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anxious to get him out of bad fix, "Yes. But are you wise In letting
Yea i:::J Clr:::'BESERT GOIiD.

She's a little devil at times, but she
always bad good sense."
. "Tom, you can gamble she's gone,"
said Ladd. '

"Aw, h I, no I Jim, what do you
think?" Implored Belding.

"I reckon Sol's white head Is point-
ed level and straight down Casita
trail. An' Nell can ride. We're losln'

taciturn as to his Idea of forthcoming
events.

About an hour after sunrise Yaqul
ran in with the Information that part
of the rebels were crossing the river.

"That can't mean 'a fight yet," de-

clared Belding. "But get in the house,
boys, and make ready anyway. I
meet him."

"Belding, you're an officer of the
United States. Mexicans are much
Impressed by show of authority. I've
seen that often in camp," said Thome.

"Oh, I know the white-livere- d

Greasers better than any of you, don'
mistake me," replied Belding. He was
pale with rage, but kept command
over himself,

The rangers, with Yaqul and
Thome, stationed themselves at the
several windows of the sitting room.
Rifles and smaller arms and boxes of
shells littered the tables and window
seats. No small force of besiegers
could overcome a resistance such as
Belding and his men were capable of
making.

The horsemen halted at the corrals.
They were orderly and showed no evl
dence of hostility. They were, how-
ever, fully armed.' Belding stalked
out to meet them. Apparently a leader
wanted to parley with him, but Bel
ding . would bear nothing. He shook
his head, waved his arms, stamped to
and fro, and his loud, angry voice
could be heard clear back at the house,
Whereupon the detachment of rebels
retired to the bank of the river, be
yond the white post that marked the
boundary line, and there they once
more drew rein. Belding remained by
the corrals watching them, evidently
still in threatening mood. Presently
a single rider left the troop and trot
ted his horse back down the road,
When he reached the corral he was
seen to holt and pass something to
Belding. Then he galloped away to
Join his comrades.

Belding looked at whatever It was
he held in his hand, shook his burly
head, and started swiftly for the
house. He came striding Into the
room holding a piece of soiled paper.

"Can't read It now and don't know
as I want to," he said, savagely.

Not one of the men was able to
translate the garbled scrawl.

"Shore Mercedes can read It," said
Ladd.

Thome opened a door and called
her. She came Into the room followed
by Nell nnd Mrs. Belding.

'My dear, we want you to read
what's written on this paper," said
Thorne, as he led her to the table.

Mercedes gave the writing one swift
ginnce, then fainted in Thome's
arms. He carried her to a couch, and
with Nell and Mrs. Beldiirg began to
work over her. n

lieiumg looKea at nis rangers.
"Laddy, it's Rojas all right. How

many men has he out there?"
"Mebbe twenty. Not more."
-- we can- - uck twice that many

Greasers.
"Shore."
Jim Lash removed his pipe long

enough to speak. "Let's stave the
Greaser off till dark. Then Laddy an
me an' Thorne will take Mercedes an'
hit the trail for Yuma."

"Camlno del Diablo! That awful
trail with a woman ! Jim, do you for
get how many hundreds of men have
perished on the Devil's road?"

'T reckon I ain't forgettin' nothin',"'
replied Jim. "The waterholes are full

When He Reached the Corrals He Was
Seen to Halt and Pass Something
to Belding.

now. There's grass, an' we can do the
Job In six days.".

"It's three hundred miles to Yuma."
"Beldin', Jim's idea hits me as

pretty reasonable," interposed Ladd
"Lord knows that's about the only
chance we'ye got except flghtin'."

"But suppose we do stave Kojas off,
and you get safely away with Mer
cedes. Isn't Rojas going to find II
out quick? Then what'll he try to d
to us who're left here?" v

I. reckon he'd find out by daylight"
replied Jim. "But, J Tom. he aln'l

to start a scrap then, Yon see,
I'm Oggerln on the crazy Greasei
wantin' the girl. But he's too smart
to fight you for nothin'. Rojas may
be nutty about women, but he's afraid
of the U. S. ' Take my word for it,
he'd discover the trail In the mom in'
an' light out on it I reckon with tea
hours' start we could travel comfort
able."

" 'Dearest, I'm going eoon.
And maybe I'll never '

but they had to wait for orders.
- "When Nell found out Thome was
bein' starved an' beat In a dobo shack
no more'n two mile across the line,
she shore stirred up that cavalry
camp. Shore! She told them soldiers
Rojas was holdln' Thome torturln
him to make him tell where Mercedes
was. An' she begged the cavalrymen
to rescue Thorne.

