















CHAPTER II
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INTO THE MOUNTAINS



Beth stood perfectly still beside the road, watching the auto
round the hill where it presently disappeared from view. The
station owner picked up a sliver of wood and began to whittle
industriously. The horseman remained with his bridle reins in hand,
amusedly looking at his captive. The maid sat down upon the
suitcase, dropped her skirt in a modest little manner, and cast her
gaze upon the ground.



Beth was the first to speak.



"Well, Elsa, I hope you are comfortable."



"Yes, Miss, thank you," said the maid.



Thereupon Miss Kent turned to the horseman and laughed.
Someway she could not feel alarmed, in the presence of this man of
the hills, in whose eyes merry devils were dancing.



"Isn't this absurd?" she said.



"Searle must have been born absurd," replied the horseman,
once more removing his hat. He waved it towards the station host
imperiously. "Dave, present me to the lady." And as Dave
floundered, hopelessly puzzled, he added: "Give me a knock-down,
man, don't you savvy?"



Dave dropped his sliver, snatched off his hat, and rid
himself of a quid of something strong—all in one convulsion of
activity.



"'Scuse me," he apologized, approaching nearer.
"Miss—Miss—Miss Laffin' Water, this is Van. His whole
name's——"



"That's enough," Van interrupted. "I'm gratified to meet you,
Señorita, I'm sure."



He extended his hand. Beth knew not what to do, wherefore she
gave him her own.



"How do you do, Mr. Van?" she answered tremulously, and she
drew her fingers back again at once. "If you don't mind," she
added, "we really must continue on to Goldite as soon as possible."
A fleeting look of doubt and alarm had swept all the mirth from her
eyes. After all, even with this "introduction" what were these
men's intentions? It was a grave affair to be halted thus—to be
practically abducted—to be left with no protection, in the hands of
roadside strangers, one, at least, of whom was certainly inclined
to be lawless and outrageously bold.



The horseman regarded her seriously, as if with a certain
divination of her worry. Someway, from the look in his eyes her
confidence returned, she knew not why.



"Do you ride?" he asked her, "—you and your maid?"



"Why, yes—that is——" she addressed the maid on the suitcase.
"Elsa, can you ride—on a horse?"



Elsa said: "Yes, Miss, if it is part of my duty."



Beth's composure increased. After all, it was a glorious day,
the horseman was handsome, and she had wished for a little
adventure—but not too much!



"What does it mean?" she asked of Van more boldly. "We were
perfectly comfortable, riding in the car. If you really intend to
permit us to go, why couldn't we have gone on as we were?"



Dave started to answer.



"You see, Miss——"



Van cut in abruptly.



"Never mind, Dave; this isn't your pie." To Beth he added:
"If you've brought any particularly appropriate garments for
riding, suppose you retire for preparations. Dave will tote the
bags inside the house."



"You bet I will!" said Dave, who, as Elsa rose, took suitcase
and all in one load.



Beth hesitated. The horseman had started already for the
stable at the rear. How superbly straight was his figure! What a
confident, impudent grace beset him as he moved! How could it be
possible for such a man to be other than a gentleman—no matter
where he was found? Some strange little thrill of excitement and
love of adventure stirred in the girl's full veins. Resistance was
useless. Come what might, she was helpless in the hands of this
man—and he seemed a person to be trusted.



"Come, Elsa," she said, bravely deciding to face whatsoever
might arise. "You may wear the second of my skirts."



Fifteen minutes later, therefore, she and her maid emerged
from the shack attired in brown cloth, and kahki, respectively, her
own skirt long and graceful, while Elsa's was shorter and divided.
Aside or cross-saddle Beth was equally at home upon a horse—or
always had been, in the parks.



Van and Dave now returned, leading two extra ponies from the
stable. One was a bay, accoutered with a man's deep Mexican saddle,
whereon was secured a coiled lasso; the other was a wiry little
roan mare, with a somewhat decrepit but otherwise sound side-saddle
tightly cinched upon her back.



"Our stable chamberlain has slipped a cog on the outfits for
ladies recently," said Van apologetically, "but I reckon these will
have to do."



Beth looked the two mounts over uncritically. They seemed to
be equally matched, as to general characteristics, since neither
appeared either strong or plump. She said:



"Shall we ride very far?"



