Treasure Trail

By Frederick Niven

CHAPTER VIL
Movie Bill Considers Solitaire

*“You darn fool,” Movie Bill addressed
himself, riding on. “If you want to
help anyone you ought to consider first
whether you are ready to get kicked in
return, metaphorically speaking,” He
rode on a little further, and then—
“No”. he said, “that’s not true. That’s
cynical!” He rode on further, and then—
“Though the cynical is sometimes true,”
he added.

He felt highly incensed at everything
in general by then, even more than at
Piceolo in particular. He reined in and
fooked over the long quiet ‘rolls of Col-
valli plains that expahd there between
the two far-distant ranges of mountain,
east and west. He felt utterly unfit for
converse with his kind. Perhaps the
cause of this mood of irritation was ina
growing sense he had of the ineffectual-
ity of his remaining in Colvalli.
tiff with Piccolo had not created his dis-

content: the tiff was indeed perhaps

partly due to the fact that he was trou-

bled. ;
In the old phrase of the love stories,
he was certain Margaret never could be

his. - According to his own deep thoughts

how could he expect a girl to look at one
with such a face and such a rolling re-
cord? He had always been the black
sheep of his family. The others had
“made good” back east. They had

their names either on the headlines of

their own memorandum forms, or else
figuring in the small print to the left
hand side where reads: ““Treasurer "—
“President”’. What he had acquired in
his roving life, he considered, was of
little value when a girl came drifting into
it. To have seen the Mogollons; to know
how the road looked, as in the old cow-
puncher ballad, out of Holbrook, Arizo-
na-o; to be able to talk in their own
tongues with Chiefs Young Whirlwind
of the Southern Cheyenne or Kicking
Bull of the Sioux; to have a sollection of
Indian arrowheads, the low-grade ones
of the Kootenays, the exquisite ones of
the Umatillas—what was all that? Ar-
rowheads were not a balance at the
bank! A fine speciamen he, to wish to
take under his care a woman!

He looked over the long unfenced
leagues of the prairie. He wondered
where Mark Bantling had gone and then
mused: “It does not matter anyhow.
That darn fellow can take care of him-
self. Ungrateful squeaker.’

He suddenly raised his arms in air
elbows out, in sign to his horse; and off
it shot like an arrow from a bow, with a
gathering and flying whirl of its hoofs,
leaving a wavering pennon of dust be-
hind, rub-a-dubbing the faint scent of
the yet flowerless yellow sage into the
air. He had turned away from Colvalli.
The gallop! The gallop was the thing to
re-oxygenate the blood, to clear the
head, to forget!

He dismissed Piccolo. That was easy!
had he done so thaa Pi:
for

But no soone
thrust upon him again,
up to the

colo was
came bobbin

»f the ro's, out of a clump

there, as he
crest of one ¢
of cottonwood that ribboned along near
an irrigation ditch to south, he saw a
rider emerge; and that rider was Mark
Bantling. Movie Bill recognized him at
half-a-mile distance recognized the lines
of the horse, the shape of the man He
reined in, dropping his elbows to his
sides, and canting back in the saddle

There was nothing astonishing in the
fact that, in a region so open, Bantling
should not have ridden back from the
T. T. ranch by the waggon road. There
was also the possibility, which Movie
did not ignore, that he had been given a
mistaken connection by Central, that
perhaps Bantling had not been at the
T. T. ranch at all, that it was only by a
coincidence that, ringing up Piceolo to
warn him of the coming of Bantling, he
had got in touch with Mark elsewhere.
That was hardly likely.

Much more probable it was, thought he
that Bantling, alarmed, even in his
drunkenness, by the result of his ans-
wering the telephone call when in the T,
T. ranch house, had chosen to return
by another way than the road, That
strip of trees gave good shelter. Perhaps
he had even gone down into the belt
of cottonwoods to rest a while, wash in
the ditch, cool himself among the sha-
dows. With the first leap of spring on
Colvalli Plain the trees were already all
sifted over with little leaves, not green
yet, but like a sift of bright yellow over
the twigs. Movie Bill watched Mark
Bantling ride on, headed then across the
open in/ the direction of Colvalli. He
was riding at a tangent that would take
him past the northwest corner of the
Jarvis and Benwell horse ranch home
pasture fence. Bill sat motionless. Not
once did the diminishing figure of that
rider turn to look around. It showed
sometimes high, man and almost all

horse visible, then dwindled down till

The

but a dot of shoulder and bpoad hat
showed along a ridge.