"From the way it was told to me
I reckon them cavalrymen went up
In the air. Fine fiery lot of young
bloods, I thought, achln' for a scrap.
But the officer In charge, bein' In a
ticklish place, still held out for higher
orders.

"Then Nell broke loose. Tou-al- l
know Nell's tongue Is sometimes like
a choya thorn. I'd have give some-thi- n'

to see her work up that soldier
outfit. Can't you fellers see her on
Blanco Sol with her eyes turnln'
block?"

Ladd mopped his sweaty face with
his dusty scarf. He was beaming. He

He. Was Very Weak, Yet He Would
Keep Mercedes Hand and Gaze at
Her With Unbelieving Eyes.

was growing excited, hurried In his
narrative.

"Right out then Nell swore she'd
go after Thome. If them cavalrymen
couldn't ride with a western girl to
save a brother American let them
hong back I One feller, under orders,
tried to stop Blanco Sol. An' that
feller invited himself to the hospital,
Then the cavalrymen went flyln' for
their hosses. It didn't take long for
every man In that camp to gt i wind
of what was comin' off. Shore they
musta been wild. They strung out
after Nell In a thunderln' troop.

Rojas and his men vamoosed with
out a shot. That ain't surprising
There wasn't a shot fired by anybody.
The cavalrymen soon Tound Thome
an' hurried with him back on Uncle
Sam's land. Thorne was half naked,
black an' blue all over, thin as a rail.
He was given food an' drink. Shore
he seemed a starved man. But he
picked up wonderful, an' by the time
Jim came along he was wantin' to
start for Forlorn River. So was Nell.
By main strength as much as per
suasion we kept the two men quiet
till next evenln' at dark.

"Well, we made as sneaky a start
in the dark as Jim an', me could man
age, an' never nit the trail till we
was miles from town. Thome's nerve
held him up for a while. Then all at
once he tumbled out of his saddle.
We got him back, an' Lash held him
on. Nell didn't give out till daybreak."

As Ladd paused in his story Belding
began to stutter, and finally he ex
ploded. His mighty utterances were
incoherent But plainly the wrath he
had felt toward the willful girl was
forgotten. Gale remained gripped by
silence.

"Laddy,' what knocks me Is Rojas
holding Thome prisoner, trying to
make him tell where Mercedes had
been hidden," said Belding.

"Shore-- It'd knock anybody."
"The bandit's crazy over her. That's

the Spanish, of It," replied Belding,
his voice rolling. "Rojas loves Mer--

cedes as he hates her. He wants this
girl only to have her, then kill her.
It's d n strange, boys, and even with
Thorne here our troubles have Just
begun."

"Tom, you spoke correct," said Jim
Ladd, in his cool drawl.

Shore I'm not sayln' what I think,"
added Ladd, But the look of him was
not Indicative of a tranquil optimism.

Thorne was put to bed In Gale's
room. He was very weak, yet he
would keep Mercedes' hand and gaze
at her1 with .unbelieving eyes. Then,
fighting sleep with what little strength
he had left, at last he succumbed.

For all Dick, could ascertain his
friend never stirred an eyelash nor a
finger for twenty-seve- n hours. When
he awoke be was pale, weak, but the
old Thome. ,,-

Hello, Dick ; I didn't dream it,
then," he said. "There yon , are, ana
my darling with the proud, dark
eyes she's here? Mercedes Is well-s- afe

1 Oh I , . ; But say, I haven't
a dollar to my name. I had a lot of
money, Dick,' and those robbers stole
It, my watch "everything, D n that
little black Greaser!"

"Cheer op. Belding will make you
proposition presently. The future

smiles, old friend. If this rebel busl- -

ness was only ended!''
"Dick, you're going to be my savior

twice over.- - . . . Well, now, listen I

to me." His gay excitement changed
to earnest gravity. "I want to marry
Mercedes at once. Is there a padre
here?" . "

any Mexican, even a priest, know Mer
cedes is hidden in Forlorn River?"

"It couldn't be hidden long."
ftule was compelled to acknowledge

the truth of this statement
"I'll marry her first, then I'll face

my problem. Fetch the padre, , Dick,
And ask our kind friends to be wit
nesses at the ceremony."

Much to Gale's surprise, neither
Belding nor Ladd objected to the Idea
of bringing a padre into the house-
hold, and thereby making known to at
least one Mexican the whereabouts of
Mercedes Castaneda. Beldlng's ecu
tlon was wearing out in wrath at the
persistent unsettled condition of the
border, and Ladd grew only the cooler
and more silent as possibilities of
trouble multiplied.

