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CHAPTER I
THE SHERIFF RIDES TO WAR

ANY MEN SWORE THAT THE ORPHAN WAS BAD, AND MANY SWORE
PROFANELY AND WITH WONDERFUL COMMAND OF EPITHETS BECAUSE HE

WAS BAD, BUT FOR OBVIOUS REASONS THAT WAS AS FAR AS THE MAJORITY WENT
TO SHOW THEIR DISPLEASURE. THOSE OF THE MINORITY WHO HAD GONE FARTHER
AND WHO HAD SHOWN THEIR HATRED BY RASH ACTIONS ONLY PROVED THEIR
foolishness; for they had indeed gone far and would return no more.

TRADITION HAD IT THAT THE ORPHAN WAS A MONGREL, A HALF-BREED,
ASSERTING THAT HIS MOTHER HAD BEEN A SIOUX WITH NEGRO BLOOD IN HER
VEINS. IT ALSO ASSERTED THAT HIS FATHER HAD BEEN NOMINATED AND
UNANIMOUSLY ELECTED, BY A POSSE, TO AN ELEVATED POSITION UNDER A
TREE; AND FURTHER, THAT THE ORPHAN HIMSELF HAD BEEN BORN DURING A
CLOUDBURST AT MIDNIGHT ON THE THIRTEENTH OF THE MONTH. THE LATTER WAS
FROM THE MEXICANS, WHO FOUND GREAT DELIGHT IN MAKING SUCH TERRIFYING
combinations of ill luck.

BUT TRADITION WAS STRONGLY QUESTIONED AS TO HIS MOTHER, FOR HOW COULD
THE SON OF SUCH A MOTHER BE POSSESSED OF THE DARE-DEVIL COURAGE
AND GRIT WHICH HAD MADE HIS NAME A SYNONYM OF TERROR? THIS
CONTENTION WAS WELL STATED AND IS BORNE OUT, FOR IT CAN BE
AUTHORITATIVELY SAID THAT THE MOTHER OF THE ORPHAN WAS WHITE, AND HAD
NEITHER INDIAN NOR NEGRO BLOOD IN HER VEINS, BUT ON THE CONTRARY CAME
FROM A FAMILY OF GENTLEFOLK. THUS I START ARIGHT BY REFUTING SLANDER. THE
ORPHAN WAS WHITE, HIS PROFANITY BLUE, AND HIS ANGER RED, AND HAVING
STARTED ARIGHT, I WILL CONTINUE WITH THE EVENTS WHICH LED TO THE DISCOVERY
OF HIS INNATE BETTER QUALITIES AND THEIR FINAL ASCENDENCY OVER THE
SAVAGELY HARD NATURE WHICH CIRCUMSTANCES HAD BRED IN HIM. THESE
EVENTS BEGAN ON THE DAY WHEN JAMES SHIELDS, FOR REASONS
hereinafter set forth, became actively interested in his career.

SHIELDS, BY COMMON CONSENT KEEPER OF THE LAW OVER A TERRITORY AS
LARGE AS THE STATE OF NEW JERSEY AND WHOM OUT OF COURTESY I WILL CALL
SHERIFF, WAS NO COWARD, AND NEITHER WAS HE A FOOL; AND WHEN WORD
CAME TO HIM THAT THE ORPHAN HAD MADE A MESS OF TWO SHEEP
HERDERS NEAR THE U BEND OF THE LIMPING WATER CREEK, HE DID NOT
FORTHWITH PACE THE STREET AND INFORM THE CITIZENS OF FORD’S STATION THAT
HE WAS ABOUT TO START ON A JOURNEY WHICH HAD FOR ITS OBJECT THE
CONGRATULATION OF THE ORPHAN AT LONG RANGE. UPON OCCASIONS HIS
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TACITURNITY BECAME OPPRESSIVE, ESPECIALLY WHEN GRAVE DANGERS OR
TENSE SITUATIONS DEMANDED CONCENTRATION OF THOUGHT. THE MORE HE
THOUGHT THE LESS HE TALKED, THE ONE NOTABLE EXCEPTION BEING WHEN
stirred to righteous anger by personal insults, in which case his words
FLOWED SMOOTHLY ALONG ONE CHANNEL WHILE HIS THOUGHTS GRIPPED A
SINGLE IDEA. TO HIS ACQUAINTANCES HE VARIED AS THE MOOD DIRECTED,
OFTEN SAYING PRACTICALLY NOTHING FOR HOURS, AND AT OTHER TIMES
DISCOURSING VOLUBLY. ONE THING, A WORD OF HIS, HAD BECOME
PROVERBIAL–WHEN SHIELDS SAID “HELL!” HE WAS IN NO MOOD FOR
PLEASANTRIES, AND THE THIRD REPETITION OF THE WORD MEANT RED, RED
ANGER. HE WAS A MAN OF STRONG PERSONALITY, WHO LOVED HIS FRIENDS IN
STAUNCH, UNSWERVING LOYALTY; AND HE TOLERATED HIS ENEMIES UNTIL THE
last ditch had been reached.

HE, LIKE THE ORPHAN, WAS ESSENTIALLY A HUMORIST IN THE FINEST DEFINITION
OF THE TERM, INASMUCH AS HE COULD FIND HUMOR IN THE WORST POSSIBLE
SITUATIONS. HE WAS EVEN NOW FORCIBLY STRUCK WITH THE HUMOR OF HIS
CONTEMPLATED RIDE, FOR THE ORPHAN WOULD BE SO VERY MUCH SURPRISED
TO SEE HIM. HE COULD PICTURE THE EXPRESSION OF WEARY TOLERATION WHICH
WOULD GRACE THE OUTLAW’S FACE OVER THE SIGHTS, AND HE CHUCKLED
INWARDLY AS HE THOUGHT OF HOW THE ORPHAN WOULD SWEAR. HE DID HIS
SHOOTING AS AN UNAVOIDABLE DUTY, A BUSINESS, A STERN NECESSITY; AND
HE TOOK GREAT DELIGHT IN ITS ACCURACY. WHEN HE SHOT AT A MAN HE DID IT
WITH BECOMING GRAVITY, BUT NEVERTHELESS HE RADIATED PRIDE AND
CHEERFULNESS WHEN HE HIT THE MAN’S NOSE OR EYE OR ADAM’S APPLE AT A
HUNDRED YARDS. ALL THE TIME HE KNEW THAT THE MAN OUGHT TO DIE, THAT IT
WAS A CASE OF NECESSITY, AND THIS EXPLAINS WHY HE WAS SO PLEASED
about the eye or nose or Adam’s apple.

WITH THE ORPHAN POPULAR OPINION SAID IT WAS FAR DIFFERENT; THAT HIS
HUMOR WAS GHASTLY, MALEVOLENT, MURDEROUS; THAT HE SHOT TO KILL WITH THE
SAME GRAVITY, BUT THAT IT WAS THAT OF ICY DETERMINATION, CHILLING FEROCITY.
HE WAS SAID TO BE METHODICAL IN THE TAKING OF INNOCENT LIFE, EVEN
MORE ACCURATE THAN THE SHERIFF, WILY AND SHREWD AS THE LEADER OF A
WOLF-PACK, AND EQUALLY RELENTLESS. THE ORPHAN WAS LOOKED UPON AS AN
ABNORMAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE IDEA OF DESTRUCTION; THE SHERIFF, A
CORRECTIVE FORCE, AND ALMOST AS STRONG AS THE EVIL HE WOULD ENDEAVOR
TO OVERCOME. THE TWO CAME AS NEAR TO THE SCIENTISTS’ LITTLE JOKE OF THE
IRRESISTIBLE FORCE MEETING THE IMMOVABLE BODY AS CAN BE FOUND IN
human agents.

SO SHIELDS, UPON HEARING OF THE ORPHAN’S LATEST MANIFESTATION OF
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HUMOR, APPRECIATED THE JOKE TO THE FULLEST EXTENT AND MADE UP HIS
MIND TO PLAY A SIMILAR ONE ON THE FRISKY OUTLAW. HE COULD NOT HELP BUT
SYMPATHIZE WITH THE ORPHAN, BECAUSE EVERY MAN KNEW WHAT PESTS
THE SHEEPMEN WERE, AND SHIELDS, AT ONE TIME A COWMAN, WAS
NATURALLY PREJUDICED AGAINST SHEEP. HE WAS EXCEEDINGLY WEARY OF
HAVING TO GUARD HERDS OF BLEATING GRASS-SHAVERS WHICH SO OFTEN
PASSED ACROSS HIS DOMAIN, AND HE REGARDED THE SHEEP-RAISING
INDUSTRY AS AN UNNECESSARY EVIL WHICH SHOULD BY ALL RIGHTS BE
DEPORTED. BUT HE COULD NOT EXCUSE THE ORPHAN’S CRUDE AND SAVAGE
IDEA OF DEPORTATION. THE SHERIFF WAS REALLY KIND-HEARTED, AND HE
BECAME ANGRY WHEN HE THOUGHT OF THE OUTLAW DRIVING TWO THOUSAND
SHEEP OVER THE STEEP BANK OF THE LIMPING WATER TO A PITIFUL DEATH BY
DROWNING; THE ORPHAN SHOULD HAVE BEEN SATISFIED IN MESSING UP THE
ANATOMY OF THE HERDERS. HE DID NOT LIKE A GLUTTON, AND HE WOULD TELL THE
outlaw so in his own way.

HE WALKED BRISKLY THROUGH HIS YARD AND CALLED TO HIS WIFE AS HE
PASSED THE HOUSE, TELLING HER THAT HE WAS GOING TO BE GONE FOR AN
INDEFINITE PERIOD, NOT REVEALING THE OBJECT OF HIS JOURNEY, AS HE DID NOT
WISH TO WORRY HER. ACCUSTOMED AS SHE WAS TO HAVE HIM FACE DANGER,
SHE HAD A LOVING WIFE’S FEAR FOR HIS SAFETY, AND LOST MANY HOURS’ SLEEP
WHILE HE WAS AWAY. HE TOOK HIS RIFLE FROM WHERE IT LEANED AGAINST THE
PORCH AND CONTINUED ON HIS WAY TO THE SMALL CORRAL IN THE REAR OF THE
YARD, WHERE TWO HORSES WHISKED FLIES AND SOUGHT THE SHADE. LEADING
ONE OF THEM OUTSIDE, HE DEFTLY SLUNG A SADDLE TO ITS BACK, SECURED THE
CINCHES AND PUT ON A LIGHT BRIDLE. DROPPING THE WINCHESTER INTO ITS
SADDLE HOLSTER, HE MOUNTED AND FOUGHT THE ANIMAL FOR A FEW MINUTES
JUST AS HE ALWAYS HAD TO FIGHT IT. HE SPUN THE CYLINDERS OF HIS .45 COLTS
AND RAN HIS FINGERS ALONG THE UNDER SIDE OF HIS BELT FOR ASSURANCE AS
TO AMMUNITION. SEEING THAT THE BLACK LEATHER CASE WHICH WAS SLUNG
FROM THE POMMEL OF THE SADDLE CONTAINED HIS FIELD GLASS AND THAT HIS
CANTEEN WAS FULL OF WATER, HE RODE TO THE BACK DOOR OF HIS HOUSE,
WHERE HIS WIFE GAVE HIM A BAG OF FOOD. PROMISING HER THAT HE WOULD
TAKE GOOD CARE OF HIMSELF AND TO RETURN AS SPEEDILY AS POSSIBLE, HE
cantered through the gate and down the street toward the “Oasis,” the
DOOR OF WHICH WAS ALWAYS OPEN. TWO DOGS WERE STRETCHED OUT IN THE
DOORWAY, LAZILY SNAPPING AT FLIES. AS THE SHERIFF DREW REIN HE HEARD
snores which wheezed from the barroom.

“Say, Dan!” he cried loudly. “Dan!”

“SHOUT IT OUT, SHERIFF,” CAME THE RESPONSE FROM WITHIN THE DARKENED

8

9



room, and the bartender appeared at the door.

“IF ANYBODY WANTS ME, THEY MAY FIND ME AT BRENT’S; I’M GOING OUT THAT
WAY,” THE SHERIFF SAID, AS HE LOOSENED THE REINS. “BITE, D ––––N YOU,”
he growled at his horse.

“ALL RIGHT, JIM,” SLEEPILY REPLIED THE BARTENDER, WATCHING THE PEACE
OFFICER AS HE CANTERED BRISKLY DOWN THE STREET. HE YAWNED, STRETCHED
and returned to his chair, there to doze lightly as long as he might.

SHIELDS USUALLY LEFT WORD AT THE OASIS AS TO WHERE HE MIGHT BE FOUND
IN CASE HE SHOULD BE BADLY NEEDED, BUT IN THIS INSTANCE HE HAD LEFT
WORD WHERE HE COULD NOT BE FOUND IF NEEDED. HE CANTERED OUT OF THE
TOWN OVER THE TRAIL WHICH LED TO BRENT’S RANCH AND HELD TO IT UNTIL HE HAD
PUT GREAT ENOUGH DISTANCE BEHIND TO ASSURE HIM THAT HE WAS OUT OF
SIGHT OF ANY CURIOUS CITIZEN OF FORD’S STATION. THEN HE WHEELED
ABRUPTLY AS HE REACHED THE BOTTOM OF AN ARROYO AND SWUNG SHARPLY TO
THE NORTHEAST AT A RIGHT ANGLE TO HIS FORMER COURSE AND PUSHED HIS
MOUNT AT A LOPE AROUND THE CHAPARRALS AND CACTI, ALL THE TIME RIDING
MORE TO THE EAST AND IN THE DIRECTION OF THE U BEND OF THE LIMPING
WATER. HE FROWNED SLIGHTLY AND GRUMBLED AS HE ESTIMATED THAT THE
ORPHAN WOULD HAVE NEARLY THREE HOURS’ START OF HIM BY THE TIME HE
REACHED HIS OBJECTIVE, WHICH MEANT A LONG CHASE IN THE PURSUIT OF
such a man.

TO A TENDERFOOT THE HEAT WOULD HAVE BEEN VERY OPPRESSIVE, EVEN
DANGEROUS, BUT THE SHERIFF THOUGHT IT AN IDEAL TEMPERATURE FOR HUNTING.
HE SMILED PLEASANTLY AT HIS SURROUNDINGS AND WAS PLEASED BY THE
PLAYFUL VIM OF HIS BELLIGERENT PINTO, WHOSE ACTIONS WERE NOT IN THE LEAST
INTENDED TO BE PLAYFUL. WHEN THE ANIMAL SUDDENLY TURNED ITS HEAD AND
NIPPED HARD AND QUICK AT THE SHERIFF’S LEGS, GETTING A MOUTHFUL OF NASTY
LEATHER AND SEASONED ASH FOR ITS REWARD, HE GLEEFULLY KICKED THE PONY
IN THE EYE WHEN IT LET GO, AND THEN ROWELLED A STREAK OF PERFORATIONS IN
ITS UGLY HIDE WITH HIS SPURS AS AN ENCOURAGEMENT. THE ENSUING
BUCKING WAS JOY TO HIS HEART, AND HE FEARED THAT HE MIGHT EVENTUALLY
grow to like the animal.

WHEN HE ARRIVED AT THE U BEND HE PUT IN HALF AN HOUR BURYING THE
HUMAN BUTTS OF THE ORPHAN’S JOKE, FOR THE PERPETRATOR LIKED TO LEAVE
HIS TROPHIES WHERE THEY COULD BE SEEN AND APPRECIATED. SHIELDS
LOOKED SADLY AT THE DEAD SHEEP, SAID “HELL” TWICE AND FORDED THE
STREAM, PICKED UP THE OUTLAW’S TRAIL ON THE FURTHER SIDE AND CANTERED
ALONG IT. THE TRAIL WAS VERY PLAIN TO HIM, STRAIGHT AS A CHALK LINE, AND IT
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LED TOWARD THE NORTHEAST, WHICH SUITED THE SHERIFF, BECAUSE THERE WAS
A GOODLY SIZED WATER HOLE TWENTY MILES FURTHER ON IN THAT DIRECTION.
PERHAPS HE WOULD FIND THE ORPHAN FORTIFIED THERE, FOR IT WOULD BE JUST
LIKE THAT PERSON TO MONOPOLIZE THE ONLY DRINKING WATER WITHIN TWENTY
MILES AND FORCE HIS HUMOROUS ADVERSARY TO EITHER TAKE THE HOLE OR GO
back to the Limping Water for a drink. Anyway, The Orphan would get
AWFULLY SOILED WALLOWING ABOUT IN THE MUD AND WATER, AND HE WOULD
NOT HURT THE WATER MUCH UNLESS HE LACKED THE DECENCY TO BLEED ON THE
BANK. HAVING DECIDED TO TAKE THE HOLE IN PREFERENCE TO RIDING BACK TO
THE CREEK, THE SHERIFF IMMEDIATELY DISMISSED THAT PHASE OF THE GAME
FROM HIS MIND AND FELL TO MUSING ABOUT THE RUMORS WHICH HAD
persistently reiterated that the Apaches were out.

PRACTICAL JOKING WITH THE ORPHAN AND INTERFERING WITH THE TRAVELING OF
APACHE WAR PARTIES WERE MUCH THE SAME IN RESULTS, SO THE SHERIFF
MADE UP HIS MIND TO ATTEND TO THE LESSER MATTER, IF NEED BE, AFTER HE
HAD QUIETED THE MAN HE WAS FOLLOWING. EVERYBODY KNEW THAT APACHES
WERE VERY BAD, BUT THAT THE ORPHAN WAS WORSE; AND, BESIDES, THE
LATTER WOULD BE LAUGHING DERISIVELY ABOUT THAT MATTER CONCERNING A
DRINK. THE SHERIFF GRINNED AND RODE HAPPILY FORWARD, TAKING PAINS,
HOWEVER, TO CIRCLE AROUND ALL CHAPARRALS AND COVERS OF EVERY NATURE,
FOR HE DID NOT KNOW BUT THAT HIS PLAYFUL ENEMY MIGHT HAVE TIRED OF
RIDING BEFORE THE WATER HOLE HAD BEEN REACHED AND DECIDED TO CAMP
OUT UNDER COVER. WHILE THE SHERIFF WAS UNAFRAID, HE HAD BEFITTING
RESPECT FOR THE QUALITY OF THE ORPHAN’S MARKSMANSHIP, WHICH WAS
REPUTED AS BEING ABOVE REPROACH; AND HE WAS NOT EXPECTED TO
DETERMINE OFFHAND WHETHER THE OUTLAW WAS ABOVE LYING IN AMBUSH. SO
HE USED HIS FIELD GLASS CONSTANTLY IN SWEEPING COVERS AND RODE
forward toward the water hole.
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CHAPTER II
CONCERNING AN ARROW

HE BLEAK FOREGROUND OF GRAY SOIL, COVERED WITH DRIFTS OF ALKALI AND
SAND, WAS STUDDED WITH CLUMPS OF MESQUITE AND CACTI AND

OCCASIONAL TUFTS OF SUN-BURNED GRASS, DUSTY AND SOMBER, WHILE A FEW
SAGEBRUSH BLENDED THEIR LEAVES TO THE PREDOMINATING COLOR. BACK OF
THIS WAS A NEAR HORIZON TO THE NORTH AND EAST, BROUGHT NEAR BY THE
SKYLINE OF A LOW, UNDULATING RANGE OF SAND HILLS RISING FROM THE DESERT
TO MEET A FADED SKY. THE MORNING GLOW BROUGHT THIS SKYLINE INTO SHARP
DEFINITION AS THE DIVIDING LINE BETWEEN THE DARKNESS OF THE PLAIN IN THE
SHADOW OF THE RANGE AND THE FAST INCREASING MORNING LIGHT. TO THE
SOUTH AND WEST THE PLAIN BLENDED INTO THE SKY, AND THERE WAS NO
horizon.

TWO TRAILS MET AND CROSSED NEAR A SAND-BUFFETED BOWLDER OF LAVA
STONE, WHICH WAS HUGE, GROTESQUE AND FORBIDDING IN ITS BULKY
INDISTINCTNESS. THE FIRST OF THE TRAILS RAN NORTH AND SOUTH AND WAS FAINT
BUT PLAINLY DISCERNIBLE, BEING BEATEN A TRIFLE BELOW THE LEVEL OF THE
DESERT AND FORMING A DEPRESSION WHICH THE WINDS ALTERNATELY FILLED
AND EMPTIED OF DUST; AND ITS ARROW-LIKE DIRECTNESS, SWERVING NEITHER
TO THE RIGHT NOR LEFT, BESPOKE OF THE HASTE WHICH URGED THE UNFORTUNATE
TRAVELER TO HAVE DONE WITH IT AS SPEEDILY AS POSSIBLE, SINCE THERE WAS
NOTHING ALLURING ALONG ITS HEAT-CURSED COURSE TO BID HIM TARRY IN HIS
RIDING. THERE WAS YET ANOTHER REASON FOR HASTE, FOR THE WATER HOLES
WERE OVER FIFTY MILES APART, AND IN THAT COUNTRY WATER HOLES WERE MORE
OR LESS UNCERTAIN AND DOUBTFUL AS TO BEING FREE FROM MINERAL POISONS.
ON THE OCCASIONS WHEN THE APACHES AWOKE TO FIND THAT MANY OF THEIR
YOUNG MEN WERE MISSING, AND A PROVED WARRIOR OR TWO, THIS TRAIL
BECOME WEIGHTED WITH POSSIBILITIES, FOR THIS DESERT WAS THE
PLAYGROUND OF WAR PARTIES, AN UNLIMITED ANTE-ROOM FOR THE
PRELIMINARIES TO PREDATORY PILGRIMAGES; AND THE NORTHERN TRAIL THEN
PARTOOK OF THE NATURE OF A HUGE WIRE OVER WHICH PLAYED AN ALTERNATING
CURRENT, THE POTENTIALS OF WHICH WERE THE RANGES AT ONE END AND THE
SAVAGERY AND WAR SPIRIT OF THE PAINTED TRIBES AT THE OTHER: AND THE
voltage was frequently deadly.

THE OTHER TRAIL, CROSSING THE FIRST AT RIGHT ANGLES, LED EASTWARD TO THE
FERTILE VALLEYS OF THE CANADIAN AND THE CIMARRON; WESTWARD IT SPREAD
OUT LIKE THE STICKS OF A FAN TO ANYWHERE AND NOWHERE, GRADUALLY
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RESOLVING ITSELF INTO THE FAINTER AND STILL MORE FAINT INDIVIDUAL PATHS
WHICH FED IT AS SINGLE STRANDS FEED A ROPE. IT LACKED THE DIRECTNESS OF
ITS INTERSECTOR BECAUSE OF THE IMPENETRABLE CHAPARRALS WHICH FORCED IT
TO WANDER HITHER AND YON. NEITHER WAS IT AS PLAIN TO THE EYE, FOR
PREFERENCE, EXCEPT IN CASES OF URGENT NECESSITY, FORESWORE ITS SAVING
OF MILES AND JOURNEYED BY THE MORE CIRCUITOUS SOUTHERN TRAIL WHICH
WOUND BENEATH COTTONWOODS AND MOTTES OF LIVE OAK AND FREQUENTLY
DIPPED BENEATH THE WATERS OF SLUGGISH STREAMS, THE BANKS OF WHICH
were fringed with willows.

AS A LEAN COYOTE LOPED PAST THE POINT OF INTERSECTION A MOVING OBJECT
SUDDENLY TOPPED THE SKYLINE OF THE SOUTHERN END OF THE SANDHILLS TO THE
EAST AND SPRANG INTO SHARP SILHOUETTE, PAUSED FOR AN INSTANT ON THE
EDGE OF THE RANGE AND THEN, PLUNGING DOWN INTO THE SHADOWS AT ITS
base, rode rapidly toward the bowlder.

HE WAS AN APACHE, AND WAS MAGNIFICENT IN HIS PROPORTIONS AND THE
easy erectness of his poise. He GLANCED SHARPLY ABOUT HIM, LETTING HIS
GAZE FINALLY SETTLE ON THE SOUTHERN TRAIL AND THEN, LEANING OVER, HE
PLACED AN OBJECT ON THE HIGHEST POINT OF THE ROCK. WHEELING ABRUPTLY,
HE GALLOPED BACK OVER HIS TRAIL, THE RISING WIND SETTING DILIGENTLY AT
WORK TO COVER THE HOOFPRINTS OF HIS PONY. HE HAD NO SOONER DROPPED
FROM SIGHT OVER THE HILLS THAN ANOTHER FIGURE BEGAN TO BE DEFINED IN THE
dim light, this time from the north.

THE NEWCOMER RODE AT AN EASY CANTER AND FOUND SMALL PLEASURE IN
THE CLOUD OF ALKALI DUST WHICH THE WIND KEPT AT PACE WITH HIM. HIS HAT,
THE FIRST VISIBLE SIGN OF HIS CALLING, PROCLAIMED HIM TO BE A COWBOY,
AND WHEN HE HAD STOPPED AT THE BOWLDER HIS EVERY POSSESSION
endorsed the silent testimony of the hat.

HE WAS BRONZED AND SELF-RELIANT, SOME REASON FOR THE LATTER BEING
SUGGESTED BY THE LONG-BARRELED RIFLE WHICH SWUNG FROM HIS RIGHT
SADDLE SKIRT AND THE PAIR OF COLT’S WHICH LAY ALONG HIS THIGHS. HE WORE
THE USUAL BLUE FLANNEL SHIRT, OPEN AT THE THROAT, THE REGULAR SILK KERCHIEF
ABOUT HIS NECK, AND THE INDISPENSABLE CHAPS, WHICH WERE OF ANGORA
GOATSKIN. HIS BOOTS WERE TIGHT FITTING, WITH HIGH HEELS, AND HUGE BRASS
SPURS PROJECTED THEREFROM. A FORTY-FOOT COIL OF RAWHIDE HUNG FROM THE
POMMEL OF HIS “ROCKING-CHAIR” SADDLE AND A SLICKER WAS STRAPPED
behind the cantle.

HE GLANCED BEHIND HIM AS HE DREW REIN, WONDERING WHEN THE SHERIFF
WOULD SHOW HIMSELF, FOR HE WAS BEING FOLLOWED, OF THAT HE WAS CERTAIN.

17

18



That was why he had ridden through so many chaparrals and doubled
ON HIS TRAIL. HE WAS NOW RIDING TO DESCRIBE A CIRCLE, THE OBJECT BEING
TO GET BEHIND HIS PURSUER AND TO DO SOME HUNTING ON HIS OWN ACCOUNT.
AS HE STARTED TO CONTINUE ON HIS WAY HIS QUICK EYES ESPIED
SOMETHING ON THE BOWLDER WHICH MADE HIM SUDDENLY DRAW REIN AGAIN.
GLANCING TO THE GROUND HE SAW THE TRACKS MADE BY THE APACHE, AND
HE PEERED INTENTLY ALONG THE EASTERN TRAIL WITH HIS HAND SHADING HIS
EYES. THE EYES WERE OF A GRAYISH BLUE, HARD AND STEELY AND CRUEL.
THEY WERE CALCULATING EYES, AND NEVER MISSED ANYTHING WORTH SEEING.
THE FIERCE GLARE OF THE SEMI-TROPICAL SUN WHICH FOR MANY YEARS HAD
DAILY ASSAULTED THEM MADE IT IMPERATIVE THAT HE SQUINT FROM HALF-
CLOSED LIDS, AND HAD GIVEN HIS FACE A MALEVOLENT LOOK. AND THE
CHARACTERISTICS PROMISED BY THE EYES WERE ENDORSED BY HIS JAW,
which was square and firm set, underlying thin, straight lips. But about
HIS LIPS WERE GRAVEN LINES SO CYNICAL AND YET SO HUMOROUS AS TO BAFFLE
an observer.

RAISING HIS CANTEEN TO HIS LIPS HE COUNTED SEVEN SWALLOWS AND THEN,
LETTING IT FALL TO HIS SIDE, HE PICKED UP THE OBJECT WHICH HAD MADE HIM
PAUSE. THERE WAS NO SURPRISE IN HIS FACE, FOR HE NEVER WAS SURPRISED
at anything.

AS HE LOOKED AT THE OBJECT HE REMEMBERED THE RUMORS OF THE APACHE
WAR DANCES AND OF FAST-RIDING, PAINT-BEDAUBED “HUNTING PARTIES.”
WHAT HAD BEEN RUMOR HE NOW KNEW TO BE A FACT, AND HIS FACE
BECAME EVEN MORE CRUEL AS HE REALIZED THAT HE WAS PLAYING TAG WITH
THE SHERIFF IN THE VERY HEART OF THE APACHE PLAYGROUND, WHERE DEATH
MIGHT LURK IN ANY OF THE THORNY COVERS WHICH SURROUNDED HIM ON ALL
sides.

“Apache war arrow,” he grunted. “Now it shore beats the devil that me
AND THE SHERIFF CAN’T HAVE A FREE REIN TO SETTLE UP OUR ACCOUNTS.
SOMEBODY IS ALWAYS STICKING THEIR NOSE IN MY BUSINESS,” HE
GRUMBLED. THEN HE FROWNED AT THE ARROW IN HIS HAND. “THAT RED ON THE
HEAD IS BLOOD,” HE MURMURED, NOTICING THE SALIENT POINTS OF THE
WEAPON, “AND THAT YELLOW HAIR MEANS GOOD SCALPING. THE THONG OF
LEATHER SPELLS PLUNDER, AND IT WAS POINTING TO THE EAST. THE BUCK THAT
BROUGHT IT WENT BACK AGAIN, SO THIS IS TO SHOW HIS FRIENDS WHICH WAY TO
RIDE. HE WAS IN A HURRY, TOO, JUDGING FROM THE WAY HE THREW SAND, AND
from them toe-prints.”

HE HATED APACHES VINDICTIVELY, MALEVOLENTLY, WITH A SINGLE PURPOSE
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AND INSTINCT, BECAUSE OF A LITTLE SCORE HE OWED THEM. ONCE WHEN HE
had managed to rustle together a big herd of horses and was within a
DAY’S RIDE OF A READY MARKET, A PARTY OF APACHES HAD RIDDEN UP IN THE
NIGHT AND MADE OFF WITH NOT ONLY THE STOLEN ANIMALS, BUT ALSO WITH HIS
OWN HORSE. THIS HAD LOST HIM A NEAT SUM AND HAD FORCED HIM TO CARRY
A FORTY-POUND SADDLE, A BRIDLE AND A RIFLE FOR TWO DAYS UNDER A
MERCILESS SUN BEFORE HE REACHED CIVILIZATION. HE DID NOT THANK THEM
FOR NOT KILLING HIM, WHICH THEY FOR SOME REASON NEGLECTED TO DO.
APACHE STOCK WAS DOWN VERY LOW WITH HIM, AND HE NOW HAD AN
OPPORTUNITY TO EVEN THE SCORE. THEN HE THOUGHT OF THE SHERIFF, AND
swore. Finally he decided that he would just shoot that worthy as soon
as he came within range, and so be free to play his lone hand against
THE RACE THAT HAD STOLEN HIS HORSES. HIS EYES TWINKLED AT THE GAME HE
WAS ABOUT TO PLAY, AND HE REGARDED THE SILENT MESSAGE AND GUIDE
with a smile.

“IF IT’S ALL THE SAME TO YOU, I’LL JUST POLISH YOU UP A BIT”–AND WHEN HE
REPLACED IT ON THE BOWLDER ITS FORMER OWNER WOULD NOT HAVE KNOWN IT
TO BE THE SAME WEAPON, FOR ITS HEAD WAS NOT RED, BUT AS BRIGHT AS THE
FRICTION OF A HANDFUL OF SAND COULD MAKE IT. THIS DESTROYED ITS
MESSAGE OF PLENTIFUL SLAUGHTER AND, HE KNEW, WOULD GRIEVE HIS
ENEMIES. HE TOUCHED IT GENTLY WITH HIS HAND AND IT SWUNG AT RIGHT
ANGLES TO ITS FORMER POSITION AND NOW POINTED NORTHWARD AND IN THE
direction from which he expected the sheriff.

“IT WAS D––D NICE OF THAT APACHE LEAVING ME THIS, BUT I RECKON I’LL
SWITCH THEM REINFORCEMENTS–THE SHERIFF WILL BE SOME PLEASED TO MEET
THEM,” HE SAID, GRINNING AT THE NOVELTY OF THE SITUATION. “NOBODY WILL
EVEN SUSPECT HOW A LONE PUNCHER”–FOR HE REGARDED HIMSELF AS A
COWMAN–“SQUARING UP A COUPLE OF SCORES WENT AND SAVED THE
EASTERN VALLEYS FROM MORE DEVILMENT. IF THE WAR-WHOOPS ARE OUT ALONG
THE CIMARRON AND CANADIAN THEY ARE SHORE HAVIN’ FUN ENOUGH TO GIVE
ME A LITTLE. BUT I WOULD LIKE TO SEE THE SHERIFF’S FACE WHEN HE BUMPS
INTO THE LITTLE PARTY I’M SENDING HIS WAY. WONDER HOW MANY HE WILL GET
before he goes under?”

THEN HE AGAIN TOOK UP THE ARROW AND CAREFULLY REMOVED THE HAIR AND
THONG OF LEATHER, CHUCKLING AT THE TALE OF WOE THE DENUDED WEAPON
WOULD TELL, AFTER WHICH HE PLACED IT AS BEFORE, WISHING HE KNEW HOW TO
indicate that the Apaches had been wiped out.

He rode to a chaparral which lay three hundred yards to the southeast
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OF HIM AND THENCE AROUND IT TO THE FAR SIDE, WHERE HE DISMOUNTED AND
FASTENED HIS HORSE TO THE EMPTY AIR BY SIMPLY ALLOWING THE REINS TO
HANG DOWN IN FRONT OF THE ANIMAL’S EYES. THE PONY KNEW MANY THINGS
ABOUT ROPES AND STRAPS, AND WHAT IT KNEW IT KNEW WELL; NOTHING SHORT
OF DYNAMITE WOULD HAVE MOVED IT WHILE THE REINS DANGLED BEFORE ITS
eyes.

ITS MASTER SLOWLY RETURNED TO THE BOWLDER, WHERE HE SET TO WORK TO
COVER HIS TRACKS WITH DUST, FOR ALTHOUGH THE SHIFTING SAND WAS DOING
THIS FOR HIM, IT WAS NOT DOING IT FAST ENOUGH TO SUIT HIM. WHEN HE HAD
ASSURED HIMSELF THAT HE HAD PERFORMED HIS TASK IN A THOROUGHLY
WORKMANLIKE MANNER HE RETURNED TO HIS HORSE, AND FINALLY FOUND A
snug place of concealment for it and himself. First bandaging its eyes
SO THAT IT WOULD NOT WHINNY AT THE APPROACH OF OTHER HORSES, HE
SEARCHED HIS POCKETS AND FINALLY BROUGHT TO LIGHT A PACK OF GREASY
PLAYING CARDS, WITH WHICH HE AMUSED HIMSELF AT SOLITAIRE, DILIGENTLY
keeping his eyes on both ends of the heavier trail.

HIS INTERMITTENT SCRUTINY WAS FINALLY REWARDED BY A CLOUD OF DUST WHICH
STEADILY GREW LARGER ON THE SOUTHERN HORIZON AND SOON REVEALED THE
CHARACTER OF THE RIDERS WHO MADE IT. AS THEY DREW NEARER TO HIM HIS
IMPLACABLE HATRED CAUSED HIM TO PICK UP HIS RIFLE, BUT HE LET IT SLIDE
FROM HIM AS HE COUNTED THE NUMBER OF THE APPROACHING PARTY, BEFORE
WHICH WAS BEING DRIVEN A HERD OF HORSES WHICH WERE INTENDED TO BE
placed as relays for the main force.

“TWO, FIVE, EIGHT, ELEVEN, SIXTEEN, TWENTY, TWENTY-FOUR, TWENTY-SEVEN,”
HE MUTTERED, CAREFULLY SETTLING HIMSELF MORE COMFORTABLY. HE COULD
DISTINGUISH THE WAR PAINT ON THE REDDISH-BROWN COLORED BODIES, AND
he smiled at what was in store for them.

“I RECKON I WON’T GET GAY WITH NO TWENTY-SEVEN APACHES,” HE MUTTERED.
“I can wait, all right.”

UPON REACHING THE ROCK THE LEADERS OF THE BAND GLANCED AT THE ARROW,
EXCITEDLY EXCHANGED MONOSYLLABLES AND SET OFF TO THE NORTH AT A HARD
GALLOP, BEING FOLLOWED BY THE OTHERS. AS HE EXPECTED, THEY WERE
APACHES, WHICH MEANT THAT OF ALL RED RAIDERS THEY WERE THE MOST
PROFICIENT. THEY WERE HUMAN HYENAS WITH RARE INTELLIGENCE FOR WAR AND
A MOST AGGRAVATING WAY OF NOT BEING WHERE ONE WOULD EXPECT THEM TO
BE, AS ARMY OFFICERS WILL TESTIFY. BESIDES, AN APACHE WAR PARTY DID NOT
APPEAR TO HAVE STOMACHS, AND SO TRAVELED FASTER AND FARTHER THAN THE
cavalry which so often pursued them.
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THE WATCHER CHUCKLED SOFTLY AT THE SUCCESS OF HIS STRATAGEM AND,
SUDDENLY ARISING, WENT CAREFULLY AROUND THE CHAPARRAL UNTIL HE COULD
SEE THE FAST-VANISHING BRAVES. WAITING UNTIL THEY HAD DISAPPEARED
over the northern end of the crescent-shaped range of hills, he hurried
to the bowlder and again picked up the arrow.

“HUH! DIDN’T TAKE IT WITH THEM, EH?” HE SOLILOQUIZED. “WELL, THAT MEANS
THAT THERE’S MORE COMING, SO I’LL JUST SEND THE NEXT BATCH PLUMB WEST–
THEY’LL BE SOME PLEASED TO EXPLORE THIS GOD-FORSAKEN DESERT SOME
extensive.”

GRINNING JOYOUSLY, HE REPLACED THE WEAPON WITH ITS HEAD POINTING
WESTWARD AND THEN LOOKED ANXIOUSLY AT THE TRACKS OF THE PARTY WHICH
HAD JUST PASSED. DECIDING THAT THE WIND WOULD EFFECTUALLY COVER THEM
IN AN HOUR AT MOST, HE RETURNED TO HIS HIDING PLACE, TAKING CARE TO
COVER HIS OWN TRACKS. TAKING A CHANCE ON THE SECOND CONTINGENT
GOING NORTH WAS ALL RIGHT, BUT HE DIDN’T CARE TO RUN THE RISK OF HAVING
THEM RIDE TO HIM FOR EXPLANATIONS. PICKING UP THE CARDS AGAIN HE
SHUFFLED THEM AND SUFFERED DEFEAT AFTER DEFEAT, AND FINALLY ANNOUNCED
his displeasure at the luck he was having.

“I NEVER SAW NOTHING LIKE IT!” HE GRUMBLED PETULANTLY. “RECKON I’LL HIT UP
THE OLD THIRTEEN A FEW,” BEGINNING A NEW GAME. HE HAD WHILED AWAY
AN HOUR AND A HALF, AND AS HE STRETCHED HIMSELF HIS UNEASY EYES
DISCOVERED ANOTHER CLOUD ON THE SOUTHERN HORIZON, WHICH WAS SMALLER
THAN THE FIRST. HE PLACED THE SIX OF HEARTS ON THE FIVE OF HEARTS, RUFFLED
THE PACK AND THEN PUT THE CARDS DOWN AND TOOK UP HIS RIFLE, WATCHING
THE CLOUD CLOSELY. HE WAS SOON ABLE TO COUNT SEVEN WARRIORS WHO
were driving another “cavvieyeh” of horses.

“HUH! ONLY SEVEN!” HE GRUNTED, SHIFTING HIS RIFLE FOR ACTION. THE FIGHTING
LUST SWEPT OVER HIM, BUT HE CHOKED IT DOWN AND IDLY FINGERED THE
HAMMER OF THE GUN. “NOPE, I RECKON NOT–SEVEN HUSKY APACHES ARE
TOO MUCH FOR ONE MAN TO GO OUT OF HIS WAY TO FIGHT. NOW, IF THE SHERIFF
WAS ONLY WITH ME,” AND HE GRINNED AT THE HUMOR OF IT, “WE MIGHT CUT
LOOSE AND HEAVE LEAD. BUT SINCE HE AIN’T, THIS IS WHERE I DON’T CHIP IN–
I’ll wait a while, for they’ll shore come back.”

THE SEVEN WARRIORS WENT THROUGH ALMOST THE SAME ACTIONS WHICH THEIR
PREDECESSORS HAD GONE THROUGH AND GREAT EXCITEMENT PREVAILED
AMONG THEM. THE LEADERS POINTED TO THE VERY FAINT TRACKS WHICH LED
NORTHWARD AND DEBATED VEHEMENTLY. BUT THE TWO SMALL STONES WHICH
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HELD THE ARROW SECURELY IN ITS POSITION AGAINST THE POSSIBILITY OF THE
WIND SHIFTING IT COULD NOT BE DOUBTED, AND AFTER A FEW MINUTES HAD
PASSED THEY RODE AS BIDDEN, LEAVING ONE OF THEIR NUMBER ON GUARD AT
THE BOWLDER. SOON THE OTHER SIX WERE LOST TO SIGHT AMONG THE
CHAPARRALS TO THE WEST AND THE GUARD SAT STOLIDLY UNDER THE BLAZING
sun.

THE DISPATCHER NOTED THE POSITION OF A SHADOW THROWN ON THE SAND BY
A CACTUS AND LAUGHED SILENTLY AS HE FINGERED HIS RIFLE. HE COULD NOT
THINK OUT THE GAME. TRY AS HE WOULD, HE COULD FIND NO REALLY GOOD
EXCUSE FOR THE PLACING OF THE GUARD, ALTHOUGH MANY PRESENTED
THEMSELVES, TO BE FINALLY CAST ASIDE. BUT THE FACT WAS ENOUGH, AND
WHEN THE MOVING SHADOW GAVE ASSURANCE THAT NEARLY AN HOUR HAD
PASSED SINCE THE DEPARTURE OF THE GUARD’S COMPANIONS, THE MAN WITH
the grudge cautiously arose on one knee.

AFTER EXAMINING THE CONTENTS OF HIS RIFLE, HE BROUGHT IT SLOWLY TO HIS
SHOULDER. A QUICK, CALCULATING GLANCE TOLD HIM THAT THE RANGE WAS
SLIGHTLY OVER THREE HUNDRED YARDS, AND HE ALTERED THE ELEVATION OF THE
REAR SIGHTS ACCORDINGLY. AFTER A PAUSE, DURING WHICH HE GAUGED THE
STRENGTH AND VELOCITY OF THE NORTHERN WIND, HE DROPPED HIS CHEEK
AGAINST THE WALNUT STOCK OF THE WEAPON. THE ECHOLESS REPORT RANG OUT
FLATLY AND A SUDDEN GUST OF HOT WIND WHIPPED THE RAGGED, GRAY SMOKE
CLOUD INTO THE CHAPARRAL, WHERE IT LAY CLOSE TO THE GROUND AND SPREAD
OUT LIKE A MINIATURE FOG. AS THE SMOKE CLEARED AWAY A SECOND
CARTRIDGE, INSERTED DEFTLY AND QUICKLY, SENT ANOTHER CLOUD OF SMOKE
INTO THE CHAPARRAL AND THE MARKSMAN AROSE TO HIS FEET, MECHANICALLY
RELOADING HIS GUN. THE SECOND SHOT WAS FOR THE GUARD’S HORSE, FOR IT
WOULD BE UNNECESSARILY PERILOUS TO RISK ITS REJOINING THE DEPARTED
braves, which it very probably would do if allowed to escape.

DROPPING HIS RIFLE INTO THE HOLLOW OF HIS ARM HE WALKED SWIFTLY TOWARD
THE FALLEN INDIAN, HOPING THAT THERE WOULD BE NO MORE WAR PARTIES, FOR
HE HAD NOW MADE SIGNS WHICH THE MOST STUPID APACHE COULD NOT FAIL
TO NOTE AND UNDERSTAND. THE DEAD GUARD COULD BE HIDDEN, AND BY THE
USE OF HIS OWN HORSE AND ROPE HE COULD DRAG THE CARCASS OF THE
ANIMAL INTO THE CHAPARRAL AND OUT OF SIGHT. BUT THE TRAIL WHICH WOULD BE
LEFT IN THE LOOSE SAND WOULD BE TOO DEEP AND WIDE TO BE COVERED. HE
had crossed the Rubicon, and must stand or fall by the step.

THE INDIAN HAD FALLEN FORWARD AGAINST THE BOWLDER AND HAD SLID DOWN
ITS SIDE, LANDING ON HIS HEAD AND SHOULDERS, IN WHICH GROTESQUE
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POSITION THE ROCK SUPPORTED HIM. ONE GLANCE ASSURED THE “COWMAN”
THAT HIS AIM HAD BEEN GOOD, AND ANOTHER TOLD HIM THAT HE HAD TO FEAR
THE ARRIVAL OF NO MORE WAR PARTIES, FOR THE ARROW WAS GONE. HE WAS
NOT SATISFIED, HOWEVER, UNTIL HE HAD MADE A GOOD SEARCH FOR IT,
THINKING THAT IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN DISPLACED BY THE FALL OF THE APACHE.
HE LIFTED THE BODY OF THE DEAD WARRIOR IN HIS ARMS AND FLUNG IT ACROSS
THE APEX OF THE BOWLDER, FACE UP AND BALANCED NICELY, THE HEAD
POINTING TO THE NORTH. THEN HE LOOKED FOR THE ARROW ON THE SAND WHERE
THE BODY HAD RESTED, BUT IT WAS NOT TO BE FOUND. A SARDONIC GRIN FLITTED
ACROSS HIS FACE AS HE SECURED THE WEAPONS OF THE LATE GUARD, WHICH
WERE A HEAVY COLT’S REVOLVER AND A LATE PATTERN WINCHESTER REPEATER.
TAKING THE CARTRIDGES FROM HIS BODY, HE STOOD UP TRIUMPHANT. HE NOW
HAD WHAT HE NEEDED TO MEET THE SMALLER BODY OF INDIANS ON THEIR
return, ten shots in one rifle and a spare Colt’s.

“ONE FOR MY CAVVIEYEH!” HE MUTTERED SAVAGELY AS HE THOUGHT OF THE
LOSS OF HIS HORSE HERD. “THERE’LL BE MORE, TOO, BEFORE I GET THROUGH, OR
MY NAME’S NOT”– HE PAUSED ABRUPTLY, HEARING HOOFBEATS MADE BY A
galloping horse over a stretch of hard soil which lay to the east of him.
LEAPING QUICKLY BEHIND THE BOWLDER, HE LEVELED HIS OWN RIFLE ACROSS
THE BODY OF THE GUARD AND PEERED INTENTLY TOWARD THE EAST, WONDERING
IF THE ADVANCING HORSEMAN WOULD BE THE SHERIFF OR ANOTHER APACHE.
THE HOOFBEATS CAME RAPIDLY NEARER AND ANOTHER COURIER TURNED THE
CORNER OF THE CHAPARRAL AND WENT NO FURTHER. AGAIN A SECOND SHOT TOOK
care of the horse and the marksman strode to his second victim, from
whose body and horse he took another Winchester and Colt.

“NOW I AM IN FOR IT!” HE MUTTERED AS HE LOOKED DOWN AT THE WARRIOR.
“THIS IS SHORE GETTING WARM AND IT’LL BE A D ––N SIGHT WARMER IF HIS
friends get anxious about him and hunt him up.”

GLANCING AROUND THE HORIZON AND SEEING NO SIGNS OF AN INTERRUPTION,
HE SLUNG THE BODY ACROSS HIS SHOULDERS AND STAGGERED WITH IT TO THE
BOWLDER, WHERE HE HEAVED AND PUSHED IT ACROSS THE BODY OF THE FIRST
Apache.

“MIGHT AS WELL MAKE A GOOD SHOWING AND MAKE THEM MAD, FOR I CAN’T
VERY WELL HIDE YOU AND THE CAYUSES–I AIN’T NO GRAVEYARD,” HE SAID,
STEPPING BACK TO LOOK AT HIS WORK. HE FELT NO REMORSE, FOR THAT WAS A
SENSATION NOT YET AWAKENED IN HIS CONSCIOUSNESS. HE WAS ELATED AT
HIS SUCCESS, JOYOUS IN CATERING TO HIS LOVE FOR FIGHTING, FOR HE WOULD
RATHER DIE FIGHTING THAN LIVE THE ROUND OF YEARS HEAVILY MONOTONOUS
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WITH PEACE, AND HIS ONLY REGRET WAS HAVING WON BY AMBUSH. BUT IN
THIS, HE TOLD HIMSELF, THERE WAS NEED, FOR HIS HATRED ORDERED HIM TO KILL
AS MANY AS HE COULD, AND IN ANY WAY POSSIBLE. KNOWING THAT HE WAS,
SINGLE-HANDED, ATTEMPTING TO OUTWIT WILY CHIEFS AND THAT HE HAD BEFORE
HIM A CARNIVAL OF FIGHTING, HE WOULD NOT HAVE HESITATED TO MAKE USE OF
TRAPS IF THEY WERE AT HAND AND COULD BE USED. PERHAPS IT WAS OLD
GERONIMO WHOSE PLANS HE WAS DEFEATING AND, IF SO, NO PRECAUTIONS
NOR MEANS WERE UNJUSTIFIABLE AND TOO MEAN TO MAKE USE OF, FOR
GERONIMO WAS HALF-BROTHER TO THE DEVIL AND A GENIUS FOR WARFARE AND
slaughter, with a ferocity and cruelty cold-blooded and consummate.

HE HAD YET TIME TO ESCAPE FROM HIS PERILOUS POSITION AND MEET THE
SHERIFF, IF THAT WORTHY HAD ELUDED THE FIRST WAR PARTY. BUT HIS ELATION HAD
THE UPPER HAND AND HIS BRUTE COURAGE WAS NOW BLIND TO CAUTION. HE
SAVAGELY DECIDED THAT HIS MATTER WITH THE SHERIFF COULD WAIT AND THAT
HE WOULD TAKE CARE OF THE WAR PARTIES FIRST, SINCE THERE WAS MORE
HONOR IN FIGHTING AGAINST ODDS. THE TWO WINCHESTERS AND HIS OWN
SHARPS, NOT TO CONSIDER THE FOUR COLT’S, GAVE HIM MANY SHOTS WITHOUT
HAVING TO WASTE TIME IN RELOADING, AND HE DREW ASSURANCE FROM THE
PAST THAT HE PLACED HIS SHOTS QUICKLY AND WITH PRECISION. HE COULD PUT
UP A MAGNIFICENT FIGHT IN THE CHAPARRAL, SHIFTING HIS POSITION AFTER EACH
SHOT, AND HE COULD HUG THE GROUND WHERE THE TRUNKS OF THE VEGETATION
WERE THICKEST AND WOULD PROVE AN EFFECTIVE BARRIER AGAINST RANDOM
SHOTS. HIS WITS WERE KEEN, HIS LEGS NIMBLE, HIS EYESIGHT AND ACCURACY
ABOVE DOUBT, AND HE HAD NO CAUSE TO BELIEVE THAT HIS STRATEGY WAS
INFERIOR TO THAT OF HIS FOES. THERE WOULD BE NO MOON FOR TWO NIGHTS,
AND HE COULD ESCAPE IN THE DARKNESS IF HUNGER AND THIRST SHOULD DRIVE
HIM OUT. HERE HE HAD STRUCK, AND HERE HE WOULD STRIKE AGAIN AND
AGAIN, AND, IF HE FELL, HE WOULD LEAVE BEHIND HIM SUCH A TALE OF FIGHTING
AS HAD SELDOM BEEN KNOWN BEFORE; AND IT PLEASED HIS VANITY TO THINK
OF THE AMAZEMENT THE STORY WOULD CALL FORTH AS IT WAS RECOUNTED
AROUND THE CAMPFIRES AND ACROSS THE BARS OF A COUNTRY LARGER THAN
EUROPE. HE DID NOT REALIZE THAT SUCH A TALE WOULD DIE IF HE DIED AND
WOULD NEVER BE KNOWN. HIS WAS THE JOY OF A MASTER OF THE GAME, A
VIRILE, FEARLESS FIGHTING MACHINE, A MAN WHO HAD NEVER FAILED IN THE
PLAYING OF THE MANY HANDS HE HAD HELD IN DESPERATE GAMES WITH
DEATH. HE WAS NOT GOING TO DIE; HE WAS GOING TO WIN AND LEAVE DYING
for others.
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CHAPTER III
THE SHERIFF FINDS THE ORPHAN
HE DAY DRAGGED WEARILY ALONG FOR THE MAN IN THE CHAPARRAL, AND
WHEN THE SUN SHOWED THAT IT WAS STILL TWO HOURS FROM THE MERIDIAN

HE LEAPED TO HIS FEET, RIFLE IN HAND, AND PEERED INTENTLY TO THE WEST,
WHERE HE HAD SEEN A FAST-RIDING HORSEMAN FLIT BETWEEN TWO
CHAPARRALS WHICH STOOD FAR DOWN ON THE WESTERN END OF THE CIMARRON
TRAIL. WITHOUT PAUSING, HE MADE HIS WAY OUT OF COVER AND RAN RAPIDLY
ALONG THE EDGE OF THE THICKET UNTIL HE HAD GAINED ITS NORTHWESTERN
EXTREMITY, WHERE HE PLUNGED INTO IT, UNMINDFUL OF THE CUTS AND SLASHES
FROM THE INTERLOCKED THORNS. USING THE RIFLE AS A CLUB, HE HAMMERED
AND PUSHED UNTIL HE WAS SCREENED FROM THE VIEW OF ANY ONE PASSING
ALONG THE TRAIL, BUT WHERE HE COULD SEE ALL WHO APPROACHED. AS HE
TURNED AND FACED THE WEST HE SAW THE HORSEMAN SUDDENLY EMERGE
from the shelter of the last chaparral in his course and ride STRAIGHT FOR
THE INTERSECTION OF THE TRAILS, HIS HORSE FLATTENED TO THE EARTH BY THE
SPEED IT WAS MAKING. WAITING UNTIL THE RIDER WAS WITHIN FIFTY YARDS OF
HIM, HE PUSHED HIS WAY OUT TO THE TRAIL, THE RIFLE LEAPING TO HIS SHOULDER
AS HE STEPPED INTO THE OPEN. THE NEWCOMER WAS LOOKING BACK AT HALF
A DOZEN APACHES WHO HAD BURST INTO VIEW BY THE CHAPARRAL HE HAD
JUST QUITTED, AND WHEN HE TURNED HE WAS STOPPED BY A HAIL AND THE
sight of an unwavering rifle held by the man on foot.

“A TRUCE!” SHOUTED THE ORPHAN FROM BEHIND THE SIGHTS, HAVING AN IDEA
and wishing to share it.

“HELL, YES!” CRIED THE ASTONISHED SHERIFF IN REPLY, SLOWING DOWN AND
MECHANICALLY FOLLOWING THE ALREADY RUNNING OUTLAW TO THE PLACE WHERE
the latter had spent the last few hours.

BY KEEPING CLOSE TO THE EDGE OF THE CHAPARRAL, WHICH RECEDED FROM
THE TRAIL, THE ORPHAN HAD NOT BEEN SEEN BY THE APACHES, AND AS HE
TURNED INTO HIS HIDING PLACE A YELL REACHED HIS EARS. HIS TROPHIES ON
the bowlder were not to be unmourned.