Again Movie Bill dismissed Pjccolo—
Piccolo and Mark Bantling. He shook

pleasure of riding in the good air. And
well on in the afternoon he returned to
but not utterly dismissed his uncertainty
as to whether he had not better get him
gone - from the place—forget Margaret
MacPherson instead of, lovesick and
dissembling his love, tarrying on in-
definitely, hopelessly.

Deep in reverie that night after supper,
he told himself, sitting aloof on the upper
balcony, that he was by nature a lone
man, a2 man who shéuld not mix up in
the affairs of others, even in the mood of
Good Samaritan. He went 2 step fur-
ther. He told himself that he should get
away—away~-from Colvalli; and then
he went to bed.

“Oh, you ugly-faced son of a gun!”
he addressed himself in the morning,
shaving. “I’'m going to take you out
ariding again today—a-riding and a-
thinking.” (Evidently the matter was
not settled after all!) . “I guess you'll
come back to pack your little grips, and
| roll your little blankets, and pull your
little freight. You have a face like a
bad man, a tough; and I guess you
better go be a tough instead of senti-
mentalizing around here.”

He went down for breakfast and paid
no heed to anyone in the room. He
saw only the splashes of light on the
floor; he felt only the freshness of the
air fanning at an open window. Hall-
an-hour after breakfast he was riding
south out of Colvalli, picturing all open
America himself, thinking of the
grey-green rolls of Alberta, north, the
mountains of British Columbia; the dry
belts of Washington; the sandhills of
New Mexico—the big open west he
knew, Where, in all that west, he won-
dered, should he go?

He had a lunch in his pocket to left
and his automatic in the pocket to right,
a pipe in his vest pocket, and a pouch of
tobacco in his hip pocket. There were
still some savings in the bank from his

to

the lines and rode on,(for the mere|;

toughs in Placer!
replenishing supplies of hootch!

sandy yellow bank.
“How-do,” said Bantling.
“How-do,” ,said Greer.
“How-do,,” said Movie BillL

down beside him,
“Say, Bill,” said Bantling, *I got a
proposition to put to you.”

he hardly knew—knew but by sight,

with at the hotel; but he would accept

Mr.—would have seemed more fitting
“Yep?” enquired Movie,

Bantling made a sudden movement ol
his hand from his right side coat pocket
where it had reposed.
it there and wondered
despite the law

“heeled”. Bantling’s hand shot out
and the palm opened; and lying in i
was a piece of sparkling galena, a ston

off long before he rose to have gone
far; and there was a steadiness in the
gait of their horses, that automatic ap-
pearance that comes of miles, that sug-
gested to him that they had been riding
so for some time. Maybe they had been
to Placer, the next statiom on the rail-
road. It was further than to Eagle Bend,
Colvalli’s usual railroad stop; but Placer
was a larger place. A few more reputed
More probability of
They
spoke one to the other, he saw; and
then rode aside to where he sat on the

They dismounted, throwing the lines
over their horses’ heads, and squatted

“Bill” seemed highly friendly for one
and had exchanged no more than a nod

it as friendly, although to begin with,
Allardyce—even without the handle of

Bill had noted |
if Mark also,
regarding concealed
weapons, had a tendency toward being

splinter that fitted just the cup of his

there before.