"No, just a pleasant little jog," replied the horseman. "They
call it forty miles to Goldite by the ridge, but it isn't an inch
over thirty."



Thirty miles!—over the mountains!—with an unknown man and her
maid! Beth suppressed a gasp of despair and astonishment, not to
mention trepidation, by making an effort that verged upon the
heroic.



"But we—we can never arrive in Goldite tonight!" she said.
"We can't expect to, can we?"



"It takes more than that to kill these bronchos," Van
cheerfully assured her. "I can only guarantee that the horses will
make it—by sunset."



Beth flushed. He evidently entertained a very poor notion of
her horsemanship. Her pride was aroused. She would show him
something—at least that no horse could make this journey without
her!



"Thank you," she said, and advancing to the roan she
addressed herself to Dave. "Will you please help me up. Mr. Van may
assist my maid."



Dave grinned and performed his offices as best he could,
which was strongly, if not with grace. Van shook a threatening
fist, behind his captive's back. He had meant to take this honor to
himself.



Fairly tossing the greatly delighted little Elsa to the seat
on the bay, he mounted his own sturdy animal and immediately
started for the canyon below, leaving Beth and her maid to trail
behind.



The girl's heart all but failed her. Whither were they
going?—and towards what Fate? What could be the outcome of a
journey like this, undertaken so blindly, with no chance for
resistance? The horseman had stubbornly refused a reply to her
question; he was calmly riding off before them now with the utmost
indifference to her comfort. There was nothing to do but to follow,
and resign herself to—the Lord alone knew what. The little roan
mare, indeed, required no urging; she was tugging at the bit to be
off. With one last look of helplessness at the station and Dave—who
someway bore the hint of a fatherly air upon him—she charged her
nerves with all possible resolution and rode on after her
leader.



Elsa permitted her broncho to trudge at the tail of the
column. She dared to cast one shy, disconcerting little glance at
Dave—and he suddenly felt he would burst into flame and consume
himself utterly to ashes.



The great canyon yawned prodigiously where its rock gates
stood open to grant the party admission to the sanctum of the
hills. Sheer granite walls, austere and frowning, rose in
sculptured immensity on either side, but the trail under foot was
scored between some scattered wild-peach shrubs, interspersed with
occasional bright-green clumps of manzanita. The air was redolent
of warmth and fragrance that might with fitness have advertised the
presence in the hills of some glorified goddess of love—some lofty,
invisible goddess, guarded by her mountain snows, yet still too
languorous and voluptuous to pass without at least trailing on the
summery air the breath that exhaled from her being. It was all a
delight, despite vague alarms, and the promise ahead was
inviting.



Van continued straight onward, with never so much as a turn
of his head, to the horses in the rear. He seemed to have quite
forgotten the two half-frightened women in his wake. Beth had ample
opportunity for observing again the look of strength and grace upon
him. However, she found her attention very much divided between
tumultuous joyance in the mountain grandeur, bathed in the
marvelously life-exciting air, and concern for the outcome of the
day. If a faint suggestion of pique at the manner in which the
horseman ignored her presence crept subconsciously into all her
meditations, she did not confess it to herself.



Elsa's horrid little habit of accepting anything and
everything with the most irresponsible complacency rendered the
situation aggravating. It was so utterly impossible to discuss with
such a being even such of the morning's developments as the
relationship of mistress and maid might otherwise have
permitted.



A mile beyond the mouth of the canyon the slight ascent was
ended, the chasm widened, rough slopes succeeded the granite walls,
and a charming little valley, emerald green and dotted with groups
of quaking aspen trees, stretched far towards the wooded mountain
barriers, looming hugely ahead. It was like a dainty lake of grass,
abundantly supplied with little islands.



The sheer enchantment of it, bathed as it was in sun-gold,
and sheltered by prodigious, snow-capped summits, so intensely
white against the intensity of azure, aroused some mad new ecstacy
in all Beth's being. She could almost have done something wild—she
knew not what; and all the alarm subsided from her thoughts. As if
in answer to her tumult of joy, Van spurred his pinto to a gallop.
Instantly responding to her lift of the reins, Beth's roan went
romping easily forward. The bay at the rear, with Elsa, followed
rhythmically, pounding out a measure on the turf.