AS HE WORMED HIS WAY INTO THE THICKET, CLOSELY FOLLOWED BY THE SHERIFF,
HE TERSELY EXPLAINED THE SITUATION, AND SHIELDS, FEELING SOMEWHAT
UNDER OBLIGATION TO THE MAN WHO HAD REFRAINED FROM KILLING HIM,
NODDED AND SMILED IN GOOD NATURE. THE SHERIFF THOUGHT IT WAS A FINE
JOKE AND ENTHUSIASTICALLY SLAPPED HIS ENEMY ON THE BACK TO SHOW HIS
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APPRECIATION, FOR THE TIME FORGETTING THAT THEY VERY PROBABLY WOULD TRY
to kill each other later on, after the Apaches had been taken care of.

AS THEY REACHED A POINT WHICH GAVE THEM A CLEAR VIEW OF THE BOWLDER,
THE ORPHAN KICKED HIS COMPANION ON THE SHIN, POINTING TO THE
Apaches grouped around their dead.

“It’s a little over three hundred, Sheriff,” he said. “You shoot first and I’ll
FOLLOW YOU, SO THEY’LL THINK YOU SHOT TWICE–THERE’S NO USE LETTING THEM
think that there’s two of us, that is, not yet.”

“GOOD IDEA,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF, NODDING AND THROWING HIS RIFLE TO HIS
SHOULDER. “RIGHT END FOR ME,” HE SAID, CALLING HIS SHOT SO AS TO BE SURE
THAT THE SAME BRAVE WOULD NOT RECEIVE ALL THE ATTENTION. AS HE FIRED HIS
COMPANION COVERED THE SECOND WARRIOR, USING ONE OF HIS CAPTURED
WINCHESTERS, AND A SECOND LATER THE RIFLE SPUN FLAME. BOTH WARRIORS
DROPPED AND THE REMAINING FOUR HASTILY POSTPONED THEIR MOURNING AND
TUMBLED HELTER SKELTER BEHIND THE BOWLDER, THE SHERIFF’S SECOND SHOT
becoming a part of the last one to find cover.

“FINE!” EXULTED THE SHERIFF, DELIGHTED AT THE SCORE. “BEST GAME I EVER
took a hand in, d––-D IF IT AIN’T! WE’LL HAVE THEM GUESSING SO HARD THAT
they’ll get brain fever.”

“THREE SHOTS IN AS MANY SECONDS WILL MAKE THEM THINK THAT THEY ARE
FACING A WINCHESTER IN THE HANDS OF A CRACK SHOT,” REMARKED THE
ORPHAN, SMILING WITH PLEASURE AT THE SHERIFF’S APPRECIATION. “THEY’LL
THINK THAT IF THEY CAN BACK OFF FROM THE BOWLDER AND KEEP IT BETWEEN
THEM AND YOU THAT THEY CAN GET OUT OF RANGE IN A FEW HUNDRED YARDS
MORE. THAT IS WHERE I COME IN AGAIN. YOU SLING A LITTLE LEAD TO LET THEM
KNOW THAT YOU HAVEN’T MOVED A WHOLE LOT, BUT STOP IN A COUPLE OF
minutes, while I go down the line a ways. The chaparral sweeps to the
NORTH QUITE A LITTLE, AND MEBBY I CAN DROP A SLUG BEHIND THEIR FORT FROM
DOWN THERE. THAT’LL MAKE THEM THINK YOU ARE A JACK RABBIT AT COVERING
GROUND AND WILL BOTHER THEM. IF THEY RUSH, WHICH THEY WON’T AFTER TASTING
THAT KIND OF SHOOTING, YOU WHISTLE GOOD AND LOUD AND WE’LL MAKE THEM
PLUMB DISGUSTED. I’LL TAKE A WINCHESTER ALONG WITH ME, SO THEY WON’T
have any cause to suspect that you are an arsenal. So long.”

THE SHERIFF GLANCED UP AS HIS COMPANION DEPARTED AND WAS PLEASED
AT THE OUTLAW’S COMMAND OF THE SITUATION. HE HAD A GOOD CHANCE TO
WIPE OUT THE MAN, BUT THAT HE WOULD NOT DO, FOR THE ORPHAN TRUSTED
him, and Shields was one who respected a thing like that.
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THE OUTLAW FINALLY STOPPED ABOUT A HUNDRED YARDS DOWN THE TRAIL AND
LOOKED OUT, USING HIS GLASSES. A BROWN SHOULDER SHOWED UNDER THE
overhanging side of the bowlder and he smiled, readjusting the sights
ON THE WINCHESTER AS HE WAITED. SOON THE SHOULDER RAISED FROM THE
GROUND AND PUSHED OUT FARTHER INTO SIGHT. THEN A POLL OF BLACK HAIR
SHOWED ITSELF AND SLOWLY RAISED. THE ORPHAN TOOK DELIBERATE AIM AND
PULLED THE TRIGGER. THE HEAD DROPPED TO THE SAND AND THE SHOULDER
HEAVED CONVULSIVELY ONCE OR TWICE AND THEN LAY QUIET. LEAPING UP, THE
MARKSMAN HASTENED BACK TO THE SIDE OF THE SHERIFF, WHO DID NOT
trouble himself to look up.

“I GOT HIM, SHERIFF,” HE SAID. “WORK UP TO THE OTHER END AND I’LL GO BACK
TO WHERE I CAME FROM. THEY HAVE GOT ALL THE FIGHTING THEY HAVE ANY USE
FOR AND WILL BE BACKING AWAY PURTY SOON NOW. THE RANGE FROM THE
POINT WHERE I HELD YOU IS SOME CLOSER THAN IT IS FROM HERE, SO YOU
ought to get in a shot when they get far enough back.”

“ALL RIGHT,” PLEASANTLY RESPONDED SHIELDS, VIGOROUSLY ATTACKING THE
THORNS AS HE BEGAN HIS JOURNEY TO THE WESTERN END OF THE THICKET.
“OUCH!” HE EXCLAIMED AS HE FELT THE PRICKS. THEN HE STOPPED AND
slowly turned and saw The Orphan smiling at him, and grinned:

“SAY,” HE BEGAN, “WHY CAN’T I GO AROUND?” HE ASKED, INDICATING WITH A
SWEEP OF HIS ARM THE SOUTHERN EDGE OF THE CHAPARRAL, AND INTIMATING
THAT IT WOULD BE FAR MORE PLEASANT TO SKIRT THE THORNS THAN TO BUCK
AGAINST THEM. “THESE D ––––D THORNS AIN’T NO JOKE!” HE ADDED
emphatically.

THE OUTLAW’S SMILE ENLARGED AND HE GLANCED QUICKLY AT THE BOWLDER TO
see that all was as it should be.

“YOU CAN GO AROUND IN ONE DAY AFOOT,” HE REPLIED. “BY THAT TIME THEY”–
POINTING TO THE APACHES–“WILL HAVE MADE A DAY’S JOURNEY ON CAYUSES.
And we simply mustn’t let them get the best of us that way.”

SHIELDS GRINNED AND TURNED HALF-WAY AROUND AGAIN: “IT’S A WHOLE LOT DRY
out here,” he said, “and my canteen is on my cayuse.”

“HERE, PARDNER,” REPLIED THE ORPHAN, HOLDING OUT HIS CANTEEN AND
watching the effect of the familiarity. “Seven swallows is the dose.”

THE SHERIFF FACED HIM, TOOK THE VESSEL, COUNTED SEVEN SWALLOWS AND
returned it.
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“I’M SOME MOIST NOW,” HE REMARKED, AS HE RETURNED TO THE THORNS. “IT’S
TOO D––––N BAD YOU’RE BAD,” HE GRUMBLED. “YOU’D MAKE A BLAMED
good cow-puncher.”

THE ORPHAN, STILL SMILING, PLACED HIS HANDS ON HIPS AND WATCHED THE
rapidly disappearing arm of the law.

“HE’S ALL RIGHT–TOO BAD HE’LL MAKE ME SHOOT HIM,” HE SOLILOQUIZED,
TURNING TOWARD HIS POST. AS HE CRAWLED THROUGH A PARTICULARLY BADLY
MATTED BIT OF CHAPARRAL HE STOPPED TO RELEASE HIMSELF AND LAUGHED
OUTRIGHT. “HOW IN THUNDER DID HE GET SO FAR WEST? MY TRAIL WAS AS PLAIN
AS DAY, TOO.” WHEN HE HAD REACHED HIS DESTINATION AND HAD SETTLED
DOWN TO WATCH THE BOWLDER HE LAUGHED AGAIN AND MUTTERED: “MEBBY
HE FIGURED IT OUT THAT I WAS DOUBLING BACK AND WAS LAYING FOR ME TO
SHOW UP. AND THAT’S JUST THE WAY I WOULD HAVE GONE, TOO. HE AIN’T ANY
fool, all right.”

HE THOUGHT OF THE SHERIFF AT THE FAR END OF THE CHAPARRAL AND OF THE
REPEATER HE CARRIED, AND AN INEXPLICABLE IMPULSE OF GENEROSITY
SURGED OVER HIM. THE SHERIFF WOULD BE PLEASED TO DO THE REST HIMSELF,
HE THOUGHT, AND THE THOUGHT WAS FATHER TO THE ACT. HE PICKED UP THE
WINCHESTER HE HAD BROUGHT WITH HIM AND FIRED AT THE BOWLDER, ONLY
WISHING TO LET THE APACHES KNOW HIS POSITION SO THAT THEY WOULD THINK
THE WAY CLEAR TO THE NORTHWEST, AND SO INNOCENTLY GIVE THE SHERIFF A
SHOT AT THEM AS THEY RETREATED. DROPPING THE WINCHESTER HE TOOK UP
HIS SHARPS, HIS PET RIFLE, WITH WHICH HE HAD DONE WONDERFUL SHOOTING,
AND AROSE TO ONE KNEE, SUPPORTING HIS LEFT ELBOW ON THE OTHER;
BETWEEN THE FINGERS OF HIS LEFT HAND HE HELD A CARTRIDGE IN ORDER THAT
NO TIME SHOULD BE LOST IN RELOADING. THE RANGE WAS NOW FIVE HUNDRED
YARDS, AND WHEN THE ORPHAN KNEW THE EXACT RANGE HE SWORE WITH
rage if he missed.

HIS SHOT HAD THE EFFECT HE HOPED IT WOULD HAVE, FOR SUDDENLY THERE
WAS MOVEMENT BEHIND THE BOWLDER. A PONY’S HIP SHOWED FOR AN
INSTANT AND THEN LEAPED FROM SIGHT AS THE OUTLAW RELOADED. A CLOUD OF
DUST AROSE TO THE NORTHWEST OF AND BEHIND THE BOWLDER, AND A SERIES
OF CLOSE REPORTS SOUNDED FROM THE DIRECTION OF THE SHERIFF. THE ORPHAN
LEAPED TO HIS FEET AND DASHED OUT ON THE PLAIN TO WHERE HIS SIGHT
WOULD NOT BE OBSTRUCTED AND SAW AN APACHE, WHO HUNG DOWN ON THE
FAR SIDE OF HIS HORSE, SWEEP NORTHWARD AND GALLOP ALONG THE NORTHERN
TRAIL. HE FIRED, BUT THE RANGE WAS TOO GREAT, AND THE WARRIOR SOON
DROPPED FROM SIGHT OVER THE RANGE OF HILLS. AS THE ORPHAN MADE HIS
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WAY TOWARD THE BOWLDER THE SHERIFF EMERGED FROM HIS SHELTER AND
POINTED TO THE WEST. A PONY LAY ON ITS SIDE AND NOT FAR AWAY WAS THE
huddled body of its rider.

AS THEY NEARED EACH OTHER THE OUTLAW NOTICED SOMETHING PECULIAR
ABOUT THE SHERIFF’S EAR, AND HIS LOOK OF INQUIRY WAS REWARDED. “STUNG,”
REMARKED SHIELDS, GRINNING APOLOGETICALLY. “JUST AS I SHOT,” HE ADDED
in explanation of the Apache’s escape. “Wonder what my wife’ll say?”
he mused, nursing the swelling.

THE ORPHAN’S EYES OPENED A TRIFLE AT THE SHERIFF’S LAST WORDS, AND HE
THOUGHT OF THE WAR PARTY HE HAD SENT NORTH. HIS DECISION WAS
IMMEDIATE: NO MARRIED MAN HAD ANY BUSINESS TO RUN RISKS, AND HE
was glad that he refrained from shooting on sight.

“SHERIFF, YOU VAMOOSE. CLEAR OUT NOW, WHILE YOU HAVE THE CHANCE.
RIDE WEST FOR AN HOUR, AND THEN STRIKE NORTH FOR FORD’S STATION. THAT
BUCK THAT GOT AWAY IS DUE TO RUN INTO TWENTY-SEVEN OF HIS FRIENDS AND
RELATIVES THAT I SENT NORTH TO MEET YOU. AND THEY WON’T WASTE ANY TIME
in getting back, neither.”

SHIELDS FELT OF HIS EAR AND LAUGHED SOFTLY. HE HAD A SUDDEN, STRONG
LIKING FOR HIS HUMOROUS, CLEVER ENEMY, FOR HE RECOGNIZED QUALITIES
WHICH HE HAD ALWAYS HELD IN HIGH ESTEEM. WHILE HE HAD WAITED IN THE
CHAPARRAL FOR THE APACHES TO BREAK COVER HE HAD WONDERED IF THE
INDIANS WHICH THE ORPHAN HAD SENT NORTH HAD BEEN SENT FOR THE
PURPOSE OF MEETING HIM, AND NOW HE HAD THE ANSWER. INSTEAD OF
EMBITTERING HIM AGAINST HIS COMPANION, IT INCREASED HIS RESPECT FOR
that individual’s strategy, and he felt only admiration.

“I SAW YOUR RECEPTION COMMITTEE IN TIME TO DUCK,” THE SHERIFF SAID,
LAUGHING. “IF THEY KEPT ON GOING AS THEY WERE WHEN I SAW THEM THEY
MUST HAVE CROSSED MY TRAIL ABOUT THREE HOURS LATER. WHEN THEY HIT THAT
IT IS A SAFE BET THAT AT LEAST SOME OF THEM TOOK IT UP. SO IF IT’S ALL THE
SAME TO YOU, I’LL LEAVE BOTH THE NORTH AND THE WEST ALONE AND TAKE
ANOTHER ROUTE HOME. I HAVE SHOT UP ALL THE WAR-WHOOPS I CARE ABOUT,
so I am well satisfied.”

HE SUDDENLY REACHED DOWN TOWARD HIS BELT, AND THEN LOOKED SQUARELY
INTO THE ORPHAN’S GUN, WHICH RESTED EASILY ON THAT PERSON’S HIP. HIS
HAND KEPT ON, HOWEVER, BUT MORE SLOWLY AND WITH BUT TWO FINGERS
EXTENDED, AND DISAPPEARED INTO HIS CHAP’S POCKET, FROM WHICH IT
SLOWLY AND GINGERLY BROUGHT FORTH A PACKAGE OF TOBACCO AND SOME

42

43



RICE PAPER. THE ORPHAN LOOKED EMBARRASSED FOR A SECOND AND THEN
laughed softly.

“YOU’RE A SQUARE MAN, SHERIFF, BUT I WASN’T SURE,” HE SAID IN APOLOGY.
“So long.”

“THAT’S ALL RIGHT,” CRIED THE SHERIFF HEARTILY. “I WAS A BIG FOOL TO MAKE A
play like that!”

THE ORPHAN SMILED AND TURNED SQUARELY AROUND AND WALKED AWAY IN
THE DIRECTION OF HIS HORSE. SHIELDS STARED AT HIS BACK AND THEN ROLLED A
CIGARETTE AND GRINNED: “BY GEORGE!” HE EJACULATED AT THE CONFIDENCE
displayed by his companion, and he slowly followed.

AFTER THEY HAD MOUNTED IN SILENCE THE SHERIFF SUDDENLY TURNED AND
LOOKED HIS COMPANION SQUARELY IN THE EYES AND RECEIVED A STEADY,
frank look in return.

“WHAT THE DEVIL MADE YOU VENTILATE THEM SHEEP HERDERS THAT WAY?” HE
asked. “And go and drive all of them sheep over the bank?”

The Orphan frowned momentarily, but answered without reserve.

“THOSE SHEEP HERDERS RECKONED THEY’D GET A REPUTATION!” HE
ANSWERED. “AND THEY WOULD HAVE GOTTEN IT, TOO, ONLY I BEAT THEM ON THE
DRAW. AS FOR THE IDIOTIC MUTTONS, THEY WENT PLUMB LOCO AT THE SHOOTING
AND PUSHED EACH OTHER OVER THE BANK. TO HELL WITH THE HERDERS–THEY
ONLY GOT WHAT THEY WAS TRYING TO HAND ME. BUT I’M A WHOLE LOT SORRY
ABOUT THE SHEEP, ALTHOUGH I CAN’T SAY I’M DEAD STUCK ON RANGE-KILLERS
of any kind.”

THE SHERIFF REFLECTIVELY EYED HIS COMPANION’S GUN AND REMEMBERED
ITS CELERITY INTO GETTING INTO ACTION, WHICH PERSUADED HIM THAT THE
ORPHAN WAS TELLING THE TRUTH, AND SWEPT ASIDE THE LAST CHANCE FOR FAIR
warfare between the two for the day.

“YES, IT IS TOO BAD, ALL THEM INNOCENT SHEEP DROWNED THAT WAY,” HE
SLOWLY REPLIED. “BUT THEY ARE SHORE AWFUL SKITTISH AT TIMES. WELL, DO WE
part?” he asked, suddenly holding out his hand.

“I RECKON WE DO, SHERIFF, AND I’M BLAMED GLAD TO HAVE MET YOU,”
REPLIED THE OUTLAW AS HE SHOOK HANDS WITH NO UNCERTAIN GRIP. “KEEP
away from them Apaches, and so long.”

“THANKS, I WILL,” RESPONDED THE ARM OF THE LAW. “AND I’M GLAD TO HAVE
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met you, too. So long!”
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CHAPTER IV
THE SECOND OFFENSE

ILL HOWLAND EMERGED FROM THE SIX-BY-SIX OFFICE OF THE F. S. AND
S. STAGE COMPANY AND STROLLED DOWN THE STREET TO WHERE HIS

CONCORD STOOD. HE HITCHED UP AND, AFTER EXAMINING THE HARNESS,
GAINED HIS SEAT, GATHERED UP THE LINES AND YELLED. THERE WAS A LURCH
AND A RUMBLE, AND BILL TURNED THE CORNER ON TWO WHEELS TO THE
GRATIFICATION OF SUNDRY STRAY DOGS, WHOSE GRATIFICATION TURNED TO YELPS
OF SURPRISE AND PAIN AS THE DRIVER NEATLY FLECKED BITS OF HAIR FROM THEIR
bodies with his sixteen foot “blacksnake.” Twice each week Bill drove
HIS CONCORD AROUND THE SAME CORNER ON THE SAME TWO WHEELS AND
FLECKED BITS OF HAIR FROM STRAY DOGS WITH THE SAME WHIP. HE WOULD
HAVE BEEN DEEPLY GRIEVED IF THE SUPPLY OF NEW STRAY DOGS GAVE OUT,
FOR NO DOGS WERE EVER KNOWN TO GET CLOSE ENOUGH TO BE SKINNED THE
SECOND TIME; ONCE WAS ENOUGH, AND THOSE WHICH HAD FELT THE STING OF
BILL’S LEATHER WERE CONTENT TO STAND ACROSS THE STREET AND CREATE THE
NECESSARY EXCITEMENT TO URGE THE NEW ARRIVALS FORWARD. THE LOCAL WIT
IS REPORTED AS SAYING: “DOGS MAY COME AND DOGS MAY GO, BUT BILL
goes on forever,” which saying pleased Bill greatly.

AS HE THREW THE MAIL BAG ON THE SEAT THE SHERIFF CAME UP AND
watched him, his eyes a-twinkle with humor.

“WELL, SHERIFF, HOW’S THE BOY?” GENIALLY ASKED BILL, WHO COULD TALK ALL
day on anything and two days on nothing without fatigue.

“ALL RIGHT, BILL, THANK YOU,” THE SHERIFF REPLIED. “I HOPE YOU ARE ABLE TO
take something more than liquid nourishment,” he added.

“OH, YOU TRUST ME FOR THAT, SHERIFF. WHEN MY APPETITE GIVES OUT I’LL BE
READY TO PLANT. I SEE YOUR EAR IS SOME SMALLER. BLAMED FUNNY HOW THEY
do swell sometimes,” remarked the driver, loosening his collar.

THE SHERIFF KNEW WHAT THAT ACTION MEANT AND HURRIED TO BREAK THE
thread of the conversation.

“New wheel?” he asked, eying what he knew to be old.

“NOPE, PAINTED, THAT’S ALL,” THE DRIVER REPLIED, GRINNING. “BUT SHE SHORE
DOES LOOK NEW, DON’T SHE? YOU SEE, DICK PUT IN TWO NEW SPOKES
YESTERDAY, AND WHEN I SAW ’EM I SAYS, SAYS I, ‘DICK, THAT NEW WHEEL
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DON’T LOOK GOOD THATAWAY,’ SAYS I. ‘IT’LL LOOK LIKE A LIMP, THEM NEW
SPOKES COMING ’ROUND ALL ALONE LIKE,’ SAYS I. SO WE PAINTS IT, BUT WE
DIDN’T HAVE TIME TO PAINT THE OTHERS, BUT THEY WON’T MAKE MUCH
DIFFERENCE, ANYHOW. FUNNY HOW A LITTLE PAINT WILL CHANGE THINGS, NOW
ain’t it? Why, I can remember when––-”

“Much mail nowadays?” interposed the sheriff calmly.

“NOPE. FOLKS OUT HERE AIN’T A-HELPIN’ UNCLE SAM MUCH. POSTMASTER
SAYS HE ONLY SOLD TEN STAMPS THIS WEEK. WHAT HE WANTS, AS I TOLD HIM,
IS WOMEN. THEN EVERYBODY’LL BE SENDIN’ LETTERS AND PRESENTS AND
things. Now, I knows what I’m talking about, because––-”

“The Apaches are out,” jabbed the sheriff, hopefully.

“Yes, I heard that you had a soiree with them. But they won’t get so far
NORTH AS THIS. NO, SIREE, THEY WON’T. THEY KNOWS TOO MUCH, APACHES
DO. AIN’T THEY SMART CUSSES, THOUGH? NOW, THERE’S OLD GERONIMO–
BEEN RAISING THE DEVIL FOR YEARS. THE CAVALRY GOES OUT FOR HIM REGULAR,
AND SHORE THINKS HE’S CAUGHT, BUT HE AIN’T. WHEN HE’S FOUND HE’S
HOME SMOKING HIS PIPE AND COUNTING HIS WIVES, WHICH ARE SHORE
NUMEROUS, THEY SAY. NOW, I’VE GOT A BULLY SCHEME FOR GETTING HIM,
Sheriff––”

“HEY, YOU,” CAME FROM THE OFFICE. “DO YOU RECKON THAT TRAIN IS GOING TO
TIE UP AND WAIT FOR YOU, HEY? DO YOU THINK YOU ARE SO D ––D IMPORTANT
THAT THEY WON’T PULL OUT UNLESS YOU’RE ON HAND? WHY IN H–L DON’T YOU
quit chinning and get started?”

“OH, YOU CHOKE UP!” CRIED BILL, CLAMBERING UP TO HIS SEAT. “WHO’S
RUNNING THIS, ANYHOW!” HE GRUMBLED UNDER HIS BREATH. THEN HE TOOK UP
THE REINS AND CAREFULLY SORTED THEM, AFTER WHICH HE LOOKED DOWN AT
Shields, whose face wore a smile of amusement.

“BILL HOWLAND AIN’T NONE A-SCARED BECAUSE A LOT OF CALAMITY HOWLERS
GET A HUNCH. NOT ON YOUR LIFE! I’VE REACHED THE HIGH C OF ROLLICKING
PROGRESS TOO MANY TIMES TO BE AIRY SCAIRT AT RUMORS. SHOW ME THE
FEATHER-DUSTERS IN WAR PAINT, AND THEN I’LL TAKE SOME STOCK IN RAIDS.
YOU GET UP A BET ON ME SHERIFF, MAKE A LITTLE EASY MONEY. BACK BILL
HOWLAND TO BE RIGHT HERE IN SEVENTY-TWO HOURS, RIGHT SIDE UP AND
smiling, and you’ll win. You just bet you’ll––”

“WELL, YOU WON’T GET HERE IN A YEAR UNLESS YOU STARTS, YOU PEST! FOR
GOD’S SAKE GET A-GOING AND GIVE THE SHERIFF A REST!” CAME EXPLOSIVELY
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FROM THE OFFICE, ACCOMPANIED BY A SOUND AS IF A CHAIR HAD DROPPED TO
ITS FOUR LEGS. A TALL, ANGULAR MAN STOOD IN THE DOORWAY AND SHOOK HIS
FIST AT THE HUGE CLOUD OF DUST WHICH ROLLED DOWN THE STREET, MUTTERING
SAVAGELY. BILL HOWLAND HAD STARTED ON HIS EIGHTY-MILE TRIP TO
Sagetown.

“DAMNEDEST TALKER ON TWO LAIGS,” ASSERTED THE CLERK. “HE’LL DRIVE ME
LOCO SOME DAY WITH HIS ETERNAL JABBER, JABBER. WHY DO YOU WASTE TIME
WITH HIM? TELL HIM TO CLOSE HIS YAP AND GO TO H–L. BEAT HIM OVER THE
head, anything to shut him up!”

Shields smiled: “Oh, he can’t help it. He don’t do anybody any harm.”

THE CLERK SHOOK HIS HEAD IN DOUBT AND STARTED TO RETURN TO HIS CHAIR,
and then stopped.

“I hear you expect some women out purty soon,” he suggested.

“Yes. Sisters and a friend,” Shields replied shortly.

“AIN’T YOU A LITTLE LEARY ABOUT LETTING ’EM COME OUT HERE WHILE THE
Apaches are out?”

“NOT VERY MUCH–I’LL BE ON HAND WHEN THEY ARRIVE,” THE SHERIFF ASSURED
him.

“How soon are they due to land?”

“Next trip if nothing hinders them.”

“Jim Hawes is comin’ out next trip,” volunteered the clerk.

“GOOD,” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF, TURNING TO GO. “EVERY GUN COUNTS, AND
Jim is a good man.”

“SAY,” THE AGENT WAS LONESOME, “I HEARD DOWN AT THE OASIS LAST NIGHT
THAT THE ORPHANT WAS SEEN OUT NEAR THE CROSS BAR-8 YESTERDAY. HE
OUGHT TO GET SHOT, D ––N HIM! BUT THAT’S A PURTY BIG CONTRACT, I RECKON.
They say he can shoot like the very devil.”

“They’re right, he can,” Shields replied. “Everybody knows that.”

“CHARLEY SEEMS TO BE IN A HURRY,” REMARKED THE AGENT, LOOKING DOWN
THE STREET AT A COWBOY, A FRIEND OF THE SHERIFF, WHO WAS COMING AT A
DEAD GALLOP. THE SHERIFF LOOKED AND CHARLEY WAVED HIS ARM. AS HE
came within hailing distance he shouted:
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“THE ORPHAN KILLED JIMMY FORD THIS MORNING ON TWENTY MILE TRAIL! HIS
PARDNER GOT AWAY BY SHOOTIN’ THE ORPHAN’S HORSE AND TAKING TO THE
TRAIL THROUGH LITTLE ARROYO. BUT HE’S SHOT, JUST THE SAME, ’THOUGH NOT
BAD. THE REST OF THE CROSS BAR-8 OUTFIT ARE GOING OUT FOR HIM; THEY’VE
been out, but they can’t follow his trail.”

“HELL!” CRIED THE SHERIFF, RUNNING TOWARD HIS CORRAL. “WAIT!” HE SHOUTED
OVER HIS SHOULDER AS HE TURNED THE CORNER. IN LESS THAN FIVE MINUTES HE
WAS BACK AGAIN, AND ON HIS BEST HORSE, AND FOLLOWING THE IMPATIENT
COWBOY, SWUNG DOWN THE STREET AT A GALLOP IN THE DIRECTION OF TWENTY
Mile Trail.

AS THEY LEFT THE TOWN BEHIND AND SWUNG THROUGH THE ARROYO LEADING TO
THE LIMPING WATER, THROUGH WHICH THE STAGE ROUTE LAY, CHARLEY BEGAN
to speak again:

“JIMMY AND PETE CARSON WERE TAKING A REST IN THE SHADE OF THE
CHAPARRAL AND PLAYIN’ OLD SLEDGE, WHEN THEY LOOKED UP AND SAW THE
ORPHAN LOOKING DOWN AT THEM. THEY’RE RATHER EASY-GOING, AND SO THEY
ASKED HIM TO TAKE A HAND. HE SAID HE WOULD, AND GOT OFF HIS CAYUSE
AND SAT DOWN WITH THEM. JIMMY STARTED A NEW DEAL, BUT THE ORPHAN
OBJECTED TO OLD SLEDGE AND WANTED POKER, AT THE SAME TIME THROWING
A BAG OF DUST DOWN IN FRONT OF HIM. JIMMY LOOKED AT PETE, WHO
NODDED, AND PUT HIS WEALTH IN FRONT OF HIM. WELL, THEY PLAYED ALONG FOR
A WHILE, AND THE ORPHAN BEGAN TO HAVE GREAT LUCK. WHEN HE HAD WON
FIVE STRAIGHT JACK POTS IT WAS MORE THAN JIMMY COULD STAND, HIM BEING
YOUNG AND HASTY. HE SAW HIS NEW CHEYENNE SADDLE, WHAT HE WAS
GOING TO BUY, GETTING FURTHER AWAY ALL THE TIME, AND HE YELLED ‘CHEAT!’
grabbing for his gun, what was plumb crazy for him to do.

“THE ORPHAN FIRED FROM HIS HIP QUICK AS A WINK, AND JIMMY FELL BACK
JUST AS PETE DREW. THE ORPHAN SWUNG ON HIM AND ORDERED HIM TO
DROP HIS GUN, WHICH SAME PETE DID, BEING SICK AT THE STOMACH AT
JIMMY’S PASSING. THEN THE ORPHAN TOLD HIM TO TAKE HIS DIRTY MONEY
AND HIS CHEAP LIFE AND GO BACK TO HIS MAMMA. PETE DIDN’T STOP NONE
TO ARGUE, BUT MOUNTED AND RODE AWAY. BUT THE FOOL WASN’T SATISFIED AT
HAVING A WHOLE SKIN AFTER A RUN-IN WITH THE ORPHAN, AND WHEN HE GOT
OFF ABOUT FOUR HUNDRED YARDS AND RIGHT ON THE EDGE OF LITTLE ARROYO,
WHERE HE COULD GET COVER IN ONE JUMP, HE UP AND LET DRIVE, KILLING THE
ORPHAN’S HORSE. PETE GOT TWO HOLES IN HIS SHOULDER BEFORE HE COULD
GET OUT OF SIGHT, AND HE REMEMBERED THAT HIS SHOT HAD HARDLY LEFT HIS
GUN BEFORE HE HAD ’EM, TOO. PETE SAYS HE WONDERS HOW IN H–L THE
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ORPHAN COULD SHOOT TWICE SO QUICK, WHEN HIS GUN’S A SHARP’S SINGLE
shot.”

SHIELDS WAS PLEASED WITH THE KNOWLEDGE THAT IT WAS NOT A PLAIN
MURDER THIS TIME, AND FELL TO WONDERING IF THE OTHER KILLINGS IN WHICH
THE ORPHAN HAD FIGURED HAD NOT IN A MEASURE BEEN JUSTIFIED. HEARSAY
CRIED “MURDERER,” BUT HIS OWN PERSONAL EXPERIENCE DENIED THE TERM.
DID NOT THE ORPHAN KNOW THAT SHIELDS WAS AFTER HIM, AND THAT THE
SHERIFF WAS NO MAN TO BE TAKEN LIGHTLY WHEN HE HAD SHOWN MERCY NEAR
THE BIG BOWLDER? THE OUTLAW MUST BE FAIR AND SQUARE, REASONED THE
SHERIFF, ELSE HE WOULD NOT HAVE LOOKED FOR THOSE QUALITIES IN ANOTHER,
AND LEAST OF ALL IN AN ENEMY. THE OUTLAW HAD GIVEN HIM PLENTY OF
CHANCES TO KILL AND HAD THOUGHT NOTHING OF IT, TIME AND TIME AGAIN
TURNING HIS BACK WITHOUT HESITATION. TRUE, THE ORPHAN HAD COVERED
HIM WHEN HIS HAND HAD STREAKED FOR HIS TOBACCO; BUT THE SHERIFF WOULD
HAVE DONE THE SAME, BECAUSE THE MOVEMENT WAS DECIDEDLY HOSTILE,
AND HE HAD BEEN FORTUNATE IN NOT HAVING PAID DEARLY FOR HIS RASH
ACTION. THE ORPHAN HAD TAKEN A CHANCE WHEN HE REFRAINED FROM
pulling the trigger.

CHARLEY CONTINUED: “JIMMY’S OUTFIT SWEAR THEY’LL HAVE A LYNCHIN’ BEE TO
square things for the Kid. They are plumb crazy about it. Jimmy was a
WHOLE LOT LIKED BY THEM, AND THE FOREMAN IS GOING TO GIVE THEM A
WEEK OFF WITH NO QUESTIONS ASKED. THEY ARE GETTING THINGS READY
now.”

THE SHERIFF TURNED TO HIS COMPANION, HIS HAZEL EYES AFLAME WITH ANGER
AT THIS THREAT OF LYNCHING WHEN HE HAD GIVEN PLAIN WARNING THAT SUCH
lawlessness would not for one minute be tolerated by him.

“WE’LL CALL ON THE CROSS BAR-8 FIRST, CHARLEY, AND FIND OUT WHEN THIS
LYNCHING BEE IS DUE TO COME OFF,” HE SAID, TURNING TOWARD THE
NORTHWEST. CHARLEY LOOKED SURPRISED AT THE SUDDEN CHANGE IN THE
PLANS, BUT FOLLOWED WITHOUT COMMENT, SECRETLY GLAD THAT TROUBLE WAS IN
store for the ranch he had no use for.

AFTER AN HOUR OF FAST RIDING THEY RODE UP TO THE CORRAL OF THE CROSS BAR-
8, AND SHIELDS, SEEING A COWBOY BUSILY ENGAGED IN CLEANING A RIFLE,
ASKED FOR SNEED, AT THE SAME TIME MAKING A MENTAL NOTE OF THE
preparations which were going on about him.

THE FOREMAN, AS IF IN ANSWER TO THE SHERIFF’S WORDS, WALKED INTO SIGHT
AROUND THE CORRAL WALL AND STEPPED FORWARD EAGERLY WHEN HE SAW WHO
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the caller was.

“I SEE THAT YOU KNOW ALL ABOUT IT, SHERIFF,” HE BEGAN, HASTILY. “I’VE JUST
TOLD THE BOYS THAT THEY CAN GO OUT FOR HIM,” HE CONTINUED. “THEY’RE
getting ready now, and will soon be on his trail.”

“Yes?” coldly inquired the sheriff.

“THEY’LL GET HIM IF YOU DON’T,” ASSURED THE FOREMAN, WHO HAD ABOUT AS
much tact as a mule.

“I’LL SHOOT THE FIRST MAN WHO TRIES IT,” THE SHERIFF SAID, AS HE FLECKED A BIT
of dust from his arm.

“WHAT!” CRIED SNEED IN ASTONISHMENT. “BY GOD, SHERIFF, THAT’S A D ––d
hard assertion to make!”

“And I hold you RESPONSIBLE,” CONTINUED THE SHERIFF, LEANING FORWARD AS
if to give weight to his words.

THE COWBOY STOPPED CLEANING HIS RIFLE AND STOOD UP, COVERING THE
sheriff, a sneer on his face and anger in his eyes.

“IF YOU’RE A-SCARED, WE AIN’T, BY GOD!” HE CRIED. “THE ORPHAN HAS GOT
AWAY TOO MANY TIMES ALREADY, AND HERE IS WHERE HE GETS STOPPED FOR
GOOD! WHEN WE GETS THROUGH WITH HIM HE WON’T SHOOT NO MORE FRIENDS
of ourn, nor nobody else’s!”

SHIELDS LOOKED HIM SQUARELY IN THE EYES: “IF YOU DON’T DROP THAT GUN I’LL
DROP YOU, BUCKNELL,” HE SAID PLEASANTLY, AND HIS EYES PROCLAIMED THAT
he meant what he said.

SNEED SPRANG FORWARD AND KNOCKED THE GUN ASIDE; “YOU D ––N FOOL!”
HE CRIED. “YOU ORNERY, SILLY FOOL! GET BACK TO THE BUNK HOUSE OR I’LL
MAKE YOU WISH YOU HAD NEVER SEEN THAT GUN! GO ON, GET THE H–L OUT OF
here before you join Jimmy!”

THEN THE FOREMAN TURNED TO SHIELDS, FEELING THAT HE HAD LOST MUCH
through the rashness of his man.

“DON’T PAY ANY ATTENTION TO THAT CRAZY YEARLING, SHERIFF,” HE SAID
earnestly. “He’s only feeling his oats. But we only wanted to round him
UP,” HE CONTINUED ON THE MAIN TOPIC. “WE MEANT TO TURN HIM OVER TO
YOU AFTER WE’D GOT HIM. HE’S A BLASTED, THIEVING, MURDERING DOG, THAT’S
what he is, and he oughtn’t get away this time!”
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“YOU KEEP OUT OF THIS, AND KEEP YOUR MEN OUT OF IT, TOO,” RESPONDED
SHIELDS, TURNING AWAY. “I MEAN WHAT I SAY. JIMMY STARTED THE MESS
AND GOT THE WORST OF IT. I’LL GET THE ORPHAN, OR NOBODY WILL. AS LONG AS
I’M SHERIFF OF THIS COUNTY I’LL TAKE CARE OF MY JOB WITHOUT ANY LYNCHING
parties. Come on, Charley.”

“DEPUTIZE SOME OF MY BOYS, SHERIFF!” HE BEGGED. “LET ’EM THINK
THEY’RE DOING SOMETHING. THE ORPHAN IS A BAD MAN TO GO AFTER ALONE.
THE BOYS ARE SO MAD THAT THEY’LL GET HIM IF THEY HAVE TO RIDE THROUGH
hell after him. Swear them in and let them get him lawfully.”

“YES?” RETORTED SHIELDS CYNICALLY. “AND HAVE TO SHOOT THEM TO KEEP
them from shooting him?”

“BY GOD, SHERIFF,” CRIED SNEED, LOSING CONTROL OF HIS TEMPER, “THIS IS
OUR FIGHT, AND WE’RE GOING TO SEE IT THROUGH! WE’LL GET THAT CUR, SHERIFF
OR NO SHERIFF, AND WHEN WE DO, HE’LL STRETCH ROPE! AND ANYBODY WHO
TRIES TO STOP US WILL GET HURT! I AIN’T MAKING ANY THREATS, SHERIFF; ONLY
telling plain facts, that’s all.”

“THEN I’LL BE A WRECK,” RESPONDED SHIELDS, STILL SMILING. “FOR I’LL STOP IT,
even if I have to shoot you first, which are also plain facts.”

SNEED’S MEN HAD BEEN COMING UP WHILE THEY TALKED AND WERE FREELY
VOICING THEIR OPINIONS OF SHERIFFS. SNEED STEPPED CLOSE TO THE PEACE
OFFICER AND LAUGHED, HIS FACE FLUSHED WITH FOOLISH ELATION AT HIS
strength.

“DO YOU SEE ’EM?” HE ASKED, IRONICALLY, INDICATING HIS MEN BY A
sweep of his arm. “Do you think you could shoot me?”

THE REPLY WAS INSTANTANEOUS. THE LAST WORD HAD HARDLY LEFT HIS LIPS
BEFORE HE PEERED BLANKLY INTO THE COLD, UNREASONING MUZZLE OF A COLT,
AND THE SHERIFF’S VOICE SOFTLY LAUGHED UP ABOVE HIM. THE COWBOYS
STOOD AS IF TURNED TO STONE, NOT DARING TO RISK THEIR FOREMAN’S LIFE BY A
MOVE, FOR THEY DID NOT UNDERSTAND THE SHERIFF’S METHODS OF ARGUMENTS,
never having become thoroughly acquainted with him.

“YOU KNOW ME BETTER NOW, SNEED,” SHIELDS REMARKED QUIETLY AS HE
SLIPPED HIS COLT INTO ITS HOLSTER. “I’M RUNNING THE LAW END OF THE GAME
AND I’LL KEEP RIGHT ON RUNNING IT AS I D ––D PLEASE WHILE I’M CALLED
sheriff, understand?”

SNEED WAS A BRAVE MAN, AND HE THOROUGHLY APPRECIATED THE CLEAN-
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CUT COURAGE WHICH HAD DIRECTED THE SHERIFF’S ACT, AND HE KNEW, THEN,
THAT SHIELDS WOULD KEEP HIS WORD. HE INVOLUNTARILY STEPPED BACK AND
INTENTLY REGARDED THE FACE ABOVE HIM, SEEING A NOT UNPLEASANT
COUNTENANCE, ALTHOUGH IT WAS TANNED BY THE SUNS AND BEATEN BY THE
WEATHER OF FIFTY YEARS. THE HAZEL EYES TWINKLED AND THE THIN LIPS
TWITCHED IN THAT QUIET HUMOR FOR WHICH THE MAN WAS FAMED; YET
underlying the humor was stern, unyielding determination.

“YOU’RE SHORE NERVY, SHERIFF,” AT LENGTH REMARKED THE FOREMAN. “THE
boys are loco, but I’ll try to hold them.”

“YOU’LL HOLD THEM, OR BURY THEM,” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF, AND TURNING TO
HIS COMPANION HE SAID: “NOW I’M WITH YOU, CHARLEY. SO LONG, SNEED,”
HE PLEASANTLY CALLED OVER HIS SHOULDER AS IF THERE HAD BEEN NO
unpleasant disagreement.

“SO LONG, SHERIFF,” REPLIED THE FOREMAN, LOOKING AFTER THE DEPARTING
PAIR AND HARDLY FREE FROM HIS ASTONISHMENT. THEN HE TURNED TO HIS
MEN: “YOU HEARD WHAT HE SAID, AND YOU SAW WHAT HE DID. YOU KEEP
OUT OF THIS, OR I’LL MAKE YOU D ––D SORRY, IF HE DON’T. IF THE ORPHAN
COMES YOUR WAY, ALL RIGHT AND GOOD. BUT YOU LET HIS TRAIL RELIGIOUSLY
alone, do you hear?”
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CHAPTER V
BILL JUSTIFIES HIS CREATION

ILL HOWLAND CAREENED ALONG THE STAGE ROUTE, RAPIDLY LEAVING
FORD’S STATION IN HIS REAR. HE ROLLED THROUGH THE ARROYO ON ALTERNATE

PAIRS OF WHEELS, SPLASHED THROUGH THE LIMPING WATER, LEAVING IT ROILED
AND MUDDY, AND SHOT UP THE OPPOSITE BANK WITH A RUSH. BEFORE HIM
WAS A STRETCH OF A DOZEN MILES, LEVEL AS A BILLIARD TABLE, AND THEN THE
ROUTE TRAVERSED A COUNTRY ROCKY AND UNEVEN AND WOUND THROUGH CUTS
AND DEFILES AND AROUND ROCKY BUTTES OF STRANGE FORMATION. THIS
CONTINUED FOR TEN MILES, AND THE LAST DEFILE CUT THROUGH A RIDGE OF ROCK,
CALLED THE BACKBONE, WHICH RANGED IN HEIGHT FROM TWENTY TO FORTY FEET,
SMOOTH, UNBROKEN AND PERPENDICULAR ON ITS EASTERN FACE. THIS RIDGE
WOUND AND TWISTED FROM THE BIG CHAPARRAL TWENTY MILES BELOW THE
DEFILE TO A BRANCH OF THE LIMPING WATER, FIFTEEN MILES ABOVE. AND IN
ALL THE THIRTY-FIVE MILES THERE WAS BUT A SINGLE OPENING, THE ONE USED
by Bill and the stage.

IN CROSSING THE LEVEL PLAIN BILL COULD SEE FOR MILES TO EITHER SIDE OF HIM,
BUT WHEN ONCE IN THE ROUGH COUNTRY HIS VIEW WAS RESTRICTED TO YARDS,
AND MORE OFTEN TO FEET. IT WAS HERE THAT HE EXPECTED TROUBLE IF AT ALL,
AND HE USUALLY WENT THROUGH IT WITH A SPEED WHICH WAS RECKLESS, TO
say the least.

HE HAD JUST DISMISSED THE POSSIBILITY OF MEETING WITH APACHES AS HE
TURNED INTO THE LAST LONG DEFILE, WHICH HE WAS PLEASED TO CALL A CAÑON.
AS HE MADE THE FIRST TURN HE NEARLY FELL FROM HIS SEAT IN ASTONISHMENT
AT WHAT HE SAW. SQUARELY IN THE CENTER OF THE TRAIL AHEAD OF HIM WAS A
HORSEMAN, WHO RODE THE HORSE WHICH HAD FORMERLY BELONGED TO
JIMMY OF THE CROSS BAR-8, AND ACROSS THE CUT LAY A HEAVY PIECE OF
TIMBER, ONE OF THE DEAD TREES WHICH WERE FOUND OCCASIONALLY AT THAT
ALTITUDE, AND IT EFFECTIVELY BARRED THE PASSING OF THE STAGE. THE
HORSEMAN WORE HIS SOMBRERO FAR BACK ON HIS HEAD AND A RIFLE LAY
ACROSS HIS SADDLE, WHILE TWO REPEATING WINCHESTERS WERE SLUNG ON
EITHER SIDE OF HIS HORSE. ONE STARTLED LOOK REVEALED THE WORST TO THE
driver–The Orphan, the terrible Orphan faced him!

“DON’T CHOKE–I’M NOT GOING TO EAT YOU,” ASSURED THE HORSEMAN WITH A
SMILE. “BUT I’M GOING TO SMOKE HALF OF YOUR TOBACCO–AND YOU CAN
BRING ME A HALF POUND WHEN YOU COME BACK FROM SAGETOWN. JUST
THROW IT UP YONDER,” POINTING TO A ROCKY LEDGE, “AND KEEP GOING RIGHT
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ahead.”

BILL LOOKED VERY MUCH RELIEVED, AND HASTILY FUMBLED IN HIS HIP POCKET,
WHICH WAS A MOST SUICIDAL THING TO DO IN A HURRY; BUT THE ORPHAN
DIDN’T EVEN MOVE AT THE PLAY, HAVING JUDGED THE MAN BEFORE HIM AND
having faith in his judgment. The hand came out again with a pouch of
TOBACCO, WHICH ITS OWNER FLUNG TO THE OUTLAW. AFTER PUTTING HALF OF IT IN
HIS OWN POUCH AND ENCLOSING A COIN TO PAY FOR HIS HALF POUND, THE
ORPHAN TOSSED IT BACK AGAIN AND THEN MOVED THE TREE TRUNK UNTIL IT FELL
to the road, when he dismounted and rolled it aside.

“YOU FORGET RIGHT NOW THAT YOU HAVE SEEN ME OR YOU’LL HAVE HEART
DISEASE SOME DAY IN THIS PLACE,” WARNED THE HORSEMAN, MOVING
ASIDE. BILL SWORE EARNESTLY THAT AT TIMES HIS MEMORY WAS TOO SHORT TO
EVEN REMEMBER HIS OWN NAME, AND HE ENTHUSIASTICALLY LASHED HIS
CAYUSE SEXTET. AS HE SWUNG OUT ON THE PLAIN AGAIN HE GLANCED
FURTIVELY OVER HIS SHOULDER AND BREATHED A DEEP BREATH OF RELIEF WHEN
HE FOUND THAT THE OUTLAW WAS NOT IN SIGHT. HE THEN TIED A KNOT IN HIS
HANDKERCHIEF SO AS TO BE SURE TO REMEMBER TO GET A HALF-POUND
PACKAGE OF TOBACCO. A NEW RESPONSIBILITY, AND ONE WHICH HE HAD
NEVER BORNE BEFORE, WEIGHED UPON HIM. HE MUST KEEP SILENT–AND
WHAT A RICH SUBJECT FOR ENDLESS CONVERSATIONS! TALKING MATERIAL WHICH
WOULD LAST HIM FOR YEARS MUST BE SEALED TIGHTLY WITHIN HIS MEMORY ON
penalty of death if he failed to keep it secret.

AFTER AN UNEVENTFUL TRIP ACROSS THE OPEN PLAIN, WHICH PASSED SO
RAPIDLY BECAUSE OF HIS INTENT THOUGHTS THAT HE HARDLY REALIZED IT, HE
RIPPED INTO SAGETOWN WITH A BURST OF SPEED AND FLUNG THE MAIL BAG AT
THE STATION AGENT, AFTER WHICH HE HASTENED TO FLOAT THE DUST DOWN HIS
throat.

WHEN HE MET HIS SAGETOWN FRIENDS HE HAD FAIRLY TO CHOKE DOWN HIS
SECRET, AND HIS ACHING DESIRE TO CREATE A SENSATION PAINED AND
worried him.

“YOU MADE HER FASTER THAN USUAL, BILL,” REMARKED THE BARTENDER
CASUALLY. “YORE HALF-AN-HOUR AHEAD OF TIME,” HE ADDED IN A
CONGRATULATORY TONE AS HE PLACED A BOTTLE AND GLASS BEFORE THE NEW
arrival.

“Yes, and I had to stop, too,” Bill replied, and then hastily gulped down
his liquor to save himself.
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“THAT SO?” ASKED OLD POP WESTLEY, AN HABITUÉ OF THE SALOON. POP
Westley had fought through the Civil War and never forgot to tell of his
EXPERIENCES, WHICH MUST HAVE BEEN UNUSUALLY NUMEROUS, EVEN FOR
FOUR YEARS OF HARD CAMPAIGNING, IF ONE MAY JUDGE FROM THE FACT THAT HE
NEVER HAD TO REPEAT, AND YET USED THEM AS HIS coup d’état IN MANY
CONVERSATIONAL BOUTS. “WHAT WAS IT, INJUNS?” HE ASKED, WINKING AT THE
BARTENDER AS IF IN PROPHECY AS TO WHAT THE DRIVER WOULD CHOOSE FOR HIS
next lie.

“OH, NO,” REPLIED BILL, GROPING FOR AN IDEA TO GET HIM OUT OF TROUBLE.
“NOPE, JUST HAD TO LOSE TWENTY MINUTES ROLLIN’ ROCKS OUT OF THE CAÑON–
THEY MUST HAVE BEEN A LITTLE LANDSLIDE SINCE I WENT THROUGH HER THE LAST
time. Some of ’em was purty big, too.”

“I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT A HAD TO KILL SOME INJUNS, LIKE YOU DID WHEN THEY
BROKE OUT FOUR YEARS AGO,” RESPONDED THE BARTENDER GRAVELY. “TELL US
ABOUT THAT TIME YOU LICKED THEM DOZEN MAD APACHE WARRIORS, BILL,” HE
REQUESTED. “THAT WAS A BLAMED GOOD SCRAP FROM WHAT I CAN
remember.”

“OH, I’VE TOLD YOU ABOUT THAT SCRAP SO MUCH I’M ASHAMED TO TELL IT
AGAIN,” REPLIED THE DRIVER, WISHING THAT HE COULD REMEMBER JUST WHAT
HE HAD SAID ABOUT IT, AND SORRY THAT HIS MEMORY WAS SO INFERIOR TO HIS
imagination.

“BET YOU GET SCALPED GOIN’ BACK,” PLEASANTLY REMARKED JOHNNY
SANDS, WHO HAD NOT FOUGHT IN THE CIVIL WAR, BUT WHO OFTEN FEROCIOUSLY
WISHED HE HAD WHEN OLD POP WESTLEY WAS TELLING OF HOW MEAD TOOK
VICKSBURG, OR SOME OTHER SUCH BIT OF HISTORY. POP MUST HAVE BEEN
CONNECTED TO A FLYING REGIMENT, FOR HE HAD FOUGHT UNDER EVERY GENERAL
on the Union side.

“YOU’RE ON FOR THE DRINKS, JOHNNY,” ANSWERED BILL PROMPTLY, FEELING THAT
IT WOULD BE A DOUBLE JOY TO WIN. “THE WAR-WHOOPS NEVER LIVED WHO
COULD SCALP BILL HOWLAND, AND DON’T FORGET IT, NEITHER,” HE BOASTFULLY
AVERRED AS HE MADE FOR THE DOOR, VERY ANXIOUS TO GET AWAY FROM THAT
AWFUL GNAWING TEMPTATION TO OPEN THEIR EYES WIDE ABOUT HIS RECENT
experience.

“THEN THE ORPHAN WILL GET YOU, SHORE,” CAME FROM POP WESTLEY. BILL
jumped and slammed the door so hard that it shook the building.

HE SAW THAT HIS SEXTET WAS BEING PROPERLY FED AND WATERED FOR THE
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RETURN TRIP, WHICH WOULD NOT TAKE PLACE UNTIL THE NEXT DAY. BUT A TRIFLE
LIKE TWENTY-FOUR HOURS HAD NO EFFECT ON BILL UNDER HIS PRESENT STRESS OF
EXCITEMENT, AND HE FOOLED ABOUT THE COACH AS IF IT WAS HIS DEAREST
POSSESSION, INSPECTING THE KING-BOLT, RUNNING-GEAR AND WHIFFLETREES
WITH ANXIOUS EYES. HE WANTED NO BREAK-DOWN, BECAUSE THE APACHES
might BE FARTHER NORTH THAN WAS THEIR CUSTOM. THAT DONE HE TOOK HIS
RIFLE APART AND THOROUGHLY CLEANED AND OILED IT, SEEING THAT THE
MAGAZINE WAS FULL TO THE END. THEN HE HAD HIS SUPPER AND WENT
STRAIGHT THEREFROM TO BED, NOT DARING TO AGAIN MEET HIS FRIENDS FOR FEAR
of breaking his promise to The Orphan.

AT DAWN HE DREW UP BESIDE THE SMALL STATION AND WAITED FOR THE
ARRIVAL OF THE TRAIN, WHICH EVEN THEN WAS A SPECK AT THE MEETING PLACE
of the rails on the horizon.

The station agent sauntered over to him and grinned.

“I GUESS I WILL GET THAT TELEGRAPH LINE AFTER ALL, BILL,” HE REMARKED
HAPPILY. “I HEARD THAT THE DIVISION SUPERINTENDENT WANTED TO GET WORD
TO ME IN A HURRY THE OTHER DAY, AND RAISED THE DEVIL WHEN HE COULDN’T.
I’VE BEEN FIGHTING FOR A WIRE TO CIVILIZATION FOR THREE YEARS, AND NOW I
reckon she’ll come.”

“I ALWAYS SAID YOU OUGHT TO HAVE A TELEGRAPH LINE OUT HERE,” BILL
REPLIED. “SUPPOSE THAT TRAIN SHOULD RUN OFF THE TRACK SOME DAY, WHAT
would they do, hey?”

“HUH, THAT TRAIN NEVER GOES FAST ENOUGH TO RUN OFF OF ANYTHING,” RETORTED
THE STATION AGENT. “SHE’D STOP DEAD IF SHE HIT A COYOTE–BY GOSH! HERE
SHE COMES NOW! WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THAT, EH? HALF-AN-HOUR AHEAD OF
TIME, TOO! MUST BE TRYING TO HIT UP A BETTER AVERAGE THAN SHE’S HAD FOR
THE LAST YEAR. SHE’S USUALLY DUE THREE HOURS LATE,” HE ADDED IN
BEWILDERMENT. “SHE OWES THE WORLD ABOUT A MONTH–MUST HAVE LEFT THE
day before by mistake.”