Gale fetched the padre, a little,
weazened, timid man who was old and
without Interest or penetration. Ap
parently he married Mercedes nnd
Thorne as he told his beads or mum'
bled a prayer. It was Mrs. Belding
who kept the occasion from being a
merry one, and she Insisted on not
exciting Thorne. Gale marked her
unusual pallor and the slngulur depth
and sweetness of her olce,

Thome could not be kept in bed
and all In a dny. It seemed, he grew
so well and so hungry thnt his friends
were ' delighted, and Mercedes was
radiant. In a few. days his weakness
disappeared and he was going the
round of the fields and looking over
the ground mnrked nut In Gale's plan
of water development. Thorne was
highly enthusiastic, and at once staked
out his claim for one hundred and
sixty acres of land adjoining that of
Belding and the rangers'. These five
tracts took In nil the ground necessary
for their operations, but In case of
the success of the irrigation project
the idea was to Increase their squatter
holding by purchase of more land
down the valley. A hundred families
had lately moved to Forlorn River
more were coming all the time; and
Belding vowed he could see a vision
of the whole Altar valley green with
farms.

Meanwhile everybody In Beldlng's
household, except the qnlet Ladd and
the watchful Yaqul, In the absence of
disturbance of any kind along the bor
der, grew freer and more unrestrained,
as If anxiety was slowly fading In the
peace of the present. Jlrh Lash made
a trip to the Sonoyta oasis, and Ladd
patrolled fifty miles of the line east
ward without Incident or sight of raid
era. Evidently all the border hawks
were In at the picking of Casita.

The February nights were cold, with
a dry, Icy, penetrating coldness that
made a warm fire most comfortable.
Beldlng's household congregated in
the sitting room, where burning mes-qult- e

logs crackled In the open fire
place. , '

There came a low knock at the door.
It may have been an ordinary knock.
for it did not disturb the women ; but
to Belding and his rangers it had a
subtle meaning,

"Who's that?" asked Belding. as he
slowly pushed back his chair and
looked at Ladd.

"Yaqul," replied the ranger.
"Come In," called Belding.
The door opened, and the short,

square, powerfully built Indian en
tercd. He carried a rifle and strode
with Impressive dignity.

"Yaqul, what do you want?" asked
Belding, and repeated his question in
Spanish.

"Senor Dick," replied the Indian.
Gale Jumped up, stifling an excla

mation, and he went Outdoors with
Yaqul. The Indian's presence was nl
ways one of gloom, and now his stem
action boded catastrophe. Once clear
of trees he pointed to the level desert
across the river, where a row of camp- -

fires shone bright out of the dark
ness.

"Raiders!" ejaculated Gale.
Then he cautioned Yaqul to keep

sharp lookout, and, hurriedly return
ing to the house, he called the men
out and told them there were rebels or
raiders camping Just across the line.

Ladd Aid not say a word. Belding.
with an oath, slammed down his
cigar. .. x ...

"I knew It was too good to last. . . ;
Dick, you and Jam stay here while
Laddy and I look around." '

Dick returned to the sitting-roo-

The women were nervous and not
to be deceived. - So Dick merely said
Yaqul had sighted lights off In the
desert, ana tney pronaniy were- -

campfires. Belding did not soon re-

turn, and when he did he was alone,
and, saying he wanted to consult with
the men, he sent Mrs. Belding and the
girls to their rooms..

"Laddy's gone over to scout around
and try to find out who the outfit be-

longs to .and how many are in it," said
Belding. "I don't look for an attack
on Forlorn River. I'm afraid It's "

Belding hesitated, and looked with
grim concern at the cavalryman.

"What?" queried Thome.
Tm afraid -- It's Rojas." -

Thome turned pale but did not lose
his nerve.