A comparatively short session of this more rapid locomotion
sufficed for the transit of the cove—that is, of the wide-open
portion. The trail then dived out of sight in a copse where pine
trees were neighbors of the aspens. Van disappeared, though hardly
more than fifty feet ahead. Through low-hanging boughs, that she
needs must push aside, Beth followed blindly, now decidedly piqued
by the wholly ungallant indifference to her fate of the horseman
leading the way.



She caught but a glimpse of him, now and again, in the
density of the growth. How strange it was to be following thus,
meekly, helplessly, perforce with some sort of confidence, in the
charge of this unknown mountain man, to—whatsoever he might elect!
The utterly absurd part of it all was that it was pleasant!



At length they emerged from the shady halls of trees, to find
themselves confronted by the wall of mountains. Already Van was
riding up the slope, where larger pines, tall thickets of green
chincopin, and ledges of rock compelled the trail to many devious
windings. Once more the horseman was whistling his Toreador
refrain. He did not look back at his charges. That he was watching
them both, from the tail of his eye, was a fact that Beth felt—and
resented.



The steepness of the trail increased. At times the meager
pathway disappeared entirely. It lay upon rocks that gave no sign
of the hoofs that had previously rung metallic clinks upon the
granite. How the man in the lead discerned it here was a matter
Beth could not comprehend. Some half-confessed meed of admiration,
already astir in her nature for the horseman and his way, increased
as he breasted the ascent. How thoroughly at home—how much a part
of it all he appeared, as he rode upon his pony!



Two hours of steady climbing, with her mare oblique beneath
her weight, and Beth felt an awe in her being. It was wonderful; it
was almost terrible, the fathomless silence, the altitudes, this
heretofore unexperienced intimacy with the mountains' very
nakedness! It was strange altogether, and impressive, the vast
unfolding of the world below, the frequency with which the pathway
skirted some dark precipice—and the apparent unconcern of the man
ahead, now so absolutely master. And still that soul-inviting
exhilaration of the air aroused those ecstacies within her spirit
that she had not known were there.



They were nearing the summit of the pass. It was still a
thousand feet below the snow. To the left a mighty chasm trenched
the adamant, its bottom lowered away to depths of mysterious blue.
Its side, above which the three stout ponies picked their way, was
a jagged set of terraces, over the brink of which the descents were
perpendicular.



Rising as if to bar the way, the crowning terrace apparently
ended the trail against all further advance. Here Van finally
halted, dismounted, and waited for the advent of his
charges.



Beth rode up uncertainly, her brown eyes closely scrutinizing
his face. It appeared as if they had come to the end of
everything—the place for leaping off into downward space.



"Let me see if the cinches are tight," said the horseman
quietly, and he looked to the girth of her saddle.



It was found to be in a satisfactory condition. The girth on
the bay he tightened, carelessly pushing Elsa's foot and the
stirrup aside for the purpose.



His own horse now showed unmistakable signs of weariness. He
had traveled some twenty odd miles to arrive at Dave's before
undertaking this present bit of hardship. Since then Van had pushed
him to the limit of his strength and speed, in the effort to reach
Goldite with the smallest possible delay.



If a sober expression of sympathy came for a second in the
horseman's steady eyes, as he glanced where his pony was standing,
it quickly gave way to something more inscrutable as he looked up
at Beth, in advancing once more to the fore.



"Both of you give them the reins," he instructed quietly.
"Just drop them down. Let the bronchos pick the trail." He paused,
then added, as if on second thought, "Shut your eyes if you find
you're getting dizzy—don't look down."



Beth turned slightly pale, in anticipation of some ordeal,
undoubtedly imminent, but the light in her eyes was one of splendid
courage. She might feel they were all at the gate of something
awful, but her nature rose to meet it. She said nothing; she simply
obeyed directions and looked with new emotions on the somewhat
drooping mare to whom her own safety was entrusted.



Van was once more in his saddle. He started, and the ponies
behind resumed their faithful plodding at his heels.



A few rods ahead they encountered a change, and Beth could
scarcely repress a gasp of surprise and apprehension. The trail was
laid upon the merest granite shelf, above that terrible chasm. She
was terrified, frankly. The man and pony in the lead were cut with
startling sharpness against the gray of the rock—the calico
coloring, the muscular intensity, the bending of the man to every
motion—as they balanced with terrifying slenderness above the pit
of death.



