10 THE CRITIC.

MAITLAND'S MYSTERY.

{ Continned.)

‘1 beg your pardon, my good sir, but may 1 ask what you mean by trot-
ting ;\'w:\y when it must have been evident that 1 wanted to speak with
you ?’

The stranger turned slightly and coolly eyed the flushed and indignant
cavalryman. They were trotting side by side now, Nolan plunging excitedly,
but the Engiish horse maintaining his even stride ; and stronger contrast of
type and style one could scarcely hope to find. In rough tweed shooting:
jacket and cap, brown Bedford cords fitting snugly at the knee but flapping
liko shapeless bags from there aloft to the waist, in heavy leather gaiters
and equally heavy leather gloves, the stocky figuro of the Englishman had
nothing of grace or elegance, but was sturdy, strong, aund full of that burly
self-reliance which is so characteristic of the race.  Above his broad, stoop-
ing shoulders were a bull neck, reddened by the sun, a crop of close-curling,
light-brown hair, a tanned and honest face lighted up by fearless gray eyes
and shaded by a thick and curling beard of lighter hue than the hair of his
massive head. He rode with the careless ease and supreme confidence of
the skilled horseman, but with that angularity of ‘oot and elbow, that round-
ness of back and bunching of shoulders, that incessant rise and fall with
every beat of his horse’s powerful haunch, that the effect was that of neither
security nor repose. His saddle, too, was the long, flat-seated, Australian
model, pig skin, with huge rounded leathern cushions circling in front and
over the knees, adding to the cumbrousness of his equipment and in no wise
to the comfort ; but bis bit and curb-chain were of burnished stec), gleaming
as"though fresh from the hands of some incomparable English groom, and
the russet reins were soft ang pliable, telling of excellent stable management
and discipline. Periy couldn't help admiring that bridle, even in his tempor-
ary fit of wndignation.

As for him,—tall, slender, clegantly made, clothed in the accurately-fit-
ting undress ** blouse” of the army and in riding-breeches that displayed to
best advantage the superb moulding of his powerful thighs, sitting like
a ceutaur wel: down in the saddle, his feet and lower legs, cased in natty
1iding-boots, swinging close in behind the gleaming shoulders of his steed,
crect as on parade, yet swaying with every motion of his horse, graceful,
gallant, and to the full as powerful as his burly compadion, the advantage
in appearance was all on Perry’s side, and was heightened by Nolan's spir-
ited action and martial trappings. Perry was an exquisite in his soldier
taste, and never, except on actual campaign, rode his troop-horse without
his broidered saddle-cloth and gleaming bosses. Al this, and more, the
Englishman seemed quietly noting as, finally, without the faintest trace
of irritability, with even a suspicion of humor twinkling about the corners
of his mouth, he replied,—

‘¢ A fellow may do as be likes when he’s on his own balliwick, I suppose.”

* All the same, wherever Tve been, from here to Assiniboia, men meet
like Christians, unless they happen to be road-agents or cattle-thieves.
‘What's moro, I am an officer of a regiment just arrived here, and, from the
Missoun down, there isn't a ranch along our trail where we were not wel-
como and whose occupants were not * bail-fellow-wellmet’ in our camps.
You are the first people to shun us; and, as that fort yonder was built for
your protection in days whean it was badly needed, I wamt to know shat

there is about its garrison that is so obnoxions to Dunraven Ranch,—that’s
what you call it, I beliave?”

“That's what,—it is called.”

" Well, here ! I've no intention of intruding where we're not wanted. 1
simply did'nt suppose that on the broad prairies of the West there was such
a place as a ranch where one of my cloth was unwelcome. I am Mz, Perry
of the —th Cuvalry, and I'm bound to say I'd like to know what you pcople
have against us.  Are you the proprietor ?®

“I'mnot. I'm oniy an employee.”

“\Who ix the owner ?”

“ 1I¢’s not here now.”

““Who /s here who can explain the situation ?”

“Oh, as to thay, 1 fancy I can do it as well as anybody. It is simply
because we have to do pretty much as you fellows,—~obey ordess. The
owner's orders are not aimed at you any more than anybody clse. He
simply wants to be let alone.  1lie bought this tract and scttled here because
he wanted a place where he could kave things his own way,—see people
whom he sent for and nobody else.  Every man in his employ is expected
to stick to the ranch so long as he is on the pay-roll, and to carry out his
instructions. If he cant, he may go.”

“ And your instructions are to prevent people getting into the ranch?”

“ Oh, hardly that, you know. Wc don't inteifere. There’s never any
or.c to come, as a rule, and, when they do, the fence scems to be sufficient.”

_ " Amply, I should <ay; and yet were I to tell yon that I had business
with the proprictor and needed to ride up to the ranch, you would open the
gate yonder, I suppose 3"

*“No: I would tell you that the owner was away, and thatin hisabsence
I transacted all business for him.”

“ Well, thapk you for the information-given mc, at all events. May 1
ask the name of your misanthropical boss? You might tell him I called.”

“ Several officers called three years ago, but he begged to be excused.”
“ And what is the name ?"

“ Mr. Maitland—is what he is called.”

“All right.  Possibly the time may com -hen Mr. Maitland will be as
anxious to have {he cavalry around him as rc is now to keep it away. But
if you over feel like coming up to the for, just ride in and ask for me."

“I feel like it a dozen times a weck, you kpow ; but 2 man musn't

quarrel with his bread-and-butter. I met one of your fellows once ona hunt
after strayed mules, and he asked me in, but I couldn’t go. Sorry, you
know, and all that, but the owner won't have it."