“JOHNNY SANDS SAYS HE RACED HER ONCE FOR TEN MILES, AND BEAT IT A
MILE,” REPLIED BILL, CROSSING HIS LEGS AND YAWNING. THEN HE BEGAN ONE
OF HIS ENDLESS TALKS, AND THE AGENT HASTILY DEPARTED AND LEFT HIM TO
himself.

WHEN THE TRAIN FINALLY STOPPED AT ITS DESTINATION, AFTER RUNNING PAST THE
STATION AND HAVING TO BACK TO THE PLATFORM, THREE WOMEN ALIGHTED AND
LOOKED AROUND. SEEING THE STAGE, THEY ORDERED THEIR BAGGAGE
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transferred to it and gave Bill a shock by their appearance.

“IS THIS THE STAGE WHICH RUNS TO FORD’S STATION?” THE ELDEST ASKED OF
Bill.

Bill fumbled at his sombrero and tore it from his head as he replied.

“YES, SIR, ER–MA’AM!” HE SAID, CONFUSEDLY. “ARE YOU SHERIFF’S SISTER,
ma’am?”

“YES,” SHE ANSWERED. “WHY DO YOU ASK? HAS ANYTHING HAPPENED TO
him in this awful country?” she asked in alarm.

“NO, MA’AM, NOT YET,” RESPONDED BILL IN CONFUSION. “HE JUST DIDN’T
EXPECT YOU ’TIL THE NEXT TRAIN, MA’AM, THAT’S ALL. HE WAS GOING TO MEET
you then.”

“NOW, isn’t THAT JUST LIKE A MAN?” SHE ASKED HER COMPANIONS. “I
DISTINCTLY REMEMBER THAT I WROTE HIM I WOULD COME ON THE TWENTY-
fourth. How stupid of him!”

“YES, MA’AM, YOU DID,” INTERPOSED BILL, EAGERLY. “BUT THIS IS ONLY THE
twenty-first, ma’am.”

SHE REFUSED TO NOTICE THE CORRECTION AND WAVED HER HAND TOWARD THE
coach.

“GET IN, DEARS,” SHE SAID. “I do SO HOPE IT ISN’T DIRTY AND
UNCOMFORTABLE, AND WE HAVE SO FAR TO GO IN IT, TOO. THIRTY MILES–THINK
of it!”

BILL THOUGHT OF IT, BUT REFRAINED FROM OFFERING CORRECTION. IF SHIELDS HAD
SAID IT WAS THIRTY MILES WHEN HE KNEW IT WAS EIGHTY THAT WAS SHIELDS’
AFFAIR, AND HE DIDN’T CARE TO HAVE ANY UNPLEASANTNESS. HE HAD OFFERED
CORRECTION ABOUT THE DATE, AND THAT WAS ENOUGH FOR HIM. CLAMBERING
DOWN HEAVILY HE OPENED THE SIDE DOOR OF THE VEHICLE AND THEN HELPED
THE STATION AGENT PUT THE TRUNKS AND VALISES AND HAT BOXES ON THE
HANGING SHELF BEHIND THE COACH AND SAW THAT THEY WERE LASHED
SECURELY INTO PLACE. THEN HE THREW THE MAIL BAG UPON HIS SEAT,
CLIMBED AFTER IT AND STARTED ON HIS JOURNEY WITH A WHOOP AND RUSH, FOR
THIS TRIP WAS TO BE A RECORD-BREAKER. SHIELDS HAD SAID IT WAS THIRTY
miles, and it behove the driver to make it seem as short as possible.

THE UNEXPECTED ARRIVAL OF THE WOMEN HAD DRIVEN EVERYTHING ELSE FROM
HIS MIND, EVEN THE ORPHAN, AND AFTER HE HAD COVERED A MILE HE HAD A
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STRONG DESIRE TO SMOKE. GIVING HIS WHIP A JERK HE THREW IT ALONG THE
TOP OF THE COACH AND SLIPPED THE HANDLE UNDER HIS ARM. THEN HE FELT
FOR HIS POUCH, AND AS HIS FINGERS CLOSED UPON IT HE SUDDENLY STIFFENED
AND GASPED. HE HAD FORGOTTEN THE ORPHAN’S HALF POUND! SWEARING
EARNESTLY AND BADLY FRIGHTENED AT THE CLOSE CALL HE HAD FROM INCURRING
THE ANGER OF A MAN LIKE THE OUTLAW, HE PULLED ON THE REINS WITH A
SUDDENNESS WHICH CAUSED THE SEXTET TO LAY BACK THEIR EARS AND
INDULGE IN A FEW HEARTFELT KICKS. BUT THE DARTING WHIP KEPT PEACE AND
he swung around and returned to town.

AS HE DROVE PAST THE STATION MARY SHIELDS, THE SHERIFF’S ELDER SISTER,
poked her head out of the door and called to him.

“Driver!” she exclaimed. “Driver!”

Bill craned his neck and looked down.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied anxiously.

“Are we there already?” she asked.

“WHY, NO, MA’AM, IT’S EI–THIRTY MILES YET,” HE RESPONDED AS HE SPRANG
to the ground.

“Then where are we, for goodness’ sake?”

“BACK IN SAGETOWN, MA’AM,” HE HURRIEDLY REPLIED. “I SHORE FORGOT
SOMETHING,” HE ADDED IN EXPLANATION OF THE RETURN AS HE RAN TOWARD
the saloon.

She turned to her companions with a gesture of despair:

“ISN’T IT AWFUL,” SHE ASKED, “WHAT A TERRIBLE THING DRINKING IS? A MOST
DETESTABLE HABIT! HERE WE ARE BACK TO WHERE WE STARTED FROM AND JUST
BECAUSE OUR DRIVER MUST HAVE A DRINK OF NASTY LIQUOR! WHY, WE WOULD
HAVE BEEN THERE BY THIS TIME. I WILL MOST ASSUREDLY SPEAK TO JAMES
about this!”

“WELL, I SUPPOSE WE MAY GO ON NOW!” SHE EXCLAIMED AS BILL BOLTED
into sight again, holding a package firmly in his two hands. “I suppose
he feels quite capable of driving now.”

BILL, BLISSFULLY IGNORANT OF THE REMARKS HE HAD CALLED FORTH, TOSSED THE
TOBACCO UPON THE MAIL BAG AND CLIMBED TO HIS SEAT AGAIN. THE LONG
WHIP HISSED AND CRACKED AS HE BELLOWED TO THE TEAM, AND ONCE MORE
they started for Ford’s Station.
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they started for Ford’s Station.

THE PASSENGERS HAD ALL THEY COULD DO TO KEEP THEIR SEATS BECAUSE OF
THE GYMNASTICS OF THE ERRATIC STAGE. BILL, WHO HAD ALWAYS FOUND DELIGHT
IN SEEING HOW NEAR HE COULD COME TO MISSING THINGS AND WHO WAS
ELATED AT THE JOY OF GETTING OVER THE WORST PARTS OF THE TRAIL WITH SPEED,
DECIDED THAT THIS WAS A RARE AND MOST AUSPICIOUS OCCASION TO SHOW
JUST WHAT HE COULD DO IN THE WAY OF FANCY DRIVING. THE RETURN TO TOWN
HAD SPOILED HIS CHANCES FOR A RECORD, BUT HE STILL COULD DO SOME HIGH-
class work with the reins. The weight of the baggage on the tail-board
BOTHERED HIM UNTIL HE DISCOVERED THAT IT ACTED AS A TAIL TO HIS CONCORD
KITE, AND WHEN HE LEARNED THAT HE JOYOUSLY ESSAYED FEATS WHICH HE
HAD LONG DREAMED OF DOING. THE RESULT WAS FULLY APPRECIATED BY THE
TERRIFIED PASSENGERS WHO, CHOKING WITH THE DUST WHICH FORCED ITS WAY
IN TO THEM, COULD ONLY HOLD FAST TO WHATEVER CAME TO THEIR GRASP AND
pray that they would survive.

AS HE PASSED A PECULIARLY FORMED CLUMP OF ORGAN CACTI, WHICH HE
REGARDED AS BEING HIS HALF-WAY MARK, HE HAPPENED TO GLANCE BEHIND,
AND HIS FACE BLANCHED IN A SUDDEN FEAR WHICH GRIPPED HIS HEART IN AN
icy grasp.

HE LEAPED TO HIS FEET, WRAPPING THE REINS ABOUT HIS WRISTS, AND THE
“BLACKSNAKE” COILED AND WRITHED AND HISSED. ITS REPORTS SOUNDED LIKE
THOSE OF A GUN, AND EVERY TIME IT STRAIGHTENED OUT A HORSE LOST A BIT OF
HAIR AND SKIN. BOTH OF THE LEADERS HAD LIMP AND TORN EARS, AND A
SUDDEN TERROR SURGED THROUGH THE TEAM, CAUSING THEIR EYES TO DILATE
AND GROW RED. THE DRIVER’S VOICE, STRONG AND FULL, RANG OUT IN BLOOD-
CURDLING WHOOPS, WHICH ENDED IN THE WAILING HOWL OF A COYOTE,
WONDERFULLY WELL IMITATED. THE COMBINATION OF VOICE AND WHIP WAS TOO
MUCH, AND THE SIX HORSES, MADDENED BY THE TERRIBLE STING OF THE LASH
and the frightful, haunting howl, became frenzied and bolted.

BRACED FIRMLY ON THE FOOTBOARD, POISED CAREFULLY AND WITH JUST THE RIGHT
TENSION ON THE REINS, THE DRIVER SCANNED THE TRAIL BEFORE HIM, AVOIDING
AS BEST HE COULD THE ROCKS AND DEEP RUTS, AND WATCHING ALERTLY FOR A
STUMBLE. HIS SOMBRERO HAD DESERTED HIM AND HIS LONG BROWN HAIR
SNAPPED BEHIND HIM IN THE WIND. BILL WAS FRIGHTENED, BUT NOT FOR
HIMSELF ALONE. WITH ALL HIS BRAVADO HE WAS BUILT OF GOOD TIMBER, AND
HIS ONE THOUGHT WAS FOR THE WOMEN UNDER HIS CARE. HE UNCONSCIOUSLY
PRAYED THAT THEY MIGHT NOT BE BROUGHT FACE TO FACE WITH THE REALIZATION
OF WHAT MENACED THEM; THAT THEY WOULD NOT LEARN WHY THE COACH
LURCHED SO TERRIBLY; THAT THE TRUNK WHICH OBSTRUCTED THE BACK WINDOW OF
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the coach would not shift and give them a sight of the danger. Oh, that
THE RUNNING GEAR HELD! THAT THE KING-BOLT, NEW, THANK GOD, PROVED THE
WORDS OF THE BOASTING BLACKSMITH TO BE TRUE! HE SOON CAME TO THE
BEGINNING OF A THREE-HUNDRED-YARD STRETCH OF PERFECT ROAD AND HE
HAZARDED A QUICK BACKWARD GLANCE. INSTANTLY HIS EYES WERE TO THE
FRONT AGAIN, BUT HIS BRAIN RETAINED THE PICTURE HE HAD SEEN, RETAINED IT
PERFECTLY AND IN WONDERFUL CLEARNESS. HE SAW THAT THE APACHES WERE
NO LONGER A MILE AWAY, BUT THAT THEY HAD GAINED UPON HIM A VERY LITTLE,
SO VERY LITTLE THAT ONLY AN EYE ACCUSTOMED TO GAUGING CHANGING
DISTANCES COULD HAVE NOTICED THE DIFFERENCE. AND HE ALSO SAW THAT THE
GROUP WAS NO LONGER COMPACT, BUT THAT IT WAS ALREADY SPREADING OUT
INTO THE DREADED, DEADLY CRESCENT, A CRESCENT WITH THE BEST HORSES AT
THE HORNS, WHICH WOULD ENDEAVOR TO SWEEP FORWARD AND PAST THE
COACH, DRAWING CLOSER TOGETHER UNTIL THE CIRCLE WAS COMPLETE, WITH THE
stage as the center.

ANOTHER YELL BURST FROM HIM, AND AGAIN AND AGAIN THE WHIP WRITHED
AND HISSED AND CRACKED, AND A NEW BURST OF SPEED WAS THE REWARD.
WELL IT WAS THAT THE HORSES WERE THE BEST AND MOST ENDURING TO BE
FOUND ON THE RANGE. HE WAS DEPENDENT ON HIS TEAM, HE AND HIS
PASSENGERS. HE COULD NOT HOPE TO TAKE UP HIS RIFLE UNTIL THE LAST
DESPERATE STAND. OH, IF HE ONLY HAD THE SHERIFF, THE COOL, LAUGHING,
ACCURATE SHERIFF WITH HIM TO LIE AGAINST THE SEAT AND SHOOT FOR HIS
SISTERS! ALREADY THE BULLETS WERE DROPPING BEHIND HIM, BUT HE DID NOT
KNOW OF IT. THEY DROPPED, AS YET, MANY YARDS TOO SHORT, AND HE COULD
NOT HEAR THE FLAT REPORTS. THE WIND WHICH ROARED AND WHISTLED PAST HIS
ears spared him that.

A STUMBLE! BUT UP AGAIN AND WITHOUT INJURY, FOR A MASTER HAND HELD THE
REINS, A HAND AS CUNNING AS THE EYES WERE CALCULATING. COULD BILL’S
SCOFFING FRIENDS SEE HIM NOW THEIR SCOFFING WOULD FREEZE ON LIPS OPEN
IN ADMIRING ASTONISHMENT. IF HE ATTAINED NOTHING MORE IN HIS LIFE HE
WAS JUSTIFYING HIS CREATION. HE WAS DOING HIS BEST, AND DOING IT
WONDERFULLY WELL. LONG SINCE HAD FEAR LEFT HIM. HE WAS NOW ONLY A
SUPERB DRIVER, AN ALERT, QUICK-THINKING MASTER OF HIS CHOSEN TRADE. HE
THRILLED WITH A PECULIAR ELATION, FOR WAS HE NOT PLAYING HIS HAND AGAINST
DEATH? A LONE HAND AND WITH NO HOPE OF A LUCKY DRAW. ALL HE COULD
HOPE FOR WAS THAT HE BE NOT UNLUCKY AND LOSE THE GAME BECAUSE OF
THE WEAKNESS OF A WHEEL, OR THE TRACES, OR THAT NEW KING-BOLT; THAT THE
SPLENDID, UGLY, TERRORIZED UNITS OF HIS SEXTET WOULD LAST UNTIL HE HAD
GAINED THE CAÑON, WHERE THE STAGE WOULD NEARLY BLOCK THE NARROW
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opening, and where he could exchange reins for rifle!

WITHIN THE COACH THREE WOMEN WERE MISERABLY HUDDLED IN A MASS ON
THE FLOOR. TWO WOULD BE MORE PROPER, BECAUSE THE THIRD, A SLIM GIRL OF
NINETEEN, WAS TEMPORARILY OUT OF HER MISERY, HAVING FAINTED, WHICH
was a boon denied to her companions. Thrown from side to side as if
THEY WERE STRAWS IN WEIGHT, THEY FIRST CRASHED INTO ONE WALL AND THEN
INTO THE OTHER, BUFFETED FROM THE EDGE OF THE FRONT SEAT TO THAT OF THE
REAR ONE. BRUISED AND BLEEDING AND TERRIFIED, THEY DUMBLY PRAYED FOR
deliverance from the madman up above them.

THE DRIVER’S EYE CAUGHT SIGHT OF THE TURN, WHICH LAY TEN MILES NORTHEAST
of the cañon–then he had passed it.

“ONLY TEN MILES MORE, BRONCHS!” HE SHOUTED, IMPLORINGLY,
BESEECHINGLY. “HOLD IT, BOYS! HOLD IT, PETS! ONLY TEN MILES MORE!” HE
REPEATED UNTIL THE LEFT-HAND LEADER LURCHED FORWARD AND LOST ITS FOOTING.
ANOTHER BIT OF MASTERLY MANIPULATION OF THE REINS SAVED IT FROM GOING
DOWN, AND AGAIN THE COYOTE YELL RANG OUT IN ALL OF ITS ACUTE, QUAVERING,
HAIR-RAISING MOURNFULNESS. THE BLACKSNAKE AGAIN AND AGAIN
MERCILESSLY LEAPED AND STRUCK, AND ANOTHER WONDERFUL BURST OF SPEED
rewarded him.

HIS HEART SUDDENLY WENT OUT TO HIS HORSES, AS HE REALIZED WHAT SPEED
THEY WERE MAKING AND HAD BEEN HOLDING FOR SO LONG A TIME, AND HE
SWORE TO TREAT THEM BETTER THAN THEY HAD EVER KNOWN IF THEY PULLED HIM
safely to the mouth of the cañon.

A SECOND BACKWARD GLANCE, FORCED FROM HIM BECAUSE OF THE AWFUL
UNCERTAINTY AT HIS BACK, BECAUSE IF IT WAS THE LAST THING HE EVER DID HE
MUST LOOK BEHIND HIM AS A CHILD LOOKS BACK INTO THE AWFUL DARKNESS OF
THE ROOM, CAUSED HIS FACE TO BE CONVULSED WITH SMILES, SUDDEN AND
SINCERE. HE SHOUTED MADLY IN HIS JOY AT WHAT HE SAW, DANCING UP AND
DOWN REGARDLESS OF HIS PERILOUS FOOTING, BENDING HIS KNEES WITH A
RECKLESSNESS ALMOST CRIMINAL, AS HE UNCOILED THE HISSING BLACKSNAKE
HIGH UP IN THE AIR. AGAIN AND AGAIN THE WHISTLING, HISSING LENGTH OF
BRAIDED RAWHIDE CURLED AND STRAIGHTENED AND CRACKED, FASTER AND
FASTER UNTIL THE REPORTS ALMOST MERGED. HE TOSSED HIS HEAD AND
LAUGHED WILDLY, HYSTERICALLY, AND DANCED AS ONLY A MAN CAN DANCE
WHEN EASED OF A TERRIBLE NERVOUS TENSION; THE RASPING OF THE ICY,
GRASPING FINGERS OF DEATH ALONG HIS BACK SUDDENLY CEASED, AND THERE
CAME TO HIM ASSURANCE OF LIFE AND VENGEANCE. TURNING AGAIN HE
HURLED THE WRITHING LENGTH OF HIS WHIP AT THE YELLING APACHES, SNAPPING

76

77



the rifle-like reports at their faces, cursing them in shouted words; hot,
JOYOUS, CYNICAL, TAUNTING WORDS FRESH FROM THE SOUL OF HIM, THROBBING
WITH HIS HATRED; VENOMOUS, CONTEMPTUOUS, SCATHING, TOO HEARTFELT TO
be over-profane.

“Come on, d––N YOU! YOUR SLIDE TO H–L IS GREASED now! COME ON, YOU
WOLVES! YOU CHEAP, BLIND VULTURES! COME ON! Come on!!” HE YELLED,
WELL NIGH OUT OF HIS SENSES FROM THE REACTION. “YES, YELL! YELL, D ––n
YOU!” HE SHOUTED AS THEY REPLIED TO HIS TAUNTS. “YELL! SHOOT YOUR TIN
GUNS WHILE YOU CAN, FOR YOU’LL SOON BE SO FULL OF LEAD YOU’LL STOP
forever! Come on! COME ON!”

THEY CAME. ALL THEIR ENERGIES WERE BENT TOWARD THE GROTESQUE FIGURE
THAT REVILED THEM. THEY COULD NOT CATCH HIS WORDS, BUT THEIR EYES
flashed at what they could see. Dust arose in huge, low clouds behind
THEM, AND THEY GAINED RAPIDLY FOR A TIME, BUT ONLY FOR A TIME, FOR THEIR
MOUNTS HAD COVERED MANY MILES IN THE LAST FEW DAYS AND WERE JADED
AND WITHOUT THEIR USUAL STRENGTH BECAUSE OF INSUFFICIENT FOOD. BUT THEY
GAINED ENOUGH TO DROP THEIR SHOTS ON THE COACH, ALTHOUGH ACCURATE
shooting at the pace they were keeping was beyond their skill.

PUFFS OF DUST SPURTED FROM THE PLAIN IN FRONT OF THE TEAM AND AROSE
BESIDE IT, AND A JAGGED SPLINTER OF SEASONED ASH WHIZZED PAST THE
DRIVER’S EAR. A LONG, GRAY FURROW SUDDENLY APPEARED IN THE END OF THE
SEAT AND HOLES BEGAN TO SHOW IN THE WOODWORK OF THE STAGE. ONE
BULLET, CLOSER THAN THE OTHERS, ALMOST TORE THE REINS FROM THE DRIVER’S
HANDS AS IT HIT THE LOOSE END OF LEATHER WHICH FLAPPED IN THE AIR. ITS JERK
CAUSED HIM TO TURN AGAIN AND RENEW HIS VERBAL CAUTERY, TEARS IN HIS
eyes from the fervor of his madness.

“HI-YI! WHOOP-E-E!” HE SHOUTED AT HIS STRAINING, STEAMING SEXTET.
“KEEP IT UP, BRONCHS! HOLD HER FOR TEN MINUTES MORE, BOYS! WE’LL WIN!
WE’LL WIN! WE’LL LAUGH THEM INTO H–L YET! WE’LL DANCE ON THEIR PAINTED
FACES! KEEP HER STEADY! YOU’RE ALL RIGHT, EVERY D––D ONE OF YOU! HOLD
her steady! Whoop-e-e!”

A NEW FACTOR HAD DRAWN CARDS, AND THE NEW FACTOR COULD PLAY HIS
cards better than any two men under that washed-out, faded blue sky.
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CHAPTER VI
THE ORPHAN OBEYS AN IMPULSE

HEN SNEED PROMISED TO TRY TO RESTRAIN HIS MEN HE SPOKE IN GOOD
FAITH, AND WHEN HE DISCOVERED THAT HALF OF THEM WERE MISSING HIS

ANGER BEGAN TO RISE. BUT HE WAS HELPLESS NOW BECAUSE THEY WERE
BEYOND HIS REACH, SO HE COULD ONLY HOPE THAT THEY WOULD NOT MEET THE
SHERIFF, NOT ONLY BECAUSE OF THE DISPLEASURE OF THE PEACE OFFICER, BUT
ALSO BECAUSE GOOD COWBOYS WERE HARD TO OBTAIN, AND HE KNEW WHAT
such a meeting might easily develop into.

THE FOREMAN KNEW THAT FORD’S STATION BORE HIM AND HIS RANCH NO LOVE
AND THAT IF THE SHERIFF SHOULD MEET WITH ARMED RESISTANCE AND,
POSSIBLY, MISHAP AT THE HANDS OF ANY MEMBERS OF THE CROSS BAR-8,
that trouble would be the tune for him and his men to dance to. Angrily
STRIDING TO AND FRO IN FRONT OF THE BUNK HOUSE HE GAVE A PROFANE AND
POINTED LECTURE TO SEVERAL OF HIS MEN WHO STOOD NEAR, ABASHED AT
THEIR FOREMAN’S ANGER. HE SUDDENLY STOPPED AND LOOKED TOWARD THE
ROCKY STRETCH OF LAND AND HURLED EPITHETS AT WHAT HE FEARED MIGHT BE
taking place in its defiles and among its rocks and bowlders.

“FOOLS!” HE SHOUTED, SHAKING HIS FIST AT THE BACKBONE. “FOOLS, TO HUNT
A MAN LIKE THAT ON HIS OWN GROUND, AND IN THE WAY YOU’LL DO IT! YOU
CAN’T KEEP TOGETHER FOR LONG, AND AS SURE AS YOU SEPARATE, SOME OF
you will be missing to-night!”

HAD HE BEEN ABLE, HE WOULD HAVE SEEN SIX COWBOYS, WHO WERE
KEEPING CLOSE TOGETHER AS THEY WORKED THEIR WAY SOUTHWARD,
EXPLORING EVERY ARROYO AND EXAMINING EVERY THICKET AND BOWLDER.
THEIR COLTS WERE IN THEIR HANDS AND THEIR NERVES WERE TENSED TO THE
snapping point.

THEY FINALLY CAME TO THE STAGE ROAD AND, AFTER A BRIEF CONSULTATION,
PLUNGED INTO IT AND SCRAMBLED UP THE OPPOSITE BANK, WHERE THEY LEFT
ONE OF THEIR NUMBER ON GUARD WHILE THEY CONTINUED ON THEIR SEARCH.
THE GUARD FOUND CONCEALMENT BEHIND A HUGE BOWLDER WHICH STOOD ON
the edge of the cañon above the entrance. He lighted a cigarette, and
THE THIN WISPS OF PALE BLUE SMOKE SLOWLY MADE THEIR WAY ABOVE HIM,
TWISTING AND TURNING, HALTING FOR AN INSTANT, AND THEN SPEEDING UPWARD
AS STRAIGHT AS A ROD. IT WAS STRONG TOBACCO AND VERY AROMATIC, AND
WHEN THE WIND CAUGHT IT UP IN FILMY CLOUDS AND CARRIED IT AWAY IT COULD
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be detected for many feet.

FIVE MINUTES HAD PASSED SINCE THE SEARCHERS HAD BECOME LOST TO
SIGHT TO THE SOUTH WHEN SOMETHING MOVED ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE
CAÑON AND THEN BECAME INSTANTLY QUIET AS THE SMOKE STREAMED UP.
THE GUARD WAS CLEVERLY HIDDEN FROM SIGHT, BUT HE FELT THAT HE MUST
SMOKE, FOR TIME PASSED SLOWLY FOR HIM. AGAIN SOMETHING MOVED, THIS
TIME BEHIND A THIN CLUMP OF MESQUITE. GRADUALLY IT TOOK ON THE OUTLINES
OF A MAN, AND HE WAS INTENTLY WATCHING THE TELL-TALE VAPOR, THE ODOR OF
which had warned him in time.

RETREATING, HE WAS SOON LOST TO SIGHT, AND A FEW MINUTES LATER HE
PEERED THROUGH A THIN THICKET WHICH STOOD ON THE EDGE OF THE CAÑON
WALL. AS HE DID SO THE GUARD STUCK HIS HEAD OUT FROM THE SHELTER OF HIS
BOWLDER AND GLANCED ALONG THE TRAIL. AGAIN SEEKING HIS COVER HE
finished his cigarette and lighted another.

“HE WON’T LOOK AGAIN FOR A FEW MINUTES, THE FOOL,” MUTTERED THE OTHER
AS HE DROPPED INTO THE ROAD AND DARTED ACROSS IT. AFTER A BIT OF
CAUTIOUS CLIMBING HE GAINED THE TOP OF THE CAÑON WALL AND AGAIN
became lost to sight.

STILL THE SMOKE ASCENDED FITFULLY FROM BEHIND THE BOWLDER, AND THE
PROWLER GRADUALLY DREW NEAR IT, AT LAST GAINING THE SIDE OPPOSITE THE
SMOKER. HE CROUCHED AND SLOWLY CRAWLED AROUND IT, HIS LEFT HAND
HOLDING A COLT; HIS RIGHT, A LARIAT. AS THE GUARD AGAIN TURNED TO
EXAMINE THE LOWER END OF THE CAÑON HIS EYES LOOKED INTO A STEADY
GUN, AND WHILE HIS WITS WERE RALLYING TO HIS AID THE ROPE LEAPED AT HIM
AND NEATLY DROPPED OVER HIS SHOULDERS, PINNING HIS ARMS TO HIS SIDE. IT
TWITCHED AND A LOOP FORMED IN IT, RUNNING SWIFTLY AND ALMOST
HORIZONTALLY. IT WHIPPED OVER HIS HEAD AND TIGHTENED ABOUT HIS THROAT,
WHILE ANOTHER LOOP SPED AFTER IT AND ASSISTED IN THROTTLING THE PUNCHER.
THEN THE LARIAT TWITCHED AND WHIRLED AND LOOPS RAN ALONG IT AND
FASTENED OVER THE GUARD’S WRISTS, RAPIDLY GETTING SHORTER; AND WHEN IT
CEASED, ITS WIELDER WAS BROUGHT TO THE SIDE OF HIS TRUSSED VICTIM. THE
BOUND MAN WAS TURNING PURPLE IN THE FACE AND NECK AND HIS CAPTOR,
HASTILY CROWDING THE GUARD’S OWN NECK-KERCHIEF INTO THE OPEN,
GASPING MOUTH, RELEASED THE THROAT CLUTCH OF THE RAWHIDE AND THEN
securely fixed the gag into place.

ROUGHLY DRAGGING HIS CAPTIVE TO A MASS OF DÉBRIS HE TORE IT APART AND
DRAGGED AND PUSHED THE MAN INTO IT, AFTER WHICH HE PUSHED THE
RUBBISH BACK INTO PLACE AND THEN RAN TO THE BOWLDER, WHERE HE
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COVERED ALL TRACKS. PICKING UP THE PUNCHER’S REVOLVER HE TOOK THE
CYLINDER FROM IT AND HURLED IT FAR OUT ON THE PLAIN, THROWING THE FRAME
ACROSS THE DEFILE INTO A TANGLED MASS OF MESQUITE. LOOKING CAREFULLY
ABOUT HIM, TO BE SURE HE HAD NOT OVERLOOKED ANYTHING, HE
disappeared in the direction from which he had come.

HE AGAIN APPEARED IN THE CAÑON, AND RAN SWIFTLY ALONG IT UNTIL HE
CAME TO THE TRACKS MADE BY THE GUARD’S HORSE, WHICH HE FOLLOWED INTO
AN ARROYO AND WHERE HE FOUND THE ANIMAL HOBBLED. LOOSENING THE
HOBBLES HE THREW THEM OVER THE HORSE’S NECK AND SPRANG INTO THE
SADDLE. HE PICKED HIS WAY CAREFULLY UNTIL HE HAD REACHED THE LEVEL
PLAIN, WHEN HE CANTERED NORTHWARD, KEEPING CLOSE TO THE ROCK WALL OF
THE BACKBONE TO AVOID BEING SEEN BY THE SEARCHERS. WHEN HE HAD
PUT A DOZEN MILES BEHIND HIM HE TURNED ABRUPTLY TO THE EAST, SOON
becoming lost to sight behind the scattered chaparrals.

THE ORPHAN, SURMOUNTING A RISE, LOOKED TO THE SOUTHWEST AND SAW
SOMETHING WHICH ALMOST CAUSED HIS HAIR TO RISE, AND RAISING HAIR WAS
NOT THE RULE WITH HIM, WHICH LATTER IS MENTIONED TO GIVE PROPER
EMPHASIS TO THE SERIOUSNESS OF WHAT HE LOOKED UPON. HE LEAPED TO
THE GROUND AND SAW THAT THE CINCHES WERE SECURELY FASTENED, AFTER
WHICH HE VAULTED BACK INTO THE SADDLE, AND, INSTEAD OF OFFERING PRAYER
for success, sent up profanity at the possibility of failure.

TWO MILES TO THE SOUTHWEST OF HIM HE SAW SIX HORSES FLATTENED ALMOST
TO EARTH IN KEEPING THE SPEED THEY HAD ATTAINED AND WERE HOLDING.
BACK OF THEM LURCHED AND ROCKED AND HEAVED THE SUN-BLEACHED
COACH, DULL GRAY AND DUSTY, ITS TALL DRIVER STANDING UP TO HIS WORK,
HATLESS AND WITH HIS ARM RAPIDLY RISING AND FALLING AS HE SENT THE CRUEL
WHIP CRUELLY HOME. BEHIND THE STAGE WHIPPED THE BAGGAGE FLAP, A
HUGE LEATHERN APRON FOR THE PROTECTION OF LUGGAGE, STANDING OUT
HORIZONTALLY BECAUSE OF THE RUSH OF WIND CAUSED BY THE SPEED OF THE
COACH. IT FLAPPED DEFIANTLY AT WHAT SO TENACIOUSLY PURSUED IT. A
THOUSAND YARDS TO THE REAR, RIDING IN CRESCENT FORMATION, THE HORNS
NOW FAR APART AND WELL AHEAD OF THE CENTER, WERE FIVE ARM- AND
WEAPON-WAVING BRONZED ENTHUSIASTS WHOSE WAR PAINT COULD JUST BE
discerned by The Orphan’s good eyes and field glasses.

AS YET, THE REASON FOR THE LIFTING HAIR HAS NOT BEEN DISCLOSED, BECAUSE
THE ORPHAN WAS PROUD IN HIS BELIEF THAT HE HAD FEW NERVES AND A
DORMANT SYMPATHY, AND THIS SCENE ALONE WOULD NOT HAVE AROUSED
MUCH SYMPATHY IN HIS HEART FOR THE DRIVER, AND NEITHER WOULD IT HAVE
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CHANGED THE MALEVOLENT EXPRESSION WHICH DISFIGURED HIS FACE, AN
EXPRESSION CAUSED BY THE REMEMBRANCE OF SIX COWBOYS WHO HAD
searched for him as if he was a cowardly, cattle-killing coyote. But the
EXUBERANT BAGGAGE-FLAP REVEALED TWO TRUNKS, THREE VALISES AND A PILE
OF WHITE CARDBOARD BOXES; AND AS IF THIS WAS NOT ENOUGH FOR A MAN
ADEPT AT SIGN READING, THE DOOR OF THE COACH SUDDENLY BECAME
UNFASTENED AND ALTERNATELY SWUNG OPEN AND SHUT AS THE LURCHING OF THE
coach affected it. And through the intermittent opening he could see a
mass of gray and brown and blue.

The Orphan had spent ten years of his life battling against the hardest
KINDS OF ODDS, AND HIS BRAIN HAD FORESWORN LONG METHODS OF THINKING
AND HAD ADOPTED SHORT CUTS TO CONCLUSIONS. HIS MENTAL PROCESSES
WERE SHARP, QUICK AND ACTED INSTANTLY ON HIS NERVES, OFTEN COMPLETING
AN ACTION BEFORE HE BECAME CLEARLY CONSCIOUS OF ITS NEED. HE FORGOT
THE PLEASANT SHERIFF AND THE UNPLEASANT, BLUNDERING COWBOYS WHO,
VERY PROBABLY, WERE NOW ENGAGED IN WONDERING WHERE THEIR
COMPANION HAD GONE; AND HE FORGOT HIS DETERMINATION TO RETURN AND
FREE THAT PUNCHER. HE ASKED HIMSELF NO QUESTIONS AS TO WHY OR HOW,
BUT SIMPLY SUNK HIS SPURS HALF AN INCH INTO A HORSE THAT HAD PECULIAR
AND FIXED IDEAS ABOUT THEIR USE, AND THAT NOW BUCKED, PITCHED AND
GALLOPED FORWARD BECAUSE ITS RIDER HAD SUDDENLY DECIDED TO SAVE
those gray and brown and blue dresses.

THE APACHES HAD PASSED THE POINT IMMEDIATELY SOUTH OF HIM AND
WERE NOW MORE TO THE WEST, GOING AT RIGHT ANGLES TO THE COURSE HE
TOOK. THEY WERE SO INTENT UPON GAINING YARD UPON YARD THAT THEY DID
NOT LOOK TO THE SIDE–THEIR THOUGHTS WERE CENTERED ON THE TALL, LANKY
MAN WHO STOOD UP AGAINST THE SKY AND CURSED THEM, AND WHOSE HAT
THEY HAD PASSED MILES BACK. AS HE TURNED AND STOLE THE LOOK AT THEM
WHICH HAD SO PLEASED HIM, THEY ONLY WAVED GUNS AND WASTED
cartridges more recklessly, yelling savagely.

Down from the north charged a brown, a dirty brown horse, and it was
COMPARATIVELY FRESH. IT GAINED STEADILY, SILENTLY, AND ITS GAINS WERE
MEASURED IN YARDS TO EACH MINUTE IT RAN, SINCE IT WAS COMING AT A
SHARP ANGLE. ASTRIDE OF IT AND LYING ALONG ITS NECK WAS A MAN WHOSE
SPURS AND QUIRT URGED IT TO ITS UTTERMOST EFFORT. SOON THE MAN
STRAIGHTENED UP IN HIS SADDLE, THE HORSE BRACED ITS LEGS AND SLID TO A
STAND AS A RIFLE AROSE TO THE RIDER’S SHOULDER, AND AT THE SHOT THE
ANIMAL LEAPED FORWARD AT ITS TOP SPEED. A PUFF OF SMOKE FLASHED PAST
THE MARKSMAN’S HEAD TO MINGLE WITH THE DUST CLOUD IN HIS WAKE, AND
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THE NEAREST BRAVE, WHO WAS THE LAST IN THE CRESCENT, DROPPED
SPRAWLINGLY TO THE GROUND AND ROLLED RAPIDLY SEVERAL TIMES. HIS HORSE,
FREED OF ITS BURDEN, RAN OFF AT AN ANGLE AND WAS SOON LEFT BEHIND. THE
EXCITEMENT OF THE CHASE AND THE NOISE OF THE HOOFBEATS OF THEIR OWN
HORSES AND OF THE REPORTS OF THEIR OWN RIFLES EFFECTUALLY LOST THE REPORT
OF THE SHOT AND SOON ANOTHER, AND NEAREST, APACHE ALSO PLUNGED TO
THE PLAIN. THIS TIME THE FREED HORSE SHOT AHEAD AND RANGED ALONGSIDE
THE WEARER OF THE HEAD-DRESS, WHO TURNED IN HIS SADDLE AND LOOKED
BACK. HIS EYESIGHT WAS GOOD, BUT NOT GOOD ENOUGH TO SEE THE .50
CALIBER SLUG WHICH PASSED THROUGH HIS ABDOMEN AND TORE THE EAR OF
another warrior’s horse.

THE RIDER OF THE HORSE OWNING THE MUTILATED EAR LOOKED QUICKLY
BACKWARD, SCREAMED A WARNING AND WAR-CRY ALL IN ONE AND BEGAN TO
SHOOT RAPIDLY. HIS SURPRISED COMPANION FOLLOWED SUIT AS THE COACH
CAME TO A STAND, AND ANOTHER RIFLE, LONG SILENT, TOOK A HAND IN THE
DISPUTE WITH A VIM AS IF TO MAKE UP FOR LOST TIME. THE FIRST WARRIOR FELL,
SHOT THROUGH BY BOTH RIFLES, AND THE OTHER, EMPTYING HIS MAGAZINE AT
THE NEW FACTOR, WHO WAS VERY BUSILY ENGAGED IN EXTRACTING A JAMMED
CARTRIDGE, WHEELED HIS PONY ABOUT AND FLED TOWARD THE SOUTH, PANIC-
STRICKEN BY THE ACCURACY OF THE NEWCOMER AND TERRORIZED BY THE AWFUL
EXECUTION. BUT THE APACHE’S LAST SHOT NEARLY CLEANED THE SHERIFF’S
SLATE, GRAZING THE ORPHAN’S TEMPLE AND STUNNING HIM: A FRACTION OF AN
INCH MORE TO THE RIGHT WOULD HAVE CHEATED THE CROSS BAR-8 OF ANY
chance of revenge.

BILL, STILL HOLDING THE RIFLE, LEAPED TO THE SAND AND RAN TO WHERE HIS
rescuer lay huddled in the dust of the plain.

“I’VE GOT YORE SMOKING,” HE EXCLAIMED BREATHLESSLY, AT LAST GETTING RID
OF HIS MENTAL BURDEN. THEN HE STOPPED SHORT, SWORE, AND BENT OVER
THE FIGURE, AND GRASPING THE BODY FIRMLY BY NECK AND THIGH, SLUNG IT
OVER HIS SHOULDERS AND STAGGERED TOWARD THE COACH, HIS PROGRESS
SLOW AND LABORIOUS BECAUSE OF THE DEEP SAND AND DUST. AS HE
NEARED HIS OBJECTIVE HE GLANCED UP AND SAW THAT HIS PASSENGERS HAD
LEFT THE STAGE AND WERE GROUPED TOGETHER ON THE PLAIN LIKE LAMBS LOST
in a lion country.

THEY WERE HYSTERICAL, AND ALL TALKED AT ONCE, SOBBING AND WRINGING
THEIR HANDS. BUT WHEN THEY NOTICED THE DRIVER STUMBLING TOWARD THEM
WITH THE BODY ACROSS HIS SHOULDERS THEIR TONGUES BECAME SUDDENLY
MUTE WITH A NEW FEAR. UP TO THEN THEY HAD THOUGHT ONLY OF THEIR OWN
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WOES AND BRUISES, BUT HERE, PERHAPS, WAS DEATH; HERE WAS THE MAN
WHO HAD RISKED HIS LIFE THAT THEY MIGHT LIVE, AND HE MIGHT HAVE LOST AS
they gained.

THEY BESIEGED BILL WITH TEARFUL QUESTIONS AND GAVE HIM NO CHANCE TO
REPLY. HE STAGGERED PAST THEM AND PLACED HIS BURDEN IN THE SCANT
SHADOW OF THE COACH, WHILE THEY CRIED ALOUD AT SIGHT OF THE BLOOD-
STAINED FACE, FROZEN IN THEIR TRACKS WITH FEAR AND HORROR. BILL, IGNORING
them, hastily climbed with a wonderful celerity for him, to the high seat
AND DROPPED TO THE GROUND WITH A CANTEEN WHICH HE HAD TORN FROM ITS
FASTENINGS. POURING ITS CONTENTS OVER THE UPTURNED FACE HE HALF
EMPTIED A POCKET FLASK OF WHISKY INTO THE ORPHAN’S MOUTH AND THEN
FELL TO CHAFING AND RUBBING WITH HIS CALLOUSED, DUST-COVERED HANDS,
well knowing the nature of the wound and that it had only stunned.

SOON THE EYELIDS QUIVERED, FLUTTERED AND THEN FLEW BACK AND THE CRUEL
EYES STARED UNBLINKINGLY INTO THOSE OF THE MAN ABOVE HIM, WHO SWORE
IN SUDDEN JOY. THEN, WEAK AS HE WAS AND ONLY BY THE AID OF AN
INDOMITABLE WILL, THE WOUNDED MAN BOUNDED TO HIS FEET AND STOOD
SWAYING SLIGHTLY AS ONE HAND REACHED OUT TO THE STAGE FOR SUPPORT, THE
OTHER INSTINCTIVELY LEAPING TO HIS COLT. HE SWAYED STILL MORE AS HE
SLOWLY TURNED HIS HEAD AND SEARCHED THE PLAIN FOR FOES, THE COLT HALF
drawn from its holster.

AS SOON AS HE HAD GAINED HIS FEET AND WHILE HE WAS LOOKING ABOUT
HIM IN A DAZED WAY THE WOMEN BEGAN TO TALK AGAIN, EXCITEDLY,
HYSTERICALLY. THEY GATHERED AROUND THIS UNSHAVEN, BLOOD-STAINED MAN
and tried to thank him for their lives, their voices broken with sobs. He
LISTENED, VAGUELY CONSCIOUS OF WHAT THEY WERE TRYING TO SAY, UNTIL HIS
BRAIN CLEARED AND MADE HIM CAPABLE OF THOUGHT. THEN HE CEASED TO
SWAY AND SPREAD HIS FEET FAR APART TO STAND ERECT. HIS HAND WENT TO
HIS HEAD FOR THE SOMBRERO WHICH WAS NOT THERE, AND HE SMILED AS HE
recalled how he had lost it.

“OH, HOW CAN WE EVER THANK YOU!” CRIED THE SHERIFF’S ELDEST SISTER,
CHOKING BACK A NERVOUS SOB. “HOW CAN WE EVER THANK YOU FOR WHAT
YOU HAVE DONE! YOU SAVED OUR LIVES!” SHE CRIED, SHUDDERING AT THE
DANGER NOW PAST. “YOU SAVED OUR LIVES! YOU SAVED OUR LIVES!” SHE
REPEATED EXCITEDLY, CLASPING AND UNCLASPING HER HANDS IN HER
agitation.

“HOW CAN WE EVER THANK YOU, HOW CAN WE!” CRIED THE GIRL WHO HAD
FAINTED WHEN THE CHASE HAD BEGUN. “IT WAS SPLENDID, SPLENDID!” SHE
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CRIED, SWAYING IN HER WEAKNESS. SHE WAS SO WHITE AND BRUISED AND
FRAIL THAT THE ORPHAN FELT PITY FOR HER AND STARTED TO SAY SOMETHING, BUT
had no chance. The three women monopolized the conversation even
TO THE EXCLUSION OF BILL, WHO SUDDENLY FELT THAT HIS TALKING ABILITY WAS
only commonplace after all.

BLOOD TRICKLED SLOWLY DOWN THE OUTLAW’S FACE AS HE SMILED AT THEM
AND TRIED TO CALM THEM, AND THE YOUNGER SISTER, SUDDENLY REALIZING THE
MEANING OF WHAT SHE HAD VAGUELY SEEN, TURNED TO BILL WITH AN
imperative gesture.

“BRING ME SOME WATER, DRIVER, IMMEDIATELY,” SHE COMMANDED
IMPATIENTLY, AND BILL HURRIED AROUND TO THE REAR AXLE FROM WHICH SWUNG
A SMALL KEG OF THREE GALLONS’ CAPACITY. QUICKLY UNSNAPPING THE CHAIN
FROM IT HE RETURNED AND PRIED OUT THE WOODEN PLUG, SLOWLY TURNING THE
KEG UNTIL WATER BEGAN TO FLOW THROUGH THE HOLE AND TRICKLE DOWN TO THE
SAND. MISS SHIELDS TOOK A SMALL HANDKERCHIEF FROM HER WAIST AND
unfolded it, to be stopped by Bill.

“DON’T SPOIL THAT, MISS!” HE HASTILY EXCLAIMED. “TAKE ONE OF MINE.
They ain’t worth much, and besides, they’re a whole lot bigger.”

“THANK YOU, BUT THIS IS BETTER,” SHE REPLIED, SMILING AS SHE REGARDED
THE DUSTY NECK-KERCHIEF WHICH HE EAGERLY HELD OUT TO HER. SHE WET THE
BIT OF CLEAN LINEN AND BILL FOLLOWED HER AS SHE STEPPED TO THE SIDE OF
THE OUTLAW, HOLDING THE KEG FOR HER AND THINKING THAT THE SHERIFF WAS NOT
THE ONLY THOROUGHBRED TO BEAR THE NAME OF SHIELDS. HE TURNED THE KEG
FOR HER AS SHE NEEDED WATER, AND SHE BATHED THE WOUND CAREFULLY,
PUSHING BACK THE LONG HAIR WHICH PERSISTED IN GETTING IN HER WAY, ALL
THE TIME VEHEMENTLY DECLINING THE EAGER OFFERS OF ASSISTANCE FROM HER
COMPANIONS. THE ORPHAN HAD INVOLUNTARILY RAISED HIS HAND TO STOP
HER, FEELING FOOLISH AT SO MUCH ATTENTION GIVEN TO SO TRIVIAL A WOUND
AND NOT AT ALL ACCUSTOMED TO SUCH THINGS, ESPECIALLY FROM WOMEN WITH
wonderful deep, black eyes.

“Please do not bother me,” she commanded, pushing his hand aside.
“YOU CAN AT LEAST LET ME DO THIS LITTLE THING, WHEN YOU HAVE DONE SO
much, or I shall think you selfish.”

HE STOOD AS A BAD BOY STANDS WHEN UNEXPECTEDLY REWARDED FOR
SOME GOOD DEED, UNCOMFORTABLE BECAUSE OF THE RIDICULOUS
seriousness given to his gash, and ashamed because he was glad of
THE ATTENTION. HE TRIED NOT TO LOOK AT HER, BUT SOMEHOW HIS EYES WOULD
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NOT STRAY FROM HER FACE, HER HEAVY MASS OF BLACK HAIR AND HER
wonderful eyes.

“YOU MAKE ME THINK THAT I’M REALLY HURT,” HE FEEBLY EXPOSTULATED AS HE
CAPITULATED TO HER DEFT HANDS. “NOW, IF IT WAS A REAL WOUND, WHY IT
MIGHT BE ALL RIGHT. BUT, PSHAW, ALL THIS FUSS AND FEATHERS ABOUT A
scratch!”

“INDEED!” SHE CRIED, DROPPING THE STAINED HANDKERCHIEF TO THE GROUND
AS SHE TOOK ANOTHER FROM HER DRESS, PLASTERING HIS HAIR BACK WITH HER
FREE HAND. “I SUPPOSE YOU WOULD RATHER HAVE WHAT YOU CALL A REAL
WOUND! YOU SHOULD BE THANKFUL THAT IT IS NO WORSE! WHY, JUST THE TINIEST
BIT MORE, AND YOU WOULD HAVE–” SHE SHUDDERED AS SHE THOUGHT OF IT
AND TURNED QUICKLY AWAY AND TORE A STRIP OF LINEN FROM HER SKIRT.
STRAIGHTENING UP AND FACING HIM AGAIN SHE RIPPED OFF THE TRIMMING
AND CAREFULLY PLUCKED THE LOOSE THREADS FROM IT. FOLDING IT INTO A NEAT
BANDAGE SHE PLACED THE HANDKERCHIEF OVER THE WOUND AFTER PUSHING
BACK THE REBELLIOUS HAIR AND BOUND IT INTO PLACE WITH THE STRIP, DEFTLY
PATTING IT HERE AND PUSHING IT THERE UNTIL IT SUITED HER. THEN, DRAWING IT
TIGHT, SHE UNFASTENED THE GOLD BREAST-PIN WHICH SHE WORE AT HER THROAT
and pinned the bandage into place, stepping back to regard her work
with satisfaction.

“THERE!” SHE CRIED LAUGHING DELIGHTEDLY. “YOU LOOK REAL WELL IN A
BANDAGE! BUT I AM SORRY THERE IS NEED FOR ONE,” SHE SAID, SOBERING
instantly. “But, then, it could have been much worse, very much worse,
couldn’t it?” she asked, smiling brightly.

BEFORE THE ORPHAN COULD REPLY, BILL SAW A BREAK IN THE CONVERSATION,
OR THOUGHT HE DID, AND HASTENED TO SAY SOMETHING, FOR HE FELT
unnatural.

“I GOT YORE SMOKIN’, ORPHANT!” HE CRIED, CLAMBERING UP TO HIS SEAT.
“LEASTAWISE, I HAD BEFORE THEM WAR-WHOOPS–YEP! HERE SHE IS, RIGHT
side up and fine and dandy!”

COULD HE HAVE SEEN THE LOOK WHICH THE OUTLAW FLASHED AT HIM HE
WOULD HAVE QUAILED WITH SUDDEN FEAR. THREE GASPS AROSE IN CHORUS,
AND THE WOMEN DREW BACK FROM THE OUTLAW, FEARFUL AND SHOCKED AND
SEVERE. BUT WITH THE SHERIFF’S YOUNGER SISTER IT WAS ONLY MOMENTARILY,
FOR SHE QUICKLY RECOVERED HERSELF AND THE LOOK OF FEAR LEFT HER EYES. SO
THIS, THEN, WAS THE DREADED ORPHAN, THE OUTLAW OF WHOM HER BROTHER
HAD WRITTEN! THIS YOUNG, SINEWY, GOOD-LOOKING MAN, WHO HAD SWAYED
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SO UNSTEADILY ON HIS FEET, WAS THE MAN THE STORIES OF WHOSE OUTRAGES
HAD FILLED THE PAGES OF EASTERN NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES! COULD
HE POSSIBLY BE GUILTY OF THE MURDERS ASCRIBED TO HIM? WAS HE
CAPABLE OF THE INHUMANITY WHICH HAD MADE HIS NAME A SYNONYM OF
TERROR? AS SHE WONDERED, TORN BY CONFLICTING THOUGHTS, HE LOOKED AT
HER UNFLINCHINGLY, AND HIS THIN LIPS WORE A PECULIAR SMILE, CYNICAL AND
yet humorous.

BILL LEAPED TO THE GROUND WITH THE SMOKING TOBACCO AND, BLISSFULLY
unconscious of what he had done, continued unruffled.

“That was d––n fine–begging the ladies’ PARDON,” HE CRIED. “YES SIR, IT
WAS PLUMB SUMPTIOUS, IT SHORE WAS! AND WHEN I TELL THE SHERIFF HOW
YOU SAVED HIS SISTERS, HE’LL BE SOME TICKLED! YOU JUST BET HE WILL! AND
I’LL TELL IT RIGHT, TOO! JUST LEAVE THE TELLING OF IT TO ME. LORD, WHEN I LOOKED
BACK TO SEE HOW FAR THEM WAR-WHOOPS WERE FROM MY BACK HAIR, AND
SAW YOU TEARING ALONG LIKE YOU WAS A SHORE ENOUGH EXPRESS TRAIN, I
JUST HAD TO YELL, I WAS SO TICKLED. IT WAS JUST LIKE I HELD A PAIR OF DEUCES
IN A BIG JACK-POT AND DREW TWO MORE! MY, BUT DIDN’T I FEEL GOOD! AND,
SAY–WHENEVER YOU RUN OUT OF SMOKING AGAIN, YOU JUST FLAG BILL
HOWLAND’S CHARIOT: YOU CAN HAVE ALL HE’S GOT. THAT’S STRAIGHT, YOU BET!
Bill Howland don’t forget a turn like that, never.”

THE ENTHUSIASM HE LOOKED FOR DID NOT MATERIALIZE AND HE GLANCED
from one to another as he realized that something was up.

“COME, DEARS, LET US GO,” SAID MARY SHIELDS, LIFTING HER SKIRTS AND
ABRUPTLY TURNING HER BACK ON THE OUTLAW. “WE EVIDENTLY HAVE FAR TO GO,
AND WE HAVE WASTED so MUCH TIME. COME, GRACE,” SHE SAID TO HER
friend, stepping toward the coach.

BILL STARED AND WONDERED HOW MUCH TIME HAD BEEN WASTED, SINCE
NEVER BEFORE HAD HE REACHED THAT POINT IN SO SHORT A TIME. HE HAD
made two miles to every one at his regular speed.

“COME, HELEN!” CAME THE COMMAND FROM THE ELDER, AND WITH A TRACE
of surprise and impatience.

“SISTER! WHY, MARY, HOW CAN YOU BE SO MEAN!” RETORTED THE GIRL WITH
THE BLACK EYES, ANGRY AND INDIGNANT AT THE UNKINDNESS OF THE CUT, HER
FACE FLUSHING AT ITS INJUSTICE. HER SPIRIT WAS UP IN ARMS IMMEDIATELY
AND SHE DELIBERATELY WALKED TO THE ORPHAN AND IMPULSIVELY HELD OUT
HER HAND, HER SISTER’S WORDS DECIDING THE DOUBTS IN HER MIND IN THE
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outlaw’s favor.

“FORGIVE HER!” SHE CRIED. “SHE DOESN’T MEAN TO BE RUDE! SHE IS SO
VERY NERVOUS, AND THIS AFTERNOON HAS BEEN TOO MUCH FOR HER. IT WAS A
MAN’S ACT, A BRAVE MAN’S ACT! AND ONE WHICH I WILL ALWAYS CHERISH, FOR
I WILL NEVER FORGET THIS DAY, NEVER, NEVER!” SHE REITERATED EARNESTLY. “I
DON’T CARE WHAT THEY SAY ABOUT YOU, NOT A BIT! I DON’T BELIEVE IT, FOR YOU
COULD NOT HAVE DONE WHAT YOU HAVE IF YOU ARE AS THEY PAINT YOU. I WILL
NOT WAIT FOR OUR DRIVER TO TELL MY BROTHER ABOUT YOUR SPLENDID ACT–HE, AT
least, shall know you as you are, and some day he will return it, too.”

THEN SHE LOOKED FROM HIM TO HER HAND: “WILL YOU NOT SHAKE HANDS WITH
ME? SHOW ME THAT YOU ARE NOT ANGRY. ARE YOU FAIR TO ME TO CLASS ME
as an enemy, just because my brother is the sheriff?”

HE LOOKED AT HER IN WONDERMENT AND HIS FACE SOFTENED AS HE TOOK THE
hand.

“THANK YOU,” HE SAID SIMPLY. “YOU ARE KIND, AND FAIR. I DO NOT THINK OF
you as an enemy.”

“Helen! Are you coming?” came from the coach.