For a moment the girl thought nothing of herself and of how
she too must pass that awful brink, for all her concern was focused
on the man. Then she realized what she must do—was doing—as her
roan mare followed on. She was almost upon it herself!



Her hand flew down to the reins to halt the pony,
involuntarily. A wild thought of turning and fleeing away from this
shelf of destruction launched itself upon her mind. It was folly—a
thing impossible. There was nothing to do but go on. Shutting her
eyes and holding her breath she felt the mare beneath her
tremulously moving forward, smelling out the places of security
whereon to rest her weight.



Elsa, sublimely unresponsive, alike to the grandeur or the
danger of the place, rode as placidly here as in the valley.



They passed the first of the shelf-like brinks, traversed a
safer contour of the wall, and were presently isolated upon the
second bridge of granite, which was also the last, much longer than
the first, but perhaps not so narrow or winding.



Van had perspired in nervous tension, as the two women rode
above the chasm. Men had gone down here to oblivion. He was easier
now, more careless of himself and horse, less alert for a looseness
in the granite mass, as he turned in his saddle to look
backward.



Suddenly, with a horrible sensation in his vitals, he felt
his pony crumpling beneath him, even as he heard Beth sound a
cry.



A second later he was going, helplessly, with the air-rush in
his ears and the pony's quiver shivering up his spine. All
bottomless space seemed to open where they dropped. He kicked loose
the stirrups, even as the pony struck upon the first narrow
terrace, ten feet down, and felt the helpless animal turned hoofs
and belly upward by the blow.



He had thrust himself free—apart from the horse—but could not
cling to the rotten ledge for more than half a second. Then down
once more he was falling, as before, only a heart-beat later than
the pinto.



Out of the lip of the next shelf below the pony's weight tore
a jagged fragment. The animal's neck was broken, and he and the
stone-mass plunged on downward together.



Van half way fell through a stubborn bush—that clung with the
mysterious persistency of life to a handful of soil in a
crevice—and his strong hands closed upon its branches.



He was halted with a jolt. The pony hurtled loosely,
grotesquely down the abyss, bounding from impacts with the
terraces, and was presently lost to mortal sight in the dust and
debris he carried below for a shroud. Sounds of his striking—dull,
leaden sounds, tremendous in the all-pervading silence—came clearly
up to the top. Then Van found his feet could be rested on the
shelf, and he let himself relax to ease his arms.





















CHAPTER III
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A RESCUE



Beth had uttered that one cry only, as man and horse careened
above the pit. She now sat dumbly staring where the two had
disappeared. Nothing could she see of Van or his pony. A chill of
horror attacked her, there in the blaze of the sun. It was not,
even then, so much of herself and Elsa she was thinking—two
helpless women, lost in this place of terrible silence; she was
smitten by the fate of their guide.



Van, for his part, looked about as best he might, observing
his situation comprehensively. He was safe for the moment. The
ledge whereon he was bearing a portion of his weight was narrow and
crumbling with old disintegration. The shrub to which he clung was
as tough as wire cable, and had once been stoutly rooted in the
crevice. Now, however, its hold had been weakened by the heavy
strain upon it, and yet he must continue to trust a part of his
weight to its branches. There was nothing, positively nothing, by
which he could hope to climb to the trail up above.



He deliberately rested and fostered his breath, not a trifle
of which had been jolted in violence from his body. Presently he
raised his voice and called out, as cheerfully as possible:



"Ship ahoy! Hullo—Miss Laughing Water!"



For a moment there was no response. Beth was to utterly
overcome to speak. She hardly dared believe it was his call she
heard, issuing up from the tomb. She feared that her hope, her
frantic imagination, her wish to have it so, had conjured up a
voice that had no genuine existence. Her lips moved, but made no
audible sound. She trembled violently. Van called again, with more
of his natural power.



"Hullo! Hullo! Miss Beth—are you up there on the
trail?"



"Oh, yes! Oh! what shall I do?" cried Beth in a sudden
outburst of relief and pent-up emotions. "Tell me what to
do!"



Van knew she was rather near at hand. The bridge and trail
were certainly no more than twenty-five feet above his head. He
could make her hear with little effort.