I thought of that at once. But
Rojas wljl never get his hands on my
wife. If I can't kill him. I'll kill her I

Belding, this Is tough on you
th is risk we put upon your family,
I regret '

"Cut that kind of talk," replied Bel--

ding bluntly. "Well, If It is Rojas
he's acting d n queer for a raider.
Xhat's what worries me. We can't do
anything but wait With Laddy and
Yaqul out there we won't be sur
prised," .;' ". v;

The women of the house might have
gotten some sleep that night, but It

lavas certain the men did not get any,
Morning broke cold and gray, the 19th
of February. Ladd came In hungry
and cold, and said the Mexicans were
not breaking camp. He reported a
good-size-d force of rebels, and was
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TMORNE

8TNOPSI8.-8eekl- ng gold in the
desert, "Cameron," olitary pros-pecto- r,

' forms a partnership with
, an unknown man, whom ha later
learns Is Jonas Warren, father of
a girl whom Cameron wronged,
but later married, back In Illinois.
Cameron's explanations appease
Warren, and the two proceed to-

gether. Taking refuge from a
sandstorm In a cave, Cameron dis-
covers gold, but too late; both men
are dying, Cameron leaves evi-
dence, In the cave, of their dis-
covery of gold, and personal docu-
ments. Richard Gale, adventurer,
In Casita, Mexican border town,
meets George Thome, lieutenant In
the Ninth cavulry, old college
friend. Thome tells Gale he is
there to save Mercedes Castaneda,
Spanish girl, his affianced wife,
from Rojas, Mexican bandit. Gale
"roughhouses" Ro.las and his gang,
with the help of two American
cowboys, and he, Mercedes and
Thorne escape. A bugle call from
the fort orders Thorne to his regi-

ment. He leaves Mercedes under
Gale's protection. The pair,' aided
by the cowboys, Charlie I.add and
Jim Lash, arrive in safety at a
ranch known as Forlorn River,
across the border. The fugitives
are at Tom Bidding's home. Beld-ln- g

Is Immigration inspector. Living
with him are his wife and step-
daughter, Nell Burton. Gale, with
Ladd and Lash, take service with
Belding as rangers. Gale telling
Belding the cause of his being a
wanderer, a misunderstanding with
his father concerning the son's
business abilities. Mercedes gets
word to Thorne of her safety,
Dick also writes to his parents, in-

forming them of his whereabouts.
Nell's personality, and her kind-
ness, attract Gale. Riding the
range. Gale falls In with a party
of three Mexican raiders encamped
at a water hole. Watching his
opportunity to oust them, he sees
two Indians ride Into the camp.
One of them, a Yaqul, Is evidently
badly wounded, and the Mexicans
seek to kill him In a cruel way.
Dick drives them off, conveying
the wounded Yaqul to Belrllng's
ranch. The Indian becomes Dick's
ardent admirer. Gale's admira-
tion for Nell Increases. Relding's
horses, the pride of his life, are
run off by the Mexicans. Oale,
with Ladd, Lash and the Yaqul,
pursue the raiding party, finally
cornering them. The whites, with
the recovered horses, return to the
ranch In triumph. Gale secures
from Mrs. Belding reluctant per-
mission and begins his courtship
with energy. Not getting word
from Thome, whose period of
army service has expired. Mercedes
loses heart. Nell, although forbid-
den, rides to Casita to seek Infor-
mation of him.

CHAPTER X. Continued,
10

"Blanco Sol gone!" yelled Belding,
In a rage.

"Raiders T' exclaimed Jim Lash.
"Lord only knows. Taqui says It

wasn't raiders."
"Send Yflqul to find the hoss' trail,

an' let's Agger," said Ladd. "Shore
this 's no raider Job."

In the swift search that ensued Gale
did not have anything to say; but his
mind was forming a conclusion. When
he found his old saddle and bridle
missing from the peg in the barn his

"Blanco. Sol Gone!" Yelled Belding,
' In a Rage.

r

conclusion became a positive convic-
tion, and it made him, for the moment,
cold and sick and speechless. ,;

"Hey, Dick, don'ttakejt so much to
' heart." said Belding. 'We'll likely
find Sol, and if we don't, there's other
good horses."

"I'm not thinking of Sol," replied
Gale.

Ladd cast a sharp glance at Gale,
snapped his fingers, and said;

"D n me If I ain't guessed It too!"
"What's wrong : with1 yon locoed

gents?" bluntly (remanded Belding.' :

"Nell has started for Casltn," burst
out Gale. "She has gone , to fetch
Mercedes some word about Thorne.
Oh, Belding, you needn't shake your
head. I know she's gone. She tried
to persuade me to go, and was furious
when I wouldn't."

"I don't believe It," replied Belding.
hore!y. "Nell may have her temper.

time." . .

That roused Belding to action.
"I say you're all wrong," he yelled,

starting for the corrals. "She's only
taking a little ride, same as she's done
often. But rustle now. Find out
Dick, you ride cross the valley. Jim,
you hunt up and down the river. I'll
head up San Feline wav. And you,
taddy, take Diablo and hit the Casitu
trail. ,If she really has gone after
Thorne you can catch her in an hour
or so."