HE SMILED AT THE WORDS AND THEN LAUGHED BITTERLY, RECKLESSLY, HIS
SHOULDERS UNCONSCIOUSLY SQUARING. THERE WAS NO MALICE IN HIS FACE,
only a quizzical, baffling cynicism.

“OH, IT’S A SHAME!” SHE CRIED, HER EYES GROWING MOIST. SHE MADE A
GESTURE OF HELPLESSNESS AND LOOKED HIM FULL IN THE EYES. “WHATEVER
YOU HAVE DONE IN THE PAST, YOU WILL GIVE THEM NO CAUSE TO SAY SUCH
THINGS IN THE FUTURE, WILL YOU? YOU WILL LEAVE IT ALL BEHIND YOU AND GET
WORK, AND NOT BE AN OUTLAW ANY MORE, WON’T YOU? YOU WILL PROVE MY
FAITH IN YOU, FOR I have FAITH IN YOU, WON’T YOU? IT WILL ALL BE FORGOTTEN,”
SHE ADDED, AS IF HER WORDS MADE IT SO. THEN SHE LEANED FORWARD TO
READJUST THE BANDAGE. “THERE, NOW IT’S ALL RIGHT–YOU MUST NOT TOUCH IT
again like that.”

“YOU ARE ALONE IN YOUR FAITH,” HE REPLIED BITTERLY, NOT DARING TO LOOK AT
her.

“OH, I RECKON NOT,” MUTTERED BILL, SCOWLING AT THE STAGE AS IF HE WOULD
LIKE TO UNHITCH AND LEAVE IT THERE. THEN SEEING THE ORPHAN GLANCE AT
THE HORSE WHICH WAS GRAZING CONTENTEDLY, HE WENT OUT TO CAPTURE THE
ANIMAL. “D ––D OLD HEN, THAT’S WHAT SHE IS!” HE MUTTERED FIERCELY. “I
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DON’T CARE IF SHE IS THE SHERIFF’S SISTER, THAT’S JUST WHAT SHE IS! JUST A
regular ingrowing disposition!”

“YOU ARE KIND, AS KIND AS YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL,” THE ORPHAN RESPONDED
simply. “But you don’t know.”

SHE FLUSHED AT HIS WORDS AND THEN DECIDED THAT HE SPOKE IN SIMPLE
sincerity.

“I KNOW THAT YOU ARE GOING TO DO DIFFERENTLY,” SHE REPLIED AS SHE
extended her hand again. “Good-by.”

He bowed his head as he took it and flushed: “Good-by.”

SHE SLOWLY TURNED AND WALKED TOWARD THE COACH, WHERE SHE WAS
received by a chilling silence.

BILL BROUGHT THE HORSE TO WHERE THE ORPHAN STOOD LOST IN THOUGHT,
unbuckled his cartridge belt and wrapped it around the pommel of the
SADDLE, THE HEAVY COLT STILL IN THE HOLSTER. THEN HE CLAMBERED UP FOR
HIS RIFLE AND TIED IT TO THE SADDLE SKIRT BY THE THONGS OF LEATHER WHICH
DANGLED THEREFROM. LOOKING ABOUT HIM HE ESPIED THE KEG ON THE SAND
AND, DRIVING HOME THE PLUG, SLUNG IT BEHIND THE CANTLE OF THE SADDLE
WHERE HE FASTEND IT BY THE STRAPS WHICH HELD THE OUTLAW’S “SLICKER.”
JAMMING THE PACKAGE OF TOBACCO INTO THE POCKET OF THE GARMENT HE
STEPPED BACK AND GRINNED SHEEPISHLY AT HIS GENEROUS GIFTS. HE
turned abruptly and strode to the outlaw and shoved out his hand.

“THERE, PARDNER, SHAKE!” HE CRIED HEARTILY. “YORE THE BEST MAN IN THE
whole d––d cow country, and I’ll tell ’em so, too, by God!”

THE OUTLAW CAME OUT OF HIS REVERIE AND LOOKED HIM SEARCHINGLY IN THE
FACE AS HE GRIPPED THE OUTSTRETCHED HAND WITH A GRIP WHICH MADE THE
driver wince.

“DON’T BE A FOOL, BILL,” HE REPLIED. “YOU’LL GET YOURSELF DISLIKED IF YOU
ENTHUSE ABOUT ME.” THEN HE NOTICED THE ADDITIONS TO HIS EQUIPMENT
AND FROWNED: “YOU BETTER TAKE THOSE THINGS, I CAN’T. THE SPIRIT IS
enough.”

“OH, YOU BORROW THEM ’TIL YOU SEE ME AGAIN,” REPLIED BILL. “YOU MAY
NEED ’EM,” HE ADDED AS HE WHEELED AND WALKED TO THE COACH. HE
CLIMBED TO HIS SEAT AND WRAPPED THE LINES ABOUT HIS HANDS, CRACKING
THE WHIP AS SOON AS HE COULD, AND THE COACH LURCHED ON ITS WAY TO
FORD’S STATION, THE DRIVER GRUNTING ABOUT FOOL OLD MAIDS WHO DIDN’T
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know enough to be glad they were alive.

THE ORPHAN HESITATED ABOUT THE GIFTS AND THEN DECIDED TO TAKE THEM
for the time. He mounted and rode past the coach door, keeping near
to the flank of the last horse, where he listened to Bill’s endless talk.

“HOW IS IT THAT YOU’VE GOT A CROSS BAR-8 CAYUSE?” BILL ASKED AT LENGTH,
too idiotically happy to realize the significance of his question.

THE ORPHAN’S HAND LEAPED SUDDENLY AND THEN STOPPED AND DROPPED
to the pommel, and he looked up at the driver.

“OH, ONE OF THEIR PUNCHERS AND I SORT OF SWAPPED,” HE LAUGHINGLY
REPLIED, THINKING OF THE MAN UNDER THE DÉBRIS. “SAY, IF I DON’T GET AS FAR
AS THE CAÑON WITH YOU, JUST CLIMB UP ABOVE ON THE LEFT HAND SIDE NEAR
THE ENTRANCE AND RELEASE A FOOL PUNCHER THAT IS COVERED UP UNDER A
PILE OF RUBBISH, WILL YOU? I CAME NEAR FORGETTING HIM, AND I DON’T WANT
him to die in that way.”

AS HE SPOKE HE SAW A GROUP OF HORSEMEN SWING OVER A RISE AND HE
knew them instinctively.

“THERE’S THE GANG NOW–TELL THEM, I’M OFF FOR A RIDE,” HE SAID, DROPPING
BACK TO THE COACH DOOR, WHERE HE RAISED HIS HAND TO HIS HEAD AND
bowed.
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CHAPTER VII
THE OUTFIT HUNTS FOR STRAYS
S THE GROUP OF PUNCHERS AND THE STAGE NEARED EACH OTHER BILL SAW
TWO HORSEMEN RIDE OUT INTO VIEW BESIDE A CHAPARRAL HALF A MILE TO

THE NORTHWEST, AND HE RECOGNIZED SHIELDS AND CHARLEY, WHO WERE
LOPING FORWARD AS IF TO OVERTAKE THE COWBOYS, THEIR APPROACH
NOISELESS BECAUSE OF THE DEEP SAND. AS THE COWBOYS CAME NEARER
BILL RECOGNIZED THEM AS BEING THE FIVE WORST MEN OF THE CROSS BAR-8
OUTFIT, AND HIS LOYALTY TO HIS NEW FRIEND WAS NO STRONGER THAN HIS DISLIKE
FOR THE NEWCOMERS. THEY SWEPT UP AT A CANTER AND STOPPED ABRUPTLY
near the front wheel.

“WHO WAS that?” ASKED LARRY THOMPSON IMPATIENTLY, WITH HIS GLOVED
hand indicating the direction taken by The Orphan.

“FRIEND OF MINE,” REPLIED BILL, WHO WAS DIPLOMATICALLY PLEASANT. “SAY,”
HE BEGAN, ENTHUSING FOR EFFECT, “YOU SHOULD HAVE TURNED UP SOONER–
YOU MISSED A REGULAR CIRCUS! WE WAS CHASED BY FIVE APACHES, AND
MY FRIEND CLEANED ’EM UP RIGHT, HE SHORE DID! YOU SHOULD A SEEN IT. I
wouldn’t a missed it for––”

“CHEESE IT!” RELENTLESSLY CONTINUED LARRY, INTERRUPTING THE THREATENED
VERBAL DELUGE. “DON’T BE ALL DAY ABOUT IT, WINDY,” HE CRIED; “WHO IS
he?”

“WHY, A FRIEND OF MINE, TOM DAVIS,” LIED BILL. “HE JUST WIPED OUT A
BUNCH OF APACHES, LIKE I WAS TELLING YOU. THEY WAS A-CHASING ME
SOME PLENTIFUL AND THINGS WAS GETTING REAL INTERESTING WHEN HE
CHIPPED IN AND TOOK A HAND FROM BEHIND. AND HE CERTAINLY CLEANED
’EM UP BROWN, HE SHORE DID! SAY, I’LL BET YOU, EVEN MONEY, THAT HE CAN
LICK THE SHERIFF, OR EVEN THE ORPHANT! HE’S A HOLY TERROR ON WHEELS,
THAT’S WHAT HE IS! TALK ABOUT LIGHTNING ON THE SHOOT–AND HE CAN HIT
TWICE IN THE SAME PLACE, TOO, IF HE WANTS TO, THOUGH THERE AIN’T NO USE
OF IT WHEN HE GETS THERE ONCE. THE WAY HE CAN HEAVE LEAD IS ENOUGH
to make––”

“CHOKE IT, BILL, CHOKE IT!” TESTILY ORDERED CURLEY SMITH, WHOSE
REPUTATION WAS UNSAVORY. “TELL US WHY IN H–L HE HIT TH’ TRAIL SO ALL-FIRED
hard. Is yore friend some bashful?” he inquired ironically.

“WELL,” REPLIED BILL, GRINNING EXASPERATINGLY, “IT ALL DEPENDS ON HOW YOU
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LOOKS AT IT. WOMEN SAY HE IS, MEN SWEAR HE AIN’T; YOU CAN TAKE YOUR
CHOICE. BUT THEY DO SAY HE AIN’T NO LADIES’ MAN,” HE JABBED
MALICIOUSLY, WELL KNOWING THAT CURLEY PRIDED HIMSELF ON BEING A “LADY-
killer.”

“TH’ H–L HE AIN’T!” RETORTED CURLEY, WITH A SHOW OF ANGER, PREPARING TO
ARGUE, WHICH WOULD TAKE TIME; AND BILL WAS TRYING TO GIVE THE OUTLAW A
GOOD START OF THEM. “TH’ H–L HE AIN’T!” HE REPEATED, LEANING
AGGRESSIVELY FORWARD. “YU KEEP YORE OPINIONS CLOSE TO HOME, YU BIG-
mouthed coyote!”

“WELL, YOU ASKED ME, DIDN’T YOU?” REPLIED BILL. “AND I TOLD YOU, DIDN’T I?
HE’S A GOOD MAN ALL AROUND, AND SAY, YOU SHOULD OUGHTER HEAR HIM
SING! HE’S A SINGER FROM SINGERSVILLE, HE IS. GOT THE FINEST VOICE THIS
side of Chicago, that’s what.”

“THAT’S real INTERESTING, AND just WHAT WE WAS ASKIN’ YU ABOUT,”
replied Larry with withering sarcasm. “An’ bein’ so, Windy, we’ll shore
GIVE HIM ALL THE MUSIC HE WANTS TO SING TO BEFORE DARK IF WE GETS HIM.
YORE LYING ABILITY IS REAL HIGHFALUTIN’. NOW, SUPPOSE YU TELL TH’ TRUTH
before we drag it outen yu–who is he?”

“YOU OUGHT TO KNOW IT BY THIS TIME. DIDN’T I SAY HIS NAME IS TOM
DAVIS?” HE REPLIED, CROSSING HIS LEGS, HIS FACE WEARING A BORED LOOK.
“HOW MANY NAMES DO YOU THINK HE’S GOT, ANYHOW? AIN’T ONE
enough?”

“LOOK A-HERE!” CRIED CURLEY, PUSHING FORWARD. “WAS THAT TH’ D ––d
Orphant? Come on, now, talk straight!”

“ORPHANT!” EJACULATED BILL IN SURPRISE. “DID YOU SAY ORPHANT? ORPHANT
NOTHING!” HE RESPONDED. “WHAT IN H–L DO YOU THINK I’D BE LYING ABOUT
HIM FOR? DO I LOOK EASY? HE AIN’T NO FRIEND OF MINE! BESIDES, I
WOULDN’T KNOW HIM IF I SAW HIM, NEVER HAVING SEEN THAT FRISKY GENT.
HOLY GEE! IS THE ORPHANT LOOSE IN THIS COUNTRY, OUT HERE ALONG MY
route!” he cried, simulating alarm.

“WELL, WE’LL TAKE A CHANCE ANYHOW,” INTERPOSED JACK KELLY. “I CAN TELL
when a fool lies. If it is yore friend Tom Davis we won’t hurt him none.”

“HONEST, YOU WON’T HURT HIM?” ASKED BILL, GRINNING BROADLY. “NO, I
RECKON you WON’T, ALL RIGHT,” HE ADDED, FOR THE SHERIFF WAS CLOSE AT
HAND NOW AND WAS COMING UP AT A WALK, AND BILL HAD AN ABIDING FAITH
IN THAT OFFICIAL. HE COULD BE A TRIFLE RECKLESS HOW HE TALKED NOW. HE

107



LAUGHED SARCASTICALLY AND HOOKED HIS THUMBS IN THE ARMHOLES OF HIS
VEST. “NOPE, I RECKON you WON’T HURT HIM, NOT A LITTLE BIT. NOT IF HE
KNOWS YOU’RE GOING TO TRY IT ON HIM. AND IF IT SHOULD BE MISTER ORPHANT,
WELL, I HEAR THAT HE’S DEAD SORE ON BEING HUNTED–DON’T LIKE IT FOR A
d––N. I ALSO HEAR HE DRINKS BLOOD INSTEAD OF WATER AND WHIPS FIVE MEN
BEFORE BREAKFAST EVERY MORNING TO GET UP AN APPETITE. OH, NO, AND
you won’t hurt him neither, will you?”

“YORE REAL PERT, NOW ain’t YU?” SHOUTED CURLEY ANGRILY. “YORE A WHOLE
LOT SASSY AN’ SMART, ain’t YU? BUT IF WE FIND THAT HE IS THAT ORPHANT,
WE’LL PAY YU A VISIT SO YU CAN EXPLAIN JUST WHY YORE SO D ––D FRIENDLY
WITH HIM. HE SEEMS TO HAVE A WHOLE LOT OF FRIENDS ABOUT THIS COUNTRY,
HE DOES! EVEN THE SHERIFF WON’T HURT HIM. EVEN TH’ BRAVE SHERIFF LOSES
his trail. Must be somethin’ in it for somebody, eh?”

“YOU’D BETTER TELL THAT TO SOMEBODY ELSE, THE SHERIFF, FOR INSTANCE. HE’D
LIKE TO THINK IT OVER,” RESPONDED BILL EASILY. “IT’S A GOOD CHANCE TO SEE
A LITTLE BRANDING, A LA COLT, AS THE FRENCH SAY. TELL IT TO HIM, WHY DON’T
you?”

“I’M A-TELLIN’ IT TO YU, now, AN’ I’LL TELL IT TO SHIELDS WHEN I SEES HIM, YU
OVERGROWN BABY, YU!” SHOUTED CURLEY, HIS HAND DROPPING TO HIS COLT.
“EVERYBODY KNOWS IT! EVERYBODY IS A-TALKIN’ ABOUT IT! AN’ WE’LL HAVE A
NEW SHERIFF, TOO, BEFORE LONG! AN’ AS FOR YU, IF WE WASN’T IN SUCH A
HURRY, WE’D GIVE YU A LESSON YU’D NEVER FORGET! THAT D ––D ORPHANT HAS
GOT A PULL, BUT WE’RE GOIN’ TO GIVE HIM A PUSH, AN’ PLUMB INTO HELL!
EITHER A PULL OR OUR BRAVE SHERIFF IS SOME ASCAIRT OF HIM! HE’S A fine
sheriff, he is, th’ big baby!”

“PLEASANT AFTERNOON, CURLEY,” CAME FROM BEHIND THE GROUP,
ACCOMPANIED BY A SOFT LAUGH. THE VOICE WAS VERY PLEASANT AND LOW.
CURLEY STIFFENED AND TURNED IN HIS SADDLE LIKE A FLASH. THE SHERIFF WAS
SMILING, BUT THERE WAS A GLINT IN HIS FIGHTING EYES THAT GAVE GRAVE
WARNING. THE SHERIFF SMILED, BUT SOME MEN SMILE WHEN MOST
dangerous, and as an assurance of mastery and coolness.

“LOOKING FOR STRAYS, OR IS IT MAVERICKS?” HE CASUALLY ASKED, A QUESTION
WHICH LEFT NO DOUBT AS TO WHAT THE SMILE INDICATED, FOR IT WAS A
CHALLENGE. MAVERICK HUNTING WAS AT THAT TIME AKIN TO RUSTLING, AND IT
was occurring on the range despite the sheriff’s best efforts to stop it.

CURLEY FLUSHED AND MUMBLED SOMETHING ABOUT A MISSING HERD. HE
HAD SUDDENLY REMEMBERED THE SCENE AT THE CORRAL, AND IT HAD A MOST
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SUBDUING EFFECT ON HIM. THE SHERIFF REGARDED HIM CLOSELY AND THEN
NOTED THE BULLET HOLES IN THE COACH. THE DOOR OF THE VEHICLE WAS
CLOSED, THE CURTAINS DOWN, AND NO SOUND CAME FROM WITHIN IT. THE
BAGGAGE FLAP HAD SETTLED ASKEW OVER THE TELL-TALE TRUNKS AND HID THEM
from sight on that side.

“OH, IT’S A MISSING HERD THIS TIME, IS IT?” HE INQUIRED COOLLY. “WELL, I
RECKON YOU WON’T FIND IT OUT HERE. THEY DON’T WANDER OVER THIS LAYOUT
while the Limping Water is running.”

“WELL, WE’LL TAKE A LOOK DOWN SOUTH AWAYS; IT WON’T DO NO HARM NOW
THAT WE’VE GOT THIS FAR,” REPLIED LARRY. “COME ON, BOYS,” HE CRIED.
“We’ve wasted too much time with th’ engineer.”

“WAIT!” COMMANDED THE SHERIFF SHORTLY. “YOUR FOREMAN MADE ME
CERTAIN PROMISES, AND I RECKON THAT YOU ARE OUT AGAINST ORDERS. I
wouldn’t be surprised if Sneed wants you right now.”

LARRY LAUGHED UNEASILY. “OH, I RECKON HE AIN’T LOSIN’ NO SLEEP ABOUT US.
We won’t hurt nobody” –whereat Bill grinned. “Come on, fellows.”

“WELL, I HOPE YOU GET WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF,
WHEREAT BILL SNICKERED OUTRIGHT AND WINKED AT CHARLEY, WHO SAT ALERT
and scowling behind the sheriff, rather hoping for a fight.

LARRY FLASHED THE DRIVER A MALICIOUS LOOK AND, WHEELING, CANTERED
SOUTH, FOLLOWED BY HIS COMPANIONS. THEY RODE STRAIGHT FOR THE POINT AT
WHICH THE ORPHAN HAD DISAPPEARED, BILL WAVING HIS ARMS AND CRYING:
“Sic ’em.” The chase was on in earnest.

THE STAGE DOOR SUDDENLY FLEW OPEN WITH A BANG AND INTERRUPTED THE
EXPLANATIONS WHICH BILL WAS ABOUT TO OFFER, AND IN A FLASH THE SHERIFF
WAS ALMOST SMOTHERED BY THE ATTENTIONS SHOWERED ON HIM. LAUGHING
AND STRUGGLING AND DELIGHTED BY THE SURPRISE, THE PEACE OFFICER COULD
NOT GET A WORD EDGEWISE IN THE RAPID-FIRE EXCLAMATIONS AND QUESTIONS
which were hurled at him from all sides.

BUT FINALLY HE COULD BE HEARD AS HE EXTRICATED HIMSELF FROM THE
embraces of his sisters.

“WELL, WELL!” HE CRIED, SMILES WREATHING HIS FACE AS HE STEPPED BACK
TO GET A GOOD LOOK AT THEM. “YOU’RE A SIGHT TO MAKE A SICK MAN WELL!
MY, HELEN, BUT HOW YOU’VE GROWN! IT’S BEEN FIVE YEARS SINCE I SAW
YOU–AND YOU WERE ONLY A SCHOOLGIRL IN SHORT DRESSES! AND MARY HASN’T
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GROWN A BIT OLDER, NOT A BIT,” ADDRESSING THE ELDER OF THE TWO. THEN HE
TURNED TO THE FRIEND. “YOU MUST PARDON ME, MISS RITCHIE,” HE SAID AS
HE SHOOK HANDS WITH HER. “BUT I’VE BEEN LOOKING FORWARD TO THIS
MEETING FOR A LONG TIME. AND I’M REALLY SURPRISED, TOO, BECAUSE I DIDN’T
EXPECT YOU ALL UNTIL THE NEXT STAGE TRIP. I HAD INTENDED MEETING YOU AT
THE TRAIN AND SEEING YOU SAFELY TO FORD’S STATION, BECAUSE THE
APACHES ARE OUT. I COULDN’T GET WORD TO YOU IN TIME FOR YOU TO
POSTPONE YOUR VISIT, SO I WAS GOING TO TAKE CHARLEY AND SEVERAL MORE
of the boys and escort you home.”

THEN HE LOOKED ABOUT FOR CHARLEY, AND FOUND THAT PERSON ENGAGED IN
conversation with Bill as the two examined the bullet-marked stage.

“COME HERE, CHARLEY!” HE CRIED, BECKONING HIS FRIEND TO HIS SIDE.
“LADIES, THIS IS CHARLEY WINTER, AND HE IS A REAL GOOD BOY FOR A
PUNCHER. CHARLEY, MISS RITCHIE, MY SISTERS MARY AND HELEN. I RECKON
YOU LADIES ARE PURTY WELL ACQUAINTED WITH BILL HOWLAND BY THIS TIME,
BUT IN CASE YOU AIN’T, I’LL JUST SAY THAT HE IS THE BOSS DRIVER OF THE
SOUTHWEST, NOTED LOCALLY FOR HIS OPPRESSIVE TACITURNITY. I RECKON YOU
two boys don’t need any introducing,” he laughed.

THEN, WHILE THE CONVERSATION THROBBED AT FEVER HEAT, BILL SUDDENLY
remembered and wheeled toward the sheriff.

“The Orphant!” he yelled in alarm, hoping to gain attention that way.

THE SHERIFF AND CHARLEY WHEELED, GUNS IN HAND, AND LEAPED CLEAR OF
THE WOMEN, THEIR QUICK EYES GLANCING FROM POINT TO POINT IN SEARCH OF
the danger.

“Where?” cried the sheriff over his shoulder at Bill.

“DOWN SOUTH, AHEAD OF THEM FOOL PUNCHERS,” BILL EXCLAIMED. “HE’S ONLY
GOT A LITTLE START ON ’EM. AND THEY KNOW HE’S THERE, TOO. THAT’S WHY
they’re looking for cows on a place cows never go.”

THEN HE RELATED IN DETAIL THE OCCURRENCES OF THE PAST FEW HOURS, TO THE
SHERIFF’S GREAT ASTONISHMENT, AND ALSO TO HIS DELIGHT AT THE WAY IT HAD
TURNED OUT. SHIELDS THOUGHT OF HIS OWN PERSONAL EXPERIENCES WITH THE
OUTLAW, AND THIS PUT HIM DEEPER IN DEBT. HIS OPINION AS TO THERE BEING
MUCH GOOD IN HIS ENEMY’S MAKEUP WAS STRENGTHENED, AND HE SMILED
AT THE FIGHTING ABILITY AND FAIRNESS OF THE MAN WHO HAD DECLARED A
truce with him by the big bowlder on the Apache Trail.
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“Oh, I hope they don’t catch him!” Helen cried anxiously. “Can’t you do
SOMETHING, JAMES?” SHE IMPLORED. “HE SAVED US, AND HE IS
wounded, too! Can’t you stop them?”

THE SHERIFF LOOKED TO THE SOUTH IN THE DIRECTION TAKEN BY THE COW-
punchers, and a hard light grew in his eyes.

“NO, NOT NOW,” HE REPLIED DECISIVELY. “THEY’VE HAD TOO MUCH TIME NOW.
AND IT’S SAFE TO BET THAT THEY RODE AT FULL SPEED JUST AS SOON AS THEY
GOT OUT OF MY SIGHT. THEY KNEW BILL WOULD TELL ME. THEY’RE MILES AWAY
BY THIS TIME. BUT DON’T YOU WORRY, SIS–THEY WON’T GET HIM. FIVE CURS
NEVER LIVED THAT COULD CATCH A TIMBER WOLF IN HIS OWN COUNTRY–AND IF
THEY DO CATCH HIM, THEY WILL WISH THEY HADN’T. AND I ALMOST HOPE THEY
WIN THE CHASE, FOR THEY’LL LOSE THEIR FOOL LIVES. IT WILL BE A LESSON TO THE
REST OF THE BULLIES OF THE CROSS BAR-8–AND SMALL LOSS TO THE COMMUNITY
at large, eh, Charley?”

“YORE SHORE RIGHT, JIM,” REPLIED CHARLEY, SMILING AT MISS RITCHIE. “DID
YOU EVER HEAR TELL OF THE DOG THAT RETRIEVED A LIGHTED DYNAMITE
cartridge?” he asked her. “No? Well, the dog left for parts unknown.”

“That’s good, Charley,” Shields responded WITH A LAUGH. “THE DOG JUST
WOULDN’T MIND, AND HE WAS ONLY A SNARLING, NO-ACCOUNT CUR AT THAT,
WASN’T HE?” THEN HE LOOKED AT THE COACH, AND HIS HEART SOFTENED TO
THE HUNTED MAN. “I CAN SEE IT ALL, NOW,” HE SAID SLOWLY. “THOSE
PUNCHERS MUST HAVE FORCED HIM OUT OF THE BACKBONE, AND HE WAS
GETTING AWAY WHEN HE SAW THE PLIGHT YOU WERE IN. BY GOD!” HE CRIED IN
APPRECIATION OF THE ACT. “IT WASN’T NO ONE MAN’S WORK, FIVE APACHES!
ONE MAN STOPPING FIVE OF THOSE DEVILS–IT WAS NO WORK FOR A MURDERER,
NOT MUCH! IT WAS CLEAN-CUT NERVE, AND IF I EVER SEE HIM I’LL TELL HIM SO,
TOO! I’LL LET HIM KNOW THAT HE’S GOT SOME FRIENDS IN THIS COUNTRY. THEY
CAN SAY WHAT THEY PLEASE, BUT THERE’S MORE MANHOOD IN HIM TO THE
SQUARE INCH THAN THERE IS IN ALL THE PEOPLE WHO CRY HIM DOWN; AND WHO
ARE IN A GREAT WAY RESPONSIBLE FOR HIS BEING AN OUTLAW. I’M READY TO
SWEAR THAT HE NEVER WANTONLY SHOT A MAN DOWN; NO, SIR, HE DIDN’T. AND
I reckon he never had much show, from what I know of him.”

“HELEN WAS REAL KIND TO HIM,” REMARKED THE SPINSTER. “SHE BATHED HIS
wound and bandaged it. Spoiled her very best skirt, too.”

“YOU’RE A GOOD GIRL, SIS,” SHIELDS SAID, LOOKING FONDLY AT THE BEAUTIFUL
GIRL AT HIS SIDE. HIS ARM WENT AROUND HER SHOULDER AND HE
AFFECTIONATELY PATTED HER CHEEK. “I’M PROUD OF YOU, AND WE’LL HAVE TO
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SEE IF WE CAN’T GET ANOTHER ‘VERY BEST SKIRT,’ TOO.” THEN HE LAUGHED:
“BUT I’LL BET HE BLESSES THE WARRIOR WHO FIRED THAT SHOT–HE’S NOT USED TO
having pretty girls fuss about him.”

MARY LOOKED QUICKLY AT HER SISTER. “WHY, HELEN! YOU’VE LOST YOUR GOLD
PIN! WHERE DO YOU SUPPOSE IT HAS GONE? I’LL LOOK IN THE STAGE FOR IT
BEFORE WE FORGET ABOUT IT. DEAR ME, DEAR ME,” SHE CRIED AS SHE
entered the vehicle, “this has indeed been a terrible day!”

BILL GRINNED AND TURNED TOWARD HIS TEAM. “I RECKON SHE’LL FIND IT SOME
DAY,” HE SAID IN A LOW ASIDE AS HE PASSED THE SHERIFF. “I’LL JUST BET SHE
DOES. IT’LL BE IN AT THE FINISH OF A WHOLE LOT OF THINGS, AND PEOPLE, TOO,
you bet,” he added enigmatically.

SHIELDS LOOKED QUICKLY AT THE DRIVER, HIS FACE BRIGHTENED AND HE
SMILED KNOWINGLY AT THE WORDS. “I RECKON IT WILL; FOOL PUNCHERS, FOR
instance?”

BILL TURNED HIS HEAD AND ONE EYE CLOSED IN AN EMPHATIC WINK. “KENO,”
he replied.

MARY BUSTLED OUT AGAIN, VERY MUCH AGITATED. “I CAN’T FIND IT. WHERE DO
you suppose you lost it, dear? I’ve looked everywhere in the stage.”

“Probably back where we stopped before,” Helen replied quietly. “We
WERE SO AGITATED THAT WE WOULD NEVER HAVE NOTICED IT IF IT SLIPPED
down.”

“Well–” began Mary.

“NO USE GOING BACK FOR IT, MISS SHIELDS,” PROMPTLY INTERRUPTED BILL
FROM HIS HIGH SEAT. “WE JUST COULDN’T FIND IT IN ALL THAT TRAMPLED SAND,
not if we hunted all week for it with a comb.”

“You’re right, Bill,” gravely responded the sheriff. “We never could.”

AS THEY ENTERED THE DEFILE OF THE BACKBONE THE SHERIFF SUDDENLY
remembered what Bill had told him and he stopped and dismounted.

“YOU KEEP RIGHT ON, BILL,” HE SAID. “I’M GOING UP TO HUNT THAT FOOL
PUNCHER. LORD, BUT IT’S A JOKE! THIS GAME IS GETTING BETTER EVERY DAY–
I’M GETTING SO I SORT OF LIKE TO HAVE THE ORPHAN AROUND. HE’S SHORE
original, all right.”

“HE’S BETTER THAN A MARKED DECK IN A DARKENED ROOM,” LAUGHED THE
driver. “He shore ought to be framed, or something like that.”
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driver. “He shore ought to be framed, or something like that.”

“YOU BETTER GO WITH THEM, CHARLEY,” THE SHERIFF SAID AS HIS FRIEND MADE
A MOVE AT DISMOUNTING. “THERE AIN’T NO DANGER, BUT WE WON’T TAKE NO
chances this time; we’ve got a precious coachful.”

“ALL RIGHT,” REPLIED CHARLEY AS HE WHEELED TOWARD THE DISAPPEARING
stage. “So long, Sheriff.”

THE SHERIFF LOOKED THE WALL OVER AND THEN PICKED OUT A COMPARATIVELY
EASY PLACE AND CLIMBED TO THE TOP. AS HE DREW HIMSELF OVER THE EDGE
HE ESPIED A PAIR OF BOOTS WHICH SHOWED FROM UNDER A PILE OF DÉBRIS,
AND HE LAUGHED HEARTILY. AT THE LAUGH THE FEET BEGAN TO KICK
VIGOROUSLY, SO AFFECTING THE SHERIFF THAT HE HAD TO STOP A MINUTE, FOR IT
was the most ludicrous sight he had ever looked upon.

SHIELDS GRABBED THE BOOTS AND PULLED, WALKING BACKWARD, AND SOON
AN ENRAGED AND TRUSSED COW-PUNCHER CAME INTO VIEW. SLOWLY AND
CAREFULLY UNROLLING THE ROPE FROM THE UNFORTUNATE MAN, HE COILED IT
METHODICALLY AND SLUNG IT OVER HIS SHOULDER, AND THEN ASSISTED IN
loosening the gag.

THE PUNCHER WAS TOO STIFF TO RISE AND HIS LIBERATOR HELPED HIM TO HIS
FEET AND SLAPPED AND RUBBED AND CHUCKLED AND RUBBED TO START THE
BLOOD IN CIRCULATION. THE GAG HAD SO AFFECTED THE MUSCLES OF THE
PUNCHER’S JAW THAT HIS MOUTH WOULD NOT CLOSE WITHOUT ASSISTANCE AND
EFFORT, AND HIS WORDS WERE NOT AT ALL CLEAR FOR THAT REASON. HIS FIRST
word was a curse.

“’ELL!” HE CRIED AS HE STAMPED AND SWUNG HIS ARMS. “’ELL! I’M ASLEEP
all o’er! ––! ’Ait till I get ’im! ––! ’Ait till I get ’im!”

“SORT OF CONTINUING THE LITTLE NAP YOU WAS TAKING WHEN HE ROPED YOU,
eh?” asked Shields, holding his sides.

“NAP NOTHING! NAP NOTHING!” YELLED THE OTHER IN PROFANE DENIAL. “I
WASN’T ASLEEP, I TELL YU! I WAS WIDE AWAKE! HE GOT TH’ DROP ON ME, AND
THEN THAT CUSSED ROPE OF HIS’N WAS EVERYWHERE! TH’ AIR WAS PLUMB FULL
OF ROPE AND GUNS! I DIDN’T HAVE NO SHOW! NOT A BIT OF A SHOW! OH, JUST
WAIT TILL I GET HIM! WHY, I HEARD MY PARDNERS TALKING AS THEY HUNTED FOR
ME, AND THERE I WAS NOT TWENTY FEET AWAY FROM THEM ALL THE TIME,
HELPLESS! THEY’RE FINE LOOKERS, THEY ARE! WAIT TILL I SEES THEM, TOO! I’LL
tell ’em a few things, all right!”

“WELL, I RECKON YOU MAY SEE ONE OR TWO OF THEM, IF THEY’RE LUCKY–AND
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YOU CAN’T BEAT A FOOL FOR LUCK,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF. “THEY WANT TO BE
angels; they’re on his trail now.”

“HOPE THEY GET HIM!” YELLED THE PUNCHER, DANCING WITH RAGE. “HOPE
they burn him at th’ stake! Hope they scalp him, an’ hash him, an’ saw
HIS ARMS OFF, AN’ CAVE HIS ROOF IN! HOPE THEY MAKE HIM EAT HIS FINGERS
and toes! Hope––”

“YOU’RE SOME HOPEFUL TO-DAY,” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF. “IF YOU LIKE THEM,
you better hope they don’t get him. That’s hoping real hope.”

“WAIT TILL I GET HIM!” THE PUNCHER REPEATED, GRABBING FOR HIS COLT, BEING
TOO ENRAGED TO NOTICE ITS ABSENCE. “I’LL SHOW HIM IF HE CAN TIE A MAN
UP AN’ LEAVE HIM TO CHOKE TO DEATH, AN’ STARVE AN’ ROAST! I’LL SHOW HIM
IF HE CAN RUN THIS COUNTRY LIKE HE OWNS IT, SHOOTING AND ABUSING
everybody he wants to!”

“ALL RIGHT, SONNY,” SHIELDS LAUGHED. “I’LL SHORE WAIT TILL YOU GETS HIM, IF I
LIVE LONG ENOUGH. BUT FOR YOUR SAKE I SHORE HOPE YOU NEVER FINDS HIM.
HE WOULDN’T GET ANY MORE REPUTATION IF HE KILLED YOU, AND YOUR FRIENDS
would miss you.”

“DON’T YU LET THAT WORRY YU!” RETORTED THE ENRAGED MAN. “I CAN TAKE CARE
OF MYSELF IN A MIX-UP, ALL RIGHT! AN’ I’M GOING TO CHASE AFTER MY FRIENDS
AN’ TAKE A HAND IN TH’ GAME, TOO, BY GOD! HE AIN’T GOING TO LEAVE ME
HIGH AN’ DRY AN’ LIVE TO BOAST ABOUT IT! BUT I SUPPOSE YOU RECKON YU’LL
stop me, hey?”

SHIELDS RAISED BOTH HANDS HIGH IN THE AIR IN DENIAL. “I WOULDN’T THINK OF
SUCH A THING, NOT FOR THE WORLD,” HE CRIED, LAUGHTER SHAKING HIS BIG
FRAME. “YOU CAN GO ANY PLACE YOU PLEASE, ONLY I’d TAKE A GUN IF I WAS
going after him,” HE ADDED, EYEING THE EMPTY HOLSTER. “YOU KNOW, YOU
might need it,” he was very grave in his use of the subjunctive.

THE PUNCHER SLAPPED HIS HAND TO HIS THIGH AND THEN JUMPED HIGH INTO
THE AIR: “ ––! ––!” HE SHOUTED. “STOLE MY GUN! STOLE MY GUN!” THEN HE
PAUSED SUDDENLY AND HIS FACE CLEARED. “BUT I’VE GOT SOMETHING
better’n a Colt on my cayuse!” he cried as he leaped toward the edge
OF THE CAÑON. “AN’ I’LL GIVE HIM ALL IT HOLDS, TOO!” HE THREATENED AS HE
BUMPED AND SLID TO THE BOTTOM. THE SHERIFF TOOK MORE CARE AND TIME
IN DESCENDING AND HAD JUST REACHED THE TRAIL WHEN HE HEARD A HEART-
rending yell, followed by a sizzling stream of throbbing profanity.

“Where’s my cayuse?” yelled the puncher as he rounded the corner of
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THE CAÑON WALL ON A PECULIAR LOPE AND HOP. “WHERE’S MY CAYUSE, YU
LAW-COYOTE?” HE SHOUTED, TEMPORARILY OUT OF HIS SENSES FROM RAGE.
“WHERE’S MY CAYUSE!” DANCING UP TO THE SHERIFF AND SHAKING BOTH FISTS
under the laughter-convulsed face.

WHEN THE SHERIFF COULD SPEAK, HE LEANED AGAINST THE CAÑON WALL FOR
support and broke the news.

“WHY, BILL HOWLAND SAID AS HOW THE ORPHAN WAS RIDING A CROSS BAR-
8 CAYUSE–DIRTY BROWN, WITH A WHITE STOCKING ON HIS NEAR FRONT FOOT. IT
had a big scar on its neck, too.”

“TH’ D ––D HOSS THIEF!” BEGAN THE PUNCHER, BUT SHIELDS KEPT RIGHT ON
talking.

“THERE WAS A DANDY CHEYENNE SADDLE,” HE SAID, COUNTING ON HIS
FINGERS, “A GOOD GUN, A PAIR OF HOBBLES AND A BIG COIL OF RAWHIDE ROPE
on the cayuse. Was they yours?”

“WAS THEY MINE! WAS THEY MINE!” HIS COMPANION SCREAMED. “MY NEW
SADDLE GONE, MY GUN GONE AND MY FINE ROPE GONE! OH, H–L! HOW’LL I
HUNT HIM NOW? HOW’LL I GET HOME? HOW’LL I GET BACK TO TH’ RANCH?”
Words failed him, and he could only wave his arms and yell.

“WELL, IT WOULDN’T HARDLY BE WORTH WHILE CHASING HIM ON FOOT WITHOUT A
GUN, THAT’S SHORE,” THE SHERIFF SAID, GRAVE ONCE MORE. “BUT YOU CAN GET
home all right; that’s easy.”

“HOW CAN I?” ASKED THE PUNCHER, EYEING THE SHERIFF’S HORSE AND
waiting for the invitation to ride double on it.

“WHY, WALK,” WAS THE REPLY. “IT’S ONLY ABOUT TWENTY MILES AS THE CROW
flies–say twenty-five on the trail.”

“WALK! WALK!” CRIED HIS COMPANION, SAVAGELY KICKING AT A LIZARD WHICH
LOOKED OUT FROM A CREVICE IN THE ROCK WALL. “I NEVER WALKED FIVE MILES
all at once in my life!”

“WELL, IT’LL BE A NEW EXPERIENCE, AND YOU CAN’T BEGIN ANY YOUNGER,”
REPLIED SHIELDS AS HE SWUNG INTO HIS SADDLE. “IT’LL DO YOU GOOD, TOO–
increase your appetite.”

“I’M SO HUNGRY NOW I’M HALF STARVED,” REPLIED THE OTHER. “BUT I’LL PAY UP
for all this, you see if I don’t! I’ll get square with that d––d outlaw!”

“YOU DON’T KNOW ENOUGH TO BE GLAD YOU WERE FOUND,” RETORTED THE
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“YOU DON’T KNOW ENOUGH TO BE GLAD YOU WERE FOUND,” RETORTED THE
SHERIFF. “AND IF HE HADN’T TOLD BILL WHERE TO LOOK FOR YOU, YOU WOULDN’T
HAVE BEEN, NEITHER. YOU GOT OFF EASY, BUCKNELL, AND DON’T YOU FORGET IT,
neither. Men have been killed for less than what you tried to do.”

THE PUNCHER WILTED, FOR TWENTY-FIVE MILES IN HIGH-HEELED BOOTS, OVER
ROCKS AND SAND, AND WITH AN EMPTY STOMACH, WAS TERRIBLE TO
contemplate, and he turned to the sheriff beseechingly.

“GIVE ME A LIFT, SHERIFF,” HE IMPLORED. “TAKE ME UP BEHIND YOU–I CAN’T
walk all the way!”

SHIELDS LOOKED AT THE SUN, WHICH WAS NEARING THE WESTERN HORIZON,
and thought for a minute. Then he shrugged his shoulders.

“WELL, I HADN’T OUGHT TO HELP YOU A STEP, NOT A SINGLE, SOLITARY STEP, AND
YOU KNOW IT. YOU TRIED YOUR BEST TO RUN AGAINST ME. YOU TRIED TO HOLD
ME UP THERE BY THE CORRAL, AND THEN AFTER I HAD WARNED YOU NOT TO GO
OUT FOR THE ORPHAN YOU WENT RIGHT AHEAD. NOW YOU’RE ASKING ME TO
HELP YOU OUT OF YOUR TROUBLE, TO MAKE GOOD FOR YOUR FOOL STUPIDITY. BUT
I’LL TAKE YOU AS FAR AS THE END OF THE CAÑON–NO, I’LL TAKE YOU ON TO THE
FORD, AND THEN YOU CAN DO THE REST ON FOOT. THAT’LL LEAVE YOU TEN OR A
dozen miles. Get aboard.”

124



W

CHAPTER VIII
“A TIMBER WOLF IN HIS OWN

COUNTRY”
HEN THE ORPHAN SAID GOOD-BY TO BILL HE SAT QUIETLY IN HIS SADDLE
FOR A MINUTE WATCHING THE DEPARTING STAGE AND WONDERED HOW IT

WAS THAT HE HAD THE DECENCY TO AVOID A FIGHT WITH THE COWBOYS IN THE
PRESENCE OF THE WOMEN. THEN HELEN’S WORDS CAME TO HIM AND HE
SMILED AT THE IDEA OF PEACE WHEN HE WOULD HAVE TO FIGHT THE OUTFIT
BEFORE SUNDOWN. THE HEAT OF THE SUN ON HIS BARE HEAD RECALLED HIM
FROM HIS MENTAL WANDERINGS AND HE WHEELED ABRUPTLY AND GALLOPED
ALONG THE TRAIL TO WHERE HE REMEMBERED THAT A TINY, BLOOD-STAINED
HANDKERCHIEF LAY IN THE DUST AND SAND. SOON HE ESPIED IT AND,
SWINGING OVER IN THE SADDLE, DEFTLY PICKED IT UP AND REGAINED HIS
UPRIGHT POSITION, HIS HEAD REELING AT THE EFFORT. UNFOLDING IT HE
examined the neat “H” done in silk in one corner and smiled as he put
it in his chaps pocket where he kept his extra ammunition.

“PEACE AND WAR IN ONE POCKET,” HE MUTTERED, GRINNING AT HIS
cartridges’ new and unusual companion.

THEN HE ESPIED A WINCHESTER NEAR A FALLEN BRAVE, AND HE PROCURED IT
AS HE HAD THE HANDKERCHIEF. DESCRIBING AN ARC HE PICKED UP ANOTHER,
DISCARDING IT AFTER HE HAD EMPTIED THE MAGAZINE, FOR AMMUNITION WAS
WHAT HE WANTED. TWO WINCHESTERS WERE ALL RIGHT, BUT THREE WERE TOO
MANY. AS HE THREW IT FROM HIM HE GLANCED THROUGH A SLIGHT OPENING IN
THE CHAPARRAL AND SAW THE OUTFIT APPROACH THE STAGE. THEN HE
GALLOPED TO WHERE HIS SOMBRERO LAY, PICKED IT UP AND TURNED TO THE
SOUTH FOR THE CIMARRON TRAIL. WHEN THOROUGHLY SCREENED BY THE
CHAPARRAL HE PUSHED ON WITH THE SWINGING LOPE WHICH HIS HORSE COULD
MAINTAIN FOR HOURS, AND WHICH ATE UP DISTANCE IN AN ASTONISHING
MANNER. HE HAD LOST TIME IN GOING FOR HIS SOMBRERO AND THE
HANDKERCHIEF, AND EVERY MINUTE BEFORE NIGHTFALL WAS PRECIOUS. HIS
THOUGHTS NOW BENT TO THE PROBLEM OF HOW EITHER TO ELUDE OR AMBUSH
HIS PURSUERS, AND THE WINCHESTERS BESPOKE HIS FORETHOUGHT, FOR UP TO
SIX HUNDRED YARDS THEY WERE NOT A PLEASANT PROPOSITION TO FACE. IF HE
ELUDED THE COWBOYS IN THE DARKNESS HE WAS MORALLY CERTAIN THAT THEY
WOULD TAKE UP HIS TRAIL AT DAWN, AND WHAT DISTANCE HE HAD GAINED
WOULD BE AT THE EXPENSE OF THE FRESHNESS OF HIS HORSE. WHILE HE
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WOULD AVERAGE TEN MILES AN HOUR THROUGH THE NIGHT, THEIR MOUNTS,
FRESHENED BY A NIGHT’S REST, MIGHT CUT DOWN HIS GAIN BEFORE THE
nightfall of the next day.

ONE OF THE WINCHESTERS WORKED LOOSE FROM ITS LASHINGS AND STARTED TO
SLIDE TOWARD THE GROUND. HE QUICKLY GRASPED IT AND MADE IT SECURE,
SMILING AT THE NUMBER OF RIFLES HE HAD HAD AND LOST DURING THE PAST
three weeks.

“FUNNY HOW THIS COUNTRY HAS BEEN SHEDDING WINCHESTERS LATELY,” HE
MUSED. “THERE WAS THE FIVE I GOT BY THE BIG BOWLDER, WHICH I LOST
PLAYING TAG WITH THAT D ––D CROSS BAR-8 GANG, AND HERE’S TWO MORE,
AND I JUST LEFT THREE WHAT I DIDN’T WANT. WELL, THEY’RE REAL HANDY FOR
STOPPING A RUSH, AND I RECKONS THAT’S WHAT I’M UP AGAINST THIS TIME. IF I
CAN FIND A LIKELY SPOT FOR A SCRAP BEFORE DARK I MAY STOP THAT GANG IN
bang-up style, d––n them.”

HALF AN HOUR LATER HE CAUGHT SIGHT OF A MOVING BODY OF HORSEMEN TO
the southeast of him and his glasses enabled him to make them out.

“’PACHES!” HE EXCLAIMED, AND THEN HE SMILED GRIMLY AND CONTINUED ON
HIS WAY TOWARD THEM, TAKING CARE TO KEEP HIMSELF SCREENED FROM THEIR
SIGHT BY RISES AND CHAPARRALS. HIS FIRST THOUGHT HAD BEEN OF DANGER,
BUT NOW HE LAUGHED AT THE CARDS FATE HAD PUT IN HIS HAND, FOR HE WOULD
use the Indians to great advantage later on.

HE COUNTED THEM AND MADE THEIR NUMBER TO BE TWENTY-TWO, WHICH
ACCOUNTED FOR THE FIVE WARRIORS WHO HAD PURSUED THE STAGE COACH.
THE ODDS WERE FINE AND HE LAUGHED JOYOUSLY, RECKLESSLY: “ALL IS FAIR IN
love and war,” he muttered savagely.

BEFORE THE INDIANS HAD COME UPON THE SCENE HE HAD BEEN ALONE TO
FACE FIVE ANGRY AND VENGEFUL MEN, AND WHOM HE HAD EVERY REASON TO
BELIEVE WERE AT LEAST FAIR FIGHTERS. HAD THE POSITIONS BEEN REVERSED
THEY WOULD NOT HAVE HESITATED TO MAKE USE OF ANY STRATAGEM TO SAVE
THEMSELVES–AND HERE WERE TWO CONTINGENTS, BOTH OF WHICH WOULD TAKE
HIS LIFE AT THE FIRST OPPORTUNITY. HE FELT NO DISTASTE AT THE GAME HE WAS
ABOUT TO PLAY; ON THE OTHER HAND, IT PLEASED HIM IMMENSELY TO KNOW
THAT HE WAS SUPERIOR IN INTELLECT TO HIS ENEMIES. THEY BOTH WANTED
BLOOD, AND THEY SHOULD HAVE IT. IF THEY FOUND TOO MUCH, WELL AND GOOD–
THAT WAS THEIR LOOKOUT. AND NO LESS PLEASING WAS THE KNOWLEDGE THAT
HE HAD SENT THEM NORTH AND THAT NOW HE COULD MAKE USE OF THEM. HE
WONDERED WHAT THEY HAD BEEN DOING FOR THE LAST THREE WEEKS AND WHY
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THEY WERE STILL IN THAT PART OF THE COUNTRY, BUT HE DID NOT CARE, FOR THEY
were where he wanted them to be.

“TWENTY-TWO MAD APACHES ON THE WARPATH AGAINST FIVE COW-
WRASTLERS!” HE EXULTED. “MORE THAN FOUR TO ONE, AND JUST ACHING TO GET
SQUARE ON SOMEBODY! THAT CROSS BAR-8 GANG WILL HAVE SOMETHING TO
WEEP ABOUT PURTY D ––N SOON! AND I SHORE HOPE THEY DON’T GET TIRED
and quit chasing me.”

HE STOPPED AND WAITED WHEN HE HAD GAINED A SCREENED POSITION
FROM WHERE HE COULD LOOK BACK OVER HIS TRAIL, AND HE HAD NOT LONG TO
WAIT, FOR SOON HE SAW FIVE COWBOYS GALLOPING HARD IN HIS DIRECTION.
ANOTHER LOOK TO THE SOUTHEAST SHOWED HIM THAT THE WAR PARTY WAS NOW
RIDING SLOWLY TOWARD HIM, NOT KNOWING OF HIS PRESENCE, AND THEY WOULD
ARRIVE AT HIS COVER AT ABOUT THE SAME TIME THE COWBOYS WOULD COME
UP. NEITHER THE INDIANS NOR THE COWBOYS KNEW OF THE PROXIMITY OF THE
OTHER, WHILE THE ORPHAN COULD SEE THEM BOTH. HE GLANCED AT THE
THICKET TO THE WEST OF HIM AND SAW THAT IT WAS THIN, BEING A CONNECTING
link between the two larger chaparrals.

“I DON’T KNOW HOW YOU ARE ON THE JUMP, BRONCH,” HE SAID TO HIS MOUNT,
“but I reckon you can get through that, all right.”

THE COWBOYS DISAPPEARED FROM HIS SIGHT BEHIND THE NORTHERN
CHAPARRAL, AND AS THEY DID SO HE SUNK HIS SPURS INTO HIS HORSE AND
RODE STRAIGHT AT THE PRICKLY SCREEN AND, GOING PARTLY OVER AND PARTLY
THROUGH IT, GALLOPED WESTWARD AS THE WAR PARTY AND THE RANCH
contingent met. The shots and yells were as music to his ears, and he
BOWED IN MOCKERY AND WAVED HIS HAND AT THE TURMOIL AS HE MADE HIS
escape. The timber wolf had won.
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CHAPTER IX
THE CROSS BAR-8 LOSES SLEEP
NEED WAS ANGRY, WHICH COULD BE SEEN BY THE WAY HE TALKED, ATE,
MOVED AND SWORE. HE HAD MANY CATTLE TO CARE FOR AND THEY WERE

STREWN OVER SIX HUNDRED SQUARE MILES OF TERRITORY. THE WORK WAS HARD
ENOUGH WHEN HE HAD HIS FULL DOZEN PUNCHERS, BUT NOW IT FORCED GROANS
FROM THE TIRED BODIES OF HIS MEN, WHO FELL ASLEEP WHILE REMOVING THEIR
SADDLES AT NIGHT, AND WHO WORKED IN A WAY ALMOST MECHANICAL. THE
EXTRA WORK WAS NOT CONDUCIVE TO SWEETNESS OF TEMPER, AND HE WAS
CONTINUALLY QUELLING FIGHTS AMONG THE MEMBERS OF THE OUTFIT. WHERE
ONLY ARGUMENT FORMERLY WOULD HAVE ARISEN OVER DIFFERENCES OF OPINION,
GUNS NOW LEAPED FORTH; AND THE DIFFERENCES WERE MULTIPLIED GREATLY,
AND GETTING WORSE EVERY DAY. THINGS WHICH ORDINARILY WOULD HAVE
PROVOKED NO NOTICE, OR A LAUGH AT MOST, NOW CAUSED HOT WORDS AND
SURLINESS. AND THE REASON FOR THE EXTRA WORK WAS THE CONTINUED
absence of five cow punchers.

SNEED, TIRED OF CURSING THE MISSING MEN AND OF OFFERING HIMSELF
EXPLANATIONS AS TO WHY THEY HAD NOT RETURNED, FELL, INSTEAD, TO PLANNING
AN APPROPRIATE RECEPTION FOR THEM ON THEIR RETURN TO THE RANCH. HE
NEEDED NO REHEARSING, FOR WHILE HE DID NOT KNOW IN JUST WHAT MANNER
HE WOULD REVEAL HIS IDEAS CONCERNING THEM, HE KNEW WHAT HIS IDEAS
WERE AND HE HAD ALWAYS BEEN GOOD AT EXTEMPORIZING WHEN UNDER
pressure, and he was under pressure now if he had ever been.