"Brace up and keep your nerve," he instructed. "We're O.K. up
to date. Just ride ahead till you come to the flat. Let Elsa hold
your mare. Can you hear me plainly?"



"Oh! yes—yes—then what next?" replied the worried
girl.



Van resumed calmly: "You'll find a rawhide rope on Elsa's
saddle. Come back with that, on foot. Then I'll tell you what to
do. Don't try to hurry; take your time, and don't worry." After a
moment, as he got no reply, he added: "Have you started?"



Beth had not budged her mare, for terror of what she must do.
She was fortifying all her resolution. She answered with genuine
bravery:



"Yes—I—I'll do what you say."



She took up the reins. Her pale face was set, but she did not
close her eyes to cross the dizzying brink. The mare went
forward—and Elsa's bay resumed his patient tagging, up to and past
the fateful place where a part of the shelf-edge, having been
dislodged, had let Van's pony fall.



For ten age-long minutes Van waited on his ledge, feeling the
treacherous, rotted stuff break silently away beneath his feet. The
shrub, too, was showing an earthy bit of root as it slowly but
certainly relinquished its hold on the substance which the crevice
had divided. The man could almost have calculated how many seconds
the shelf and the shrub could sustain their living burden.



Then Beth returned. She had left her maid with the horses;
she held the lasso in her hand. To creep on foot along the granite
bridge was taxing the utmost of her courage. She could not
ascertain precisely where it was that the horseman was waiting
below. She was guided only by the broken ledge, where pony and all
had disappeared. Therefore, she called to him weakly.



"Mr. Van—Mr. Van—where are you?"



Van's heart turned over in his breast.



"Just below that split boulder in the trail," he answered
cheerily. "Go to that."



A silence succeeded, then he heard, in tremulous
accents:



"I'm here—but how am I going to tie the rope?"



Van answered distinctly, for much depended on
precision.



"Uncoil it first. On one end there's an eye that runs the
loop. Open the loop to a pretty good size and slip it over the
smaller portion of the boulder. Then push it well down in the
crevice, and pull it tight."



He knew that the rope was far too short to loop the larger
rock and reach his hands. He waited while he thought she might be
working—as indeed she was—and presently added: "Got that
done?"



"Yes," she called. "Yes—but are you sure——"



His hold was giving way. He answered crisply:



"Now drop me the end. Don't wait!"
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[Illustration: His hold was giving way.]



Beth had forgotten all danger to herself. She had ceased to
tremble. She paid out the rope with commendable promptness.



"Does it reach?" she cried. "Can you get it?"



He could not. Though sufficiently long it was ten feet away,
on his right. His seconds were growing fearfully precious.



"Just shift it over, more towards Elsa," he called, still
calmly. "Move it about ten feet."



It began to approach him jerkily. It halted, then once more
it moved. The shrub in his grasp gave out an inch, and was coming
from its anchorage. Then his fist was closed on the rope.



"All right!" he called. "Let go—and stand aside!"



"But—oh, if the rock shouldn't hold!" cried the girl. "Are
you sure it won't pull over?"



He was not at all certain of the boulder. This explained his
directions, "stand aside!" If it came—it must not involve the girl.
There was nothing for him but to trust to its weight against his
own. He was strong. He began to come up, bracing a foot against the
crumbling wall, winding the rope around one of his legs—or his leg
around the rope, and resting whensoever he could.



Beth stood there, nearly as tense as the rope. Her brown eyes
were fixed on the bedded boulder; her face was more gray than its
bulk.



At the edge, where the lasso impinged upon the granite, small
particles were breaking and falling ominously. Scarcely daring to
breathe, as she felt how the man was toiling up from the maw of the
chasm, Beth could not bear to look where he must come—if come he
ever should.



It seemed an eternity of waiting. At last, when new
misgivings had seized upon her heart, she heard his labored
breathing. Even then she did not turn. She feared to watch his
efforts; she feared to break the spell. A minute later she heard
his even voice.



"It's a wonderful view—from down below."



The glad, eager light in her eyes, which his eyes met from
the brink, put strength in both his arms. He came up to safety in
an outburst of vigor that was nothing short of magnificent.



"Oh!" said the girl, and she leaned against the wall in a
sudden need for support.