"Shore I'll go," replied Ladd. "But,
ueiuin, lr you're not plumb crazy
you're close to it. That big white
devil can't catch Sol. Not In an hour
or a day or a week!"

"Laddy, you mean to say Sol is a
faster horse than Diablo?" thundered
Belding, his face purple.

Shore I mean to tell you Just that
there." replied the ranger. "I'll ride
your Blanco Devil as be never was rid
before, 'cept once when a d n sight
better hossman than I am couldn't
make him outrun Sol."

Without more words the men sad
died and were off. The Interminable
time that followed contained for Gul'e
about as much suspense as he could
well bear. What astonished him and
helped him greatly to fight off actual
distress was the endurance of Nell's
mother.

Early on the morning of the second
day, Gale saw three white horses and
a bay come wearily stepping down the
road. He heard Blanco Sol's familiar
whistle, and he leaped up wild with
Joy. The horse was riderless. Gale's
sudden Joy received a violent check,
then resurged when he. saw a limp
form in Jim Lash's arms. Ladd was
supporting a horseman who wore a
military uniform.

Gale shouted with Joy and rnn Into
the house to tell the good news. It
was the Mrs. Belding
who prevented him from rushing to
tell Mercedes.

Lash handed down a ragged, travel
stained, wan girl into Beldlng's arms.

"Dnd ! Mamma !"
It was indeed a repentant Nell, but

there was spirit yet In the tired blue
eyes. Then she caught sight of Gale
and gave him a faint smile.

"Hello Dick."
"Nell !" Gale reached for her hand,

held It tightly, and found speech diffi
cult.

"You needn't worry about your old
horse," she saifl, as Belding carried
her toward the door. "Oh, Dick !

Blanco Sol Is glorious!"
Gale turned to greet his friend. In-

deed, it was but a haggard ghost of
the cavalryman. Thorne looked 111

or wounded. Gale's greeting was also
a question full of fear. I

Thome's answer was a faint smile.
He seemed ready to drop from the
saddle. Gale helped Ladd hold Thorne
upon the horse until they reached the
house. Belding came out again. His
welcome was checked as he saw the
condition of the cavalryman. Thorne
reeled into Dick's arms,. But he was
able to stand and walk.

"I'm not hurt. Only weak
stoned," he said. "Is Mercedes-T- ake

me to her."
"She'll be well the minute she sees

him," averred Belding, as he and Gale
led the cavalryman to Mercedes'
room. There they left him : and Gale.
at least, felt his ears ringing with the
girl's broken cry of Joy,

When Belding and Gale hurried
forth again the rangers were tending
the tired horses. Upon returning to
the house Jim Lash calmly lit his
pipe, and Ladd declared that, hungry
as he was, he had to tell his story.

"Shore, Beldin'," began Ladd,
was funny about 'Diablo catehin'
Blanco Sol. Funny ain't the word. I
nearly laughed myself to death. Well,
I rode In Sol's tracks all the way to
Casita. Never seen a irebel or a
raider till' I got to town. I went
straight to the camp of the cavalry-
men, an found them Just coolln' off

down their hosses after
what looked to me like a big ride.

"Some soldier took me to an officer's
tent. Nell was there, some white an'
all In. She Just said, 'Laddy I'
Thorne was there, too, an' he was
bein' worked over by the camp doc-
tor. I didn't ask no questions, be-

cause I seen quiet Was needed round
that tent. After satisfying myself
that Nell was all right, an Thorne
In no danger, I went out. v

"Shore there was so darn many fel-

lers who wanted to an' tried to tell
me wbat'd come off, I thought I'd
never 4nd out. v But I got the story
piece by piece. An' here's what hap-
pened:. '' . '

"Nell rode Blanco Sol Into
camp, an' had a crowd'Vound her In
a Jiffy. She told who shje was, where
she'd come from, an' what she wanted.
Well, It seemed a day or so before
Nell got there the cavalrymen had
hea rd word of Thome. You see.
Thome had left camp on leave of ab-
sence some time before. In a few more
days It turned out pretty sure that for
some reason Kojas was hoidin' Thome.'

"Now, It happened when this news
came Colonel Weede was In Nogales
with his' staff, an' the officer left In
charge didn't know, how to proceed.
Rojas' camp was acr i the line In
Mexico, an' ridln' over niere was seri-
ous business. It meant a whole lot
more than Just scatterln' one Greaser
camp. Thorne's feller soldiers was (TO MM OONIUiWJUU