THE EXTRA WORK WAS HARD ENOUGH IN ITSELF TO CAUSE HIS ANGER TO RISE
AND TO CREATE SENSITIVENESS AND SURLINESS ON THE PART OF HIS MEN, BUT
IT WAS ONLY ONE FACTOR OF HIS DISCONTENT. BUSY ALL DAY AT DRIVING THE
SCATTERED CATTLE AWAY FROM THE BACKBONE AND CLOSER TO THE RANCH
PROPER WHERE THEY WOULD BE LESS LIKELY TO FALL PREY TO APACHE RAIDERS;
WORKING ALL DAY FROM THE FIRST SIGN OF DAWN TO THE PROHIBITIVE BLACKNESS
OF THE NIGHT, THEY COULD HAVE STOOD UP UNDER THE STRAIN, FOR THESE WERE
MEN OF IRON, INURED TO HARDSHIPS AND CONSTANT RIDING. BUT HARDY AS
THEY WERE THERE WAS ONE THING WHICH THEY MUST HAVE, AND THAT WAS
SLEEP. IF THEY COULD HAVE ONLY FOUR HOURS OF UNBROKEN SLEEP WHEN THEY
THREW THEMSELVES, FULLY DRESSED WITH THE EXCEPTION OF THEIR BOOTS, IN
THEIR BUNKS, THEY COULD HAVE ENDURED THE LABOR FOR WEEKS. BUT THIS
WAS DENIED THEM, AND CONSTANTLY ON THEIR MINDS WERE THOUGHTS OF FIRE,
slaughtered cattle and death.
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FOR A WEEK NIGHT HAD BEEN A TERROR ON THE CROSS BAR-8. NO SOONER
HAD THE EXHAUSTED OUTFIT FALLEN ASLEEP THAN BITS OF WINDOW GLASS WOULD
FLY ABOUT THEM, CUTTING AND STINGING. THERE WAS NOT A WHOLE WINDOW
PANE IN THE HOUSE AND THE DOOR WAS SO FULL OF LEAD THAT IT SAGGED ON
ITS HALF-SHATTERED HINGES. COOKING UTENSILS WERE FAST DESERVING
PREMIUMS, FOR HARDLY AN UNPERFORATED TIN COULD BE FOUND ON THE
PREMISES. AND THEIR COOK, A MEXICAN, WHO MOST DEVOUTLY BELIEVED IN
A PERSONAL DEVIL AND A BRIMSTONE HELL, AND WHO FEARED THAT HE WAS
LIVING IN UNCOMFORTABLE PROXIMITY TO BOTH, STOOD THE STRAIN FOR JUST TWO
NIGHTS AND THEN, PANIC-STRICKEN, HAD FLED FROM THE ACCURSED PLACE AND
LEFT THEM TO GET THEIR OWN MEALS AS BEST THEY COULD. THE PROTECTION OF
THE SAINTS WAS ALL VERY WELL AND GOOD UNDER ORDINARY CIRCUMSTANCES,
but when they failed to stop the bullets which passed through his cook
SHACK AND WHICH MORE THAN ONCE HAD GRAZED HIM, IT WAS TIME FOR HIM
TO FIND SOME PLACE FAR REMOVED FROM THE CROSS BAR-8, AND WHERE THE
DEVIL WAS LESS STRONG. WHEN THE SAINTS ALLOWED A DEVIL-SPED BULLET TO
COMPLETELY SHATTER A CRUCIFIX IT WAS TIME TO MIGRATE, WHICH HE DID, BUT
IN BROAD DAYLIGHT WHEN THE OUTFIT HAD DEPARTED AND WHEN THE DEVIL
was not in evidence.

THE INTERIORS OF BOTH THE RANCH HOUSE AND THE BUNK HOUSE WERE
WRECKED. THE CLOCK, THE PRIDE OF THE FOREMAN, STOOD WITH HALF ITS
WHEELS BURIED IN THE WALL BEHIND IT BY A .50 CALIBER SLUG, ITS HANDS
pointing to half-past one. Lead filled the interior walls, where opposite
WINDOWS, AND THE HOLES AND SPLINTERS WERE A DISGRACE. SOMBREROS,
EQUIPMENT AND THE FEW PICTURES THE WALLS BOASTED WERE LIKE TOPS OF
PEPPER SHAKERS. NO SOONER WAS A LIGHT SHOWN THAN IT BECAME THE
TARGET FOR A SHOT, AND MORE THAN ONE WOUND GAVE PROOF AS TO THE
ACCURACY OF THE PERPETRATOR. SO TIRED THAT THEY FELL ASLEEP AT SUPPER,
THE MEN WERE CONSTANTLY AWAKENED BY THE NOISE OF DEVASTATION AND
THE WHINING HUM OF THE BULLETS. PURSUIT WAS A FAILURE, AND WAS ALSO
HAZARDOUS, AS PROVEN BY BERT HODGE’S ARM, BROKEN BY A .50 CALIBER
slug from somewhere.

THE TWO HOUSES, WRECKED AS THEY WERE, WERE FORTUNATE WHEN
COMPARED TO THE CONDITION OF THE OTHER APPURTENANCES OF THE RANCH.
HORSES WERE FOUND DEAD AT ALL POINTS, AND ALWAYS WITH A BULLET HOLE IN
THE CENTER OF THE FOREHEAD. THE CARCASSES OF COWS DOTTED THE PLAIN,
AND FIRE HAD HALF-DESTROYED THE THREE CORRALS. THE THREE NEW COOK
WAGONS, UNSHELTERED, WERE DENUDED OF BOLTS AND NUTS, AND THEIR
TARPAULINS WERE HOPELESSLY RUINED. A WHEEL WAS MISSING FROM EACH OF
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THEM AND THEIR POLES HAD BEEN CUT THROUGH IN THE MIDDLE, THE SEVERED
ENDS BEING FOUND ON THE ROOF OF THE RANCH HOUSE THREE MINUTES AFTER
THEIR CRASHING DESCENT HAD AWAKENED THE FOREMAN, WHO HEARD THE
HUM AND THUD OF A BULLET AS HE OPENED THE DOOR. THE BEST GRASS HAD
BEEN BURNED OFF AND THE OUTFIT HAD FOUGHT FIRE ON SEVERAL NIGHTS WHEN IT
SHOULD HAVE SLEPT. AND THE SMALL WATER HOLE NEAR THE COOK SHACK,
WHICH FURNISHED WATER FOR THE BUNK HOUSE, HAD BEEN CLEARED OF A
DEAD CALF ON TWO MORNINGS. SCOUTING WAS OF NO AVAIL, FOR THE FEW
REMAINING HORSES (WHICH NOW SPENT THE NIGHT IN THE BUNK HOUSE) WERE
AS EXHAUSTED AS THEIR RIDERS. KEEPING GUARD WAS A FARCE, FOR IT HAD
BEEN TRIED TWICE, AND THE GUARDS HAD FALLEN ASLEEP; AND, AWAKENED
BY THEIR FOREMAN AT DAWN, FOUND THAT THEIR RIFLES, SOMBREROS AND EVEN
THEIR SPURS WERE MISSING. WITH ALL HIS HATRED FOR THE ORPHAN, SNEED
WAS FAIR-MINDED ENOUGH TO GIVE HIS ENEMY CREDIT FOR BEING THE BETTER
MAN. WHEN THE HARASSING OUTRAGES HAD FIRST BEGUN AND THE FOREMAN
AND HIS MEN WERE COMPARATIVELY FRESH, HE HAD GIVEN THE MATTER HIS
WHOLE ATTENTION; AND HE WAS NO FOOL. BUT HE HAD GAINED NOTHING BUT A
SENSE OF DEFEAT, WHICH FACT DID NOT IMPROVE HIS PEACE OF MIND OR
CAUSE HIM TO LOSE A WHIT OF HIS ANGER. DO WHAT HE COULD, PLAN AS HE
MIGHT, HE WAS BEATEN, AND BEATEN AT EVERY TURN. HE HAD TO DEAL WITH A
man whose cunning and ingenuity were far above the average; a man
WHO, COMBINING A RARE COURAGE AND A WONDERFUL ACCURACY IN SHOOTING
WITH DEVILISH STRATEGY, TOWERED FAR ABOVE THE ORDINARY RUSTLER AND
OUTLAW. SNEED KNEW THAT HE WAS ABSOLUTELY AT THE MERCY OF HIS
PERSISTENT ENEMY AND WONDERED WHY IT WAS THAT HE DID NOT STEAL UP IN
THE NIGHT AND KILL THE OUTFIT AS IT SLEPT, WHICH WAS ENTIRELY FEASIBLE.
FINALLY, WHEN THE STRAIN HAD GROWN TOO MUCH FOR EVEN HIS IRON NERVES
the sheriff was implored to take command on the ranch and give it his
PERSONAL PROTECTION. THE RELATIONS BETWEEN THE SHERIFF AND THE RANCH
WERE NOT AS CORDIAL AS THEY MIGHT HAVE BEEN, AND THE ASKING OF THIS
favor was gall and wormwood to the foreman and his outfit.

WHEN SHIELDS ARRIVED TO TAKE CHARGE OF THE TROUBLE, ACCOMPANIED BY
CHARLEY AND TWO OTHERS, HE SOUGHT THE FOREMAN, FOR CHARLEY HAD NEWS
of a grave nature for the Cross Bar-8.

THE FOREMAN RAN OUT OF THE BUNK HOUSE AND MET THEM NEAR THE CORRAL,
where the disagreement had taken place.

“BY THE LIVING GOD, SHERIFF!” HE CRIED, WHITE WITH ANGER. “THIS THING HAS
GOT TO STOP IF WE HAVE TO CALL OUT THE CAVALRY! WE CAN’T GET A DECENT
BREAKFAST–NOT A WHOLE PLATE OR PAN IN THE HOUSE! OUR CAYUSES AND
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COWS ARE BEING SLAUGHTERED BY THE SCORE! AND AS FOR THE REST OF OUR
POSSESSIONS, THEY ARE SO FULL OF HOLES THAT THEY WHISTLE WHEN THE WIND
blows!”

“So I heard,” replied the sheriff. “I’ll do my best.”

“WE’VE BEEN DOING OUR BEST, BUT WHAT GOOD IS IT?” CRIED THE FOREMAN.
“WE ARE SO PLUMB SLEEPY WE GO TO SLEEP MOVING ABOUT! WE DASSENT
SHOW OUR FACES AFTER DARK WITHOUT BEING MADE A TARGET OF! OUR NEW
WAGONS ARE WRECKS, THE CORRALS DESTROYED AND THE BEST GRASS MADE
US FIGHT FOR OUR LIVES WHILE IT BURNED! THAT CURSED OUTLAW HAS GOT TO BE
killed, d––n him!”

“WE’LL DO OUR BEST, SNEED,” RESPONDED SHIELDS. “I RECKON WE CAN STOP
it; at least we can give you a good night’s rest.”

“WHERE ARE MY FIVE PUNCHERS?” SNEED ASKED; HIS WORDS BELLOWED
UNTIL HIS VOICE BROKE. “AND BUCKNELL! D ––N NEAR DEAD BEFORE YOU
found him above the cañon, tied up like a package of flour!”

“WELL, CHARLEY CAN TELL YOU ABOUT YOUR MEN,” SHIELDS RESPONDED,
viewing the devastation on all sides of him.

“WELL, WHAT ABOUT THEM?” CRIED THE FOREMAN TURNING TO THE SHERIFF’S
deputy, anger flashing anew in his eyes.

“WELL,” CHARLEY SLOWLY BEGAN, “I WAS TAKING A SHORT CUT THIS MORNING,
AND WHEN I GOT TO A PLACE ABOUT A DOZEN MILES SOUTHEAST OF THE MOUTH
OF BILL’S CAÑON, I SAW FIVE BODIES ON THE DESERT. THEY WERE YOUR COW-
PUNCHERS, AND THEY WAS SO FULL OF ARROWS THAT THEY LOOKED LIKE BIG
brooms. Apaches, I reckon,” he added sententiously.

Sneed tore his hair and swore when he was not choking.

“AND AFTER I TOLD THEM TO LET UP ON THAT BLASTED OUTLAW’S TRAIL!” HE YELLED.
“WHERE WILL IT END, BETWEEN WAR-WHOOPS AND MURDERS? WHAT SORT OF a
GOD-FORSAKEN LAYOUT IS THIS, ANYHOW? A MAN CAN’T STICK HIS NOSE OUT
of his own house after dark without having it skinned by a slug! He’s a
H–L OF A HEFTY ORPHANT, HE IS! POOR THING, AIN’T GOT NO PAW OR MAW TO
LOOK AFTER HIS DEAR LITTLE HIDE! HE NEEDS A REGIMENT OF CAVALRY FOR A
PAPA, THAT’S WHAT HE NEEDS, AND A GOOD STRONG LARIAT FOR A MAMMA!
Orphant! He’s a h–l of a sumptious orphant!”

“HAVE YOU TRAILED HIM?” ASKED THE SHERIFF, HAVING TO SMILE IN SPITE OF
HIMSELF AT THE EXECUTION ON ALL SIDES OF HIM, AND AT THE FOREMAN’S
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words.

“TRAILED HIM!” YELLED SNEED, RAISING ON HIS TOES IN HIS VEHEMENCE.
“TRAILED HIM! GOOD GOD, YES! BUT WHAT GOOD IS IT, WHAT CAN WE DO
WHEN OUR CAYUSES ARE SO DOD-GASTED TIRED THAT THEY CAN’T CATCH A
TUMBLE BUG? TRAILED HIM! YES, WE TRAILED HIM, ALL RIGHT! WE TRAILED HIM
UNTIL WE FELL ASLEEP IN THE SADDLES ON OUR SLEEPING CAYUSES! AND WHILE
WE WERE GONE, D ––D IF HE DIDN’T BLOW IN AND SMASH UP OUR FURNITURE!
WE TRAILED HIM, ALL RIGHT; JUST LIKE A LOT OF CROSS-EYED, LOCOED DRUNKEN
ANTS! WE HAD TO WAKE EACH OTHER UP, AND HE COULD-A KILLED THE WHOLE
CROWD OF US WITH A CLUB! AND MY PUNCHERS WHO WERE SO COCK-SURE
THEY’D GET HIM! HOW IN H–L DID THEY GO AND MESS UP WITH APACHES?
They wasn’t no fool kids!”

“THE LAST TIME WE SAW THEM THEY WERE LEAVING THE STAGE TO GO SOUTH
AFTER HIM,” CHARLEY SAID. “THEY HADN’T GOT MORE THAN TEN MILES SOUTH
WHEN THEY MUST HAVE MET THE APACHES. I HAVE A SUSPICION THAT THE
ORPHAN HAD A HAND IN THAT MEETING, BUT HOW HE DID IT I DON’T KNOW. BUT
I KNOW THAT THE SPOT WAS LOVELY FOR A HEAD-ON COLLISION. PUNCHERS
riding south would turn the corner of the chaparral and run into the war
PARTY BEFORE THEY KNOWED IT. AND I DIDN’T SEE THE ORPHANT’S BODY
laying around all full of arrows, neither.”

SNEED’S RAGE WAS PATHETIC. HE ALMOST FROTHED, AND TEARS STOOD IN HIS
BLOOD-SHOT EYES. HIS NECK AND HIS FACE WERE RED AS FIRE AND THE VEINS
OF HIS NECK AND FOREHEAD STOOD OUT LIKE WHIP-CORDS, WHILE HIS FACE
WORKED CONVULSIVELY. HE WAS INCAPABLE OF COHERENT SPEECH, HIS
WORDS BEING UNINTELLIGIBLE GROWLS, A SERIES OF SNARLS, AND HE COULD
only pace back and forth, waving his arms and cursing wildly.

SHIELDS GLANCED ABOUT THE RANCH AND GAVE A FEW ORDERS, HIS MEN
EXECUTING THEM WITHOUT DELAY. ONE MAN WAS TO KEEP GUARD IN THE
BUNK HOUSE WHILE SNEED AND HIS WOE-BEGONE MEN SLEPT. THE SHERIFF
AND CHARLEY RODE AWAY TOWARD THE NORTH TO BEGIN THE SEARCH FOR THE
OUTLAW; AND THERE WAS TO BE NO QUARTER ASKED OR GIVEN IF HIS DEPUTIES
had anything to do with it.

THE REMAINING DEPUTY BUSIED HIMSELF ABOUT THE RANCH IN EXECUTING A
PLAN THE SHERIFF HAD THOUGHT OUT, AND HIS ACTIONS WERE PECULIAR. FIRST
SELECTING A POSITION FROM WHICH A MAN COULD COMMAND AN EXTENSIVE
VIEW OF THE PREMISES, HE BEGAN TO PACE OFF DISTANCES IN ALL DIRECTIONS.
THE PLACE WAS ABOUT EIGHT HUNDRED YARDS WEST OF THE RANCH HOUSE
AND BUNK HOUSE, AND FORMED ONE ANGLE OF A TRIANGLE WITH THEM; AND
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FROM IT IT WAS POSSIBLE TO LOOK IN THROUGH THE WINDOWS OF BOTH OF THEM.
ANY ONE PASSING WITHIN GOOD RIFLE RANGE OF EITHER HOUSE WOULD SHOW
UP AGAINST THE LIGHTS IN THE WINDOWS; AND IF A MAN HAD BEEN COVERED
OVER WITH SAND ON THAT PARTICULAR OUTLYING ANGLE, HE COULD PICK OFF THE
INTRUDER WITHOUT BEING SEEN. THE ORPHAN WAS DUE TO MEET WITH A
surprise if he paid his regular visit the coming night.

THE DEPUTY, AFTER COMPLETING HIS WORK TO HIS SATISFACTION FOUND THREE
MORE POSITIONS WHERE THEY RESPECTIVELY COMMANDED THE CORRALS, THE
WAGONS AND THE REAR OF THE BUNK HOUSE. THEN HE PACED MORE
DISTANCES AND WAS CAREFUL THAT BULKY OBJECTS INTERPOSED IN THE DIRECT
LINES BETWEEN THE POSITIONS, THIS LATTER PRECAUTION BEING TO MAKE IT
IMPOSSIBLE FOR THE DEPUTIES TO SHOOT EACH OTHER. THIS DONE, HE WENT
INTO THE HOUSE AND CONSULTED WITH HIS COMPANION IN ARMS, LAUGHING
immoderately about the joke they would play on the marauder.

WHILE SHIELDS AND CHARLEY VAINLY SEARCHED THE PLAIN AND WHILE THE
DEPUTY PACED AND THOUGHT AND PACED, AND WHILE SNEED AND HIS
EXHAUSTED COW-PUNCHERS SLEPT AS IF IN DEATH, SAFELY UNDER GUARD, TWO
MEN WERE RIDING ALONG THE FORD’S STATION SAGETOWN TRAIL WELL TO THE
EAST OF THE BACKBONE, CHATTING AMICABLY AND SMOKING THE SAME
BRAND OF TOBACCO. ONE OF THEM SAT HIGH UP IN THE AIR ON THE SEAT OF A
STAGE COACH, FROM WHERE HE OVERLOOKED HIS SIX-HORSE TEAM. HIS FACE
WAS WREATHED IN GRINS AND HIS EXPRESSION WAS ONE OF BEATIFIC
CONTENTMENT. THE OTHER CANTERED ALONGSIDE ON A DIRTY BROWN HORSE
WHICH HAD A WHITE STOCKING ON THE NEAR FRONT FOOT, KEEPING CLOSE
watch of the surrounding plain, his mind active and alert.

BILL HOWLAND LAUGHED SUDDENLY AND SLAPPED HIS THIGH WITH
ENTHUSIASM: “SAY, ORPHANT,” HE CRIED, “YOU ARE SHORE RAISING H–L WITH
THAT CROSS BAR-8 GANG! YOU HAS GOT THEM SO TANGLED UP AND
MISERABLE THAT THEY DON’T KNOW WHERE THEY ARE! IF THEIR BRAINS WAS
MONEY THEY’D HAVE TO CHALK UP THEIR DRINKS. THEY’RE ABOUT AS
DANGEROUS AS OSSIFIED PRAIRIE DOGS. THEY REMIND ME OF THE FELLER WHO
KICKED A RATTLESNAKE TO SEE IF IT WAS ALIVE, AND FOUND OUT THAT IT WAS.
NO, SIR, THEY SHORE WON’T DIE OF BRAIN FEVER. WHY, THEY AIN’T HAD ANY
SLEEP FOR A WEEK, HAVE TO WORK DOUBLE HARD, EAT WHAT THEY CAN COOK
IN SIEVE TINS, AND CAN’T SAY THEIR SOUL’S THEIR OWN AFTER DARK. THEY
COULD GET REST IF THEY QUIT WORKING ONE DAY AND ALL BUT ONE GET PLENTY OF
SLEEP. THEN THE OTHER FELLER COULD GET HIS AT NIGHT. BUT THEY DON’T KNOW
ENOUGH. OH, IT’S RICH: THE WHOLE BLAMED TOWN IS LAUGHING AT ’EM FIT TO
BUST. IT’S THE FUNNIEST THING EVER HAPPENED IN THESE PARTS SINCE I’VE
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been out here.”

THEN HE SUDDENLY PAUSED: “SAY, SNEED SENT A PUNCHER TO TOWN THIS
MORNING. IT WAS THAT BRASS-HEADED, FLAT-FACED BUCKNELL, WHAT YOU TIED
UP BY THE CAÑON. HE BEGGED THE SHERIFF TO SWEAR IN A DOZEN BAD MEN
AND COME OUT AND PROTECT HIS FOREMAN AND THE REST OF THE OUTFIT. AND
THE PIN-HEADED WART WENT AND BLABBED THE WHOLE THING RIGHT IN FRONT OF
THE TAGGERT’S SALOON CROWD, AND HE SHORE HAD TO BLOW, ALL RIGHT. HE
shore did, and that gang’s always thirsty.”

THE HORSEMAN FLECKED THE ASHES FROM HIS CIGARETTE AND SMILED:
“Well?” he asked, looking up.

“SO SHIELDS TOOK CHARLEY WINTER AND THE TWO LARKIN BOYS AND WENT
OUT TO THE RANCH RIGHT AFTER THE PUNCHER WENT BACK. SO YOU WANT TO GO
EASY TO-NIGHT OR YOU’LL TOUCH OFF SOME UNEXPECTED FIREWORKS AND SUCH.
SHIELDS AND HIS MEN WILL STAY OUT THERE FOR SEVERAL DAYS AND NIGHTS.
THAT’LL GIVE THE CRAZY HENS A CHANCE TO REST UP A BIT NIGHTS. BUT YOU BE
BLAMED CAREFUL ABOUT THEM PINWHEELS AND SKYROCKETS OR YOU’LL GET
BURNED SOME. NOW, DON’T YOU EVEN REMEMBER THAT I TOLD YOU ABOUT IT. I
WOULDN’T-A SAID NOTHING AT ALL, SEEING AS IT AIN’T NONE OF MY BUSINESS,
ONLY YOU WENT AND GOT ME OUT OF A TIGHT PLACE, AND BILL HOWLAND DON’T
FORGET A FAVOR, NO SIREE! YOU GAVE ME A SQUARE DEAL AND A ACE FULL ON
KINGS WITH THEM ANIMATED PAINT SHOPS, AND I’LL GIVE YOU A LIFT EVERY
TIME I CAN. IT WOULDN’T BE A BAD SCHEME TO WATCH FOR ME ONCE IN A
while–I might have some news for you.”

BILL’S OFFER, PLAIN AS IT WAS THAT HE WISHED TO HELP, NOT ONLY BECAUSE HE
WAS IN DEBT TO THE OUTLAW, BUT ALSO BECAUSE HE WISHED TO HAVE SAFE
TRIPS, TOUCHED THE HORSEMAN DEEPLY. NEVER IN HIS LIFE HAD THE ORPHAN
BEEN OFFERED A HELPING HAND FROM A STRANGER; ALL HE COULD HOPE FOR
WAS TO GET THE DROP FIRST. HE RODE ON SILENTLY, BURIED IN THOUGHT, AND
THEN, SUDDENLY FLIPPING HIS CIGARETTE AT A CACTUS, RAISED HIS HEAD AND
looked full at the man above him.

“YOU PLAY SQUARE WITH ME, BILL, AND I’LL TAKE CARE OF YOU,” HE REPLIED.
“THE LESS YOU SAY, THE LESS APT YOU ARE TO PUT YOUR FOOT IN IT. I’LL HOLD MY
MOUTH ABOUT YOUR INFORMATION, FOR IF SHIELDS KNEW WHAT YOU’VE JUST
SAID HE’D PLAY A TUNE FOR YOU TO DANCE TO. THE CROSS BAR-8 WOULD
SHOOT YOU BEFORE A DAY PASSED. ANY TIME YOU HAVE NEWS FOR ME, TIE
YOUR KERCHIEF TO THAT CACTUS,” POINTING TO AN EXCEPTIONALLY TALL PLANT
close at hand. “Do it on your outward trip. If I see it in time I’ll meet you
SOMEWHERE ON THE SAGETOWN END OF THE TRAIL ON YOUR RETURN. I’M GOING
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SOMEWHERE ON THE SAGETOWN END OF THE TRAIL ON YOUR RETURN. I’M GOING
back now, so by-by.”

“SO LONG, AND GOOD LUCK,” REPLIED BILL HEARTILY. “I’LL DO THE HANDKERCHIEF
GAME, ALL RIGHT. BE SOME CAUTIOUS ABOUT THE WAY YOU BUZZ AROUND THAT
stacked deck of a Cross Bar-8 for the next few days.”

THE ORPHAN WHEELED AND CANTERED BACK, MAKING A DETOUR TO THE
SOUTH, FOR HE HAD A PLAN TO DEVELOP AND DID NOT WISH TO BE INTERRUPTED
BY MEETING ANY MORE HUNTING PARTIES. BILL LASHED HIS TEAM AND ROLLED
on his way to Sagetown, a happy smile illuminating his countenance.

“THEY CAN’T BEAT US, BRONCHS,” HE CRIED TO HIS TEAM. “ME AND THE
Orphant can lick the whole blasted territory, you bet we can!”
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CHAPTER X
THE ORPHAN PAYS TWO CALLS

HORTLY AFTER NIGHTFALL A RIDER CANTERED ALONG THE STAGE ROUTE,
FORDING THE LIMPING WATER AND RODE TOWARD THE TOWN, WHOSE FEW

LIGHTS WERE BUNCHED TOGETHER AS IF FOR PROTECTION AGAINST THE SPIRITS OF
THE NIGHT. HE SOON PASSED THE SCATTERED CORRALS ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF
FORD’S STATION AND, SLOWING TO A WALK, WENT CARELESSLY PAST THE ROW OF
SALOONS AND THE GENERAL STORE AND APPROACHED A NEAT, SMALL HOUSE
SOME TWO HUNDRED YARDS WEST OF THE STAGE OFFICE. HE APPEARED
CARELESS AS TO BEING SEEN; IN FACT A CASUAL OBSERVER WOULD HAVE
THOUGHT HIM TO BE SOME COWBOY WHO WAS FAMILIAR WITH THE TOWN AND
WHO FEARED THE RECOGNITION OF NO MAN. BUT WHILE HE HAD NO FEAR, HE
WAS ALERT; UNDER HIS AFFECTED NONCHALANCE NERVES WERE SET FOR INSTANT
ACTION. HE WAS IN THE HEART OF THE ENEMY’S COUNTRY, IN THE CRUDE
STRONGHOLD OF THE LAW, AND IF ANYTHING HOSTILE TO HIM OCCURRED IT WOULD
HAPPEN QUICKLY. AND HE WAS FAMILIAR WITH THE TOWN, BECAUSE HE HAD
ON MORE THAN ONE OCCASION RIDDEN THROUGH AND EXPLORED IT, BUT NEVER
before at such an early hour.

ARRIVING AT HIS DESTINATION HE DISMOUNTED AND, LEAVING HIS HORSE
UNRESTRAINED BY ROPE OR STRAP, WALKED BOLDLY UP TO THE DOOR OF THE
SHERIFF’S HOUSE AND KNOCKED. SOON HE HEARD FOOTSTEPS WITHIN AND THE
door opened wide, revealing him standing hat in hand and smiling.

“Good evening, ma’am,” he said uneasily.

THE SHERIFF’S WIFE STEPPED ASIDE AND THE LIGHT FELL FULL ON HIS FACE. FOR
AN INSTANT SHE WAS AT A LOSS, AND THEN THE FRESH SCAR ON HIS FOREHEAD
AND HER HUSBAND’S GOOD DESCRIPTION CAME TO HER AID. SHE GASPED
AND STEPPED BACK INVOLUNTARILY, ASTONISHED AT HIS DARING. HER ACT
ALLOWED HER COMPANIONS TO SEE HIM AND THE EFFECT WAS MARKED. MISS
RITCHIE SAT UPRIGHT IN EXPECTATION, HER FACE BEAMING, FOR THIS WAS AS
ROMANTIC AND UNEXPECTED AS SHE COULD WISH. MARY GASPED AND
DROPPED HER HANDS TO HER SIDE, NOT KNOWING WHAT TO DO OR SAY, WHILE
HELEN SLOWLY LAID HER WORK ASIDE AND LEANED FORWARD SLIGHTLY,
regarding him intently, a curious expression on her face.

“I ONLY CALLED TO ASK HOW THE LADIES WERE,” HE CONTINUED SLOWLY, TURNING
HIS HAT IN HIS HANDS, APPARENTLY NOT NOTICING MRS. SHIELDS’ SURPRISE. “I
WAS AFRAID THEY MIGHT HAVE–THAT THEIR RECENT EXPERIENCE MIGHT HAVE
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bothered them some.”

EVIDENTLY IT WAS TO BE ONLY A SOCIAL CALL, AND MRS. SHIELDS OWED
SOMETHING TO THIS FAIR-MINDED AND CHIVALROUS MAN. SHE SMILED KINDLY,
REMEMBERING THAT THE CALLER WAS RATHER WELL THOUGHT OF BY HER
HUSBAND–HE WAS NOT A MAN FOR WOMEN TO FEAR, WHATEVER ELSE HE
might be.

“IT IS VERY KIND OF YOU,” SHE REPLIED. “WON’T YOU COME IN?” SHE ASKED
from the habit of politeness, hardly expecting that he would do so.

“THANK YOU, I WILL BE GLAD TO FOR A MINUTE,” HE RESPONDED, SLOWLY
STEPPING INTO THE ROOM, WHERE HE SUDDENLY FELT AWKWARD AND NOT AT ALL
comfortable.

HELEN PICKED UP HER WORK TO FASTEN A THREAD, AND HE FOUND HIMSELF
MARVELING AT THE CLEVERNESS OF HER FINGERS. AGAIN LAYING THE WORK
ASIDE, SHE AROSE TO MEET HIM, A MISCHIEVOUS TWINKLE IN HER DARK
EYES. IT WAS SO UNUSUAL TO HAVE BEEN SAVED BY AN OUTLAW WHOM HER
BROTHER HAD TRIED TO CAPTURE, AND STILL MORE UNUSUAL TO HAVE HIM DARE
to CALL ON HER IN HER BROTHER’S OWN HOUSE, ESPECIALLY AFTER HER SISTER’S
direct cut at the coach.

“WON’T YOU BE SEATED?” SHE ASKED, INDICATING HER OWN CHAIR BY THE
LIGHT AND TAKING HIS HAT. WHEN THE HAT LEFT HIM HE SUFFERED A LOSS, FOR
HE HAD NOTHING TO TWIST AND GRIP. HE REPLIED BY DROPPING INTO THE
CHAIR, NOT EVEN SEEING THAT IT WAS OUT OF RANGE OF THE DOOR AS A
COMPLIMENT TO HIS HOSTESS. THERE WAS NO SIGN OF A WEAPON ON HIM,
HIS HOLSTER BEING EMPTY; BUT HIS BLUE FLANNEL SHIRT WAS UNBUTTONED, THE
OPENING HIDDEN BY HIS NECK-KERCHIEF. HE HAD, HOWEVER, ONLY PUT HIS
COLT THERE TO HAVE IT OUT OF SIGHT, AND NOT BECAUSE HE FEARED TROUBLE.
HABITUAL CAUTION WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE SHIRT BEING OPEN, FOR HE WAS
NOT EVEN SURE THAT HE WOULD FIGHT IF TROUBLE SHOULD COME UPON HIM,
unless the women gave him a clear field.

HELEN DREW A CHAIR FROM THE WALL AND SEATED HERSELF IN THE SEMI-CIRCLE
which faced him.

“I AM VERY GLAD THAT YOUR WOUND HAS HEALED SO NICELY,” SHE SAID WITH A
smile. “We are very sorry that you were hurt in our defense.”

“OH, IT WASN’T ANYTHING,” HE QUICKLY REPLIED, SMILING DEPRECATINGLY.
“You fixed it up so nice that it didn’t bother me at all–didn’t hurt a bit.”
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“I AM GLAD IT WAS NO WORSE,” SHE REPLIED, LOOKING AROUND THE CIRCLE.
“Grace, Mary, you surely remember Mr.–Mr.––”

“PLEASE CALL ME BY THE NAME YOU KNOW ME BY–THE ORPHAN,” SMILING
broadly. “I’ve almost forgotten that I ever had any other name.”

“MR. ORPHAN–HOW FUNNY IT SOUNDS,” SHE LAUGHED. “IT’S MOST ORIGINAL.
MARGARET, THIS IS THE GENTLEMAN TO WHOM WE CERTAINLY OWE OUR LIVES.
OH! I KNOW YOU DON’T LIKE TO BE REMINDED OF IT,” SHE WENT ON,
ANSWERING HIS DEPRECATORY GESTURE, “NO DOUBT YOU ARE ACCUSTOMED TO
THAT SORT OF THING OUT HERE, BUT IN THE EAST SUCH AN EXPERIENCE DOES
not often occur.”

“I AM GLAD INDEED TO KNOW AND THANK YOU,” SAID MRS. SHIELDS,
IMPULSIVELY EXTENDING HER HAND. “YOUR BRAVERY HAS PUT ME STILL DEEPER
IN YOUR DEBT. MY HUSBAND–” HER FEELINGS OVERCAME HER AS SHE
REALIZED THAT THIS WAS THE MAN WHO HAD SPARED TO HER THAT HUSBAND,
HER LAUGHING, BURLY, BROAD-SHOULDERED, BIG-HEARTED KING OF MEN. WAS
it possible that this handsome, confident stripling was his peer?

HELEN RELIEVED THE TENSION: “MR. ORPHAN, THIS IS MISS RITCHIE, THE
SAME MISS RITCHIE WHO WAS SO BADLY FRIGHTENED WHEN SHE FIRST MET
you. Perhaps you’ll remember it. And this––”

“I WASN’T! I WASN’T ONE BIT FRIGHTENED!” DECLARED MISS RITCHIE HOTLY, TO
The Orphan’s great enjoyment.

“NOW, GRACE, DON’T FIB–YOU CAN’T DENY IT. AND THIS IS MY SISTER WHO
WAS MEAN ENOUGH TO KEEP HER SENSES WHEN I DIDN’T. WE THOUGHT
HIGHLY OF YOU THEN, BUT EVEN MORE SO NOW. YOU SEE, MY BROTHER HAS
BEEN TALKING ABOUT YOU, HE TAKES A KEEN INTEREST IN YOU, MR. ORPHAN–I
DECLARE I CAN’T HELP LAUGHING AT THAT NAME, IT SOUNDS SO FUNNY; BUT YOU
WILL FORGIVE ME, WON’T YOU? I KNEW YOU WOULD. WELL, JAMES HAS BEEN
SAYING NICE THINGS ABOUT YOU, AND SO YOU SEE WE KNOW YOU BETTER
NOW. HE LIKES YOU REAL WELL, AS WELL AS YOU WILL LET HIM, AND I’M AWFUL
SORRY THAT HE IS NOT AT HOME,” SHE DARED, HER EYES FLASHING WITH
DELIGHT. “I AM SURE HE WOULD LIKE TO MEET YOU VERY MUCH; IN FACT HE HAS
said as much. Oh, he speaks of you quite often.”

THE CALLER FLUSHED, BUT HE WAS DETERMINED TO LET THEM THINK HIM
perfectly at ease.

“I AM GLAD THAT HE REMEMBERS ME,” HE RESPONDED GRAVELY. “I HAVE ONLY
MET HIM ONCE, BUT I THOUGHT HE WAS RATHER GLAD TO SEE ME. WE HAD a
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VERY ENJOYABLE TIME TOGETHER AND I FOUND HIM VERY PLEASANT.” HE WAS
forced to smile as he recalled the six Apaches in the sheriff’s rear.

“HELEN WAS JUST SAYING WHAT AWFUL RISKS HER BROTHER RAN,” MISS RITCHIE
REMARKED, INTENTLY STUDYING THE RUGGED FACE BEFORE HER. “BUT THEN,
he’s a man. If I was a man, I wouldn’t be afraid of them!”

“MY, HOW BRAVE YOU ARE, GRACE,” LAUGHED MRS. SHIELDS. “I HEARD QUITE
to the contrary about the stage ride.”

“GOODNESS, MARGARET!” RETORTED MISS RITCHIE, UP IN ARMS AT THE
REMARK. “YOU WOULD HAVE BEEN AFRAID IN THAT OLD COACH IF YOU HAD
BEEN BANGED ABOUT IN IT AS I WAS. THE NOISE WAS TERRIBLE, AND THAT
awful driver!”

The caller smiled at her spirit and then replied to her, serious at once.

“WELL, HE DOES TAKE CHANCES,” HE SAID. “BUT FOR THAT MATTER EVERY MAN
OUT IN THIS COUNTRY HAS TO RUN RISKS. NOW, I’VE TAKEN SOME MYSELF,” HE
ADDED, SMILING QUIZZICALLY. “BUT, YOU KNOW, WE GET USED TO THEM AFTER
A WHILE–WE GET USED TO EVERYTHING BUT HUNGER AND THIRST–AND LIFE. I’VE
EVEN GOTTEN USED TO BEING LONESOME, AND I FIND THAT IT REALLY ISN’T SO
BAD AFTER ALL. AND THEN, YOU KNOW, LONESOMENESS DOES HAVE ITS
ADVANTAGES AT TIMES, FOR IT CERTAINLY PROMOTES PEACE, AND THE
cartridges that it saves are worth considerable. But it took me several
years before I could accept it in that light with any degree of ease.”

HELEN LAUGHED MERRILY, FOR SHE MOST OF ALL APPRECIATED THIS OUTCAST’S
humor, and she liked him better the more he talked.

“YES, IN TIME I SUPPOSE ONE DOES BECOME ACCUSTOMED TO DANGER,”
she replied, “although I’ll be frank enough to admit that I don’t believe I
COULD,” GLANCING AT HER FRIEND. “YOU RISKED MUCH BY COMING HERE TO-
night–just suppose that you had called last night!”

“THE DANGER WAS ONLY FROM A CHANCE RECOGNITION IN THE STREET,” HE
REPLIED, SMILING, “AND IT WOULD HAVE BEEN EQUALLY DANGEROUS FOR THE
MAN WHO RECOGNIZED ME, AND PERHAPS MORE SO, SINCE I WAS ON THE
LOOKOUT–THAT BALANCES. I WOULD BE THE LAST MAN ANYONE WOULD EXPECT
TO BE IN FORD’S STATION AT THIS TIME, AND ONCE FREE OF THE TOWN, I COULD
ELUDE THE PURSUERS IN THE DARK. AND AS FOR THE SHERIFF, I KNEW THAT HE
WAS NOT AT HOME TO-NIGHT, AND, HAD HE BEEN SO, I DOUBT IF IT WOULD
HAVE STAYED ME, FOR HE IS FAIR AND SQUARE, AND AN UNARMED MAN IS
SAFE WITH HIM IN HIS OWN HOUSE. HE UNDERSTANDS WHAT A TRUCE MEANS,
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and we had one before.”

MRS. SHIELDS SMILED AT HIM IN SUCH WARMTH THAT HE THANKED HIS STARS
that he had played fair out by the bowlder.

“HE TOLD US OF THAT!” HELEN EXCLAIMED, LAUGHINGLY. “IT WAS SPLENDID OF
you, both of you. And, do you know, I liked you much better for it. And I
wanted to meet you again and talk with you; I’m dreadfully curious.”

“HELEN!” REPROVED HER SISTER, AND, TURNING FROM THE GIRL TO HIM, SHE
TRIED TO EXPLAIN AWAY HER SISTER’S BOLDNESS. “YOU MUST EXCUSE HELEN,
MR.–MR. ORPHAN, BECAUSE SHE IS NOT A DAY OLDER THAN SHE WAS FIVE
years ago.”

“WHY, MARY!” CRIED HELEN, REPROACHFULLY, “HOW CAN YOU SAY THAT? JUST
THE OTHER DAY YOU SAID THAT I WAS QUITE GROWN UP AND DIGNIFIED. I AM
SURE THAT MR.–OH, GOODNESS, THERE’S THAT NAME AGAIN!” SHE BEWAILED.
“Why don’t you get another name–that one sounds so funny!”

THE ORPHAN LAUGHED: “I AM NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR THE NAME, I HAD NO
HAND IN IT. BUT, LET’S SEE WHAT WE CAN DO,” HE SAID, COUNTING ON HIS
FINGERS. “THERE’S SMITH, BROWN, JONES–JONES SOUNDS WELL, WHY NOT
SAY IT?” HE ASKED GRAVELY. “I AM SURE THAT’S EASIER TO SAY AND
remember.”

“YES, THAT is BETTER!” SHE CRIED. “LET’S SEE,” SHE SAID, EXPERIMENTING.
“MR. JONES, MR. JONES–OH, PSHAW, I LIKE THE OTHER MUCH BETTER. I TRUST
THAT I’LL GET ACCUSTOMED TO IT IN TIME, AND I CERTAINLY SHOULD, BECAUSE I
HEAR IT ENOUGH; ONLY THEN IT HASN’T THAT FORMAL MISTER BEFORE IT. AND IT IS
THE MISTER THAT CAUSES ALL THE TROUBLE. NOW, I’LL TRY IT AGAIN: I’M SURE THAT
THE ORPHAN (I SAID THAT REAL NICELY, DIDN’T I?) I’M SURE THAT THE ORPHAN
DOESN’T THINK ME LACKING IN DIGNITY, DOES HE?” SHE ASKED, REGARDING
him merrily, and with a dare in her eyes.

“WELL, NOW REALLY,” HE BEGAN, AND THEN, SEEING THE LOOK OF WARNING IN
HER FACE, HE LAUGHED SOFTLY. “WHY, REALLY, I THINK THAT YOU MUST BE MUCH
more dignified than you were five years ago.”

“THAT’S SUCH A NEAT EVASION THAT I HARDLY KNOW WHETHER TO BE ANGRY OR
not,” she retorted, and then turned to Miss Ritchie, who was smiling.

“GRACE,” SHE CRIED, “FOR GOODNESS SAKE, SAY SOMETHING! YOU DON’T
want me to do all the talking, do you?” and before her friend could say
A WORD SHE BEGAN A NEW ATTACK, HER EYES SPARKLING AT THE FUN SHE
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was having.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE SINCE I TOLD YOU TO BEHAVE YOURSELF?” SHE ASKED,
assuming a judicial seriousness which was extremely comical.

HE LAUGHED HEARTILY, FOR SHE WAS SO DROLL, HER EYES FLASHING SO WITH
VIVACITY, AND SO RARELY BEAUTIFUL THAT HE BREATHED DEEP IN UNCONSCIOUS
EFFORT TO ABSORB SOME OF THE ATMOSPHERE SHE HAD CREATED. AND HE
WAS NOT ALONE IN HIS MIRTH, FOR HELEN’S AUDACITY HAD CAUSED SMILES TO
COME TO MISS RITCHIE AND MRS. SHIELDS, WHO WERE CONTENT TO TAKE NO
part in the conversation, and even Mary forgot to be serious.

“WELL, I HAVEN’T HAD TIME TO DO MUCH,” HE REPLIED IN HUMBLE APOLOGY,
“although I have been occupied in a desultory way on the Cross Bar-8
FOR A WEEK, AND BEFORE THAT I WAS QUITE BUSILY ENGAGED IN TRAVELING FOR
MY HEALTH. YOU SEE, THIS CLIMATE OCCASIONALLY AFFECTS ME, AND I AM
FORCED TO GO SOUTH OR WEST FOR A CHANGE OF AIR. I WAS JUST STARTING OUT
ON MY LAST TRIP WHEN I FIRST MET YOU, AND I HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE THAT
MY PROMPTNESS IN LEAVING YOU SAVED ME MUCH ANNOYANCE. BUT I HAVE
COOKED QUITE A FEW MEALS IN THE INTERIM–AND I’VE LEARNED HOW MUTTON
SHOULD BE BROILED, TOO. I’LL HAVE TO CONFESS, HOWEVER, THAT I HAVE BEEN
OUT LATE NIGHTS. BUT THEN, I’LL HAVE A BETTER RECORD TO REPORT NEXT TIME,
honest I will.”

HELEN LEVELED AN ACCUSING FINGER AT HIM: “YOU SPOILED ALL THE COOKING
UTENSILS ON THAT RANCH, AND YOU SCARED THAT POOR COOK SO BAD THAT HE
FLED IN TERROR OF HIS LIFE AND LEFT THOSE POOR, TIRED MEN TO GET ALL THEIR
OWN MEALS. NOW, THAT WAS NOT RIGHT, DO YOU SEE? THE POOR COOK, HE
WAS ALMOST FRIGHTENED TO DEATH. I AM ALMOST ASHAMED OF YOU; YOU WILL
have to promise that you will not do anything like that again.”

“I PROMISE, CROSS MY HEART,” HE REPLIED EAGERLY, THINKING OF THE FIVE
DEAD PUNCHERS SHE HAD BEEN KIND ENOUGH TO OVERLOOK. “I SOLEMNLY
PROMISE NEVER TO SCARE THAT COOK AGAIN,” THEN SEEING THAT SHE WAS
about to object, he added, “nor any other cook.”

“AND YOU’LL PROMISE NOT TO SPOIL ANY MORE TINS, OR TERRORIZE THAT POOR
OUTFIT, OR BURN ANY MORE CORRALS, AND EVERYTHING LIKE THAT?” SHE ASKED
QUICKLY, FOR SHE DETECTED A TRACE OF SERIOUSNESS IN HIS FACE AND
WISHED TO DRIVE HOME HER ADVANTAGE. IF SHE COULD GET A SERIOUS
PROMISE FROM HIM SHE WOULD REST CONTENT, FOR SHE KNEW HE WOULD
keep his word.
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HE THOUGHT FOR AN INSTANT AND THEN TURNED A SMILING FACE TO HER.
SEEING VEILED ENTREATY IN HER EYES, HE SUDDENLY FELT A QUIET GLADNESS
STEAL OVER HIM. PERHAPS SHE REALLY CARED ABOUT HIS WELFARE, AFTER ALL,
THOUGH HE DARED NOT HOPE FOR THAT. HE GREW SERIOUS, AND WHEN HE
spoke she knew that he had given his word.

“I PROMISE NOT TO TAKE THE INITIATIVE IN ANY WARFARE, NOR TO HARASS THE
Cross Bar-8 unless they force me to in self-defense,” he replied.

SHE HID HER ELATION, FOR SHE HAD GAINED THE POINT HER BROTHER HAD
FAILED TO WIN, AND DID NOT WISH TO RISK ANYTHING BY SHOWING HER
FEELINGS. AS IF TO REWARD HIM FOR YIELDING TO HER, SHE LED THE
CONVERSATION FROM THE PERSONAL GROUNDS IT HAD ASSUMED AND CLEVERLY
got him to talk about the country and everything pertaining to it.

HE WAS THOROUGHLY AT EASE NOW, AND FOR AN HOUR HELD THEM INTERESTED
BY HIS KNOWLEDGE OF THE TRAILS AND THE NATURAL PHENOMENA. HE TOLD
THEM OF CATTLE HERDING, ITS DANGERS AND SPORTS; AND HIS DESCRIPTION OF
A STAMPEDE WAS MASTERLY. HE RECOUNTED THE STRUGGLES OF THE FIRST
SETTLERS WITH THE INDIANS, AND EVEN QUITE EXTENSIVELY COVERED THE FIELD
OF PRACTICAL PROSPECTING, LIGHTENING HIS STORY WITH NAÏVE BITS OF HUMOR
AND WITTY PERSONAL OPINIONS WHICH HAD THEM LAUGHING HEARTILY. IT WAS
NOT LONG BEFORE THEY FORGOT THAT THEY WERE ENTERTAINING, OR, RATHER,
BEING ENTERTAINED BY AN OUTLAW; AND AS FOR HIMSELF, IT WAS THE MOST
PLEASANT EVENING HE HAD EVER KNOWN. THERE WAS SUCH AN AIR OF
FRIENDLINESS AND THEY WERE SO NATURAL AND HUMAN THAT HE WAS
stimulated to his best efforts; the barriers had been broken down.

“OH, JAMES SAYS THAT YOU ARE A WONDERFUL SHOT!” CRIED HELEN,
INTERRUPTING HIS DESCRIPTION OF A SHOOTING MATCH AT A COWBOY CARNIVAL
HE HAD ONCE ATTENDED IN A NORTHERN TOWN. “HE SAYS THAT NO MAN EVER
LIVED WHO COULD HOPE TO BEAT YOU WITH EITHER RIFLE OR REVOLVER, SIX-
shooter, as he calls it. Won’t you let me see you shoot, some day?”

HE LAUGHED DEPRECATINGLY: “YOU ASK THE SHERIFF TO SHOOT FOR YOU,” HE
responded. “He can beat me, I’m sure.”

“NO, HE CAN’T!” SHE CRIED IMPULSIVELY, “BECAUSE HE SAID HE COULDN’T.
That was why he couldn’t get you–” she stopped, horrified at what she
HAD SAID. THEN, DETERMINED TO MAKE THE BEST OF IT, AND KNOWING THAT
EXCUSES OR APOLOGIES WOULD MAKE IT WORSE, SHE HURRIEDLY CONTINUED:
“HE SAYS THAT YOU ARE SO FAIR AND SQUARE THAT HE JUST WILL NOT TAKE ANY
ADVANTAGE OF YOU. HE LIKES SQUARE PEOPLE, AND HE ISN’T AFRAID TO SAY
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it, either.”

THE ORPHAN SAT SILENTLY FOR HALF A MINUTE, THINKING HARD, WHILE MRS.
SHIELDS LOOKED ANXIOUSLY AT HIM. HERE WAS PEACE AND HAPPINESS.
THE SHERIFF COULD COME AND GO AS HE PLEASED, AND EVERY GOOD CITIZEN
WAS HIS FRIEND. HE HAD A HOME–A PLEASANT CONTRAST TO THE MAN WHO
SPENT HIS NIGHTS UNDER THE STARS, NOT SURE OF HIS LIFE FROM DAY TO DAY,
HOUNDED FROM POINT TO POINT, HAVING NO FRIEND, NO ONE WHO CARED FOR
HIM; HE WAS JUST AN OUTLAW, AND DAMNED BY HIS FELLOW MEN. THEN HE
REMEMBERED WHAT HELEN HAD SAID BEFORE LEAVING HIM AT THE COACH.
SHE HAD FAITH IN HIM, FOR SHE HAD TOLD HIM SO–AND SHE WOULD NOT LIE.
HER KINDNESS AND FAITH IN HIM, AN OUTCAST, HAD BEEN WITH HIM IN HIS
THOUGHTS EVER SINCE, AND HE HAD FELT THE LONELINESS OF HIS LIFE HEAVILY
FROM THAT DAY. HE FELT A STRANGE GNAWING AT HIS HEART AND HE SLOWLY
RAISED HIS EYES TO HER, EAGERLY DRINKING IN HER RADIANT BEAUTY, A
BEAUTY WONDERFUL TO HIM, FOR NEVER BEFORE HAD HE SEEN A beautiful
WOMAN. TO HIM WOMEN HAD ALWAYS BEEN REPELLENT–AND NO WONDER.
HE SCORNED THOSE USUALLY FOUND IN THE COW TOWNS. AT THEIR BEST THEY
WERE ONLY ORNAMENTS, AND TO THE ORPHAN’S MIND ORNAMENTS WERE
TRASH. BUT NOW HE SUDDENLY AWOKE TO THE FACT THAT SHE WAS MORE, THAT
SHE WAS ALL THAT WAS WORTH FIGHTING FOR, THAT SHE WAS THE MISSING HALF
OF HIS CONSCIOUSNESS. AND SHE HERSELF HAD GIVEN HIM HEART FOR THE
FIGHT, SLIGHT AS IT WAS, FOR HE WAS LIKE A DROWNING MAN CLUTCHING AT
STRAWS. BUT STILL HIS CYNICISM SWAYED HIM AND MADE HIM FEAR THAT IT
WOULD BE A HOPELESS BATTLE. AGAIN HE THOUGHT OF HER BROTHER AND
SUDDENLY ENVIED HIM, AND THE LIKING HE HAD FELT FOR THE SHERIFF BECAME
strong and clear. Shields was a white man, just and square.

HE SLOWLY RAISED HIS EYES TO MRS. SHIELDS AND SMILED, WHICH CAUSED
her look of anxiety to clear.

“THE SHERIFF IS THE WHITEST MAN IN THIS WHOLE COUNTRY,” HE SAID QUIETLY,
A TRACE OF HIS MOOD BEING IN HIS VOICE, “AND ONLY FOR THAT DID I PLAY
SQUARE WITH HIM. IN CONFIDENCE, JUST TO LET YOU KNOW THAT I AM NOT AS
BAD AS PEOPLE SAY, I WILL TELL YOU THAT I HAVE HAD HIM UNDER MY SIGHTS
MORE THAN ONCE, AND THAT I WILL NEVER TRY TO HARM HIM WHILE HE remains
THE MAN HE IS. I DO NOT EXAGGERATE WHEN I SAY THAT I AM NATURALLY A
GOOD JUDGE OF MEN, AND I KNEW WHAT HE WAS IN LESS THAN A MINUTE
after I met him.

“AT THIS MINUTE HE IS WATCHING FOR ME, HE AND CHARLEY WINTER AND THE
LARKIN BROTHERS. THEY ARE LYING QUIETLY OUT ON THE PLAIN, WAITING FOR ME
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TO SHOW UP BETWEEN THEM AND THE LIGHTS OF THE WINDOWS. THIS IS NOT
GUESSWORK, FOR I KNOW IT. AND IF IT WAS ONLY THE SHERIFF, AND I DID SHOW
UP OVER HIS SIGHTS, HE WOULD CALL OUT AND GIVE ME A CHANCE TO
SURRENDER OR FIGHT, AND NOT SHOOT ME DOWN LIKE A DOG; THE OTHERS
WOULDN’T. AND BECAUSE OF MY FAITH IN HIS SQUARENESS, AND BECAUSE I
ABOVE ALL OTHERS CAN FULLY APPRECIATE IT AT ITS HIGHEST VALUE, I AM GOING
TO ASK YOU TO REMEMBER THIS, MRS. SHIELDS: IF HE EVER NEEDS A MAN TO
STAND AT HIS BACK, AND I CAN BE FOUND, HE HAS ONLY TO LET ME KNOW. HE
IS COMPROMISING HIMSELF WITH CERTAIN PEOPLE BECAUSE HE HAS BEEN
FAIR TO ME, SO PLEASE REMEMBER WHAT I SAID. HE IS THE SHERIFF, AND HE
ONLY DOES HIS DUTY, FOR WHICH I CANNOT BLAME HIM. BILL HOWLAND MAY BE
able to find me if trouble should come upon you and yours.

“OTHERS HAVE HUNTED FOR ME AS IF I WAS A CATTLE-KILLING WOLF. THEY HAVE
TRACKED ME AND HOUNDED ME IN GANGS, DETERMINED TO SHOOT ME DOWN
AT THE FIRST OPPORTUNITY, AND UNAWARES, IF POSSIBLE. THEY HAVE LAID
TRAPS FOR ME, TRIED TO AMBUSH ME, AND EVEN STOOPED SO LOW AS TO
POISON THE WATER OF A REMOTE WATER HOLE WITH WOLF POISON–STRYCHNINE.
THEY KNEW THAT I OCCASIONALLY FILLED MY CANTEEN FROM IT. THOSE WHO
FIGHT ME FOULLY I REPAY IN KIND–BUT NEVER WITH POISON! IT IS MY WITS AND
GUNPLAY AGAINST THEIRS AND AGAINST THEIR COWARDICE AND DIRTY TRICKS.
WHEN I FIGHT, IT IS NOT BECAUSE I WANT TO, EXCEPT IN THE CASE OF INDIANS,
BUT BECAUSE I MUST. BUT YOUR HUSBAND IS A WHITE MAN, MADAM, A
THOROUGHBRED. HE STANDS SO FAR ABOVE THE REST OF THE MEN IN THIS
COUNTRY THAT I HAVE ONLY RESPECT AND LIKING FOR HIM. CAN YOU IMAGINE
the sheriff using poison to kill a man?