"I really had no intention of—deserting like that," panted
Van, with a smile that was just a trifle forced. "But it's so much
easier to—drop into a habit than it—ever is to get out."



She made no reply, but remained where she was, weakly leaning
against the wall and slowly regaining the strength she had lost at
the moment of beholding him safe. She was not the fainting kind,
but she was human—womanly human.



Van began immediately to release and re-coil the rope.



"Too bad to throw away a pony like that," he resumed
regretfully. "I always intended, if he died a Christian death, to
have his hide tanned for a rug."



He was saying anything, no matter what, to dissipate the
reactionary collapse into which he feared the girl was
falling.



"Now then," he added, when the rope was well in hand, "we've
wasted all the time we can spare on a second-rate vaudeville
performance. Come along."





















CHAPTER IV
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CONGENIAL COMPANY



He started ahead as he had before, with that show of utter
unconcern towards the girl that was absolutely new to her
experience. Her eyes were wide with appeal as she watched him
striding up the trail. For herself she wanted nothing; but her
womanly nature craved some trifling sign, some word of assurance
that the man was uninjured—really safe again and whole—after that
terrible plunge. But this from the horseman was impossible. He had
not even thanked her for the rescue.



"You horrid, handsome wretch!" she murmured vexedly,
stimulated to renewed activity by her resentment; then she followed
along the narrow way.



They came to the flat, beyond the wall, where Elsa sat
keeping the horses. The maid looked the horseman over quite calmly,
inquiring:



"What for dit you did it—go down there?"



"Just for ducks," said Van. He halted for Beth's approach,
put her up on the roan, and once more strode off in the trail ahead
with a promptness that was certainly amazing.



There was no understanding such a person. Beth gave it up.
The whole affair was inexplicable—his attitude towards Searle at
the station, his abduction of herself and the maid, and this
trailing of the pair of them across these terrible places, for no
apparent reason in the world.



Her mare followed on in the tracks of the muscular figure,
over whom, for a moment, she had almost wished to yearn. His escape
from death had been so slender—and he would not even rest!



The flat was, in reality, the hog's back or ridge of a lofty
spur of the mountains. Except for the vast bluish canyons and
gorges far below, the view was somewhat restricted here, since
towering summits, in a conclave of peaks, arose to right and
left.



After a time, as they swung around on the trend of the ridge,
they came abreast a mighty gap in the mountains to the left, and
there, far down, lay a valley as flattened by perspective as the
unruffled surface of a lake.



Here Van presently halted, peering down and searching the
vast gray floor with the keenest attention. He went on further, and
halted again, Beth meanwhile watching his face with increasing
curiosity.



At the third of his stops she gazed no more on the panorama
of immensity, but rather gazed at him.



"What is it you expect to see?" she inquired at last.
"Goldite isn't down there, is it?"



"I'm rather expecting—if I haven't miscalculated on the
time—— There he is now," he answered, still staring afar off down
upon the valley. He raised his arm and extended a finger to point
towards the north-most limit of the level stretch of land. "Do you
see that small, dark object in the road? That's a road, that
slender yellow streak that you can follow."



Beth obeyed directions and thereby discerned, with remarkable
clearness, the moving object, far away below. She did not in the
least suspect its nature.



"Why, yes—what is it?" she asked with languid interest,
having expected something more significant. "Is it some small
animal?"



"Yes," responded Van. "It's Searle."



Beth was instantly all attention.



"Not Mr. Bostwick, in his car?"



Van continued to study the gray of the world-wide map.



"I rather wonder——" he mused, and there he halted, presently
adding, "He's climbing a hill. You might not think so, looking down
from here, but it's steep and sandy, for a car."



She was watching eagerly.



"And he's no further along towards Goldite than this?"



"He's had some tough old going," answered Van. "He's in luck
to——" then to himself, as he continued to scan the scene for
something he did not apparently find. "By Jupe! I'd have sworn Matt
Barger——" He broke off abruptly, adding in a spirit of fairness,
"Searle is getting right up to the ridge all right. Good boy! He
must have a powerful motor under the—There! By George! I knew it! I
knew it! Got him! right there in the gravel!"



The girl looked suddenly upon him, wholly unable to
comprehend the sharp exclamations he was making.