“ Well, then there's nothing to do for it but say good-day to you. I'm
going back. Possibly I'll see some of your people up at Rossiter when they
come to get a horse shod.”

““ Ahorse shod! Why, man alive, we shoe all our horses here 1"

“ Waell, that fellow who rode out of your north gate and went up towards
the fort about an hour or so ago had his horsc shod at a cavalry forge, or I'm
a duffer.” .

A quick change came over the Englishman's face: a flush of surprise and
anger shot up to his forchead: ho wheeled about and gazed cagesly,
loweringly, back towards the far-away buildings.

“ How do you know there was—— What follow did you see?” he
sharply asked.

 Oh, I don't know who he was,” answered Perry, coolly, * He avoided
me just as pointedly as you did,—galloped scross the Monee and out on the
prairie to dodge me ; but he came out of that gate on the stream, locked it
after him, and went on up to the fort; and his horse had cavalry shoes.
Good-day to you, my Brittavic friend. Come and see us when you get tired
of prison-life.”” And, with a grin, Mr. Perry turned and rode rapidly away,
leaving the other horseman in a brown study.

Once fairly across the Monee, he ambled placidly along, thinking of the
odd situation of affairs at this great prairie-reservation, and almost regretted
that he had paid the ranch the honor of a call. Reaching the point where
the wagon-tracks crossed the stream to the gate-way in the boundary fence,
he reined in Nolan and looked through a vista in the cottonwoods. There
was the Englishman, dismounted, stooping over the ground, and cvidently
examining the hoof-prints at the gate. Persy chuckled at the sight, then,
whistling for Bruce, who had strayed off through the timber, he resumed his
jaunty way to the post. .

In the events of the morning there were several things to give him abun-
dant cause for thought, if not for lively curiosity, but he had not yet reached
the sum total of surprises in store for him. He wasstill two miles out from
the fort, 20d niding slowly along the bottom, when he became aware of a
trooper coming towards him on the trail. The sunbeams were glinting on
the polished ornaments of his forage-cap and on the bright yellow chevrons
of his snugly-fitting blouse,  Tall and slender and erect was the coming
horseman, a model of soldierly grace and carrisge, and as he drew nearer
and his hand went up to the cap-visor in salute a gesture from his young
superior brought an instant pressure on the rein, and horse and maa became
an animated statue. It was a wonderfully sudden yet easy check of a steed
in rapid motion, and Mr. Perry, a capital rider himself, could not withhold
his admiration.

“ Where did you learn that sudden halt, scrgeant ?” he asked. “1 never
saw anythiog so quick except the Mexican training ; but that strains a horse
and throws him on his hauoches.”

“ It is not uncommon abroad, sir,”" was the quiet answer.
first in the English cavalry ; and it is easy to teach the horse.”

“ I must get you to show me the knack some day. I've noticed it two
or threc times, and would like to learnit. YWhat I stopped you for was
this: you've been stable-sergcant ever since we got here, have you not ?”

“ Yes, sir.”

“ Then if anybody besides members of the troop had horses shod at out
forge you would be pretty apt to know it.”

“ I know that no one has, sir.” Aud a flush was rising to the young
sergeant’s face and a pained look hovering about his bright blue eyes.  Yet
his manner was sclf-restrained and full of respect.

“ Don't think I'm intimating anything to the contrary, Sergeant Gwynne.
No soldier in the regiment more entirely holds the confidence of his captain
—of all the officers—than you. I was not thinking of that. But somebody
down there at that big ranch bslow us has had his horse shod by 2 cavalry
farricr,—it may have been done while the Eleventh wore here,~and, while
I knew you would not allow it at our forge, I thought it possible that 1t
might be done in your absence.”

“It's the first time I've been out of sight of tho stables since we came
to the post, sir, and the captain gave me permission to ride down the valley
this morning. May I ask the licutenant why he thinks some ranchman 1s
getting his shocing done here at the post ?”

“I’ve been down there this morning, and met 3 man coming up. He
avoided me, and rode over to the south side, and so excited my curiesity ;
and as they keep that whole place enclosed in a wire fence, and he had
evidently came out of the north gate, I was struck by the sight of the hoof-
prints : they were perfectly fresh therc on the trail, and plain as day.
There's no mistaking the shoe, you know. By the way, he rode up to the
fort, and probably entered at your side of the garrison : did you sce_him?"

* No, sir, and, except for breakfast,—just after reveille,—I have been at
stables all the morning. I was there when the licutenant got his horse,”

“Yecs, I remember. ‘Then no one rode in from the valley 2"

« No civilian,—no ranchman, sir. The only horsemen I've scen were
some Cheyenoe scouts during the lasttwo hours, and Dr. Quin,—just before
sick-call.”

“ Dr. Quio I—the post surgeon! Are you sure, sergeant 2"

“Certainly, sir. Tnc doctor rode into the post just about an hour after
the licutenant left,~—coming up tho valley too. He went right around to his
own stable, over towards ihe hospital.”

Alook of amaze and stupefaction was settlingon Perry’s face. Now for
the first time he recalled Mrs. Lawrence’s intimations with regard to the
doctor, and his connection with the signal-lights, Now for the first time 1t
occurred o him that the sceret of those cavalry hoof-prints at the gate was

«1 saw it

that no ranchman, butan officer of the garrison had been the means of

s tmes me P s

u
tt
n

It
be
St

th

st
tr2
hi
yo
ia

ma

Iv

in;
an(
ant
shi1

the
kee
yea
Did
up .

that
dow
colo