“ONCE WHEN I HAD FINALLY FOUND A GOOD BERTH PUNCHING COWS, ONCE
WHEN I HAD STARTED OUT ARIGHT, I WAS DISCOVERED. THEY DIDN’T GET ME,
THOUGH THEY TRIED TO HARD ENOUGH. AND THEY CALL ME A MURDERER
BECAUSE I DECLINED TO REMAIN INACTIVE WHILE THEY PREPARED FOR MY
FUNERAL! EVER SINCE I WAS A LAD OF FIFTEEN I HAVE FOUGHT FOR MY LIFE AT
EVERY TURN, AND CONTINUALLY. I HAVE NO FRIENDS, NOT A LIVING SOUL CARES
WHETHER I LIVE OR DIE. THERE IS NO ONE WHOM I CAN TRUST, AND NO ONE
who trusts me. I have to be ever on the lookout, and suspicious. Every
MAN IS MY ENEMY, AND ALL I HAVE IS MY LIFE, WORTHLESS AS IT IS. BUT PRIDE
will not let me lose it without making a fight.

“I HOPE THE TIME WILL COME WHEN YOU CAN SEE ME SHOOT, MISS SHIELDS,
THAT THE TIME WILL COME WHEN I CAN TURN MY BACK TO MY FELLOW MEN
WITHOUT FEARING A SHOT. ONLY ONCE HAVE I DONE THAT–IT WAS WITH YOUR
BROTHER, AND I ENJOYED IT IMMENSELY. AND NO ONE WILL WELCOME THAT DAY
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MORE DEVOUTLY THAN THE OUTLAWED ORPHAN–THE MANY TIMES MURDERER–
BUT BY NECESSITY: FOR I NEVER KILLED A MAN UNLESS HE WAS TRYING TO KILL
ME, AND I NEVER WILL. I KNOW WHAT IS said, BUT WHAT I SAY IS THE TRUTH. I
CAN ONLY ASK YOU TO BELIEVE ME, ALTHOUGH I REALIZE THAT I AM ASKING
much.”

HE AROSE AND WALKED OVER TO HIS SOMBRERO, TAKING IT UP AND TURNING
toward the door.

“TO-NIGHT IS THE FIRST TIME IN TEN YEARS THAT I HAVE BEEN IN A STRANGER’S
HOUSE UNARMED, AND AT EASE. YOU HAVE MADE THE EVENING SO
PLEASANT FOR ME, SO DELIGHTFULLY STRANGE, AND YOU ALL HAVE BEEN SO
GOOD TO TALK TO ME AND TREAT ME WHITE THAT I FIND IT IMPOSSIBLE TO THANK
YOU AS I WISH I COULD. WORDS ARE HOPELESSLY INADEQUATE, AND MORE OR
LESS EMPTY, BUT YOU WILL NOT LOSE BY IT,” HE SAID AS HE OPENED THE DOOR.
“Good night, ladies.”

THE DOOR CLOSED SOFTLY, QUICKLY, AND THE WOMEN HEARD THE CANTERING
HOOFBEATS OF HIS HORSE AS THEY GREW FAINTER AND FINALLY DIED OUT ON THE
plain.

HIS DEPARTURE WAS SEEMINGLY UNNOTICED. THEY SAT IN SILENCE FOR A
MINUTE OR MORE, EACH LOST IN HER OWN THOUGHTS, EACH DEEPLY AFFECTED
BY HIS WORDS, STARING BEFORE THEM AND PICTURING EACH AS HER
TEMPERAMENT GUIDED, THE HUNTED MAN’S DANGERS AND LONELINESS. MRS.
SHIELDS SAT AS HE HAD LEFT HER, HER CHIN RESTING IN HER HAND, SEEING
ONLY TWO MEN IN A CHAPARRAL, ONE OF WHOM WAS THE MAN SHE LOVED.
SHE COULD HEAR THE SHOOTING AND THE WAR CRIES, SHE COULD SEE THEM
MEET, AND CLASP HANDS AT THE PARTING; AND HER HEART FILLED WITH KINDLY
PITY FOR THE OUTCAST, A PITY THE OTHERS COULD NOT KNOW. HELEN, HER FACE
FULL IN THE LIGHT, HER ARMS OUTSTRETCHED ON THE TABLE BEFORE HER AND HER
EYES MOIST, WONDERED AT THE SAVAGE UNKINDNESS OF MEN, THE ALMOST
UNBELIEVABLE HARSHNESS OF MAN FOR MAN. HER HEAD DROPPED TO HER
ARMS, AND HER SISTER MARY, ALSO UNDER THE SPELL, WONDERED AT THE
EXPRESSION SHE HAD SEEN ON HELEN’S FACE. MISS RITCHIE, WHO HAD
SCARCELY GIVEN MORE THAN A PASSING THOUGHT TO THE SADNESS IN HIS
WORDS, WAS PICTURING HIS FIGHTS, DRINKING IN THE DASH AND COURAGE
WHICH HAD SO EXALTED HIM IN HER MIND. WITH ALL HIS LONELINESS, HIS
DANGER, SHE ALMOST ENVIED HIM HIS DEVIL-MAY-CARE, HUMOROUS
RECKLESSNESS AND GOOD FORTUNE, HIS SUPERB SELF-CONFIDENCE AND
PROWESS. HERE WAS A MAN WHO FOUGHT HIS OWN BATTLES, WHO STOOD
ALONE AGAINST THE BEST THE WORLD SENT AGAINST HIM, GIVING BLOW FOR
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blow, and always triumphing.

Mrs. Shields stirred, glanced at Helen’s bowed head and sighed:

“NOW I UNDERSTAND WHY JAMES LIKES HIM SO. POOR BOY, I BELIEVE THAT IF
HE HAD A CHANCE HE WOULD BE A DIFFERENT AND BETTER MAN. JAMES IS
right; he always is.”

“I THINK HE IS JUST SPLENDID!” CRIED MISS RITCHIE WITH A START, EMERGING
FROM HER DREAMS OF DEEDS OF DARING. “SIMPLY SPLENDID! DON’T YOU
Helen?” she asked impulsively.

HELEN AROSE AND WALKED TO THE DOOR OF HER ROOM, TURNING HER FACE
TOWARD THE WALL AS SHE PASSED THEM: “YES, DEAR,” SHE REPLIED. “GOOD
night.”

“OH, WHY ARE MEN SO CRUEL!” SHE CRIED SOFTLY AS SHE PAUSED BEFORE
her mirror. “Why must they fight and kill one another! It’s awful!”

THE DOOR HAD SOFTLY OPENED AND CLOSED AND MISS RITCHIE’S ARMS
were around her neck, hugging tightly.

“IT is AWFUL, DEAR,” SHE SAID. “BUT THEY CAN’T KILL him! THEY CAN’T HURT
him, so don’t you care. Come on to bed–I have so much to talk about!
Don’t put your hair up to-night, Helen–let’s go right to bed!”

Helen impulsively kissed her and pushed her away, her face flushed.

“YOU DEAR, SILLY GOOSE, DO YOU THINK I AM WORRYING ABOUT HIM? WHY, I
had forgotten him. I’m thinking about James.”

“YES, OF COURSE YOU ARE,” LAUGHED MISS RITCHIE. “I WAS ONLY TEASING
YOU, DEAR. BUT IT is TOO BAD THAT NOBODY CARES ANYTHING ABOUT HIM,
isn’t it, Helen?”

TEARS TREMBLED IN HELEN’S EYES AND SHE TURNED QUICKLY TOWARD THE
BED. “WELL, IT’S HIS OWN FAULT–OH, DON’T TALK TO ME, GRACE! POOR JAMES,
ALL ALONE OUT THERE ON THAT AWFUL PLAIN! I’M JUST AS BLUE AS I CAN BE, SO
there!”

“HAVE A GOOD, LONG CRY, DEAR,” SUGGESTED MISS RITCHIE. “IT DOES ONE
so MUCH GOOD,” SHE ADDED AS SHE STEPPED BEFORE THE MIRROR. “BUT I
think he is just as splendid as he can be–I wish I was a man like him!”

AND WHILE THEY PLAYED AT PRETENDING, THE MAN WHO WAS UPPERMOST IN
THEIR THOUGHTS WAS PLAYING A JOKE ON THE SHERIFF AT THE CROSS BAR-8

168

169



which would open that person’s eyes wide in the morning.

· · · · ·

ON THE RANCH THE DARKNESS WAS INTENSE AND NO SOUNDS SAVE THE
NATURAL NOISES OF THE NIGHT COULD BE HEARD. THE SKY WAS OVERCAST WITH
CLOUDS AND OCCASIONALLY A DROP OF RAIN FELL. THE HAUNTING WAIL OF A
DISTANT COYOTE QUAVERED DOWN THE WIND AND THE CATTLE IN THE CORRAL
WERE RESTLESS AND UNEASY. A MOUNTED MAN SUDDENLY TOPPED A RISE AT
A WALK AND THEN STOPPED TO STARE AT THE DIM LIGHTS IN THE WINDOWS OF
THE HOUSES NEARLY A MILE AWAY. HE LAUGHED SOFTLY AT THE FOOLISHNESS OF
THE INMATES TRYING TO PLOT FOR his DEATH BY DOING SOMETHING THEY HAD
NOT DARED TO DO FOR A WEEK. WHO WOULD BE SO FOOLISH AS TO RIDE UP TO
those lighted windows unless he was a tenderfoot?

LEAPING LIGHTLY TO THE GRASS, HE HOBBLED HIS HORSE AND THEN TOOK A
BUNDLE FROM HIS SADDLE, WHICH HE STRAPPED ON HIS BACK AND THEN WENT
QUIETLY FORWARD ON FOOT, PEERING INTENTLY INTO THE DARKNESS BEFORE HIM.
SOON HE DROPPED TO HIS HANDS AND KNEES AND CRAWLED CAUTIOUSLY AND
WITHOUT A SOUND. AFTER COVERING SEVERAL HUNDRED YARDS IN THIS MANNER
HE DROPPED TO HIS STOMACH AND WRIGGLED FORWARD, HIS EYES STRAINED
FOR DANGERS. A QUARTER OF AN HOUR ELAPSED, AND THEN HE HEARD A
SNEEZE, MUFFLED AND INDISTINCT, BUT STILL A SNEEZE. AVOIDING THE PLACE
FROM WHENCE IT CAME, HE MADE A WIDE DETOUR AND FINALLY STOPPED,
CHUCKLING SILENTLY. UNTYING THE BUNDLE HE REMOVED IT FROM HIS BACK AND
PLACED IT UPON A PILE OF SAND, WHICH HE HEAPED UP FOR THE PURPOSE,
AND, PRINTING HIS NAME IN THE SAND AT ITS BASE, RETREATED AS HE HAD
COME AND WITHOUT MISHAP. AFTER SEARCHING FOR A QUARTER OF AN HOUR FOR
HIS HORSE HE FINALLY FOUND IT, REMOVED THE HOBBLES AND VAULTED TO THE
SADDLE. WHEELING, HE RODE OFF AT A WALK, SOON CHANGING TO A CANTER, IN
THE DIRECTION OF THE LIMPING WATER. WHEN HE HAD GAINED IT HE
CHANCED THE DANGER OF QUICKSANDS AND RODE NORTH ALONG THE MIDDLE
OF THE STREAM. IF HE WAS TO BE FOLLOWED, THE PROBABILITY WAS THAT HIS
PURSUERS WOULD RIDE SOUTH TO FIND WHERE HE HAD LEFT THE WATER; AND
they must be delayed as long as possible.

AN HOUR LATER DAYLIGHT SWIFTLY DEVELOPED AND A PECULIARLY SHAPED PILE
OF SAND QUAKED AND SPLIT ASUNDER AS A MAN AROSE FROM IT. HE SHOOK
HIMSELF AND SPENT SOME TIME IN DIGGING THE SAND FROM HIS POCKETS
AND BOOTS AND IN CLEANING HIS RIFLE OF IT. THEN HE WALKED WEARILY
TOWARD THE BUNK-HOUSE, WHOSE OCCUPANTS WERE STILL LOST IN THE SLEEP
OF THE EXHAUSTED. IT WAS VERY TEDIOUS TO STAY AWAKE ALL NIGHT PEERING
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AT THE LIGHTS IN THE DISTANT WINDOWS; AND IT WAS VERY HARD TO KEEP
ONE’S EYES FROM CLOSING WHEN LYING IN THAT POSITION, AND WITHOUT ANY
SLEEP FOR TWENTY-FOUR HOURS. THE SHERIFF DETERMINED TO CRAWL INTO A
bunk as soon as he possibly could and be prepared for his next vigil.

AS HE GLANCED OVER THE PLAIN HE ESPIED SOMETHING WHICH CAUSED HIM
TO STARE AND RUB HIS TIRED EYES, AND WHICH IMMEDIATELY BANISHED
SLEEP FROM HIS MIND. RUNNING TO IT, HE SUDDENLY STOPPED AND SWORE:
“Hell!” he shouted.

HIS WIFE’S BLUE FLOWER POT SAT SNUGLY ON THE APEX OF A PILE OF SAND AND
FROM IT AROSE A GERANIUM, WHICH WAS TIED TO A SUPPORTING STICK BY A
WHITE RIBBON. HE HAD WHITTLED THAT STICK HIMSELF, AND HE KNEW THE
FLOWER POT. ROUGHLY TRACED IN THE SAND AT ITS BASE WAS ONE
word–“Orphan.”

“MARGARET’S GERANIUM IN ITS BLUE POT, BY GOD!” CRIED THE SHERIFF, HIS
MOUTH OPEN IN AMAZEMENT. “WELL, I’LL BE D ––D!” HE EXCLAIMED, RUNNING
TOWARD THE CORRAL FOR HIS HORSE. “IF THAT SON-OF-A-GUN AIN’T BEEN OUT
here under my very nose while I watched for him!”
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CHAPTER XI
A VOICE FROM THE GALLERY

ATTERS WERE FAST COMING TO A HEAD AS FAR AS THE SHERIFF AND THE
CROSS BAR-8 WERE CONCERNED. THE LOSS OF THE FIVE MEN WHO HAD

WON THE FRIENDSHIP OF THEIR FELLOWS, THE REIGN OF TERROR CAUSED BY THE
OUTLAW, THE LOSS OF THEIR COOK, THE DEVASTATION AND THE EXTRA WORK HAD
ONLY DEEPENED THE HATRED WHICH THE MEMBERS OF THE OUTFIT HELD FOR
The Orphan; and it went farther than The Orphan.

SNEED WAS NOT LONG IN LEARNING WHAT TOOK PLACE AT THE STAGE AND OF
THE DRIVER’S LOYALTY TO THE OUTLAW, BECAUSE BILL WOULD TALK; AND THE
WORKING OF HIS MIND WAS THE SAME AS THAT OF HIS MEN, FOR IT FOLLOWED
THE LINE OF LEAST RESISTANCE. QUESTIONS OF THE NATURE OF ARRAIGNMENTS,
AND WHICH WERE ANSWERABLE BY THE OUTFIT IN ONLY ONE WAY, CONSTANTLY
PRESENTED THEMSELVES IN THE MINDS OF THE MEN. THEY ASKED
THEMSELVES WHY IT WAS THAT A MAN OF THE SHERIFF’S PROVEN COURAGE,
MARKSMANSHIP AND CLEVERNESS SHOULD FAIL TO GET THE MAN WHO SO
TERRORIZED THE RANCH. WHY WAS THE SHERIFF SO APPARENTLY RELUCTANT TO
TAKE UP THE CHASE IN EARNEST AND PUSH IT TO A FINISH? WHY WAS HE SO
FIRM AGAINST THE ASSISTANCE OF THE RANCHMEN? WHY DID HE KEEP TO HIS
DETERMINATION TO ALLOW NO LYNCH LAW WHEN THE EVIL WAS SO GREAT AND
THE DANGER SO PRESSING? AND HE WAS PREPARED TO GO TO GREAT LENGTHS
TO SEE THAT HIS ORDERS WERE NOT DISOBEYED, AS PROVEN BY THE SCENE AT
THE CORRAL. WHY COULD HE NOT HAVE OVERLOOKED ONE LYNCHING PARTY WHEN
PROPERTY WAS BEING DESTROYED AND LIVES IN DANGER? AND WHY HAD THE
OUTRAGES SUDDENLY CEASED WHEN SHIELDS TOOK CHARGE OF THE DEFENSE
OF THE RANCH?–THERE HAD BEEN NO MOLESTATION, NOT A SHOT HAD BEEN
FIRED, NOT A COW KILLED. AND HOW WAS IT THAT A FLOWER POT, WHICH SHIELDS
HAD ADMITTED AS BELONGING TO HIS WIFE, HAD BEEN PLACED AT A POINT
HARDLY TWO HUNDRED YARDS IN FRONT OF THE PEACE OFFICER AS HE LAY ON
GUARD? IT WAS TRUE THAT IT WAS OUT OF LINE OF HIM AND THE LIGHTS, BUT THAT
COULD BE EXPLAINED BY EVENTS. FROM WHOM DID THE ORPHAN LEARN OF
THE TRAP SET FOR HIM, AND ALL OF ITS DETAILS, EVEN TO THE PLACING OF THE
MEN, ENABLING HIM TO AVOID THE EAGER DEPUTIES AND CHOOSE THE
POSITION OCCUPIED BY THE SHERIFF WHEN HE HAD SO RECKLESSLY FLAUNTED
his contempt from a pile of sand?

THE COWBOYS WERE NATURALLY ENOUGH WARPED AND PREJUDICED BECAUSE
OF THEIR BLIND RAGE AND HATRED, AND THE QUESTIONS WHICH RAN SO
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RIOTOUSLY THROUGH THEIR MINDS FOUND THEIR ANSWERS WAITING FOR THEM; IN
FACT, THE ANSWERS INDUCED THE QUESTIONS, AND EACH RECURRENCE GAVE
THEM ADDED WEIGHT UNTIL THEY CEASED TO BE QUESTIONS AND BECAME, IN
REALITY, STATEMENTS OF FACTS. BILL HAD TALKED TOO MUCH WHEN HE HAD TOLD
IN CAREFUL DETAIL OF THE ATTENTIONS SHOWN THE ORPHAN BY THE SHERIFF’S
SISTER; AND TO MINDS EAGER FOR CONFIRMATION OF THEIR SUSPICIONS THIS
WAS THE CROWNING PROOF OF THE DOUBLE DEALING OF THE SHERIFF. AND TO
MAKE MATTERS WORSE, TEX WILLIARD, WHO WAS AS UNSCRUPULOUS A MAN
AS EVER WORE THE GARB OF HONESTY, HAD TRIED TO FORCE HIS ATTENTIONS ON
HELEN WHEN SHE RODE FOR EXERCISE. HIS IDEAS OF WOMEN HAD BEEN
DEVELOPED AMONG THOSE WHO FREQUENTED FRONTIER BAR-ROOMS, AND HE
WAS ENRAGED AT HIS REBUFF, WHICH HAD BEEN SHARP AND FINAL. SHE
ACTUALLY PREFERRED A MURDERING OUTLAW TO A HARDWORKING COWBOY! HIS
PROFANE ORATORY AS TO THE COLLUSION, OR AT LEAST PASSIVE SYMPATHY
BETWEEN THE SHERIFF AND THE OUTLAW FOUND EAGER EARS AND RECEPTIVE
MINDS AWAITING THE TORCH OF INITIATIVE, AND IT WAS NOT LONG BEFORE LOW-
VOICED CONSULTATIONS BEGAN TO PLAN A DRASTIC COURSE OF ACTION. CREDIT
MUST BE GIVEN TO SNEED, BECAUSE HE KNEW ONLY OF THE NATURAL
DISCONTENT AND NOTHING OF WHAT WAS IN THE WIND. HAD HE KNOWN WHAT
was brewing he would have stamped it out with no uncertain force, for
HE WAS WISE ENOUGH TO REALIZE THE FOLLY OF INCREASING THE ANTAGONISM
which already was held by Ford’s Station for his ranch.

At first the conspirators had hopes of undermining Shields among the
CITIZENS OF THE TOWN, NOT KNOWING THE FEELING THERE AS WELL AS THEIR
FOREMAN KNEW IT, BUT THEY WERE WISE ENOUGH TO GO ABOUT IT CAUTIOUSLY;
AND THE RETURNS JUSTIFIED THEIR CAUTION, FOR THEY FOUND THE INHABITANTS OF
FORD’S STATION UNASSAILABLY LOYAL TO THE PEACE OFFICER. TO ACCUSE HIM,
EITHER DIRECTLY OR BY SUGGESTION, OF DOUBLE DEALING WOULD BE TO ARRAY
the two score inhabitants of the town on his side in hot and belligerent
PARTISANSHIP, AND THIS THEY WISHED TO AVOID BY ALL MEANS, FOR THEY HAD
NO STOMACH FOR SUCH A WAR AS MIGHT EASILY FOLLOW. THEY THEN HIT UPON
WHAT APPEARED TO THEM TO BE AN EXCELLENT PLAN, INASMUCH AS IT WAS
INDIRECT AND WOULD GIVE THE RESULTS DESIRED; AND THE MEDIUM WAS TO
be the driver.

THE TALKATIVE ONE HAD SHOWN MORE THAN PASSING FRIENDLINESS FOR THE
ORPHAN, AND THEY HAD HIS BOASTING WORDS FOR IT AND HE COULD NOT DENY
IT, FOR BILL WAS VERY PROUD OF THE PART HE HAD PLAYED ON THAT MEMORABLE
DAY, AND HE TOOK DELIGHT IN RECOUNTING THE CONVERSATION HE HAD HELD
WITH THE OUTFIT AT THE COACH–AND HE HAD A WAY OF ADDING TO THE
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TARTNESS OF HIS REPARTEE IN ITS REPETITION. TEX WILLIARD REASONED FROM
EXPERIENCE THAT IT WOULD NOT APPEAR AT ALL STRANGE AND UNUSUAL FOR BILL
TO BE CALLED TO ACCOUNT FOR HIS FRIENDLINESS AND ASSISTANCE TO THE
OUTLAW AND FOR HIS CONTEMPTUOUS WORDS CONCERNING THE COWBOYS IF IT
WAS DONE BY SOME MEMBER OR MEMBERS OF THE RANCH AS A PERSONAL
AFFAIR AND WITHOUT THE APPEARANCE OF BEING SANCTIONED BY THE
FOREMAN. AND THROUGH THE DRIVER HE HOPED TO STRIKE AT SHIELDS, FOR THE
SHERIFF WOULD NOT REMAIN PASSIVE IN SUCH AN EVENT; AND ONCE HE WAS
DRAWN INTO A BRAWL, HOT TEMPERS OR ACCIDENT WOULD BE THE PLEA IF HE
SHOULD BE KILLED. THE APOLOGIES AND REMORSE OF THE SORROWFUL
PARTICIPANTS COULD BE PROFOUND. AND THUS WAS COLD-BLOODED MURDER
PLANNED BY THE VERY MEN WHO REVILED THE ORPHAN BECAUSE THEY
CLAIMED HE WAS A MURDERER, AND WHO CRIED ALOUD FOR HIS DEATH ON THAT
charge.

TEX WAS THE RINGLEADER AND IN HIS OWN WAY HE WAS NOT WITHOUT
CUNNING, AND NEITHER WAS HE LACKING IN DARING. HE SELECTED HIS
ASSISTANTS FOR THE GAME WITH COOL, CALCULATING JUDGMENT. THE THREE HE
FINALLY DECIDED UPON WERE RECKLESS AND NOT LACKING IN INTELLIGENCE AND
PHYSICAL COURAGE FOR SUCH WORK. AFTER HAVING MADE HIS SELECTION HE
SOUNDED THEM CAREFULLY AND FINALLY MADE HIS PLANS KNOWN, GOING INTO
MINUTE REHEARSAL OF EVERY PHASE AND DETAIL OF THE GAME WITH
THOUGHTFUL CARE AND STUDIED SEQUENCE. WHEN HE BELIEVED THEM TO BE
WELL DRILLED HE FIXED UPON THE TIME AND PLACE AND CAUSED WORD TO GET
TO BILL THAT HE MIGHT EXPECT TROUBLE FOR HIS ASSISTANCE TO THE ORPHAN,
AND FOR HAVING HAD A HAND IN SENDING THE FIVE COWBOYS TO THEIR
DEATHS. THE NEWS IMMEDIATELY REACHED THE EARS OF THE SHERIFF, WHO
DETERMINED TO SEE THAT BILL RECEIVED NO INJURY AT THE HANDS OF THE
CROSS BAR-8. HE QUIETLY MADE UP HIS MIND TO BE NEAR THE STAGE ROUTE
ON THE DAYS WHEN BILL DROVE THROUGH THE DEFILE OF THE BACKBONE, AND
TO BE WITHIN CALL IF HE SHOULD BE NEEDED. IF HE SHOULD THINK IT
NECESSARY, HE WOULD EVEN GO SO FAR AS TO BECOME A REGULAR
PASSENGER IN THE COACH UNTIL THE TROUBLE DIED DOWN. TO THE MASTERLY
DRIVING AND COOL-HEADED COURAGE OF BILL NO LESS THAN TO THE DARING
AND ACCURACY OF THE ORPHAN WAS THE SHERIFF INDEBTED FOR THE LIVES OF
HIS SISTERS; AND THE PROTECTION OF BILL CLOVE CLOSE TO THE LINE OF DUTY,
and not one whit less to the line of law and order.

BILL LAUGHED AND BOASTED AND MADE A JOKE OF THE THOUGHT OF ANY
DANGER FROM THE MALCONTENTS OF THE CROSS BAR-8, AND FLATLY REFUSED TO
ALLOW THE SHERIFF TO RIDE WITH HIM. HE TALKED VOLUBLY UNTIL THE AGENT

178

179



PROFANELY SENT HIM ON HIS JOURNEY, AND HE TORE THROUGH THE STREETS OF
THE TOWN IN THE SAME OLD WAY. HE FORDED THE LIMPING WATER IN SAFETY
AND CROSSED THE TEN MILE STRETCH OF OPEN PLAIN WITHOUT A SIGN OF
TROUBLE. AS HE LEFT THE WATER OF THE STREAM THE SHERIFF STARTED AFTER HIM
FROM TOWN, INTENDING TO BE NOT FAR BEHIND HIM WHEN HE ENTERED THE
rough country.

WHEN BILL PLUNGED INTO THE DEFILE THROUGH THE BACKBONE HE BEGAN TO
GROW A LITTLE APPREHENSIVE, AND HE INTENTLY WATCHED EACH STRETCH OF THE
ROAD AS EACH SUCCESSIVE TURN UNFOLDED IT TO HIS SIGHT. HIS FOOT WAS ON
THE BRAKES AND HE WAS BRACED TO STOP THE RUSH OF HIS TEAM AT THE FIRST
GLIMPSE OF AN OBSTRUCTION, OR TO TEAR PAST THE DANGER IF HE COULD. One
COYOTE YELL AND ONE SNAP OF THE WHIP WOULD SEND THE TEAM WILD, FOR
they remembered well.

ALL WAS NICE UNTIL HE NEARED THE PLACE WHERE THE ORPHAN HAD HELD
HIM UP FOR A SMOKE, AND IT WAS THERE THE TROUBLE OCCURRED. AS HE
SWUNG AROUND THE SHARP TURN HE SAW FOUR COWBOYS BUNCHED SQUARELY
IN THE CENTER OF THE TRAIL AND AT SUCH A DISTANCE FROM HIM THAT TO
ATTEMPT TO DASH PAST THEM WOULD BE TO LAY HIMSELF OPEN TO SEVERAL
SHOTS. THEY HAD HIM COVERED, AND AS HE GRASPED THE SITUATION TEX
Williard rode forward and held up his hand.

“Stop!” Tex shouted. “Get down!”

“WHAT IN THUNDER DO YOU WANT?” BILL ASKED, SETTING THE BRAKES AND
stopping his team, wonder showing on his face.

“Yu!” came the laconic reply. “Get down!”

“WHAT’S EATING YOU?” BILL ASKED IN NO UNCERTAIN INFLECTION. HAD TEX
BEEN LESS IMPERATIVE AND KEPT THE INSULTING TONE OUT OF HIS WORDS BILL
MIGHT HAVE HAD TIME TO BECOME AFRAID, BUT THE STING MADE HIM LEAP
over fear to anger; and genuine anger takes small heed of fear.

TEX MOTIONED TO ONE OF HIS MEN, WHO INSTANTLY LEAPED TO THE GROUND
AND RAN TO THE TURN, WHERE HE KNELT BEHIND A ROCK, HIS RIFLE COVERING THE
back trail. Then Tex returned to the driver.

“CURIOSITY IS EATING ME, YU HALF-BREED!” HE CRIED. “ GET DOWN! D––N YU,
GET DOWN!! DON’T WAIT ALL DAY, NEITHER, DO YU HEAR? WHAT TH’ H–L DO YU
think I’m a-talkin’ for!”

“WELL, I’LL BE BLAMED!” EJACULATED BILL, WRAPPING THE REINS ABOUT THE

180

181



BACK OF HIS SEAT. “ANYBODY WOULD THINK YOU WAS THE BOSS OF THE EARTH
TO HEAR YOU! YOU AIN’T NO ROAD AGENT, YOU’RE ONLY A FOOL AMATURE WITH
MORE GALL THAN BRAINS! BUT I’LL TELL YOU RIGHT HERE AND NOW THAT IF YOU are
PLAYING ROAD AGENT, I WOULDN’T BE IN YOUR FOOL BOOTS FOR A COOL MILLION.
AND IF YOU ARE JOKING YOU ARE SHOWING D ––D BAD TASTE, AND DON’T YOU
FORGET IT. YOU’RE HOLDING UP A SACK OF U. S. MAIL, AND IF YOU DON’T KNOW
what that means––”

“SHUT YORE FACE! YU TALK WHEN I ASK YU TO!” SHOUTED TEX AS THE DRIVER
DROPPED TO THE GROUND. “BUT SINCE YORE SO UNHOLY STRONG ON TH’
PALAVER, SUPPOSE YU JUST EXPLAINS WHY YU ARE SO ALL-FIRED FRIENDLY TO TH’
ORPHANT? SUPPOSE YU LISP WHY YU TAKE SUCH A PECULIAR INTEREST IN HIS
HEALTH AND HAPPINESS. COME NOW, OUT WITH IT–THIS AIN’T NO QUAKER
meeting.”

“Warble, birdie, warble!” jeered one of the cowboys. “Sing, yu –– ––!”

“WE’RE SHORE WAITIN’, DARLIN’,” JEERED ANOTHER. “TUNE UP AN’ GET
started, Windy.”

“WELL, SINCE YOU TALKS LIKE THAT,” CRIED BILL, STUNG TO RECKLESS FURY AT THE
CUTTING CONTEMPT OF THE WORDS, “YOU CAN GO TO H–L AND FIND OUT FROM
your fool friends!” he shouted, beside himself with rage. “Who are you
TO STICK ME UP AND ASK QUESTIONS? IT’S NONE OF YOUR INFERNAL BUSINESS
WHO I LIKE, YOU HOG-NOSED TANKS! WHY DIDN’T YOU BRING SOME DECENT
MEN WITH YOU, YOU FLAT-FACED SKUNKS? WHY DIDN’T YOU BRING SNEED!
WHITE MEN WOULD A TOLD YOU JUST WHAT YOU ARE IF YOU ASKED THEM TO
HELP YOU IN YOUR DIRTY WORK, WOULDN’T THEY? EVEN A TIN-HORN GAMBLER, A
CROOKED CHEAT, WOULD GIVE ME MORE SHOW FOR MY MONEY THAN YOU
HAVE, YOU BOWLEGGED COYOTES! AIN’T YOU MAN ENOUGH TO TURN THE TRICK
ALONE, WILLIARD? CAN’T YOU PLAY A LONE HAND IN AMBUSH, YOU BOB-TAILED
FLUSH OF A BAD MAN! YOU’RE ONLY A LAKE-MOUTHED, RED-HEADED WART OF A
two-by-four puncher, that’s what––”

TEX HAD BEEN STUNNED BY SURPRISE AT SUCH AN OUTBURST FROM A MAN
WHOM HE HAD ALWAYS REGARDED AS WOEFULLY LACKING IN COURAGE. THEN
HIS FACE FLAMED WITH AN INSANE RAGE AT THE TAUNTING INSULTS HURLED
VENOMOUSLY AT HIM AND HE SPRANG TO ACTION AS THOUGH HE HAD BEEN
STRUCK. IT WOULD HAVE BEEN BAD ENOUGH TO HEAR SUCH WORDS FROM AN
equal, but from Bill!

“YU CUR!” HE YELLED AS HE LEAPED FORWARD INTO THE TEARING STING OF THE
driver’s whip, which had been hanging from the wrist.
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“You’re the fourth dog I cut to-day,” Bill said, jerking it back for another
try.

TEX SHIVERED WITH PAIN AS THE LASH CUT THROUGH HIS EAR, AS IT WOULD
HAVE CUT THROUGH PAPER, AND SCREAMED HIS WORDS AS HE AVOIDED THE
SECOND BLOW. “I’LL SHOW YU IF I AM MAN ENOUGH! I’LL KILL YU FOR THAT, D ––n
yu!”

AS TEX THREW HIS ARMS WIDE OPEN TO CLINCH, BILL LEAPED ASIDE AND
DROVE HIS HEAVY FIST INTO THE COWMAN’S FACE AS HE PASSED, KNOCKING
HIM SIDEWISE AGAINST THE WALL OF THE DEFILE; AND THEN STRUGGLED LIKE A
MADMAN IN THE TOILS OF TWO ROPES. HE WAS A BERSERKER NOW, A MANIAC
WITHOUT A HOPE OF LIFE, AND HE SCREAMED WITH RAGE AS HE TORE
FRANTICALLY AT THE ROUGH HAIR ROPES, WISHING ONLY TO DESTROY, TO KILL WITH
his bare hands. The blow had not been well placed, being too high for
THE VITAL POINT, BUT IT HAD SMASHED THE PUNCHER’S NOSE FLAT TO HIS FACE
AND ONE EYE WAS FAST LOSING ITS RESEMBLANCE TO THE OTHER. TEX
STAGGERED TO HIS FEET AND RETURNED TO THE ATTACK, STRIKING SAVAGELY AT
THE FACE OF THE BOUND MAN. BILL AVOIDED THE BLOW BY JERKING HIS HEAD
ASIDE AND SNARLED LIKE A BEAST AS HE DROVE THE HEEL OF HIS HEAVY BOOT
INTO HIS ENEMY’S STOMACH. THEN EVERYTHING GREW BLACK BEFORE HIS
EYES AND A ROARING SOUND FILLED HIS EARS. THE ROPE SLACKENED AND THE
MEN WHO HAD THROWN HIM HEAD-FIRST ON A ROCK LEAPED FROM THEIR
horses and ran to him.

WHEN HIS SENSES RETURNED HE FOUND HIMSELF BOUND HAND AND FOOT AND
UNDER A SPUR OF ROCK WHICH PROJECTED FROM THE BANK OF THE CUT. HIS
FACE WAS CUT AND BRUISED AND HIS SCALP LAID OPEN, BUT THROUGH THE
BLOOD WHICH DRIPPED FROM HIS EYEBROWS HE VAGUELY SAW TEX, BENT
DOUBLE AND ROCKING BACK AND FORTH ON THE GROUND, INTONED MOANS
COMING FROM HIM WITH A SOUND LIKE THAT MADE BY A RASP ON THE EDGE
of a box.

AS BILL’S BRAIN CLEARED HE BECAME CONSCIOUS OF EXCRUCIATING PAINS IN
HIS HEAD, AS IF HAMMERS WERE CRASHING AGAINST HIS SKULL. GLANCING
UPWARD HE SAW THAT A ROPE RAN FROM HIS NECK TO THE ROCK, OVER IT AND
THEN TO THE POMMEL OF A SADDLE, AND HIS FACE TWITCHED AS ITS MEANING
SIFTED THROUGH HIS MIND. THEN HE THOUGHT OF THE TIME THE ORPHAN HAD
HELD HIM UP IN THE DEFILE–HOW UNLIKE THESE MEN THE OUTLAW WAS! IF HE
WOULD ONLY COME NOW–WHAT JOY THERE WOULD BE IN THE FLASHING OF HIS
GUN; WHAT ECSTASY IN THE CONFUSION, PANIC, ROUT THAT HE WOULD CAUSE.
HE WAS DAZED AND THE THROBBING, HEAVY, MONOTONOUS PAIN DULLED HIM
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STILL MORE. HE SEEMED TO BE APART FROM HIS SURROUNDINGS, TO BE AN
ONLOOKER AND NOT AN ACTOR IN THE GAME. HE WONDERED IF THAT WHIP WAS
his: yes, it must be . . . certainly it was. He ought to know his own whip
. . . OF COURSE IT WAS HIS. HE REGARDED TEX CURIOUSLY . . . THERE HAD
BEEN INDIANS, OR WAS IT SOME OTHER TIME? WHAT WAS TEX DOING THERE
ON THE GROUND? HE STRUGGLED TO THINK CLEARLY, AND THEN HE KNEW. BUT
THE DEADENING PAIN WAS MERCIFUL TO HIM, IT MADE HIM APATHETIC. WAS
HE GOING TO DIE? PERHAPS, BUT WHAT OF IT? HE DIDN’T CARE, FOR THEN THAT
PAIN WOULDN’T BEAT THROUGH HIM. TEX LOOKED FUNNY. . . . HE CLOSED HIS
EYES WEARILY AND SEEMED TO BE FAR AWAY. HE was FAR AWAY, AND, OH,
so tired!

TEX FINALLY MANAGED TO GAIN HIS FEET AND STRAIGHTEN UP AND REVEALED
HIS FACE, BLOODY AND SWOLLEN AND BLACK FROM THE BLOW. HIS WORDS
CAME WITH A HESITATION WHICH SUGGESTED PAIN, AND THEY WERE
mumbled between split and swollen lips.

“NOW, D ––N YU!” HE CRIED, BROKENLY, STAGGERING TO THE HELPLESS MAN
BEFORE HIM. “NOW MEBBY YU’LL TALK! WHY DID YU HELP TH’ ORPHANT? IF YU
lie yu’ll swing!”

BILL SWAYED AND HIS EYES OPENED, AND AFTER AN INTERVAL HE SLOWLY AND
wearily made reply, for his senses had returned again.

“He saved my life,” he said, “and I’ll help–anybody for that.”

“OH, HE DID, DID HE?” JEERED TEX. “AN’ WHY? THAT AIN’T HIS WAY, HELPIN’
strangers at his own risk. Why?”

“There was women–in the coach.”

“Oh, there was, hey?” ironically remarked Tex. “Mebby he wanted ’em
all to himself, eh?”

“He’s a white man, not a cur.”

“HE’S A CUB OF TH’ DEVIL, THAT’S WHAT HE IS!” TEX CRIED. “HE AIN’T NO
ORPHANT, NOT BY A D ––D SIGHT–TH’ DEVIL’S HIS FATHER, AN’ ALL HELL IS HIS
MOTHER. NOW, I WANT AN ANSWER TO THIS ONE, AND I WANT IT QUICK: NO LIE
GOES. WHY DON’T TH’ SHERIFF GET BUSY AN’ CAMP ON HIS TRAIL? WHAT
INTEREST HAS TH’ SHERIFF AN’ TH’ ORPHANT IN EACH OTHER? COME ON, OUT
with it!”

“I DON’T KNOW,” REPLIED BILL, WISHING THAT THE SHERIFF WAS AT HAND TO
MAKE AN APPROPRIATE ANSWER. “ASK HIM, WHY DON’T YOU?” HE ASKED,

186

187



stretching his neck to ease the hairy, bristling clutch of the lariat.

“OH, YU DON’T, AN’ YORE STILL CHEEKY, EH?” CRIED THE INQUISITOR. “AN’ YU
want yore d––d neck stretched, do yu?”

HE MOTIONED TO THE MAN ON THE HORSE AT THE END OF THE ROPE AND BILL
STRAIGHTENED UP AND DAYLIGHT SHOWED UNDER HIS HEELS. AS HE
STRUGGLED THERE WAS AN INTERRUPTION FROM THE MAN WHO COVERED THE
back trail: “’Nds up!” he cried. “Don’t move!”

TEX SIGNALLED FOR BILL TO BE LET DOWN AND RAN BACKWARD TO THE OPPOSITE
SIDE OF THE DEFILE UNTIL HE COULD SEE AROUND THE TURN; AND HE
discovered the sheriff, who sat quietly under the gun of the cowboy.

“STOP! DON’T YU EVEN WIGGLE!” CRIED THE GUARD. “I’LL BLOW YORE HEAD OFF
AT THE FIRST MOVE!” HE ADDED IN WARNING; AND FOR ONCE IN HIS EVENTFUL
LIFE SHIELDS KNEW THAT HE WAS ABSOLUTELY HELPLESS, FOR THE TIME, AT
LEAST. HIS HANDS WERE CLASPED OVER HIS SOMBRERO, FOR IT WOULD BE
TIRESOME TO HOLD THEM OUT, AND HE FELT THAT HE MIGHT HAVE NEED OF
fresh, quick muscles before long.

“ALL RIGHT, ALL RIGHT, BUB,” HE RESPONDED IN PERFECT GOOD NATURE,
APPARENTLY. “DON’T GET NERVOUS AND LET THAT GUN GO OFF, FOR IT’S SHORE
YOUR TURN NOW,” HE ADDED, SMILING HIS WAR SMILE. “ANY PARTICULAR THING
you want, or are you just practicing a short cut to eternity?”

“I WANT YU TO STAY JUST LIKE YU ARE!” SNAPPED THE MAN WITH THE DROP.
“And yu keep yore mouth shut, too!”

“Since it’s your last wish, why, it goes,” replied the sheriff, ignoring the
COMMAND FOR SILENCE. “GOT ANY MESSAGE FOR YOUR FOLKS? ANY KEEP-
SAKES YOU’D LIKE TO HAVE SENT BACK EAST? GIVE ME THE ADDRESS OF
your folks and I’ll send them your last words, too.”

“THAT’S ENOUGH, SHERIFF,” SAID TEX, MOVING CAUTIOUSLY FORWARD BEHIND
HIS LEVELED COLT. “I’LL DO ALL TH’ TALKIN’ THAT’S NECESSARY; YU JUST LISTEN FOR
a while.”

“WELL, WELL,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF, GRINNING AND SIMULATING SURPRISE. “IF
HERE AIN’T TEX WILLIARD, TOO! WHAT’S YOUR PET PSALM, SONNY? GOOD
God, what a face!”

“What’s that got to do with this?” asked Tex, intently watching for war.

“OH, NOTHING, NOTHING AT ALL,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF. “BUT, LORD, THAT CAYUSE
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OF YOURS CAN SHORE KICK! WAS YOU TICKLING IT? THEY DO GO OFF LIKE THAT
SOME TIMES. ANY OF YOUR NOSE COMING OUT THE BACK OF YOUR HEAD YET?
BUT TO REPLY TO YOUR TOUCHING INQUIRY, I’LL SAY THAT THE PSALM MIGHT WORK
IN HANDY AFTER WHILE, THAT’S ALL. IF YOU’LL ONLY TELL ME, I’LL SEE THAT IT IS SUNG
over your grave. But, honest, how did you get that face?”

“THAT’LL JUST ABOUT DO FOR YU!” CRIED THE COWBOY, ANGRILY. “AN’ SIT STILL,
yu!” he added.

“SAY, BUB,” CONFIDENTIALLY SAID SHIELDS, “MY STOMACH ITCHES LIKE
blazes. Can’t I scratch it, just once?”

“NO! THINK I’M A FOOL!” YELLED TEX, HIS FINGER TIGHTENING ON THE TRIGGER.
“Yu sit still, d––n yu!”

“WELL, I ONLY WANTED TO SEE JUST HOW MUCH OF A FOOL YOU REALLY ARE,”
GRINNED THE SHERIFF EXASPERATINGLY. “JUDGING FROM YOUR PRESENT
POSITION I MUST SAY THAT I THOUGHT YOU DIDN’T HAVE ANY SENSE AT ALL, but
NOW I RECKON YOU’VE GOT A FEW BRAINS AFTER ALL. BUT SUPPOSE YOU
scratch it for me, hey? Just rub it easy like with your left paw.”

TEX SWORE LURIDLY, TOO TENSE TO REALIZE WHAT A FOOL THE SHERIFF WAS
MAKING OF HIM. HE COULD THINK OF ONLY ONE THING AT A TIME, AND HE WAS
thinking very hard about the sheriff’s hands.

“TUT, TUT, DON’T TAKE IT SO HARD,” JEERED THE SHERIFF, SMILING PLEASANTLY.
“NOW THAT I KNOW THAT YOU ARE SOME RATIONAL, SUPPOSE YOU TELL ME THE
JOKE? WHAT’S THE SECRET? WHO SKINNED HIS SHIN? WHAT IN THUNDER IS
all this artillery saluting me for?”

“SINCE YU WANT TO KNOW, I’LL TELL YU, ALL RIGHT,” REPLIED TEX. “WHY ARE YU
an’ Th’ Orphant so d––d thick? Don’t be all day about it?”

“YOU D ––D EXCUSE!” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF. “YOU MERE ACCIDENT! AS
the poet said, it’s none of your business! Catch that?”

“YES, I CAUGHT IT,” RETORTED TEX. “I RECKON WE NEEDS A NEW SHERIFF, AN’
d––d soon, too,” he added venomously.

“WELL, PEOPLE DON’T ALWAYS GET WHAT THEY NEED,” REPLIED SHIELDS
EASILY. “IF THEY DID, YOU WOULD GET YOURS RIGHT NOW, AND GOOD AND HARD,
TOO,” HE EXPLAINED, MAKING READY TO PUT UP THE HARDEST FIGHT OF HIS LIFE.
THREE MEN HAD HIM COVERED, AND HE KNEW THEY WOULD ALL SHOOT IF HE
MADE A MOVE, FOR THEY HAD PLACED THEMSELVES IN A DESPERATE
SITUATION AND COULD NOT BACK OUT NOW. HE KNEW THAT NEVER BEFORE HAD
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HE BEEN IN SO TIGHT A HOLE, BUT HE TRUSTED TO LUCK AND HIS OWN
QUICKNESS TO CRAWL OUT WITH A WHOLE SKIN. IF HE WAS KILLED, HE WOULD
have company across the Great Divide; of that he was certain.

“I RECKON I’LL TAKE YORE GUNS FOR A WHILE, JUST TO BE DOIN’ SOMETHIN’,” TEX
said as he advanced a step. “Mebby that itch will go away then.”

“I RECKON YOU’LL BE A D ––N SIGHT WISER IF YOU DON’T FORCE MATTERS, FOR
THEY ARE PURTY WELL FORCED NOW,” SHIELDS REPLIED. “NO MAN GETS MY
GUNS’ BUTTS FIRST WITHOUT GETTING ALL MUSSED UP INSIDE. YOU’LL CERTAINLY
be doing something if you try it.”

“Well, then,” compromised Tex, “answer my question!”

“AND NO MAN GETS AN ANSWER TO A QUESTION LIKE THAT IN WORDS,” THE
SHERIFF CONTINUED, AS IF THERE HAD BEEN NO INTERRUPTION. “BUT I’LL GIVE YOU
AND YOUR WHITE-FACED BUMS A CHANCE FOR YOUR LIVES–AND I DON’T
WONDER THE ORPHAN SHOT UP JIMMY, NEITHER. PUT UP YOUR WOBBLING
GUNS AND GET OUT OF THIS COUNTRY AS FAST AS GOD WILL LET YOU! IF YOU EVER
COME BACK I’LL FILL YOU PLUMB FULL OF LEAD! IT’S YOUR MOVE, LOVELY FACE,
and the quicker you do it the better it’ll be for your health.”
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“‘The less you count the longer you’ll live!’ said Shields” (See page 192.)

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” replied Tex with a leer and swagger. “To
a man up a tree it looks like yu are up agin a buzz saw this time.”

“TO A MAN ON THE GROUND IT LOOKS LIKE YOUR TIN BUZZ SAW HAS HIT THE
HARDEST KNOT IT EVER STRUCK, AND YOU’LL FEEL THE JAR PURTY SOON, TOO,”
SHIELDS COUNTERED, HIS HAZEL EYES BEGINNING TO GROW RED. “YOU PUT UP
that gun and scoot before I blow your d––d head off!”

“I’LL GIVE YU ’TIL I COUNTS THREE TO ANSWER MY QUESTION,” TEX SAID,
ignoring the advice. “One!”

“THE LESS YOU COUNT THE LONGER YOU’LL LIVE,” SAID SHIELDS, GRIPPING HIS



horse with his knees in readiness to jump it sideways.

“Two!”

“AFTERNOON, GENTS,” SAID A PLEASANT VOICE UP ABOVE THEM, AND ALL
JUMPED AND LOOKED UP. AS THEY DID SO SHIELDS JERKED HIS GUNS LOOSE
AND LAUGHED SOFTLY: “THAT ITCH HAS PLUMB GONE AWAY,” HE SAID. “IT’S A
new deal,” he exulted, his face wreathed in grins.



O

CHAPTER XII
A NEW DEAL ALL AROUND

N THE EDGE OF THE BANK, THIRTY FEET ABOVE THEM, A MAN SQUATTED ON
HIS HEELS, HIS FOREARMS RESTING EASILY ON HIS KNEES. IN EACH HAND

WAS A LONG-BARRELED COLT, HELD IN A MANNER OPPRESSIVELY
BUSINESSLIKE. ONE OF THE GUNS WAS LEVELED AT THE STOMACH OF THE MAN
WHO GUARDED BILL, AND WHO STILL HELD THE ROPE; THE OTHER COVERED THE
MAN WHO HAD BAITED THE SHERIFF. SHIELDS TOOK CARE OF THE REMAINING
TWO. ONE OF THE NEWCOMER’S EYES WAS HALF CLOSED, SQUINTING TO KEEP
OUT THE SMOKE WHICH CURLED UP FROM THE CIGARETTE WHICH PROTRUDED
JAUNTILY FROM A CORNER OF HIS MOUTH. IF ANYTHING WAS NEEDED TO
STRENGTHEN THE AIR OF PERTNESS OF THE MAN ABOVE IT WAS SUPPLIED BY HIS
SOMBRERO, WHICH SAT RAKISHLY OVER ONE EAR. A QUIZZICAL GRIN FLICKERED
ACROSS HIS FACE AND THE CIGARETTE BOBBED RECKLESSLY WHEN HE
laughed.

“WAS YOU COUNTING?” HE ASKED OF TEX IN ANXIOUS INQUIRY. “AND FOR
God’s sake, who stepped on your face?”

TEX MADE NO REPLY, FOR HIS ASTONISHMENT AT THE INTERRUPTION HAD GIVEN
WAY TO THE IRON HAND OF FEAR WHICH GRIPPED HIM ALMOST TO SUFFOCATION.
IN THE SPACE OF ONE BREATH HE HAD BEEN HURLED FROM THE MASTERY TO
DEFEAT; FROM A GOOD FIGHTING CHANCE, WITH ALL THE ODDS ON HIS SIDE, TO
WHAT HE BELIEVED TO BE CERTAIN DEATH, FOR TO MOVE WAS TO DIE. HAD IT
BEEN ANYONE BUT THE ORPHAN WHO HAD TURNED THE SCALE HE WOULD
HAVE HAZARDED A SHOT AND TRUSTED TO LUCK, FOR HIS GUN WAS IN HIS HAND;
BUT THE ORPHAN’S GUNPLAY WAS AS SWIFT AS LIGHT AND NEVER MISSED AT
THAT DISTANCE, AND THE ORPHAN’S REPUTATION WAS A HOST IN ITSELF. HE
HAD THREATENED THE SHERIFF WITH DEATH, HE HAD USED BILL WORSE THAN HE
WOULD HAVE USED A DOG, AND NOW HIS CUP OF BITTERNESS WAS FULL TO
OVERFLOWING. ABOVE HIM A PAIR OF CRUEL GRAY EYES LOOKED OVER A SIGHT
INTO HIS VERY SOUL AND A MALEVOLENT GRIN PLAYED ABOUT THE THIN, STRAIGHT
LIPS OF THE MAN WHO HAD KILLED JIMMY, WHO HAD LED HIS FIVE FRIENDS TO
AN AWFUL DEATH, AND WHO HAD INSTILLED TERROR NIGHT AFTER NIGHT INTO THE
HEARTS OF SEVEN GOOD MEN. HIS MIND LEAPED BACK TO A DAY TEN YEARS
BEFORE, AND WHAT HE SAW CAUSED HIS FACE TO BLANCH. TEN YEARS OF
immunity, but at last he was to pay for his crime. Before him stood the
SON OF THE MAN HE HAD BEEN FOREMOST IN HANGING, BEFORE HIM STOOD
THE MAN HE HAD CRUELLY WRONGED. HIS NERVE LEFT HIM AND HE STOOD A

193

194

195



BROKEN, TREMBLING COWARD, A LIVING LIE TO THE OCCUPATION HE HAD MADE
HIS OWN, AN INSULT TO HIS DRESS AND HIS COMPANIONS. HAD HE BY SOME
MIRACLE BEEN GIVEN THE DROP HE COULD NOT HAVE PULLED THE TRIGGER. HE
NOW HAD NO HOPE FOR MERCY WHERE HE HAD DENIED IT. HE HAD PLAYED A
GOOD HAND, BUT HE HAD MADE NO ALLOWANCE FOR THE JOKER, AND NO
blame to him.

NO SOONER HAD THE ORPHAN SPOKEN AND THE SHERIFF DISCOVERED THAT HE
HAD THINGS SAFELY IN HIS HANDS, THAN SHIELDS HAD LEAPED TO THE GROUND
AND QUICKLY DISARMED HIS OPPONENTS, TOSSING THE CAPTURED WEAPONS
TO THE TOP OF THE BANK NEAR THE OUTLAW. THEN HE FOLDED HIS ARMS AND
waited, laughing silently all the while.

AS SOON AS SHIELDS HAD DISPOSED OF THE LAST GUN, THE ORPHAN GAVE
HIS WHOLE ATTENTION TO THE MAN WHO WAS GUARDING BILL, AND THAT PERSON
changed the course of his hand just in time.

“NO, I WOULDN’T TRY TO USE THAT GUN, NEITHER, IF I WAS YOU,” THE ORPHAN
SAID, STILL SMILING. “YOU CAN JUST TOSS IT UP ON THE BANK OVER YOUR HEAD–
THAT’S RIGHT. NOW DROP THAT ROPE–I’M SURPRISED THAT YOU DIDN’T DO IT
BEFORE. WHEN YOU GET BILL ALL UNTANGLED FROM THOSE FIXINGS COME RIGHT
AROUND HERE, WHERE I CAN SEE HOW NICE YOU ALL LOOK IN A BUNCH. IT’LL
TAKE YOU ONE WHOLE MINUTE TO GET OUT OF SIGHT AROUND THAT TURN, SO I
wouldn’t try any running.”

THE ORPHAN WAS IGNORANT OF THE CONDITION OF BILL’S FACE, SINCE HE HAD
ONLY SEEN THE DRIVER’S BACK AS HE HAD CRAWLED TO THE EDGE OF THE
BANK, AND NOW THE BEND IN THE OPPOSITE WALL JUST HID BILL FROM HIS
SIGHT. SO HE GAVE NO GREAT ATTENTION TO THE DRIVER, BUT TURNED TO THE
sheriff and laughed.

“I KNEW THAT YOU WOULD PULL THROUGH, SHERIFF,” HE SAID, “BUT I COULDN’T
HELP HAVING A SURPRISE PARTY; I’M A WHOLE LOT FOND OF SURPRISE PARTIES,
you know. And it’s shore been a howling success, all right.”

“YOU HAVE A VERY PLEASANT WAY OF MAKING YOURSELF USEFUL,” SHIELDS
REPLIED. “FROM THE HOLES YOU’VE PULLED ME OUT OF WITHIN THE PAST SIX
WEEKS YOU MUST HAVE A POOR IMPRESSION OF ME. BUT SEEING THAT YOU
HAVE REASON TO LAUGH AT ME, I ACCEPT YOUR APOLOGY AND BID YOU
WELCOME. IT’S ALL YOURS.” THEN HE GLANCED QUICKLY UP THE TRAIL AND HIS
face went red with anger. “Hell!” he cried in amazement.