Colvalli Plains,

last long spell of work before chance led
him to Colvalli, chance or perhaps a
memory of days when he had been
When love comes in at
the window self-analysis is a difficult
matter.
By noon he was well down south of
where the benches lie
in their long yellow bastions, and the

palm.
“Do you know what
asked,

then”.

that i8?” he

“’That,” answered Bill, slowly, looks
to me like the biggest piece of the little
bits of rock that Piccolo Thomas flipped
from his pocket at the Benwell House
a few days back”; he paused, then de-
cided to say it: “and you picked up

“Sure 1 saw; but it doesn’t

“Yes. And I think even a novice
ought to recognize it as maybe valuable.
That fellow Piccolo Thomas gets my goat
slinging samples around that way. Or
maybe he’s trying to have you on a
string, pull your leg. 1 saw from the
way you asked him where he'd been
hat you were on to it. What 1 think
is that he just picked it up on some
road they crossed. Guess it dropped
from an ore wagon, Maybe it slipped
off an hide in winter, when they were
rawhiding, If you knew the look of the
ore of claims being worked up there in
the parts they passed through you'd
maybe see that that is only a specimen
from a working mine. after all.”

This was clearly a new suggestion to
both Greer and Bantling. It was, how-
ever, but a momentary glance or doubt
they gave one to the other, or that
Greer gave towards Bantling. Bant-
ling’s glance at ‘Greer may not have
been of doubt at all. If Movie Bill’s
suggestion shook him it was only for a
second. But quickly he pretended that
he accepted such an explanation as
feasible.

“Sure, sure!” said he.

They should have ridden on then;
but they did not. They sat and studied
Bill’s lined and, at that moment, blank
face. They were deeply desirous to as-
certain just how much he knew.

Said Bantling, baffled by that mask-
like expression; “Now I guess you don’t
believe that at all. What did you go to
f| see Piccolo Thomas about yesterday?”’

(The fact was that, leaving the T. T.
ranch house, Bantling had just passed
into the strip of cotton-woods when
Movie Bill arrived there; and there he
remained until after Bill departed. Un-
| seen he had seen, and been sufficiently
t | sohered by the talk over the ‘phone to
:Lr- »p away, not plunge drunkenly back

as the lees of the mad fumes prompted
]hxm to do,)

Movie Bill’s face did then, it must be
confessed, look a mighty “tough’ face,

“Do you want me to repeat to you
the Declaration of Independence?”” he
asked gently, and yet with an edge in
his tone, *This is the Land of the Free.
I can make a call without having to re-
port, 1 hope?” and as he said these
words his hand in his right hand pocket
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way I would never have amswered it.

Movie Bill smiled his queer smile.,

tionist,”’ said he.

cation where he got it?"”
“Not a particle,”
Bill.

to it yourself.”
*“Shucks!

actual or alleged whisky,” said Bill.
Bantling laughed, unbelievingly.

wrong, put in:

“W"Nvdo-’you mean?” blazed Bants

. Now 1 guess I get you
better. You saw what we picked up.
And what I think is that you went to
see Piccolo to pump him about where he

“Same as you,” remarked Movie Bill.
“Oh, was it you talked on the 'phone?
1 thought so, even the way I was then,
If 1 hadn’t been that
“By your intellect you're a prohibi-
Bantling paid no heed to that aside.
“Now I want to ask you,” said he;
“Did Piccolo give you any further indi-
answered Movie
“You said on the 'phone you were on
That was just my danged
temper, without being lit up with either
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get it—if you can.
begin to talk about hazing Piccol
telling you ‘where it was he found the
samples that the crooked begins.”

1 said so—without heat. This is ag
ethical discussion.”

“You got me on ethical!” said Bant.
ling. *Sounds like a word out of a book,
But talk on anyhow. You was about to}
remark?” ‘
“Well, go and look -for it. That!
all,” said Allardyce, “1 don’t say them
is anything crooked in even picking up
that bit. of rock and saying nothing to
Pictolo about it. 1 don’t say there j
anything crooked even in mot drawing
his attention to what he dropped—un
less he knew what he dropped. Funnyl
But there seems to he a difference. S
far as 1 can see it was nothing to him,
iust dust abd splinters in a pocket that
he cleaned out.”

“That’s straight talk,” said Greer to
Bantling.. “You can't ask more tl
that. You're all right, Mr. Allardy
Bill.”
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To be continued.
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