"What has got him? What do you mean?" she demanded in vague
alarm. "I don't see what you——"



"That's Matt every time—I thought so," he resumed, as he
stepped a little closer to the girl. "Don't you see them?—those
lively little specks, swarming all around the machine?"



Beth bent her gaze on the drama, far below—a play in which
she knew but one of the characters, and nothing of the meaning of
the scene.



"I see—yes—something like a lot of tiny ants—or something.
What are they?—not robbers?—not men?"



"Part men, part hyenas," he told her quietly. "It's a lot of
State convicts, escaped from their prison, two days free—and
desperate."



She was suddenly very pale. Her eyes were blazing.



"Convicts! Out of prison?"



"A good long way out," he told her watching, "and clever
enough to hike for the mines, with the camps all full of strangers.
They learn to be good mixers, when they're trying to
escape."



Beth gazed at him searchingly.



"You—knew they were out—and waiting on the road?"



"Everyone knew they were out—and I certainly thought big Matt
would do precisely what you see he has done."



"Matt?" she echoed.



"The leader," he explained, "a clever brute as ever worried a
sheriff."



She was not in the least interested in the personality of the
convict thus described. Her mind had flown to another aspect of the
case—the case involving herself.



"And this was why you wouldn't let us go in the auto?" she
said. "You expected this?"



He looked at her quickly.



"Searle wouldn't take my advice, you know." His eyes were
once more merry. "What could I do?"



"But Mr. Bostwick wouldn't have gone if you had told him!"
she said. "Oh, I'm surprised you'd do it—let him go and be captured
like that!" She was looking down upon the silent drama intently as
she added: "I don't see why you ever did it!"



He was still amused.



"Oh, I thought perhaps Searle deserved it."



She blazed a little.



"You told him you hoped he'd meet congenial company on the
road. You didn't mean——"



"Guilty as charged in the indictment. I guess I did."



"Oh! I wouldn't have thought——" she started, then she
shivered in horror, reflecting swiftly on the fate that might have
befallen herself and Elsa had they too been captured with Searle.
It was all explained at last—the horseman's earnest talk with Dave,
his quiet but grim refusal to permit herself and Elsa to remain
with the car, and the hazardous ride he had since dared compel them
to take at such peril to his life! And now, his persistent advance
on foot, when perhaps he was painfully injured! He had done then
such a service as she could never in her life forget. His treatment
of Searle had perhaps, even as he said, been deserved.
Nevertheless, Searle was much to her, very much, indeed—or had
been—up to this morning—and she was worried.



"What do you think they will do?" she added in a spirit of
contrition that came at once upon her. "They must be terrible
men!"



"They won't do much but take his money and clothes, and maybe
beg for a ride," said Van reassuringly. "They'll see he isn't fit
to kill."



Beth glanced at him briefly, inquiringly. What a baffling
light it was that played in the depths of his eyes! What manner of
being was he, after all? She could not tell. And yet she felt she
could trust him—she certainly knew not why. Despite his ways of
raillery she felt he was serious, true as steel, and big in heart
and nature.



"I mustn't forget to thank you," she murmured. "I mean for
sparing us—all that. I do thank you, most sincerely, for——"



"Never mind that," he interrupted. "We're going to be late to
lunch."



He turned once more to the trail and started off, in his
active manner, together with a thorough indifference as to what
became of Bostwick.



Beth, with a feeling that something ought yet to be done for
Searle, down in the valley with the convicts, cast one helpless
glance at the scene of the hold-up, then perforce urged her pony
forward.



Van halted no more. He led the way doggedly onward, over the
rises, through great silent forests, past crystal springs, and down
dark, somber ravines. At a quarter of one he emerged from a gorge
upon the level acre of a tiny cove, still high in the mountains
fastnesses. Here he let out a whoop like an Indian, its echo
filling all the place.



An answering call came clearly from somewhere near at hand.
Beth felt a sudden alarm to know there were human beings near. What
sort they were was a matter entirely of conjecture. Then presently
she discovered a number of small, rude buildings, and a fair-sized
cabin, planted next the hill. The door of the latter was open. A
tall man appeared in the frame.



"This," said Van, who had waited for the girl to ride once
more to his side, "is the Monte Cristo mine—the worst false alarm
that ever disfigured the map."
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