THE ORPHAN LOOKED IN THE DIRECTION INDICATED AND HE LEAPED TO HIS
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FEET IN SUDDEN ANGER AT WHAT HE SAW. A MAN, FOLLOWED BY A COWBOY,
STAGGERED AND STUMBLED DRUNKENLY ALONG THE TRAIL TOWARD THEM, HIS
FACE A MASS OF CUTS AND BRUISES AND BLOOD. HIS HAIR WAS MATTED WITH
BLOOD AND DIRT, AND A RED RING SHOWED AROUND HIS NECK. HIS HANDS
OPENED AND SHUT CONVULSIVELY AND HE MADE STRAIGHT AS HE COULD FOR
Tex, who shrank back involuntarily.

“My God! It’s Bill!” cried The Orphan, hardly able to believe his eyes.

“YOU’RE THE CUR I WANT!” BILL MUTTERED BROKENLY TO TEX, STRAIGHTENING UP
AND BECOMING RAPIDLY STEADIER UNDER THE STIMULUS OF HIS RAGE. “YOU’RE
the –– I want, d––N YOU!” HE REPEATED AS HE SLOWLY ADVANCED. “IT’S MY
TURN NOW, YOU CUR! LYNCH ME, WOULD YOU? LYNCH ME, EH? TRIED TO HIT
ME WHEN I WAS TIED, EH? SICKED YOUR DOGS ON ME, EH? KEEP STILL,
d––n you–you can’t get away!” he cried as Tex moved backward.

“STAND TO IT LIKE A MAN, OR I’LL BLOW YOUR HEAD OFF!” CRIED THE ORPHAN
from his perch. “Go on, Bill!”

“YOU SAID YOU WANTED ME, DIDN’T YOU? DO YOU STILL WANT ME?” HE
ASKED, NOT HEARING THE ORPHAN’S WORDS. “ARE YOU STILL CURIOUS?” HE
asked, backing Tex into a corner.

“HASH HIM UP, BILL!” CRIED THE MAN ABOVE, AND THEN, “HEY, WAIT A
MINUTE–I WANT TO SEE THIS,” HE ADDED AS HE SLID DOWN THE BANK. “GO
ahead with the slaughter–push his head off!”

BILL’S ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY POUNDS OF MUSCLE AND RAGE SUDDENLY
HURLED ITSELF FORWARD BEHIND A HUGE FIST AND TEX HIT THE BANK AND
careened into the dust of the trail, unconscious before he had moved.

“I TOLD YOU YOU WASN’T MAN ENOUGH TO PLAY A LONE HAND!” YELLED THE
DRIVER AS HE LEAPED AFTER HIS VICTIM. BUT HE WAS STOPPED BY THE
sheriff, who sprang forward and deflected him from his course.

“THAT’S ENOUGH–NO KILLING!” SHIELDS CRIED, REGAINING HIS BALANCE AND
swiftly interposing himself between the driver and Tex.

BILL DIDN’T HEAR HIM, FOR HE HAD JUST CAUGHT SIGHT OF THE MAN WHO HAD
TOLD HIM TO WARBLE, AND HE LOST NO TIME IN GETTING TO HIM. A FEW QUICK
BLOWS AND THE ENRAGED DRIVER LEFT HIS SECOND VICTIM FACE DOWN IN THE
dirt and passed on to the man who had held the rope.

“HURRAH FOR BILL!” YELLED THE ORPHAN, HOPPING FIRST ON ONE FOOT AND THEN
ON THE OTHER IN HIS JOY. “SET ’EM UP IN THE OTHER ALLEY! I DIDN’T KNOW YOU
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had it in you, Bill! Good boy!” he shouted as Bill clinched with the third
COWBOY. “OH, THAT WAS A BEAUTY! RIGHT ON THE NOSE–OH, WHAT A
WHOPPER TO GET ON THE JAW! WHOOP HER UP! FINE, FINE!” HE LAUGHED AS
BILL DROPPED HIS MAN. “‘AND SUBSEQUENT PROCEEDINGS INTERESTED him
NO MORE!’ NEXT!” HE CRIED AS BILL WHEELED ON THE LAST OF THE GROUP.
“EAT HIM UP, BILL!–THAT’S THE WAY! JUST ABOVE THE BELT FOR HIS–GOOD! ALL
DOWN!” HE YELLED MADLY AS BILL, DRAWING HIS ARM BACK FROM THE
STOMACH OF THE FALLING PUNCHER, SENT A SWIFT UPPERCUT HISSING TO THE
JAW. “YOU LIFTED HIM FIVE FEET, BILL,” THE ORPHAN EXULTED AS BILL WHEELED
for more worlds to conquer.

“WHERE’S THE REST OF THE GANG?” SAVAGELY YELLED THE DRIVER, LOOKING
TWICE AT THE ORPHAN BEFORE HE WAS SURE OF HIS IDENTITY. “WHERE’S THE
REST OF ’EM?” HE SHOUTED AGAIN, RUNNING AROUND THE BEND IN HOT
SEARCH. “COME OUT AND FIGHT, YOU COWARDS!” THEY HEARD HIM CRY, AND
STRAIGHTWAY THE OUTLAW AND THE GUARDIAN OF THE LAW CLUNG TO EACH OTHER
for support as they cried with joy.

AS BILL HURRIED BACK TO THE FIELD OF CARNAGE ONE OF HIS VICTIMS WAS
MECHANICALLY STRIVING TO GAIN HIS HANDS AND KNEES, TO GO DOWN IN A
QUIVERING HEAP BY A BLOW FROM THE INSANE VICTOR. AS BILL DREW BACK HIS
FOOT TO FINISH HIS WORK, SHIELDS BROKE FROM HIS COMPANION AND LEAPED
FORWARD JUST IN TIME TO HURL BILL BACK SEVERAL STEPS. “D ––N YOU!” HE
CRIED, STANDING OVER THE PROSTRATE FIGURE, “IF YOU HIT ANOTHER MAN WHILE
HE’S DOWN I’LL TRIM YOU RIGHT! COOL DOWN AND GET SOME SENSE BEFORE I
punch it into you!”

The Orphan, leaning limply against the bank of the defile, was making
FOOLISH MOTIONS WITH HIS HANDS, WHICH STILL HELD THE COLTS, AND WAS
BABBLING IDIOTICALLY, TEARS OF LAUGHTER STREAMING DOWN HIS FACE AND
DRIPPING FROM HIS CHIN. HIS EYES WERE CLOSED AND HE WAS BENT OVER,
rocking to and fro against the wall.

“OH, LORD!” HE SOBBED SENSELESSLY. “OH, LORD, OH, LORD! LET ME DIE IN
peace! Take him away, take him away! Let me die in peace!”

“I’M A FINE SIGHT TO HIT SAGETOWN, AIN’T I?” YELLED BILL, KEEPING KEEN
WATCH ON THE FOUR PROSTRATE PUNCHERS. “THEY’LL THINK I WAS LICKED!
THEY’LL POINT TO MY FACE AND HEAD AND SWEAR THAT SOME PAPOOSE
KICKED THE STUFFING OUTEN ME! THAT’S WHAT THEY’LL DO! BUT I’LL SHOW THEM,
ALL RIGHT! I’LL JUST TAKE MY GAME WITH ME AND PROVE THAT I AM THE BEST
MAN, THAT’S WHAT I’LL DO! I’LL PILE ’EM IN THE COACH AND LUG ’EM WITH ME!”
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GRABBING, AS HE FINISHED, ONE OF THE MEN BY THE FOOT AND DRAGGING
HIM TOWARD THE STAGE. IT TOOK THE ORPHAN AND SHIELDS SEVERAL
STRENUOUS MINUTES TO DISSUADE HIM FROM HIS PURPOSE. SHIELDS PLACED
HIS FINGERS ON THE BONES OF BILL’S HAND IN A PECULIAR GRIP, AND THE
driver loosened his hold without loss of time.

“YOU GO BACK TO TOWN AND GET FIXED UP,” ORDERED THE SHERIFF. “I’LL TAKE
YOUR TEAM OUT OF THIS AND TURN THEM AROUND, AND THEN COME BACK FOR
YOU. CHARLEY CAN MAKE THE TRIP IF YOU CAN’T. I WOULD DO IT MYSELF, ONLY
I’ve got to tell Sneed that he’s shy four more men.”

“I’LL TURN ’EM AROUND MYSELF–I AIN’T HURT,” ASSERTED BILL WITH DECISION.
“AND WHEN I GET PATCHED UP I’LL MAKE THE TRIP, POP WESTLEY OR NO POP
WESTLEY. AND I’LL LICK THE WHOLE BLAMED TOWN, TOO, IF THEY GET FRESH
ABOUT MY FACE! I’M A FIGHTER FROM FIGHTERSVILLE, I AM! I’M A MAN-EATING
BAD-MAN, I AM! I CAN LICK ANYTHING THAT EVER WALKED ON HIND LEGS, I
can!” and he glared as if anxious to prove his words.

AFTER THE COWBOYS REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS AND GOT SO THEY COULD
STAND, THE SHERIFF LINED THEM UP WITH THEIR BACKS TO THE WALL AND GAVE
THEM THE GUNS WHICH THE ORPHAN HAD OBTAINED FOR HIM. THE OUTLAW
HELD THEM COVERED WHILE THE SHERIFF TOLD THEM WHAT THEY WERE, AND HE
wound up his lecture with instructions and a warning.

“GET OUT OF THIS COUNTRY AND DON’T NEVER COME BACK!” HE TOLD THEM. “I
DON’T CARE WHERE YOU GO, SO LONG AS YOU GO RIGHT NOW. IF YOU EVEN
show your faces in these parts again I’ll shoot first and talk after.”

“SAME HERE!” ENDORSED THE ORPHAN, FROWNING DOWN HIS DESIRE TO
laugh at the wrecks in front of him.

“I’ll kill you next time!” shouted Bill, prancing uneasily.

“THE CAYUSES ARE YOURS,” CONTINUED THE SHERIFF. “I’LL SETTLE WITH SNEED IF
he has the gall to ask about them. Now git!”

TEX STARED FIRST AT THE SHERIFF AND THEN AT THE ORPHAN AND BILL AS IF
DOUBTING HIS EARS. HE WAS TEN YEARS NEARER THE GRAVE THAN HE HAD
been before The Orphan had interrupted his counting. In less than half
AN HOUR HE HAD GONE THROUGH HELL, AND NOW HE SUDDENLY BURST INTO
TEARS FROM THE REACTION AND STAGGERED TO HIS HORSE, WHICH HE FINALLY
MANAGED TO MOUNT, A NERVOUS WRECK. “OH, GOD!” HE MOANED, “OH,
God!”
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THE OTHERS STARED AT HIM IN AMAZEMENT UNTIL HE HAD TURNED THE BEND,
and then his companions slowly followed him and were lost to sight.

“D––N NEAR DEAD FROM FRIGHT!” EJACULATED THE SHERIFF. “I NEVER SAW
anybody go to pieces so bad!”

“HE SHORE LOST HIS NERVE ALL RIGHT, ALL RIGHT,” RESPONDED THE ORPHAN.
THEN HE TURNED TO WHERE BILL STOOD LOOKING AFTER THEM: “BILL, YOU’RE ALL
right–you can fight like h–l!”

BILL SLOWLY TURNED AND GRINNED THROUGH THE BLOOD: “OH, THAT WASN’T
nothing–you should oughter see me when I get real mad!”

· · · · ·

Two men rode side by side after a lurching coach on their way toward
THE LIMPING WATER, BOTH BURIED IN THOUGHT AT WHAT THE DRIVER HAD told
THEM. AS THEY EMERGED FROM THE DEFILE AND LEFT THE BACKBONE BEHIND,
THE ELDER LOOKED KEENLY, ALMOST AFFECTIONATELY, AT HIS COMPANION AND
PLACED A KINDLY HAND ON THE SHOULDER OF THE MAN WHO HAD TURNED THE
balance, breaking the long silence.

“SON, WHY DON’T YOU GET A JOB PUNCHING COWS, OR SOMETHING, AND QUIT
your d––d foolishness?” he bluntly asked.

The younger man thought for a space, and a woman’s words directed
his reply:

“I’VE THOUGHT OF THAT, AND I’D LIKE TO DO IT,” HE SAID EARNESTLY. “BUT,
PSHAW, WHO WILL GIVE ME A TRY IN THIS COUNTRY?” HE ASKED BITTERLY. THEN
he added softly: “And I won’t leave these parts, not now.”

“YOU WON’T HAVE TO LEAVE THE COUNTRY,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF. “WHY NOT TRY
BLAKE, OF THE STAR C?” HE ASKED. “BLAKE IS A SHORE SQUARE MAN, AND
he’s a good friend of mine, too.”

“YES, I RECKON HE IS SQUARE,” REPLIED THE ORPHAN. “BUT HE WON’T TAKE
no stock in me, not a bit.”

“TELL HIM THAT YOU’RE A FRIEND OF MINE, AND THAT I SENT YOU TO PUNCH FOR
him, and see,” responded Shields, examining his cinch.

“Do you mean that, Sheriff?” the other cried in surprise.

“HELL, YES!” ANSWERED SHIELDS GRUFFLY. “I’LL GIVE YOU A NOTE TO HIM, AND IF
YOU WATCH YOUR BUSINESS YOU’LL BE HIS RIGHT-HAND MAN IN A MONTH. I
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ain’t making any mistake.”

“By God, I’ll do it!” cried the outlaw. “You’re all right, Sheriff!”

“WELL, I DON’T KNOW ABOUT THAT,” REPLIED SHIELDS, GRINNING BROADLY.
“MEBBY I JUST CAN’T SEE THE USE OF US SHOOTING EACH OTHER UP, AND THAT
IS WHAT IT WILL COME TO IF THINGS GO ON AS THEY ARE, YOU KNOW. I’D A
BLAMED SIGHT RATHER HAVE YOU BEHAVING YOURSELF WITH BLAKE THAN
BOTHERING ME WITH YOUR FOOL NONSENSE AND RAISING THE DEVIL ALL THE
TIME. WHY, IT’S GOT SO THAT EVERY PLACE I GO I SORT OF LOOKS FOR FLOWER
pots!”

The Orphan laughed: “I shore had a fine time that night!”

WHEN HALF WAY TO THE LIMPING WATER THE SHERIFF SAID GOOD-BY TO BILL
and wheeled, facing in the direction of the Cross Bar-8.

“ORPHAN, YOU WAIT FOR ME AT THE FORD,” HE SAID. “I’M GOING UP TO BREAK
THE NEWS TO SNEED, AND I’LL GET PAPER AND PENCIL WHILE I’M THERE, AND
write a note to Blake. I’ll get back as quick as I can–so long.”

“SO LONG, AND GOOD LUCK,” REPLIED THE ORPHAN, HEARTILY SHAKING HANDS
with his new friend.

SHIELDS LOPED AWAY AND ARRIVED AT THE RANCH AS SNEED WAS CARRYING
water to the cook shack.

“Hullo, Sneed! Playing cook?” he said, pulling in to a stop.

“I’LL PLAY on THE COOK IF I EVER GET MY HANDS ON HIM,” REPLIED SNEED,
SETTING THE PAIL DOWN. “WELL, WHAT’S NEW? SEEN TEX AND THE OTHER
three? I’ll play on them, TOO, WHEN THEY GETS HOME! OFF PLAYING HOOKEY
FROM WORK WHEN WE ALL OF US ACHES FROM DOUBLE SHIFTS–OH, JUST WAIT TILL I
sees ’em sneaking in to bed! Just wait!”

“YOU OUGHT TO GIVE ’EM ALL A GOOD THRASHING, THEY NEED IT,” REPLIED THE
SHERIFF, AND THEN HE ASKED: “GOT ANY PAPER, AND A PENCIL?” HE WANTED
HIS NEEDS SUPPLIED BEFORE HE BROKE THE NEWS, FOR THEN HE MIGHT NOT
get them.

“SHORE AS YOU LIVE I HAVE,” ANSWERED THE FOREMAN, PICKING UP THE PAIL
AND STARTING TOWARD THE BUNK-HOUSE. “COME IN AND WET THE DUST–IT’S
hot out here.”

“LET ME HAVE THE PAPER FIRST–I WANT TO SCRAWL A NOTE BEFORE I FORGET
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ABOUT IT,” THE SHERIFF RESPONDED AS HE SEATED HIMSELF ON A BUNK AND
looked critically about him at the bullet-riddled walls and pictures.

SNEED HANDED HIM AN INK BOTTLE AND PLACED A PIECE OF WRAPPING
paper and a corroded pen on the table.

“THAT PAPER AIN’T FOR LOVE LETTERS, THE INK IS MUD, AND THE PEN’S A
BRUSH, BUT I RECKON YOU CAN MAKE TRACKS, ALL RIGHT,” THE HOST REMARKED
AS HE PUSHED A BENCH UP TO THE TABLE FOR HIS GUEST. “AND IF THEM
PUNCHERS DON’T MAKE TRACKS FOR HOME PURTY LIVELY, I’LL SALT THEIR HIDES
AND PEG ’EM ON THE WALL TO CURE,” HE GRUMBLED, RUMMAGING FOR A
BOTTLE AND CUP. WHEN HE PLACED THE TIN CUP ON THE TABLE HE GRINNED
foolishly, for it was plugged with a cork. “D––d outlaw!” he grunted.

“THERE,” REMARKED THE SHERIFF, FANNING THE NOTE IN THE AIR. “THAT’S DONE,
if it’ll ever dry.”

“Blow on it,” suggested Sneed, and then smiled.

“HERE, WAIT A MINUTE,” HE SAID, STEPPING TO THE DOOR, WHERE HE
SCOOPED UP A HANDFUL OF SAND. “THROW THIS ON IT–IT CAN’T GET NO
muddier, anyhow.”

SHIELDS CAREFULLY FOLDED THE MISSIVE AND TUCKED IT IN HIS HIP POCKET,
and then he looked up at the foreman.

“Sneed,” he slowly began, “your punchers ain’t never coming back.”

“WHAT!” YELLED THE FOREMAN, LEAPING TO HIS FEET, AND HAVING VISIONS OF
his men being cut up by outlaws and Indians.

“NOPE,” REPLIED SHIELDS WITH AN AIR OF FINALITY. “BILL HOWLAND GAVE THEM
THE MOST AWFUL BEATING UP THAT I EVER SAW MEN GET, THE WHOLE FOUR OF
THEM, TOO! WHEN HE GOT THROUGH WITH THEM I TOOK A HAND AND ORDERED
THEM TO GET OUT OF THE COUNTRY, AND I TOLD THEM THAT IF THEY EVER CAME
back I’d shoot on sight, and I will.”

SNEED’S RAGE WAS PATHETIC, AND WAS NOT INDUCED BY THE BEATING HIS
MEN HAD RECEIVED, NOR BY THE SHERIFF’S ORDERS, BUT BECAUSE IT LEFT HIM
ONLY THREE MEN TO WORK A RANCH WHICH NEEDED TWELVE. AS HE LISTENED
TO THE SHERIFF’S STORY HE PACED BACK AND FORTH IN THE SMALL ROOM AND
SWORE LURIDLY, KICKING AT EVERYTHING IN SIGHT, EXCEPT THE SHERIFF. THEN HE
cooled down, spread his feet far apart and stared at Shields.

“WHY DIDN’T YOU KILL ’EM, THE D ––D FOOLS?” HE CRIED. “THAT’S WHAT THEY
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DESERVED!” THEN HE PAUSED. “BUT WHAT AM I GOING TO DO?” HE ASKED.
“Where’ll I get men, and what’ll I do ’til I do get ’em?”

“I’LL SEND CHARLEY AND HALF A DOZEN OF THE BOYS OUT FROM TOWN TO STAY
WITH YOU ’TIL YOU GET SOME OTHERS,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF, WALKING TOWARD
THE DOOR. “AND YOU MIGHT TELL THE THREE THAT ARE LEFT THAT I’LL KILL THE NEXT
MAN WHO TRIES THAT KIND OF WORK IN THIS COUNTRY. I’M GETTING GOOD AND
tired of it. So long.”

SNEED DIDN’T HEAR HIM, BUT SAT WITH HIS HEAD IN HIS HANDS FOR SEVERAL
minutes after the sheriff had gone, swearing fluently.

“ORPHAN H–L!” HE YELLED AS HE PICKED UP THE WATER PAIL AND STAMPED
to the cook shack.
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CHAPTER XIII
THE STAR C GIVES WELCOME

HE LIMPING WATER, WITHIN A MILE AFTER IT PASSED FORD’S STATION,
TURNED ABRUPTLY AND FLOWED ALMOST DUE WEST FOR THIRTY MILES, WHERE IT

AGAIN PROCEEDED SOUTHWARD. AT THE SECOND BEND STOOD THE RANCH
HOUSES AND CORRALS OF THE STAR C, IN A COUNTRY RICH IN GRASS AND WATER.
ITS COWS NUMBERED FAR INTO THE THOUSANDS AND ITS HORSES WERE THE
BEST FOR MILES AROUND, WHILE THE WHOLE RANCH HAD AN AIR OF OPULENCE
AND PLENTY. ITS RANCH HOUSE WAS A CURIOSITY, FOR EVEN NOW THERE WERE
LACE CURTAINS IN SOME OF THE WINDOWS, BADLY TORN AND SOILED, BUT STILL
LACE CURTAINS; AND ON THE FLOORS OF SEVERAL ROOMS WERE THICK CARPETS,
NOW COVERED WITH DUST AND RIDING PARAPHERNALIA. ODDLY SHAPED AND
BADLY SCRATCHED CHAIRS WERE PILED HIGH WITH ACCUMULATED TRASH, AND
THE FEW GILT-FRAMED PAINTINGS WHICH GRACED THE WALLS WERE HANGING
AWRY AND WERE TORN AND SCRATCHED. AT ONE TIME AN EASTERN WOMAN
HAD TRIED TO LIVE THERE, BUT THAT WAS WHEN THE OWNER OF THE RANCH AND
HIS WIFE HAD BEEN ENTHUSIASTS. NEW YORK REGAINED AND KEPT ITS OWN,
AND THEY NOW WOULD RATHER RECEIVE QUARTERLY REPORTS BY MAIL THAN DAILY
REPORTS IN PERSON. THE FOREMAN AND HIS WOLF HOUNDS REIGNED
SUPREME, NOT AT ALL BOTHERED BY THE STIFF FURNITURE AND LACE CURTAINS,
BECAUSE HE WOULD RATHER BE COMFORTABLE THAN STYLISH, AND SO LIVED IN
TWO ROOMS WHICH HE HAD FITTED UP TO HIS IDEAS. CARPETS AND TWO-INCH
SPURS CAUSE PROFANITY AND RAVELINGS, AND AS FOR PICTURES, THEY HAVE A
MOST ANNOYING WAY OF TILTING WHEN ONE HANGS A SIX-SHOOTER ON ONE
CORNER OF THE FRAME, AND THEY ARE SO INVITING THAT ONE IS CONSTANTLY
FORGETTING. SO THE UNSTABLE PICTURES, THE DRESS-PARADE CHAIRS,
bothersome curtains and clutching carpets were left under the dust.

THE STAR C, BEING IN A PART OF THE COUNTRY LITTLE TRAVERSED AND CROSSED
BY NO TRAILS, WAS REMOVED FROM THE ZONE OF THE ORPHAN’S ACTIVITIES
AND HAD NO CAUSE FOR ANIMOSITY, SAVE THAT INDUCED BY HIS REPUTATION.
SEVERAL OF ITS PUNCHERS HAD SEEN HIM, AND ALL WERE WELL VERSED IN HIS
exploits, for frequently Ford’s Station shared its hospitality with one or
MORE OF THEM; AND IN FORD’S STATION AT THAT TIME THE ORPHAN WAS THE
CHIEF TOPIC OF CONVERSATION AND THE BONE OF CONTENTION. BUT THE
FOREMAN OF THE STAR C WOULD NOT KNOW HIM IF HE SHOULD SEE HIM,
unless by intuition.

BLAKE WAS A MAN MUCH AFTER THE PATTERN OF SHIELDS IN HIS IDEAS, AND
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THE TWO WERE WARM FRIENDS AND HAD ROUGHED IT TOGETHER WHEN FORD’S
STATION HAD ONLY BEEN AN ADOBE HUT. THEIR AFFECTION FOR EACH OTHER
WAS OF THE STERN, SILENT KIND, WHICH SELDOM BETRAYED ITSELF DIRECTLY IN
WORDS, AND THEY COULD RIDE TOGETHER FOR HOURS IN AN UNDERSTANDING
SILENCE AND NEVER WEARY OF THE COMPANIONSHIP; AND WHEN NEED WAS,
DEEDS SPOKE FOR THEM. THE CROSS BAR-8 WOULD HAVE HAD MORE THAN
FORD’S STATION TO FIGHT IF IT HAD DECLARED WAR ON THE SHERIFF, WHICH THE
CROSS BAR-8 KNEW. THE THREE CLEVEREST MANIPULATORS OF WEAPONS IN
THAT SECTION, IN THE ORDER OF THEIR MERIT, WERE THE ORPHAN, SHIELDS AND
Blake, which also the Cross Bar-8 knew.

THE FOREMAN OF THE STAR C RODE AT A WALK TOWARD A DISTANT POINT OF HIS
DOMINIONS AND COGITATED AS TO WHETHER HE COULD RIDE OVER TO FORD’S
STATION THAT NIGHT TO SEE THE SHERIFF. IT WAS A MATTER OF SIXTY MILES FOR
THE ROUND TRIP, BUT IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN SIXTY BLOCKS, SO FAR AS THE
DISTANCE TROUBLED HIM. HE HAD JUST DECIDED TO MAKE THE TRIP AND TO
SPEND A PLEASANT HOUR WITH HIS FRIEND, AND DRINK SOME OF THE DELICIOUS
COFFEE WHICH MRS. SHIELDS ALWAYS MADE FOR HIM AND EAT ONE OF HER
PRIZE PIES, OR SOME OF HER LIGHT GINGER BREAD, WHEN HE DESCRIED A
horseman coming toward him at a lope.



The Orphan gives Blake Shields’ note. (See page 213.)

THE NEWCOMER WAS A STRANGER TO BLAKE AND APPEARED TO BE A YOUNG
MAN, WHICH WAS OF NO CONSEQUENCE. BUT THE THING WHICH ATTRACTED
MORE THAN A CASUAL GLANCE FROM THE FOREMAN WAS A CERTAIN JAUNTY,
RECKLESS AIR ABOUT THE MAN WHICH SPOKE WELL FOR THE CONDITION OF HIS
nerves and liver.

THE STRANGER APPROACHED TO WITHIN A ROD OF BLAKE BEFORE HE SPOKE,
and then he slowed down and nodded, but with wide-eyed alertness.

“Howdy,” he said. “Are you the foreman of the Star C?”

“Howdy. I am,” replied the foreman.
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“THEN I RECKON THIS IS YOURS,” SAID THE STRANGER, HOLDING OUT A BIT OF
straw-colored paper.

THE FOREMAN TOOK IT AND SLOWLY READ IT. WHEN HE HAD FINISHED READING
HE TURNED IT OVER TO SEE IF THERE WAS ANYTHING ON THE BACK, AND THEN
stuck it in his pocket and looked up casually.

“ARE YOU THE ORPHAN?” HE ASKED, WITH NO MORE INTEREST THAN HE WOULD
have displayed if he had asked about the weather.

“Yes,” replied The Orphan, nonchalantly rolling another cigarette.

“How is the sheriff?” Blake asked.

“SHORE WELL ENOUGH, BUT A LITTLE MAD ABOUT THE CROSS BAR-8,”
ANSWERED THE OTHER AS HE INHALED DEEPLY AND WITH MUCH SATISFACTION.
“HE SAID THERE WAS SOME GOOD COFFEE WAITING FOR YOU TO-NIGHT IF YOU
wanted it,” he added.

“Did he?” asked Blake, grinning his delight.

“Yes, and some–apricot pie,” added The Orphan wistfully.

BLAKE LAUGHED: “WELL, I RECKON I’VE GOT SOME BUSINESS OVER IN TOWN TO-
NIGHT, SO YOU KEEP ON GOING ’TIL YOU GET TO THE BUNK HOUSE. TELL LEE
LUNG TO RUSTLE THE GRUB LIVELY–I’LL BE THERE RIGHT AFTER YOU. APRICOT PIE!”
he chuckled as he pushed on at a lope.

JIM CARTER WAS WASHING FOR SUPPER, BEING URGED TO SHOW MORE
SPEED BY BUD TAYLOR, WHEN THE LATTER LOOKED UP AND SAW THE ORPHAN
DISMOUNT. HIS MOUTH OPENED A TRIFLE, BUT HE CONTINUED HIS URGING
WITHOUT A BREAK. HE HAD SEEN THE ORPHAN AT ACE HIGH THE YEAR
BEFORE, WHEN THE OUTLAW HAD RIDDEN IN FOR A SUPPLY OF CARTRIDGES, AND
HE INSTANTLY RECALLED THE FACE. BUT BUD WAS NOT ONLY EASY-GOING, BUT
ALSO VERY HUNGRY AT THE TIME, AND HE DIDN’T CARE IF THE DEVIL HIMSELF
CALLED AS LONG AS THE DEVIL RESPECTED THE ETIQUETTE OF THE RANGE.
BESIDES, IF THERE WAS TO BE TROUBLE IT WOULD REST MORE COMFORTABLY ON
a full stomach.

“GIVE ME A QUIT-CLAIM TO THAT PAN, YU COYOTE,” HE SAID PLEASANTLY TO
Jim. “Yu ain’t taking no bath!”

“BLUB–NO I AIN’T–BLUB BLUB–BUT YOU WILL BE–BLUB–IF YU DON’T LEMME
alone,” came from the pan. “Hand me that towel!”
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“DON’T WALLOW IN IT, YU!” ADMONISHED BUD AS HE REFILLED THE BASIN.
“Leave some dry spots for me, this time.”

JIM CAREFULLY HUNG THE TOWEL ON A PEG IN THE WALL OF THE HOUSE AND THEN
noticed the stranger, who was removing his saddle.

“HOWDY, STRANGER!” HE SAID HEARTILY. “JUST IN TIME TO FEED. COAX SOME
OF THAT WATER FROM BUD, BUT GET HOLT OF THE TOWEL FIRST, FOR THERE WON’T BE
none left soon.”

The Orphan laughed and dusted his chaps.

“WHERE’LL I FIND LEE LUNG?” HE ASKED. “BLAKE WANTS HIM TO RUSTLE THE
grub lively.”

“HE’S IN THE COOK SHACK BEHIND THE HOUSE A-DOING IT AND TRYING TO
SING,” REPLIED JIM. “HE’S ALWAYS TRYING TO SING; IT GOES SOMETHING LIKE
THIS: HOP-LEE, LOW-HOP YUM-SEE,” HE HUMMED IN A MONOTONOUS WAIL
AS HE COMBED HIS HAIR BEFORE A BROKEN BIT OF MIRROR STUCK IN A CRACK.
“Hi-dee, hee-hee, chop-chop––”

“GIMME THAT COMB, YU HEATHEN CHINEE,” CRIED BUD, “AND DON’T MAKE
that noise.”

“ANYTHING ELSE YU WANTS?” ASKED JIM, DELIBERATELY PUTTING THE COMB
away in the box.

“I WANT TO BE IN KANSAS CITY WITH A MILLION DOLLARS AND A WHOPPER OF A
thirst,” replied Bud as he filled the basin for the stranger. “It’s all yourn,
stranger. Grub’s waiting for yu inside when yore ready.”

“DO YU KNOW WHO THAT FELLER IS?” BUD ASKED IN A WHISPER AS THEY
MADE THEIR WAY TO THE TABLE, FROM WHICH CAME MUCH LAUGHTER. “THAT’S
The Orphant,” he added.

“TH’ H–L IT IS!” SAID JIM. “HIM? HIM TH’ ORPHANT? TELL ANOTHER! I’M
more than six years old, even if yu ain’t.”

“THAT’S STRAIGHT, FELLERS!” SAID BUD TO THE ASSEMBLED OUTFIT IN A LOW
VOICE. “I AIN’T KIDDING YU NONE, HONEST. I SAW HIM UP TO ACE HIGH LAST
year. That’s him, all right. Wait ’til he comes in and see!”

“WELL, I DON’T CARE IF HE’S JONAH,” RESPONDED JIM. “ONLY I RECKONS
YOU’RE PLUMB LOCO, ALL THE SAME. BUT I’M TOO HUNGRY TO CARE IF GABRIEL
BLOWS IF I CAN FILL UP BEFORE THESE OLIVER TWISTS EATS IT ALL UP,” HE SAID,
revealing his last reading matter.
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revealing his last reading matter.

“HE SHORE ENOUGH WEARS HIS GUN PLUMB LOW–AND THE HOLSTER IS TIED TO
HIS CHAPS, TOO,” MUTTERED JIM AS HE SEATED HIMSELF AT THE TABLE. “SO
would I, too, if I was him. Pass them murphys, Humble,” he ordered.

“YOU HAS GOT TO BUST THAT PIEBALD PET WHAT YOU’VE BEEN KEEPING
AROUND THE HOUSE TO-MORROW, HUMBLE,” EXULTED THE MAN NEAREST TO
him. “And it’ll shore be a circus watching you do it, too!”

THE BLANKETS WHICH DIVIDED THE BUNK HOUSE INTO TWO ROOMS WERE
PUSHED ASIDE AND THE ORPHAN ENTERED, CARRYING HIS SADDLE AND
BRIDLE, WHICH HE PLACED BESIDE THE OTHERS ON THE FLOOR. THEN HE
UNBUCKLED HIS BELTS AND HUNG THEM, COLTS AND ALL, OVER THE POMMEL,
which was etiquette and which gave assurance that the guest was not
HUNTING ANYONE. THEN HE SEATED HIMSELF AT THE TABLE IN A CHAIR WHICH
HUMBLE PUSHED BACK FOR HIM. HIS ENTRY IN NO DEGREE CAUSED A LULL IN
the conversation.

“WELL, YOU HASN’T GOT NO KICK COMING, HAS YOU?” ASKED HUMBLE. “HEY,
COOKIE!” HE SHOUTED INTO THE DARK GALLERY WHICH LED TO THE COOK
SHACK. “RUSTLE IN SOME MORE FIXINGS FOR ANOTHER PLACE, AND BRING IN
THE SLUSH!” THEN HE TURNED TO HIS TORMENTOR: “YOU HAS ALLUS GOT
something to say about my business, ain’t you, hey?”

“Sic ’em, Humble!” said Silent Allen. “Go for him!”

FROM THE GALLERY CAME SOUNDS OF CALAMITY AND THEN A MONGREL DOG
SHOT OUT AND COLLIDED WITH THE TABLE, GLANCING OFF IT AND UNDER THE
curtain in his haste to gain the outside world. A second later the cook,
HIS FACE FIENDISH, GRASPING A HUGE KNIFE, FOLLOWED THE DOG OUT ON THE
PLAIN. THOSE EATING SPRANG TO THEIR FEET AND STREAMED AFTER THE COOK,
yelling encouragement to their favorite.

“GO IT, OLD WOMAN!” “’RAY FOR COOKIE!” “BEAT HIM OUT, LIGHTNING!” AND
other expressions met Blake as he came up from the corral.

“COOK GOT ’EM AGAIN?” HE ASKED, ELBOWING HIS WAY INTO THE HOUSE. “I
told you to keep liquor away from him.”

“’TAIN’T LIQUOR THIS TIME; IT’S TH’ KIOODLE,” REPLIED DOCILE THOMAS AS HE
led the way back to the table. “Him an’ th’ dog don’t mix extra well.”

BLAKE SWEPT ASIDE THE BLANKET AND SAW THE ORPHAN STANDING BY THE
WINDOW AND LAUGHING. TURNING, HE DISAPPEARED INTO THE GALLERY AND
SOON RETURNED WITH A TIN PLATE, A STEEL KNIFE, A TIN CUP AND THE COFFEE
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SOON RETURNED WITH A TIN PLATE, A STEEL KNIFE, A TIN CUP AND THE COFFEE
pot.

“SIT DOWN–GOOD LORD, THEY WOULD LET A MAN STARVE,” HE SAID, ROUGHLY
CLEARING A PLACE AT THE TABLE FOR THE NEW ARRIVAL. “I DON’T KNOW HOW YOU
FEEL,” HE CONTINUED, “BUT I’M SO ALL-FIRED HUNGRY THAT I DON’T KNOW
WHETHER IT’S MY BACK OR STOMACH THAT HURTS. TAKE SOME BEEF AND
THROW THOSE POTATOES DOWN THIS WAY. HERE, HAVE SOME SLUSH,” FILLING
THE ORPHAN’S CUP WITH COFFEE. “THIS AIN’T LIKE THE COFFEE THE SHERIFF
DRINKS, BUT IT IS JUST A LITTLE BIT BETTER THAN NOTHING. YOU SEE, COOK’S ALL
RIGHT, ONLY HE CAN’T COOK, NEVER COULD AND NEVER WILL. BUT HE’S A WHOLE
lot better than a sailor I once suffered under.”

“WHAT’S THE MATTER BETWEEN YOU AND LIGHTNING, LEE?” ASKED BUD AS
the cook passed by the table on his way to the shack.

“WOULDN’T HE DRINK YORE SLUSH? I ALLUS SAID SOME DOGS WAS SMART,”
laughed Jack Lawson.

LEE’S SMILE WAS BLAND. “SCALPEE TH’ DLOG,” HE ASSERTED AS HE
disappeared. “No dlamn good!” wafted from the gallery.

“SAY, HUMBLE,” SAID SILENT ALLEN IN AN AGGRIEVED TONE, “THE BEEF WILL
wag its tail some night if you don’t shoot that cur!”

“THAT’S RIGHT!” ENDORSED JACK. “I’LL SHOOT HIM FOR A DOLLAR,” HE ADDED
HOPEFULLY. “THE BOYS WILL ALL CHIP IN TO MAKE UP THE PURSE AND IT WON’T
cost you a cent, not even a cartridge.”

“ANYBODY THAT DON’T LIKE THAT SETTER CAN MOVE,” RESPONDED HUMBLE
with decision. “He’s a O. K. dog, that’s what he is,” he added loyally.

“WELL, HE’S A SETTER, ALL RIGHT,” LAUGHED SILENT. “HE AIN’T GOOD FOR
NOTHING ELSE BUT TO SET AROUND ALL DAY IN THE SHADE AND CHEW HISSELF
up.”

“HE AIN’T, AIN’T HE?” CRIED HUMBLE, DELAYING THE MORSEL ON HIS FORK IN
mid-air. “You ought to see him a-chasing coyotes!”

“I DID SEE HIM CHASING COYOTES, AND THAT’S WHY I WANT YOU TO HAVE HIM
KILLED,” REPLIED SILENT, GRINNING. “HIS FEET ARE TOO BIG. EVERY TIME HE
shoves his hind feet between the front ones he throws hisself.”

“WHAT DID HE EVER CATCH EXCEPT FLEAS AND THE MANGE?” ASKED BLAKE,
winking at The Orphan, who was extremely busy burying his hunger.
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“WHAT DID HE EVER CATCH!” INDIGNANTLY CRIED HUMBLE, DROPPING HIS FORK.
“YOU SAW HIM CATCH THAT GRAY WOLF OVER NEAR THE TIMBER, AND YOU CAN’T
deny it, neither!”

“BY GEORGE, HE DID!” EXCLAIMED BLAKE SERIOUSLY. “YOU’RE RIGHT THIS
TIME, HUMBLE, HE DID. BUT HE LET GO AWFUL SUDDEN. BESIDES, THAT GRAY
WOLF YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT WAS A COYOTE, AND HE WOULD HAVE DIED OF OLD
AGE IN ANOTHER WEEK IF YOU HADN’T SHOT HIM TO SAVE THE DOG. AND,
what’s more, I never saw him chase anything since, not even rabbits.”

“HE CAUGHT MY BOOT ONE NIGHT,” REMARKED CHARLEY BAILEY, REFLECTIVELY,
“right plumb on his near eye. Oh, he’s a catcher, all right.”

“HE’S SO GOOD HE OUGHT TO BE STUFFED, THEN HE COULD SIT WITHOUT HAVING
TO MOVE AROUND CATCHING BOOTS AND THINGS,” SAID JIM. “WHY DON’T YOU
have him stuffed, Humble?”

“OH, YORE A WHOLE LOT SMART, NOW AIN’T YOU?” BLAZED THE PERSECUTED
puncher, glaring at his tormentors.

“HE CAN’T CATCH HIS TAIL, SILENT,” OFFERED BUD. “I ONCE SAW HIM TRYING TO
DO IT FOR TEN MINUTES–HE LOOKED LIKE A PINWHEEL WHAT WE USED TO HAVE
WHEN WE WERE KIDS. MISSED IT EVERY TIME, AND ALL HE GOT WAS A CHEAP
drunk.”

HUMBLE SAID A FEW THINGS WHICH CAME OUT SO FAST THAT THEY JAMMED
up, and he left the room to hunt for his dog.

“ANY PARTICULAR REASON WHY YOU CALL HIM LIGHTNING, OR IS IT JUST IRONY?”
ASKED THE ORPHAN AS HE HELPED HIMSELF TO THE BEEF FOR THE THIRD TIME.
“I never heard that name used before.”

“OH, IT AIN’T IRONY AT ALL!” HASTILY DENIED THE FOREMAN. “THAT’S A REAL
GOOD NAME, FITS HIM ALL RIGHT,” HE ASSURED. THEN HE EXPLAINED: “YOU
SEE, LIGHTNING DON’T HIT TWICE IN THE SAME PLACE, AND NEITHER CAN THE
DOG WHEN HE SCRATCHES HIMSELF. AND, BESIDES, HE CAN DODGE AWFUL
QUICK. YOU HAVE TO FIGURE WHICH WAY HE’LL JUMP WHEN YOU WANT HIM TO
catch anything.”

“BUT YOU DON’T HAVE TO REMEMBER HIS NAME AT ALL, STRANGER,”
INTERPOSED SILENT, WHO WAS NOT AT ALL SILENT. “ANY HANDLE WILL DO, IF YOU
ONLY YELLS. EVERY TIME ANYBODY YELLS HE MAKES A CROW LINE FOR THE PLAIN
AND HOWLS AT EVERY JUMP. HE’S GOT A REGULAR, SHORE ENOUGH TRAIL WORN
where he makes his get-away.”
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SILENCE DESCENDED OVER THE TABLE, AND FOR A QUARTER OF AN HOUR ONLY
THE CLICK OF EATING UTENSILS COULD BE HEARD. AT THE END OF THAT TIME
BLAKE PUSHED BACK HIS CHAIR AND AROSE. HE GLANCED AROUND THE TABLE
AND THEN SPOKE VERY DISTINCTLY: “WELL, ORPHAN, GET ACQUAINTED WITH
YOUR OUTFIT.” A HEAD OR TWO RAISED AT THE NAME, BUT THAT SEEMED TO BE
ALL THE EFFECT OF HIS WORDS. “THE BOYS WILL PUT YOU ONTO THE GAME IN THE
MORNING, AND BUD WILL SHOW YOU WHERE TO BEGIN IN CASE I DON’T SHOW
UP IN TIME. BETTER TAKE A FRESH CAYUSE AND LET YOURS REST UP SOME.
DON’T HURT HUMBLE’S KI-YI AND HE’LL BE PLUMB NICE TO YOU; AND IF SILENT
WANTS TO KNOW HOW YOU LIKES HIS SINGING AND BANJO PLAYING, LIE AND
say it’s fine.”

THE LAUGH WENT AROUND AND ALL WAS SERENE WITH THE GOOD FELLOWSHIP
which is so often found in good outfits.

“JOE, I’LL BRING THE MAIL OUT WITH ME, SO YOU NEEDN’T GO AFTER IT,”
CONTINUED THE FOREMAN AS HE STRODE TOWARDS THE DOOR. “THAT’S WHAT
I’m going over for,” he laughed.

“LORD, I’D GO, TOO, IF PIE AND CAKE AND GOOD COFFEE WAS ON THE CARD,”
laughed Silent.

“WE’LL SHORE HAVE TO GO OVER IN A GANG SOME NIGHT AND RAID THAT
pantry,” remarked Bud. “It would be a circus, all right.”

“THE SHERIFF WOULD GET SOME GOOD TARGET PRACTICE, THAT’S SHORE,”
RESPONDED BLAKE. “BUT I’VE GOT SOMETHING BETTER THAN THAT, AND SINCE
you brought the subject up I’ll tell you now, so you’ll be good.

“MRS. SHIELDS HAS PROMISED TO GET UP A FINE FEED FOR YOU FELLOWS AS
SOON AS JIM’S SISTERS ARE ON HAND TO HELP HER, AND AS THEY ARE HERE
NOW I WOULDN’T BE A WHOLE LOT SURPRISED IF I BROUGHT THE INVITATION BACK
with me. How’s that for a change, eh?” he asked.

“Glory be!” cried Silent. “Hurry up and get home!”

“SAY, SHE’S ALL RIGHT, AIN’T SHE!” SHOUTED JACK, EXECUTING A JIG TO SHOW
how glad he was.

“PINCH ME, HUMBLE, PINCH ME!” BEGGED BUD. “I MAY BE ASLEEP AND
dreaming–here! WHAT THE DEVIL DO YOU THINK I AM, YOU WART-HEADED
COYOTE!” HE YELLED, DANCING IN PAIN AND RUBBING HIS LEG FRANTICALLY.
“You blamed doodle bug, yu!”

“WELL, I PINCHED YOU, DIDN’T I?” INDIGNANTLY CRIED HUMBLE. “WHAT’S
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eating you? Didn’t you ask me to, you chump?”

“HURRY UP AND GET THAT MAIL, TOM,” CRIED JIM. “IT MIGHT SPOIL–AND SAY, IF
she leads at you with that invite, clinch!”

BLAKE LAUGHED AND WENT OFF TOWARD THE CORRAL. AS HE FOUND THE HORSE
HE WISHED TO RIDE HE HEARD A RIOT IN THE BUNK-HOUSE AND HE LAUGHED
SILENTLY. A VIRGINIA REEL WAS IN FULL SWING AND THE NOISE WAS TERRIBLE.
RIDING PAST THE WINDOW, HE SAW SILENT WORKING LIKE A MADMAN AT HIS
BANJO; AND ASSIDUOUSLY PLAYING A HARMONICA WAS THE ORPHAN, ALL
smiles and puffed-out cheeks.

“Well, The Orphan is all right now,” the foreman muttered as he swung
out on the trail to Ford’s Station. “I reckon he’s found himself.”

IN THE BUNK-HOUSE THERE WAS MUCH HILARITY, AND LAUGHTER ROARED
CONTINUALLY AT THE GROTESQUE GYMNASTICS OF THE REEL AND AT THE SHARP
WIT WHICH CUT RIGHT AND LEFT, RESPECTING NO ONE SAVE THE NEW MEMBER
OF THE OUTFIT, AND EVENTUALLY HE CAME IN FOR HIS SHARE, WHICH HE REPAID
WITH INTEREST. SUDDENLY JIM, CATCHING HIS SPURS IN A BEAR-SKIN RUG
WHICH LAY NEAR A BUNK, THREW OUT HIS ARMS TO SAVE HIMSELF AND THEN
WENT SPRAWLING TO THE FLOOR. THE UPROAR INCREASED SUDDENLY, AND AS IT
died down Jim could be heard complaining.

“–– ––!” HE CRIED AS HE NURSED HIS KNEE. “I’VE HAD THAT PELT FOR NIGH
ONTO THREE YEARS AND REGULARLY I GO AND GET TANGLED UP WITH IT. IT SHORE
BEATS ALL HOW I PLUMB FORGET ITS HABIT OF WRAPPING ITSELF AROUND THEM
ROWELS, WHAT ARE TOO BIG, ANYHOW. AND IT AIN’T A BIG ONE AT THAT, ONLY
ABOUT HALF AS BIG AS THE ONE I GOT FOR A TENDERFOOT UP IN MONTANNY,” HE
deprecated in disgust.

The outfit scented a story and became suddenly quiet.

“DOD-BLASTED POSTAGE STAMP OF A PELT,” HE GRUMBLED AS HE THREW IT
into his bunk.

“THE OTHER SKIN COULDN’T ’A’ BEEN MUCH BIGGER THAN THAT ONE,” SAID
Bud, leading him on. “How big was it, anyhow, Jim?”

“IT COULDN’T, HEY? IT CAME OFF A NINE-FOOT GRIZZLY, THAT’S HOW BIG IT WAS,”
RETORTED JIM, SITTING DOWN AND FILLING HIS PIPE. “NINE WHOLE FEET FROM
stub of tail to snoot, plumb full of cussedness, too.”

“How’d you get it–Sharps?” queried Charley.
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“NO, COLT,” RESPONDED JIM. “LUCKIEST SHOT I EVER MADE, ALL RIGHT. I
SHORE HAD VISIONS OF WEARING WINGS WHEN I PULLED THE TRIGGER. JUST ONE
of them lucky shots a man will make sometimes.”

“Give us the story, Jim,” suggested Silent, settling himself easily in his
BUNK. “THEN WE’LL HAVE ANOTHER SMOKE AND GO RIGHT TO BED. I’M SOME
sleepy.”

“WELL,” BEGAN JIM AFTER HIS PIPE WAS GOING WELL, “I WAS SORT OF SECOND
FOREMAN FOR THE TADPOLE, UP IN MONTANNY, ABOUT SIX YEARS AGO. I HAD A
GOOD FOREMAN, A GOOD RANCH AND ABOUT A DOZEN WHITE PUNCHERS TO
look after. And we had a real cook, no mistake about that, all right.

“THE OLD MAN HIBERNATED IN NEW YORK DURING THE WINTER AND CAME OUT
EVERY SPRING RIGHT AFTER THE CALF ROUND-UP WAS OVER TO SEE HOW WE WAS
FIXED AND TO EAT SOME OF THE COOK’S FLAPJACKS. THAT COOK WASN’T NO
YALLER-SKINNED POST FOR A HAIR CLOTHES LINE, LIKE THIS GRINNING MONKEY
WHAT WE’VE GOT HERE. THE OLD MAN WAS A FINE OLD CUSS–ONE OF THE
BOYS, AND A DARN GOOD ONE, TOO–AND WE WAS ALWAYS PLUMB GLAD TO
SEE HIM. HE MINDED HIS OWN BUSINESS, DIDN’T TELL US HOW WE OUGHT TO
PUNCH COWS AND DIDN’T BOTHER ANYBODY WHAT DIDN’T WANT TO BE
bothered, which we most of us did like.

“WELL, ONE DAY JED THOMPSON, WHO RUSTLED OUR MAIL FOR US TWICE A
MONTH, HANDED ME A LETTER FOR THE FOREMAN, WHO WAS DOWN SOUTH AND
WOULDN’T BE BACK FOR SOME TIME. HIS MOTHER HAD DIED AND HE WENT
BACK HOME FOR A SPELL. I SAW THAT THE LETTER WAS FROM THE OLD MAN, AND
WONDERED WHAT IT WOULD SAY. I SORT OF FIGURED THAT IT WOULD TELL US WHEN
TO HITCH UP TO THE BUCKBOARD AND GO AFTER HIM. FEARING THAT HE MIGHT
land before the foreman got back, I went and opened it up.

“IT WAS FROM THE OLD MAN, ALL RIGHT, BUT IT WAS NO GO FOR HIM THAT SPRING.
HE WAS SICK ABED IN NEW YORK, AND SAID AS HOW HE WAS PLUMB SORRY
HE COULDN’T GET OUT TO SEE HIS BOYS, AND SO WAS WE SORRY. BUT HE SAID
AS HOW HE WAS SENDING US A FRIEND OF HIS’N WHO WANTED TO GO HUNTING,
AND WOULD WE SEE THAT HE DIDN’T SHOOT NO COWS. WE SAID WE WOULD,
and then I went on and found out when this hunter was due to land.

“WHEN THE UNFORTUNATE DAY ROLLED AROUND I STRADDLED THE BUCKBOARD
AND LIT OUT FOR WHISKY CROSSING, TWENTY MILES TO THE EAST, IT BEING THE
NEAREST BURG ON THE STAGE LINE. AND AS I PULLED IN I SAW FRANK, WHO
drove the stage, and he was grinning from ear to ear.
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“‘I RECKON THAT’S YOUR’N,’ HE SAID, POINTING TO A CIRCUS CLOWN WHAT HAD
got loose and was sizing up the town.

“‘THE DRINKS ARE ON ME WHEN I SEES YOU AGAIN, FRANK,’ I SAID, FOR
somehow I felt that he was right.

“THEN I SIZED UP MY PRESENT, AND BLAMED IF HE WASN’T ALL RIGGED OUT TO
KILL INDIANS. WHILE MY MOUTH WAS CLOSING HE AMBLED UP TO ME AND
stared at my gun, which must ’a’ been purty big to him.

“‘ARE YOU MR. FISHER’S HIRED MAN?’ HE ASKED, GIVING ME A REAL
tolerating look.

“FRANK FOLLOWED HIS GRIN INTO THE SALOON, LEAVING THE DOOR OPEN SO HE
COULD HEAR EVERYTHING. THAT MADE ME PLUMB SORE AT FRANK, HIM A-
doing a thing like that, and I glared.

“‘I AIN’T NOBODY’S HIRED MAN, AND NEVER WAS,’ I SAID, SORT OF RILED. ‘WE
AIN’T HAD NO HIRED MAN SINCE WE LYNCHED THE LAST ONE, BUT I’M NEXT
DOOR TO THE FOREMAN. WON’T I DO, OR DO YOU INSIST ON TALKING TO A HIRED
man? If you do, he’s in the saloon.’

“‘OH, YES, YOU’LL DO!’ HE SAID, QUICK-LIKE, AND THEN HE UPS AND CLIMBS
ABOARD AND WE PULLED OUT FOR HOME, FRANK WAVING HIS SOMBRERO AT
me and laughing fit to kill.

“WE HADN’T NO MORE THAN GOT STARTED WHEN THE HUNTER UPS AND GRABS
AT THE LINES, WHICH HE SHORE MISSED BY A FOOT. I WAS DRIVING THEM
cayuses, not him, and I told him so, too.

“‘But ain’t you going to take my luggage?’ he asked.

“‘Luggage! What luggage?’ I answers, surprised-like.

“Then he pointed behind him, and blamed if he didn’t have two trunks,
A GRIPSACK AND THREE GUN CASES. I DIDN’T SAY A WORD, BEING TOO FULL OF
CUSS WORDS TO LET ANY OF ’EM LOOSE, UNTIL FRANK WOBBLED UP AND ASKED
ME IF I’D FORGOT SOMETHING. THEN I SHORE SAID A FEW, AFTER WHICH I
busted my back a-hoisting his freight cars aboard, and we started out
again, Frank acting like a d––n fool.

“THE CAYUSES RAISED THEIR EARS, WONDERING WHAT WE WAS TAKING THE
SALOON FOR, AND I RECKONED WE WOULD MAKE THEM TWENTY MILES IN ABOUT
eight hours if nothing busted and we rustled real hard.

“WELL, ABOUT EVERY TWENTY MINUTES I HAD TO GET OFF AND HOIST SOME OF
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“WELL, ABOUT EVERY TWENTY MINUTES I HAD TO GET OFF AND HOIST SOME OF
HIS FURNITURE ABOARD, IT BEING JOLTED OFF, FOR THE PRAIRIE WASN’T PAVED A
WHOLE LOT, AND US GOING CROSS-COUNTRY. CONSIDERING MY BACK, AND THE
FACT THAT HE KEPT CALLING ME ‘MY MAN,’ AND FRANK’S GRIN, I WASN’T IN NO
FRAME OF MIND TO LEAD A RELIGION ROUND-UP WHEN I GOT HOME AND
DUMPED DAVY CROCKETT’S WAR-DUDS OVERBOARD FOR JED TO RUSTLE IN. I
was still sore at Jed for bringing that letter.

“Davy Crockett dusted for the house and ordered Sammy Johns to oil
HIS GUNS AND PUT THEM TOGETHER, AFTER WHICH HE WENT OFF A-POKING HIS
NOSE INTO EVERYTHING IN SIGHT, AND MOSTLY EVERYTHING THAT WASN’T IN
SIGHT. WHEN HE GOT BACK TO THE HOUSE FROM HIS TOUR OF INSPECTION HE
FOUND HIS GUNS JUST LIKE HE’D LEFT THEM, AND THAT WAS IN THEIR CASES.
Then he ambled out to me and registered his howl.

“‘MY MAN,’ HE SAID, ‘MY MAN, THAT HIRED MAN WHAT I TOLD TO PUT MY GUNS
together ain’t done it!’

“‘OH, HE DIDN’T?’ I SAID, HANGING ON TO MY CUSS WORDS, FOR I WAS SOME
surprised and couldn’t say a whole lot.

“‘NO, HE HASN’T, AND SO I’VE COME OUT TO REPORT HIM,’ HE SAID, LOOKING
mad.

“‘MY MAN!’ SAID I, MAD SOME MYSELF, AND LOOKING HIM PLUMB IN THE
EYES. ‘MY MAN, IF HE HAD I’D SHORE THINK HE WAS OFF HIS FEED OR LOCO.
HE AIN’T NO HIRED MAN, BUT HE IS A ALL-FIRED GOOD COW-PUNCHER, AND I’M
A HEAP SCARED ABOUT HIM NOT FILLING YOU FULL OF HOLES, YOU ASKING HIM TO
do a thing like that! He must be real sick.’

“HE DIDN’T HAVE NO COME-BACK TO THAT, BUT JUST LOOKED SORT OF FUNNY,
AND THEN HE TROTTED OFF TO PUT HIS GUNS TOGETHER HISSELF. I HUSTLED
AROUND AND SAW THAT SOME WORK WAS DONE RIGHT AND THEN WENT IN TO
SUPPER. AFTER IT WAS OVER MY PRESENT GOT UP AND HANDED ME A GUN,
AND I NEAR FELL OVER. IT WAS A PURTY LITTLE WINCHESTER, AND I DON’T BLAME
HIM A WHOLE LOT FOR BEING TICKLED OVER IT, FOR IT SHORE WAS A BEAUTY, BUT
IT OOZED OUT A BALL ABOUT THE SIZE OF A PEA, AND THE MAKERS WOULD ’A’
BEEN SOME SCARED IF THEY HAD KNOWN IT WAS RUNNING AROUND LOOSE IN A
grizzly-bear country.

“‘I reckon that’ll stop him,’ he said, happy-like.

“‘Stop what?’ I asked him.

“‘WHY, GAME–BEARS, OF COURSE,’ HE SAID, SHOCKED AT MY APPALLING
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ignorance.

“‘YES,’ SAID I, SLOW-LIKE, ‘I RECKON EPHRAIM MAY TURN AROUND AND
scratch hisself, if you hits him.’

“‘Why, won’t that stop a bear?’

“‘Yes, if it’s a stuffed bear,’ I said.

“‘Why, that’s a blamed good rifle!’

“‘IT SHORE IS; IT’S AS FINE A GUN AS I EVER LAID MY EYES ON,’ I REPLIED, ‘FOR
prairie dogs and such.’

“THEN I FELT PLUMB SORRY FOR HIM, HE BEING SO IGNORANT, AND SO WHEN HE
HANDS ME A PEACH OF A SHOTGUN TO SHOOT COYOTES WITH I LAID IT DOWN
AND GOT MY BREACH-LOADING SHARPS, .50 CALIBER, WHICH I HANDED TO
him.

“‘THERE,’ I SAID, ‘THAT’S THE ONLY GUN IN THE ROOM WHAT ANY SELF-
respecting bear will give a d––n for.’

“HE LOOKED AT IT, FELT ITS HEFT, SIZED UP THE BUNGHOLE AND THEN SQUINTED
along the sights.

“‘Why, this gun will kick like the very deuce!’ he said.

“‘KICK!’ SAID I. ’ KICK! SHE’LL KICK LIKE A ARMY MULE IF YOU HOLDS HER FAR
ENOUGH FROM YOUR SHOULDER. BUT I’D A WHOLE LOT RUTHER GET KICKED BY A
MULE THAN HUGGED BY A GRIZZLY, AND SO’LL YOU WHEN YOU SEES HIM A-
heading your way.’

“‘But what’ll you use?’ says he, ‘I don’t want to take your gun.’

“WELL, WHEN HE SAID THAT I RECKONED THAT HE HAD SOME GOOD STUFF IN
HIM AFTER ALL, AND SOMEHOW I FELT BETTER. THERE HE WAS, AWAY FROM HIS
MOTHER AND SISTERS, AMONG A BUNCH OF GAMBOLING COW-PUNCHERS, AND
RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE OF A GOOD BEAR COUNTRY. I SORT OF WONDERED IF HE
was to blame, and managed to lay all the fault on his city bringing-up.

“‘THAT’S ALL RIGHT,’ SAYS I, ‘I’LL TAKE AN OLD MUZZLE-LOADING BRIDESBURG
WHAT’S BEEN LAYING AROUND THE HOUSE EVER SINCE I CAME HERE. IT
HEAVES ENOUGH LEAD AT ONE CRACK TO SINK A MAN-OF-WAR, BEING A .60
caliber.’

“WELL, BRIGHT AND EARLY THE NEXT MORNING WE STARTED OUT FOR BEAR, AND I

233

234



KNOWED JUST WHERE TO LOOK, TOO. YOU SEE, THERE WAS A THICKET OF BERRY
BUSHES ABOUT THREE MILES FROM THE RANCH HOUSE AND I HAD SEEN PLENTY
OF TRACKS THERE, AND THERE WAS A GRIZZLY AMONG THEM, TOO, AND AS BIG
AS A HOUSE, JUDGING FROM THE SIGNS. THE BOYS HAD WANTED TO RIDE OUT
IN A GANG AND ROPE HIM, BUT I SAID AS HOW I WAS SAVING HIM FOR A DUDE
hunter to practice on, so they left him alone.

“WE FOOTED IT THROUGH THE BRUSH, AND FINALLY DAVY CROCKETT, WHO SIMPLY
would go ahead of me, yelled out that he had found tracks.

“I RUSTLED OVER, AND SURE ENOUGH HE HAD, ONLY THEY WASN’T MADE BY NO
bear, and I said so.

“‘Then what are they?’ he asked, sort of disappointed.

“‘COW TRACKS,’ SAID I. ‘WHEN YOU SEE BEAR TRACKS YOU’LL KNOW IT RIGHT
away,’ and we went on a-hunting.

“WE HAD JUST GOT DOWN IN A LITTLE HOLLOW, WHERE THE GREEN FLIES WERE
PURTY BAD, WHEN I SAW TRACKS, AND THEY WAS BEAR TRACKS THIS TIME, AND
WHOPPERS. IT HAD RAINED A LITTLE DURING THE NIGHT AND THE GROUND WAS
JUST SOFT ENOUGH TO SHOW THEM NICE. I CALLED DAVY CROCKETT AND HE
CAME UP, AND WHEN HE SAW THEM TRACKS HE WAS PLUMB TICKLED, AND
some scairt.

“‘Where is he?’ he asked, looking around sort of anxious.

“‘At the front end of these tracks, making more,’ said I.

“‘And what are we going to do now?’ he asked, cocking the Sharps.

“‘WE’RE GOING TO TRAIL HIM,’ SAID I, ‘AND IF WE FINDS HIM AND HAS ANY
ACCIDENTS, YOU WANTS TO TELEGRAPH YOURSELF UP A TREE, AND BE SURE THAT
it ain’t a big tree, too.’

“’”BE SURE IT AIN’T A BIG TREE!“’ HE REPEATED, LOOKING AT ME LIKE HE
thought I wanted him to get killed.

“‘EXACTLY,’ SAID I, AND THEN I EXPLAINED: ‘THE BIGGER THE TREE, THE
SOONER YOU’LL BE A MEAL, FOR HE CLIMBS BY HUGGING THE TRUNK AND
PUSHING HISSELF UP. A LITTLE TREE’LL SLIDE THROUGH HIS LEGS, AND HE CAN’T
get a holt.’

“‘I hope I don’t forget that!’ he exclaimed, looking dubious.

“‘THE LESS YOU FORGETS WHEN BEAR HUNTING,’ SAID I, ‘THE LONGER YOU’LL
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remember.’

“WE TOOK UP THE TRAIL AND PURTY SOON WE SAW THE BEAR, AND HE WAS SO
BIG HE DIDN’T HARDLY KNOW HOW TO ACT. HE WAS PAWING BERRIES INTO HIS
MOUTH FOR BREAKFAST, AND HE TURNED HIS HEAD AND SLOWLY SIZED US UP.
HE DROPPED ON ALL FOURS AND THEN GOT UP AGAIN, AND DAVY CROCKETT,
not listening to me telling him where to shoot, lets drive and busted an
EAR. EPHRAIM PREFERRED ALL FOURS AGAIN AND STARTED COMING STRAIGHT AT
US, AND MOSES AND ALL HIS BULLRUSHERS COULDN’T HAVE STOPPED HIM. HE
WAS DUE TO ARRIVE NEAR DAVY CROCKETT IN ABOUT FOUR AND A HALF
SECONDS, AND THAT PERSON DROPPED HIS GUN AND HOT-FOOTED IT FOR A
WHOPPING BIG TREE. I YELLED AT HIM AND TOLD HIM TO TAKE A LITTLE ONE, BUT
HE WAS TOO BLAMED BUSY HUNTING BEAR TO LISTEN TO A NO-ACCOUNT HIRED
man like me, so he kept on a-going for the big tree.

“I FIGURED, AND FIGURED BLAMED QUICK, THAT THE BEAR WOULD TAG HIM JUST
ABOUT THE TIME HE TAGGED THE TREE, AND SO, HOPING TO CREATE A
DIVERSION, I WHANGED AWAY AT THE BEAR’S TAIL, HIM RUNNING PLUMB AWAY
FROM ME. I WAS REAL SUCCESSFUL, FOR I CREATED IT ALL RIGHT. WHEN HE FELT
THAT CARLOAD OF LEAD SLIDE UP UNDER HIS SKIN HE BRACED HISSELF, SLID AND
WHEELED, LOOKING FOR THE SON-OF-A-GUN WHAT DONE IT, AND HE SAW ME
POURING POWDER HELL-BENT DOWN MY GUN. HE MUST ’A’ KNOWED THAT I
WAS THE REAL BUSINESS END OF THE PARTNERSHIP, AND THAT HE’D HAVE
TROUBLE A-PLENTY IF HE LET ME FINISH MY JOB, FOR HE CAME AT ME LIKE A
bullet.

“‘CLIMB A little TREE! CLIMB A little TREE!’ YELLED DAVY CROCKETT FROM HIS
perch in his two-foot-through oak.

“I WASN’T IN NO JOYOUS FRAME OF MIND WHEN A NINE-FOOT GRIZZLY WAS DUE
IN THE NEXT MAIL, BUT I JUST HAD TO LAUGH AT HIS ADVICE WHEN I SIZED UP
HIS LAYOUT. AS I JUMPED TO ONE SIDE THE BEAR SLID PAST, TRYING AWFUL
HARD TO STOP, AND HE WAS DOING REAL WELL, TOO. AS HE TURNED I SLIPPED
ON SOME OF THAT GREEN GRASS, AND THOUGHT AS HOW THE OLD MAN WOULD
have to get another puncher.

“‘I AIN’T NEVER GOING TO PETER OUT WITH A TENDERFOOT LOOKING ON IF I CAN
HELP IT!’ I SAID TO MYSELF, AND I JERKED LOOSE MY SIX-SHOOTER, SHOOTING
OFFHAND AND SOME HASTY. IT WAS JUST A LAST HOPE, THE KICK OF A DYING
MAN’S FOOT, BUT IT FETCHED HIM, BLAMED IF IT DIDN’T! HE WENT DOWN IN A
HEAP AND CLAWED ABOUT FOR A SPELL, BUT I PUT FIVE MORE IN HIM, AND THEN
SAT DOWN. DID YOU EVER NOTICE HOW LONG IT TAKES A GRIZZLY TO DIE? I
LOADED MY GUN IN A HURRY, THE SWEAT POURING DOWN MY FACE, FOR THAT
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LOADED MY GUN IN A HURRY, THE SWEAT POURING DOWN MY FACE, FOR THAT
WAS ONE OF THE TIMES IT AIN’T NO DISGRACE TO BE SOME SCARED, WHICH I
was.

“‘IS HE DEAD?’ CALLED DAVY CROCKETT FROM HIS TREE, HOPEFUL-LIKE AND
some anxious.

“‘He is,’ I said, ‘or, leastawise, he was.’

“DAVY WAS A SIGHT. HE WAS ALL SKINNED UP FROM HIS CLINCH WITH THE TREE,
THOUGH HOW HE USED HIS FACE GETTING UP IS MORE THAN I CAN TELL. AND HE
WAS SOME WHITE AND UNSTEADY. HE HAD ALL THE HUNTING HE WANTED, AND
HE MANAGED TO SAY THAT HE WAS GLAD HE HADN’T COME OUT ALONE, AND
THAT HE RECKONED I WAS RIGHT ABOUT HIS GUNS AFTER ALL. SO WE TOOK A LAST
LOOK AT THE BEAR AND LIT OUT FOR THE RANCH, WHERE I TOLD THE BOYS TO GO
out and drag our game home.”

JIM KNOCKED THE ASHES FROM HIS PIPE AND BEGAN TO FILL IT ANEW, ACTING
AS THOUGH THE STORY WAS FINISHED, BUT BUD KNEW HIM WELL, AND HE
spoke up:

“Well, what then?” he asked.

“OH, THE HUNTER LEFT FOR NEW YORK THE VERY NEXT DAY, AND I SKINNED THE
BEAR AND SENT THE PELT AFTER HIM AS A PRESENT. WHEN I WROTE OUT MY
QUARTERLY REPORT, THE FOREMAN NOT BEING BACK YET, I TOLD THE OLD MAN
THAT IF HE HAD ANY MORE FRIENDS WHAT WANTED TO GO HUNTING TO SEND
THEM UP TO FRENCHY MCALLISTER ON THE TIN CUP. I WAS SOME SORE AT
Frenchy for the way he had cleaned me out at poker.”

He threw the skin to the floor and began to undress.

“Come on, now, lights out,” he said. “I’m tired.”
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CHAPTER XIV
THE SHERIFF STATES SOME FACTS

HE FOREMAN OF THE STAR C IMPATIENTLY TOSSED HIS BRIDLE REINS OVER
THE POST WHICH STOOD NEAR THE SHERIFF’S DOOR AND KNOCKED HEAVILY,

BRUSHING THE DUST OF HIS RIDE FROM HIM. QUICK, HEAVY STEPS
approached within the house and the door suddenly flew open.

“HULLO, TOM!” SHIELDS CRIED, SHAKING HANDS WITH HIS FRIEND. “COME
right in–I knew you would come if we coaxed you a little.”

“YOU DON’T HAVE TO DO MUCH COAXING–I CAN’T STAY AWAY, JIM,” REPLIED
Blake with a laugh. “How do you do, Mrs. Shields?”

“VERY WELL, TOM,” SHE ANSWERED. “MISS RITCHIE, HELEN, MARY, THIS IS
TOM BLAKE; TOM, MISS RITCHIE AND JAMES’ SISTERS. THEY ARE TO STAY
WITH US JUST AS LONG AS THEY CAN, AND I’LL SEE THAT IT IS A GOOD, LONG
time, too.”

“HOW DO YOU DO?” HE CRIED HEARTILY, ACKNOWLEDGING THE INTRODUCTION. “I
am glad to meet you, FOR I’VE HEARD A WHOLE LOT ABOUT YOU. I HOPE YOU’LL
LIKE THIS COUNTRY–GREATEST COUNTRY UNDER THE SKY! YOU STAY OUT HERE A
MONTH AND I’LL BET YOU’LL BE JUST LIKE LOTS OF PEOPLE, AND NOT WANT TO GO
back East again.”

“IT SEEMS AS THOUGH WE HAVE ALWAYS KNOWN MR. BLAKE, FOR JAMES HAS
WRITTEN ABOUT YOU SO MUCH,” REPLIED HELEN, AND THEN SHE LAUGHED: “BUT
I AM NOT SO SURE ABOUT LIKING THIS COUNTRY, ALTHOUGH VERY UNUSUAL THINGS
SEEM TO TAKE PLACE IN IT. THE JOURNEY WAS VERY TRYING, AND IT SEEMED
to get worse as we neared our destination.”

“WELL, I’LL HAVE TO CONFESS THAT THE STAGE-RIDE PART OF IT IS A DRAWBACK,
AND ALSO THAT APACHES DON’T MAKE GOOD RECEPTION COMMITTEES. THEY
are a little too pressing at times.”

“BUT, SPEAKING SERIOUSLY,” RESPONDED HELEN, “I HAVE HAD A REALLY
DELIGHTFUL TIME. JAMES HAS MANAGED TO GET ME A VERY TAME HORSE
AFTER QUITE A LONG SEARCH, AND I HAVE TAKEN MANY RIDES ABOUT THE
country.”

“WAIT ’TIL YOU SEE THAT HORSE, TOM,” LAUGHED THE SHERIFF. “IT’S WARRANTED
NOT TO RAISE ANY DEVILMENT, BUT IT CAN’T, FOR IT HAS ALL IT CAN DO TO STAND
up alone, and can’t very well run away.”
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“I SEE THAT THE ORPHAN DELIVERED MY MESSAGE, CONTRARY TO THE HABITS
OF MEN,” REMARKED THE SHERIFF’S WIFE AS SHE TOOK THE GUEST’S HAT AND
OFFERED HIM A SEAT. “I SPOKE TO JAMES ABOUT IT SEVERAL DAYS AGO, AND
ASKED HIM TO SEND YOU WORD WHEN HE COULD, FOR YOU HAVE NOT BEEN
HERE FOR A LONG TIME. AND THE WONDERFUL THING ABOUT IT IS THAT HE
remembered to tell The Orphan.”

“THANK YOU,” HE REPLIED, SEATING HIMSELF. “YES, HE DELIVERED IT ALL RIGHT,
IT WAS ABOUT THE SECOND THING HE SAID. BUT I JUST COULDN’T GET HERE ANY
SOONER, MRS. SHIELDS. AND I WAS JUST WONDERING IF I COULD GET OVER TO-
NIGHT WHEN HE TOLD ME. WHEN HE SAID ‘APRICOT PIE’ HE LOOKED SORT OF
sad.”

“POOR BOY!” SHE EXCLAIMED. “YOU MUST TAKE HIM ONE–IT WAS A SHAME
to send such a message by him, poor, lonesome boy!”

“Well, he ain’t so lonesome now,” laughed Blake.

HELEN HAD LOOKED UP QUICKLY AT THE MENTION OF THE ORPHAN’S NAME,
and the sheriff replied to her look of inquiry.

“I SENT HIM OUT TO PUNCH FOR BLAKE, HELEN,” HE SAID QUICKLY. “IF HE HAS
THE RIGHT SPIRIT IN HIM HE’LL GET ALONG WITH THE STAR C OUTFIT; IF HE HASN’T,
WHY, HE WON’T GET ON WITH ANYBODY. BUT I RECKON TOM WILL BRING OUT ALL
the good in him; he’ll have a fair show, anyhow.”

“And you never told us about it!” cried Helen reproachfully.

“OH, I WAS SAVING IT UP,” LAUGHED THE SHERIFF. “WHAT DO YOU THINK OF HIM,
Tom?” he asked, turning to the foreman.

“WHY, HE’S A CLEAN-LOOKING BOY,” ANSWERED BLAKE. “I LIKE HIS LOOKS. HE
SEEMS TO BE A FELLOW WHAT CAN BE DEPENDED ON IN A PINCH, AND AFTER
ALL I HAD HEARD ABOUT HIM HE SORT OF TOOK ME BY SURPRISE. I THOUGHT HE
WOULD BE A TOUGH-LOOKING KILLER, AND THERE HE WAS ONLY A OVERGROWN,
MISCHIEVOUS KID. BUT THERE IS A LOOK IN HIS EYES THAT SAYS THERE IS A
limit. But he surprised me, all right.”

“YOU WANT TO APPRECIATE THAT, MISS RITCHIE,” REMARKED THE SHERIFF,
SMILING BROADLY. “ANYTHING THAT TAKES TOM BLAKE BY SURPRISE MUST
have merit of some kind. And he is a good judge of men, too.”

“I DO SO HOPE HE GETS ON WELL,” SHE REPLIED EARNESTLY. “HE WAS A
PERFECT GENTLEMAN WHEN HE WAS HERE, AND HIS WIT WAS SHARP, TOO. AND
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OUT THERE ON THAT AWFUL PLAIN, WHEN HE STOOD SWAYING WITH WEAKNESS,
he looked just splendid!”

“PURE GRIT, PURE GRIT!” CRIED THE SHERIFF IN REPLY. “THAT’S WHY I’M BANKING
ON HIM,” HE ADDED, HIS EYES WARMING AS HE REMEMBERED. “ANY FELLOW
WHO COULD TURN A TRICK LIKE THAT, AND WHO HAS SO MUCH CLEAN-CUT
COURAGE, MUST BE WORTH LOOKING AFTER. HE’S GOT A BAD REPUTATION, BUT
HE’S PLUMB WHITE AND SQUARE WITH ME, AND I’M GOING TO BE SQUARE
WITH HIM. AND WHEN YOU KNOW ALL THAT I KNOW ABOUT HIM YOU’LL TAKE HIS
REPUTATION AS A NATURAL RESULT OF HARD LUCK, SPUNK, AND OTHER PEOPLE’S
DEVILMENT AND FOOLISHNESS. BUT HE’S GOING TO HAVE A SHOW NOW, ALL
right.”

“WHAT DID YOUR MEN SAY WHEN THEY SAW HIM? DO THEY KNOW WHO HE
is?” asked Mrs. Shields anxiously.

BLAKE LAUGHED: “OH, YES, THEY KNOW WHO HE IS. THEY AIN’T THE TALKING
KIND IN A CASE LIKE THAT; THEY WON’T SAY A WORD TO HIM ABOUT WHAT HE
HAS DONE. BESIDES, HE WAS UNDER THEIR ROOF, EATING THEIR FOOD, AND
THAT’S ENOUGH FOR THEM. OF COURSE, THEY WERE A LITTLE SURPRISED, BUT NOT
HALF AS MUCH AS I THOUGHT THEY WOULD BE. HE IS A MAN WHO GIVES A
GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION, AND THE BOYS ARE ALL FINE FELLOWS, big-hearted,
SQUARE, CLEAN-LIVING AND PEACEFUL. REPUTATIONS DON’T COUNT FOR MUCH
WITH THEM, FOR THEY KNOW THAT REPUTATIONS ARE GOSSIP-MADE IN MOST
CASES. I ASKED HIM TO STAY, AND THEY HAVEN’T GOT NO REASON TO OBJECT,
AND THEY WON’T WASTE NO TIME LOOKING FOR REASONS, NEITHER. IF THERE IS
ANY TROUBLE AT ALL, IT WILL BE HIS OWN FAULT. THEN AGAIN, THEY KNOW THAT HE
IS ALL SAND AND THAT HIS GUNPLAY IS REAL AND SUDDEN; NOT THAT THEY ARE
AFRAID OF HIM, OR ANYBODY ELSE, FOR THAT MATTER, BUT HE IS THE KIND OF A
MAN THEY LIKE–SOMEBODY WHO CAN STAND UP ON HIS OWN LEGS AND GIVE
better than he gets.”

“I RECKON HE FILLS THAT BILL, ALL RIGHT,” LAUGHED THE SHERIFF. “HE can STAND
UP ON HIS OWN LEGS, AND WHEN HE DOES HE MAKES GOOD. AND AS FOR
GUNPLAY, GOOD LORD, HE’S A SHORE WIZARD! I RECKONED I COULD DO THINGS
WITH A GUN, BUT HE CAN BEAT ME. HE AIN’T NO BOSTON PET, AND HE AIN’T
NO CITY TOUGH, NOT NOHOW. AND I’D RATHER HAVE HIM WITH ME IN A MIX-UP
THAN AGAINST ME. HE’S THE COOLEST PROPOSITION LOOSE IN THIS PART OF THE
country at any game, and I know what I’m talking about, too.”

“YOU PROMISED TO TELL US EVERYTHING ABOUT HIM, ALL YOU KNEW,”
reproached Helen. “And I am sure that it will be well worth hearing.”
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“WELL, I WAS SAVING IT UP ’TIL I COULD TELL IT ALL AT ONCE AND WHEN YOU
WOULD ALL BE TOGETHER,” HE REPLIED. “THERE WASN’T ANY USE OF TELLING IT
TWICE,” HE EXPLAINED AS HE BROUGHT OUT A BOX OF CIGARS. “THESE ARE THE
SAME BRAND YOU SAMPLED LAST TIME YOU WERE HERE,” HE ASSURED HIS
friend as he extended the box.

“BY GEORGE, THAT’S FINE!” CRIED THE FOREMAN, PICKING OUT THE BLACKEST
CIGAR HE COULD SEE. “I COULD TASTE THEM CIGARS FOR A WHOLE WEEK, THEY
WAS SO GOOD. THERE’S NOTHING LIKE A GOOD PERFECTO TO MAKE A FELLOW
feel like he’s too lucky to live.”

“OH,” SAID MRS. SHIELDS. “THEN YOU WON’T CARE FOR THE COFFEE AND PIE
and gingerbread,” she sighed. “I’m very sorry.”

BLAKE JUMPED: “LORD, MA’AM,” HE CRIED HASTILY, “I MEANT IN THE
SMOKING LINE! WHY, I’VE BEEN LOSING SLEEP A-DREAMING OF YOUR
COOKING. EVERY TIME THE COOK FILLS MY CUP WITH HIS INSULT TO COFFEE I FEEL
so lonesome that it hurts!”

“YOU WANT TO LOOK OUT, TOM!” LAUGHINGLY WARNED THE SHERIFF, “OR YOU’LL
GET YOURSELF DISLIKED! WHEN I DON’T CARE FOR MARGARET’S COOKING I AIN’T
fool enough to say so, not a bit of it.”

“YOU’RE A NICE ONE TO TALK LIKE THAT!” CRIED HIS WIFE. “YOU ARE JUST LIKE A
LITTLE BOY ON BAKING DAY–I CAN HARDLY KEEP YOU OUT OF THE KITCHEN. YOU
bother me to death, and it is all I can do to cook enough for you!”

AFTER THE LAUGH HAD SUBSIDED AND A STEAMING CUP OF COFFEE HAD BEEN
PLACED AT THE FOREMAN’S ELBOW, HELEN IMPATIENTLY URGED HER BROTHER TO
begin his story.

HE LIGHTED HIS CIGAR WITH EXASPERATING DELIBERATENESS AND THEN
LAUGHED SOFTLY: “GOSH! I’M GETTING TO BE A SECOND FIDDLE AROUND HERE.
FROM MORNING TO NIGHT ALL I HEAR IS THE ORPHAN. THE FIRST THING THAT HITS
ME WHEN I COME HOME IS, ‘HAVE YOU SEEN THE ORPHAN?’ OR, ‘HAVE
YOU HEARD ANYTHING ABOUT HIM?’ THE WORST OFFENDERS ARE MISS RITCHIE
and Helen. They pester me nigh to death about him. But here goes:

“I RECKON I’D BETTER BEGIN WITH OLD JOHN TAYLOR,” HE SLOWLY BEGAN. “I’VE
BEEN DOING SOME QUIET HUNTING LATELY, AND IN THE COURSE OF IT I RAN
ACROSS OLD JOHN DOWN IN CROCKETTSVILLE. YOU REMEMBER HIM, DON’T
YOU, TOM? YES, I RECKONED YOU WOULDN’T FORGET THE MAN WHO GOT US
out of that Apache scrape. Well, I had a good talk with him, and this is
what I learned:
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“ABOUT TWENTY YEARS AGO A FAMILY NAMED GORDON MOVED INTO
NORTHWESTERN TEXAS AND PUT UP A SHACK IN ONE OF THE VALLEYS. THERE
WAS THREE OF THEM, FATHER, MOTHER, AND A BRIGHT LITTLE FIVE-YEAR-OLD BOY,
AND THEY BROUGHT ABOUT TWO HUNDRED HEAD OF CATTLE, A FEW HORSES AND
A WHOLE RAFT OF BOOKS. GORDON BOUGHT UP QUITE A BIT OF LAND FROM A
RANCH NEARBY AT ALMOST A SONG, AND HE NEVER THOUGHT OF ASKING FOR A
DEED–WHO WOULD, DOWN THERE IN THOSE DAYS? THERE WASN’T A RANCHER
WHO OWNED MORE THAN A QUARTER SECTION; YOU KNOW THE GAME, TOM–
TAKE UP A HUNDRED AND SIXTY ACRES ON A STREAM AND THEN CLAIM ABOUT
A MILLION, AND FIGHT LIKE THE VERY DEVIL TO HOLD IT. WE’VE ALL DONE IT, I
RECKON, BUT THERE IS PLENTY OF LAND FOR EVERYBODY, AND SO THERE IS NO
KICK. WELL, HE WAS SHORE LUCKY, FOR HIS BOUNDARY ON TWO SIDES WAS A
FAIR-SIZED STREAM THAT NEVER WENT DRY, AND YOU KNOW HOW SCARCE THAT
is–a whole lot better than a gold mine to a cattleman.

“THEY GOT ALONG ALL RIGHT FOR A WHILE, HAD A TENDERFOOT’S LUCK WITH THEIR
CATTLE, WHICH SOON BEGAN TO BE MORE THAN A FEW SPECKS ON THE PLAIN,
AND HE WAS VERY WELL SATISFIED WITH EVERYTHING, EXCEPT THAT THERE
wasn’t no school. Old man Gordon WAS DAFFY ON EDUCATION, WHICH IS A
GOOD THING TO BE DAFFY OVER, AND HE WAS SOME STRONG IN THAT LINE
HIMSELF, HAVING BEEN A SCHOOL TEACHER BACK EAST. BUT HE TOOK HIS BOY
IN HAND AND TAUGHT HIM ALL HE KNEW, WHICH MUST HAVE BEEN A WHOLE
LOT, JUDGING FROM THINGS IN GENERAL, AND THE KID WAS A SMART, QUICK
YOUNGSTER. HE WAS PLUMB CRAZY ABOUT TWO THINGS–BOOKS AND GUNS.
HE READ AND RE-READ ALL THE BOOKS HE COULD BORROW, AND GOT SO HE
could handle a gun with any man on the range.

“ABOUT FIVE YEARS AFTER HE HAD LOCATED, THE RANCHMAN FROM WHOM HE
BOUGHT HIS RANGE AND WATER RIGHTS WENT AND DIED. SOME OF THE HEIRS,
WHO WERE NOT WHAT YOU WOULD CALL SQUARE, BEGAN TO GET AN ITCHING FOR
GORDON’S LAND, WHICH WAS IMPROVED BY THE FIRST IRRIGATION DITCH IN
TEXAS. THERE WAS A GARDEN AND A PURTY GOOD ORCHARD, WHICH WAS JUST
BEGINNING TO BEAR FRUIT. IT WAS PURE, CUSSED HOGGISHNESS, FOR THERE
WAS MORE LAND THAN ANYBODY HAD ANY USE FOR, BUT THEY MUST GRAB
EVERYTHING IN SIGHT, NO MATTER WHAT THE COST. TROUBLE WAS THE RULE AFTER
THAT, AND THE OLD MAN WAS UP AGAINST IT ALL THE TIME. BUT HE MANAGED
to hold his own, even though he did lose a lot of cattle.

“HIS BRAND WAS A GRIDIRON, WHICH WASN’T MUCH DIFFERENT FROM THE
GRIDIRON CIRCLE BRAND OF THE BIG RANCH. IT AIN’T MUCH TROUBLE TO USE A
RUNNING IRON THROUGH A WET BLANKET AND CHANGE A BRAND LIKE THAT WHEN
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YOU KNOW HOW, AND THE GRIDIRON CIRCLE GANG SHORE ENOUGH KNEW HOW.
THEIR EXPERTNESS WITH A RUNNING IRON WOULD HAVE CAUSED QUESTIONS TO
BE ASKED, AND PROBABLY A LYNCHING BEE, IN OTHER PARTS OF THE COUNTRY,
BUT DOWN THERE THEY WERE PURTY WELL ALONE. THEY LET GORDON KNOW THAT
HE HAD JUMPED THE RANGE, WHICH WAS JUST WHAT THEY HAD DONE, THAT HE
DIDN’T OWN IT, AND THAT THE SOONER HE LEFT THE COUNTRY THE BETTER IT WOULD
BE FOR HIS HEALTH. BUT HE HAD PECULIAR IDEAS ABOUT JUSTICE, AND HE
SHORE WAS PLUMB FULL OF GRIT AND OBSTINACY. HE KNEW HE WAS RIGHT, THAT
HE HAD PAID FOR THE LAND, AND THAT HE HAD IMPROVED IT. AND HE HAD A
LOT OF FAITH IN THE LAW, NOT REALIZING THAT HE HADN’T ANYTHING TO SHOW THE
LAW. AND HE DIDN’T KNOW THAT LAW AND JUSTICE DON’T ALWAYS MEAN THE
same thing, not by a long shot.

“WELL, ONE DAY HE WENT OUT LOOKING FOR A VEIN OF COAL, WHICH HE THOUGHT
OUGHT TO BE THEREABOUTS, ACCORDING TO HIS BOOKS, AND IT OUGHT TO BE
CLOSE TO THE SURFACE OF A FISSURE. HE RECKONED THAT COAL OF ANY QUALITY
WOULD BE SOME BETTER THAN CHIPS AND THE LITTLE WOOD HE OWNED, SO HE
GOT BUSY. BUT HE DIDN’T FIND COAL, BUT SOMETHING THAT MADE HIM HOTFOOT
IT TO HIS BOOKS. WHEN THE REPORT CAME BACK FROM THE ASSAY OFFICE HE
KNEW THAT HE HAD HIT ON A VEIN OF NATIVE SILVER, WHICH WAS SOME BETTER
than coal.

“IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG FOR THE NEWS TO GET AROUND, THOUGH GOD HIMSELF
ONLY KNOWS HOW IT DID, UNLESS THE STOREKEEPER TOLD THAT A PACKAGE
HAD GONE THROUGH HIS HANDS ADDRESSED TO THE ASSAY OFFICE, AND
THINGS BEGAN TO HAPPEN IN CHUNKS. HE CAUGHT THREE GRIDIRON CIRCLE
PUNCHERS SHOOTING HIS COWS, AND HE WAS NATURALLY MAD ABOUT IT AND
JUST SHOT UP THE BUNCH BEFORE THEY KNEW HE WAS AROUND. HE KILLED ONE
AND SPOILED THE HEALTH OF THE OTHER TWO FOR SOME TIME TO COME, WHICH
NATURALLY SPELLED WAR WITH A BIG W. THEN ABOUT THIS TIME HIS WIFE WENT
AND DIED, WHICH WAS A PURTY BIG ADDITION TO HIS TROUBLES. AS HE STOOD
ABOVE HER GRAVE, ALL BROKEN UP, AND ABOUT READY TO GIVE UP THE FIGHT
AND GO BACK EAST, HE WAS SHOT AT FROM COVER. HE DIDN’T MUCH CARE IF
HE WAS KILLED OR NOT, UNTIL HE REMEMBERED THAT HE HAD A BOY TO TAKE
CARE OF. THEN HE GOT FIGHTING MAD ALL AT ONCE, ALL OF HIS TROUBLES
COMING UP BEFORE HIM IN A BUNCH, AND HE GOT HIS GUN AND WENT
hunting, which was only right and proper under the circumstances.”

THE SHERIFF FLECKED THE ASHES OF HIS CIGAR INTO A BLUE FLOWER POT WHICH
was gay with white ribbons, and poured himself a cup of coffee.

“I HATE TO THINK THAT IT IS POSSIBLE TO FIND A WHOLE RANCH OF HELLIONS FROM
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THE OWNER DOWN,” HE CONTINUED, “BUT THE NATURE OF THE OWNER PICKS A
DIRTY FOREMAN, AND A DIRTY FOREMAN NEEDS DIRTY MEN, AND THERE YOU
ARE. THAT FITS THE CASE OF THE GRIDIRON CIRCLE TO A T. THERE WAS NOT ONE
white man in the whole gang,” and he sat in silence for a space.

“WELL, THE BOY, WHO WAS ABOUT FIFTEEN YEARS OLD BY THIS TIME, TOOK HIS
GUN AND WENT OUT TO FIND HIS DADDY, AND HE SUCCEEDED. HE CUT HIM
DOWN AND BURIED HIM AND THEN WENT HOME. THAT NIGHT THE SHACK
BURNED TO THE GROUND, THE ORCHARD WAS RUINED AND THE BOY
DISAPPEARED. SOME PEOPLE SAID THAT THE KID TOOK WHAT HE WANTED
AND BURNED THE HOUSE RATHER THAN TO HAVE IT PROFANED AS A RANGE
HOUSE BY THE CURS WHO MURDERED HIS DAD; AND SOME SAID THE OTHER
thing, but from what I know of the kid, I reckon he did it himself.

“RIGHT THERE AND THEN THINGS BEGAN TO HAPPEN THAT HURT THE EASE AND
SAFETY OF THE GRIDIRON CIRCLE. COWS WERE FOUND DEAD ALL OVER THE
RANGE–JUGLARS CUT IN EVERY CASE. THREE OF THEIR PUNCHERS WERE FOUND
DEAD IN ONE WEEK–A .5O-CALIBER SHARPS HAD DONE IT. A REGULAR REIGN
OF TERROR BEGAN AND KEPT THE OUTFIT ON THE NERVOUS JUMP ALL THE TIME.
THEY SEARCHED AND TRAILED AND SEARCHED AND SWORE, AND IF ONE OF
THEM WENT OFF BY HIMSELF HE WAS USUALLY READY TO BE BURIED. TEN
EXPERIENCED, OLD-TIME COWMEN WERE MADE FOOLS OF BY A FIFTEEN-YEAR-
OLD KID, WHO WAS NEVER SEEN BY ANYBODY THAT LIVED LONG ENOUGH TO TELL
ABOUT IT. WHEN HE GOT HUNGRY, HE JUST KILLED ANOTHER COW AND HAD A
PORTERHOUSE STEAK COOKED BETWEEN TWO OTHERS OVER A GOOD FIRE. HE
ATE THE MIDDLE STEAK, WHICH HAD ALL THE JUICES OF THE TWO BURNED ONES,
AND THREW THE OTHERS AWAY. THREE MEALS A DAY FOR SIX MONTHS, AND
ONE COW TO A MEAL, WAS THE ORDER OF THINGS ON THE RANGES OF THE
GRIDIRON CIRCLE. HE HAD PLENTY OF AMMUNITION, BECAUSE EVERY DEAD
PUNCHER WAS MINUS HIS BELT WHEN FOUND AND HIS GUNS WERE BROKEN OR
GONE; AND EARLY IN THE GAME THE BOY HAD MADE A MASTER STROKE: HE
RAIDED THE STOREHOUSE OF THE RANCH ONE NIGHT AND LUGGED AWAY ABOUT
FIVE HUNDRED ROUNDS OF AMMUNITION IN HIS SADDLE BAGS, WITH A COUPLE
OF SPARE COLTS AND A REPEATING WINCHESTER OF THE LATEST PATTERN, AND
HE SPOILED ALL THE REST OF THE GUNS HE COULD LAY HIS HANDS ON.
HUMOROUS KID, WASN’T HE, SHOOTING UP THE RANCH WITH ITS OWN GUNS AND
cartridges?

“Finally, however, after the news had spread, which it did real quick, a
REGULAR LYNCHING PARTY WAS ARRANGED, AND THE U-B, WHICH LAY ABOUT
SIXTY MILES TO THE EAST, SENT OVER HALF A DOZEN MEN TO TAKE A HAND.
THEN THE GRIDIRON CIRCLE HAD A REST, BUT WHILE THE GANG WAS HUNTING
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FOR HIM AND LAYING ALL SORTS OF ELABORATE TRAPS TO CATCH HIM, THE BOY
WAS OVER ON THE U-B, SHOWING IT HOW FOOLISH IT HAD BEEN TO TAKE UP
ANOTHER MAN’S QUARREL. BY THIS TIME THE WHOLE COUNTRY KNEW ABOUT IT,
AND EVEN SOME EASTERN PAPERS BEGAN TO GIVE IT MUCH ATTENTION. ONE
OF THE PUNCHERS OF THE GRIDIRON CIRCLE, WHEN HE FOUND A FRIEND DEAD
AND SAW THE TRACKS OF THE KID IN THE SAND, SWORE AND CRIED THAT IT WAS
‘THAT D––N ORPHAN’ WHO HAD DONE IT, AND THE NAME STUCK. HE HAD
BECOME AN OUTLAW AND WAS LEGITIMATE PREY FOR ANY MAN WHO HAD THE
CHANCE AND GRIT TO TURN THE TRICK. FOR TEN YEARS HE HAS BEEN WANDERING
ALL OVER THE RANGE LIKE A HUNTED GRAY WOLF, FIGHTING FOR HIS LIFE AT EVERY
TURN AGAINST ALL KINDS OF ODDS, BOTH HUMAN AND NATURAL. AND I RECKON
THAT EXPLAINS WHY HE IS ACCUSED OF DOING SO MUCH KILLING. HE HAS
BEEN HUNTED AND FORCED TO SHOOT TO SAVE HIS OWN LIFE, AND A GRAY WOLF
IS A FIGHTER WHEN CORNERED. I KNOW THAT I WOULDN’T GIVE UP THE GHOST IF I
could help it, and neither would anybody else.”

“OH, IT IS A SHAME, AN AWFUL SHAME!” CRIED HELEN, TEARS OF SYMPATHY IN
HER EYES. “HOW COULD THEY DO IT? I DON’T BLAME HIM, NOT A BIT! HE DID
RIGHT, TERRIBLE AS IT WAS! AND ONLY A BOY WHEN THEY BEGAN, TOO! OH, IT IS
awful, almost unbelievable!”

“YES, IT IS, SIS,” REPLIED SHIELDS EARNESTLY. “IT AIN’T HIS FAULT, NOT BY ANY
MANNER OR MEANS–HE WAS WARPED.” AND THEN HE ADDED SLOWLY: “BUT
TOM AND I WILL STRAIGHTEN HIM OUT, AND IF SOME FOLKS HEREABOUTS DON’T
like it, they can shore lump it, or fight.”

“TELL ME HOW YOU MET HIM, JIM,” REQUESTED BLAKE IN THE INTERVAL OF
SILENCE. “I’VE HEARD SOME OF IT, SECOND-HANDED, OR THIRD-HANDED, BUT
I’d like to have it straight.”

“WELL,” THE SHERIFF CONTINUED, “WHEN HE CAME TO THESE PARTS I DIDN’T
KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT HIM EXCEPT WHAT I HAD HEARD, WHICH WAS ONLY
BAD. HE HAD A NASTY WAY OF HANDLING HIS GUN, A HAIR-TRIGGER AND A
NERVOUS FINGER ON HIS GUN, AND HE HAD A DISTRESSING WAY OF USING ONE
COW TO A MEAL, SO I GOT BUSY. I DIDN’T EXPECT MUCH TROUBLE IN GETTING
HIM. I KNEW THAT HE WAS ONLY A YOUNGSTER AND I COUNTED ON MY FIFTY
YEARS, AND MOST OF THEM OF EXPERIENCE, GETTING HIM. BEING YOUNG, I
RECKONED HE WOULD BE FOOLHARDY AND HASTY AND UNCERTAIN IN HIS
WISDOM; BUT, LORD! IT WAS JUST LIKE TRYING TO CATCH A FLEA IN THE DARK. HE
WAS HERE, THERE AND EVERYWHERE. WHILE I WAS DOWN SOUTH HUNTING
ALONG HIS TRAIL HE WOULD BE UP NORTH OBJECTING TO THE SHEEP INDUSTRY IN
INGENIOUS WAYS AND VARYING HIS BILL OF FARE WITH CHOICE CUTS OF LAMB
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AND MUTTON. AND BY THE TIME I GOT DOWN SOUTH HE WOULD BE–GOD ONLY
KNOWS WHERE, I DIDN’T. I COULD ONLY GUESS, AND I GUESSED WRONG UNTIL
the last one. And then it was the toss of a coin that decided it.

“AFTER A WHILE HE BEGAN TO GET MORE DARING, AND WHEN I SAY MORE
DARING I MEAN AN OPEN GAME WITH NO LIMIT. HE BEGAN TO PROVE MY
IDEAS ABOUT HIS AGE MAKING HIM RECKLESS, THOUGH HE WAS CAUTIOUS
ENOUGH, TO BE SURE. ONE DAY, NOT LONG AGO, HE HAD A RUN-IN WITH TWO
SHEEPMEN OUT BY THE U BEND OF THE CREEK, WHO HAD DRIVEN THEIR HERDS
UP ON CROSS BAR-8 LAND AND OVER THE DEAD-LINE ESTABLISHED BY THE
RANCH. THEY MUST HAVE TAKEN HIM FOR SOME CROSS BAR-8 PUNCHER AND
THOUGHT HE WAS GOING TO KICK UP A FUSS ABOUT THE TRESPASS, OR ELSE
THEY RECOGNIZED HIM. ANYWAY, WHEN I GOT ON THE SCENE THEY WERE
READY TO BE PLANTED, WHICH I DID FOR THEM. THEN I WENT AFTER HIM ON A
PLAIN TRAIL NORTH–AND ALMOST TOO PLAIN TO SUIT ME, BECAUSE IT LOOKED
LIKE IT HAD BEEN MADE PLAIN AS AN INVITATION. HE HAD PICKED OUT THE
SOFTEST GROUND AND LEFT PLENTY OF GOOD TRACKS. BUT I WAS SOME MAD
AND DIDN’T CARE MUCH WHAT I RUN INTO. I THOUGHT HE HAD DRIVEN THE WHOLE
BLASTED HERD OF BAA-BAAS OVER THAT HIGH BANK AND INTO THE CREEK, FOR
the number of dead sheep was shore scandalous.

“I FOLLOWED THAT CUSSED TRAIL NORTH, EAST, SOUTH, WEST AND THEN ALL OVER
THE WHOLE UNITED STATES, IT SEEMED TO ME. AND IT WAS ALWAYS GROWING
OLDER, BECAUSE I HAD TO WASTE TIME IN DODGING CHAPARRALS AND THINGS
LIKE THAT THAT MIGHT HOLD HIM AND HIS GUN. I WENT PICKING MY WAY ON A
ROUNDABOUT COURSE PAST THICKETS OF HONEY MESQUITE AND CACTUS
GARDENS, OVER ALKALI FLATS AND EVERYTHING ELSE, AND THE MORE I FOOLED
ABOUT THE MADDER I GOT. I AIN’T NO REAL, GENUINE FOOL, AND I’VE HAD
SOME EXPERIENCE AT TRAILING, BUT I HAD TO CONFESS THAT I WAS JUST A
PLAIN, ORDINARY MONKEY-ON-A-STICK WHEN STACKED UP AGAINST A KID THAT
WAS ONLY ABOUT HALF MY AGE, BECAUSE SUDDENLY THE PLAINNESS OF THE
TRAIL DISAPPEARED AND I WAS LEFT OUT ON THE MIDDLE OF A BURNING DESERT
TO GUESS THE ANSWER AS BEST I COULD. I KNEW WHAT HE HAD DONE, ALL
RIGHT, BUT THAT DIDN’T HELP ME A WHOLE LOT. DID YOU EVER TRAIL ANYBODY
THAT USED PADDED-LEATHER FOOTPADS ON HIS CAYUSE’S FEET, AND THAT
went on a walk, picking out the hardest ground? No? Well, I have, and
it’s no cinch.

“I GOT TIRED OF CHASING MYSELF BACK TO THE SAME PLACE FOUR TIMES OUT OF
FIVE, AND I RECKONS THAT IT WOULDN’T BE VERY LONG BEFORE HE HAD MADE
his circle and got me in front of him. It ain’t no church fair to be hunting
A MAD DEVIL LIKE HIM UNDER THE BEST CONDITIONS, AND IT’S A WHOLE LOT
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LESS LIKE ONE WHEN HE GETS BEHIND YOU DOING THE SAME THING. I DIDN’T
KNOW WHETHER HE HAD SWUNG TO THE NORTH OR SOUTH, SO I TOSSED UP A
COIN AND CRIED HEADS FOR NORTH–AND IT WAS TAILS. I CUT LOOSE AT A LOPE
AND HAD BEEN RIDING FOR SOME TIME WHEN I SAW SOMETHING THROUGH AN
OPENING IN THE CHAPARRALS TO THE EAST OF ME, AND IT MOVED. I SWUNG MY
GLASSES ON IT, AND I’M BLAMED IF IT WASN’T AN APACHE WAR PARTY BOUND
NORTH. THEY WERE ABOUT A MILE TO THE EAST OF ME, AND IF THEY KEPT ON
GOING STRAIGHT AHEAD THEY WOULD RUN ACROSS MY TRAIL IN ABOUT THREE
HOURS, FOR IT GRADUALLY WORKED THEIR WAY. I DUCKED RIGHT THEN AND THERE
AND STRUCK WEST FOR A TIME, TURNING SOUTH AGAIN UNTIL I HIT THE CIMARRON
TRAIL, WHICH I FOLLOWED EAST. WELL, AS I WENT AROUND ONE SIDE OF THE
CHAPARRAL SIX MAD APACHES WENT AROUND THE OTHER, AND THEY HIT MY
TRAIL TOO SOON TO SUIT ME. I HEARD A HAIR-RAISING YELL AND LIT OUT IN THE
DIRECTION OF CHATTANOOGA AS HARD AS I COULD GO, WITH A HUNGRY CHORUS
a mile behind me.

“I HAD JUST PASSED THAT FREAK BOWLDER ON THE APACHE TRAIL WHEN THE
MAN I WAS LOOKING FOR TURNED UP, AND WITH THE DROP, OF COURSE. WE
RECKONED THAT TWO WAS NEEDED TO STOP THE WAR-PAINTS, WHICH WE DID,
HIM RUNNING THE GAME AND DOING MOST OF THE PLAYING. I FELT LIKE I WAS
HIS HONORED GUEST WHOM HE HAD INVITED TO SHARE IN THE FESTIVITIES. HE
HAD PLENTY OF CHANCES TO NAIL ME IF HE WANTED TO, AND HE HAD CHIPPED
IN ON A GAME THAT HE DIDN’T HAVE TO TAKE CARDS IN; AND TO HELP ME OUT.
HE COULD HAVE LET THEM GET ME AND THEY WOULD HAVE THOUGHT THAT I HAD
DONE ALL THE INJURY AND THAT THERE WASN’T ANOTHER MAN ON THE DESERT.
BUT HE DIDN’T, AND I BEGAN TO THINK HE WASN’T AS BAD AS HE WAS
painted.”

THEN HE TOLD OF THE TROUBLE BETWEEN THE ORPHAN AND JIMMY OF THE
Cross Bar-8, and of the rage which blossomed out on the ranch.

“THAT SHORE SETTLED IT FOR THE CROSS BAR-8. THEY WANTED LOTS OF GORE,
AND THEY GOT IT, ALL RIGHT, WHEN HE PLAYED FIVE OF THEIR PUNCHERS AGAINST
THE VERY WAR PARTY HE HAD SENT NORTH TO MEET ME, WHILE I WAS CHASING
HIM. THAT WAR PARTY MUST HAVE FOUND SOMETHING TO THEIR LIKING,
wandering about the country all that time.”

BLAKE INTERRUPTED HIM: “WAR PARTY THAT HE SENT NORTH TO MEET YOU?” HE
asked in surprise. “How could he do that?”

“THAT’S JUST WHAT I SAID,” REPLIED SHIELDS, AND THEN HE EXPLAINED ABOUT
THE ARROW. “ANY MAN WHO COULD STACK A DECK LIKE THAT AND USE ONE
DANGER TO WIPE OUT ANOTHER AIN’T GOING TO GET CAUGHT BY AN OUTFIT OF
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LUNKHEADS–BY GEORGE! IF HE DIDN’T WORK NEARLY THE SAME TRICK ON THE
Cross Bar-8 crowd! Oh, it’s great, simply great!”

THE FOREMAN SLAPPED HIS KNEE ENTHUSIASTICALLY: “FINE! FINE!” HE
EXULTED. “THAT FELLOW HAS GOT BRAINS, PLENTY OF THEM! AND HE’LL MAKE
USE OF THEM TO THE GOOD OF THIS COUNTRY, TOO, BEFORE WE GET THROUGH
with him.”

SHIELDS CONTINUED: “AFTER HE SIC’D THE CHUMPS OF THE CROSS BAR-8 ON
THE APACHES HE SHORE RAISED THE DEVIL ON THE RANCH AND I WAS ASKED
TO GO OUT AND RUN THINGS, WHICH I DID, OR RATHER THOUGHT I WOULD DO.
CHARLEY AND I AND THE TWO LARKIN BOYS LAID OUT ON THE PLAIN ALL NIGHT,
COVERED UP WITH SAND, WAITING FOR HIM TO SHOW UP BETWEEN US AND THE
WINDOWS–AND THE FIRST THING I SAW IN THE MORNING WAS HELEN’S FLOWER
POT HERE–IT USED TO BE MARGARET’S–SETTING UP ON TOP OF A PILE OF SAND
UNDER MY VERY NOSE WHERE HE HAD STUCK IT WHILE I WAITED FOR HIM–AND
BLAMED IF HE HADN’T SIGNED HIS NAME IN THE SAND AT ITS BASE!” HE
SUDDENLY TURNED TO HIS SISTER: “TELL TOM ABOUT HIM CALLING ON YOU WHILE
I was waiting for him out on the ranch, Helen.”

Helen did so and the way she told it caused the women to look keenly
at her.

Blake laughed heartily: “Now, don’t that beat all!” he cried.

“IT DON’T BEAT THIS,” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF, TURNING AGAIN TO HELEN. “TELL
him about the stage coach, Sis.”

“WELL, I DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT THE FIRST PART OF IT,” SHE REPLIED. “ALL I
REMEMBER IS A TERRIBLE RIDE –OH, IT WAS AWFUL!” SHE CRIED, SHUDDERING
AS SHE REMEMBERED THE TORTURES OF THE CONCORD. “BUT WHEN WE
STOPPED AND AFTER I MANAGED TO GET OUT OF THE COACH I SAW THE DRIVER
CARRYING A MAN ON HIS SHOULDERS AND COMING TOWARD US. HE LAID HIS
BURDEN DOWN AND REVIVED HIM–AND HE WAS A YOUNG MAN, AND
COVERED WITH BLOOD.” THEN SHE PAUSED: “HE WAS REAL NICE AND POLITE
and didn’t seem to think that he had done anything out of the ordinary.
Then we went on and he left us.”

The sheriff laughed and leveled an accusing finger at her:

“YOU HAVE LEFT OUT A WHOLE LOT, SIS,” HE SAID AFFECTIONATELY. “HELEN
ACTED JUST LIKE THE THOROUGHBRED SHE IS, TOM,” HE CONTINUED. “I GUESS
BILL TOLD YOU ALL ABOUT IT, FOR HE’S AIRED IT PURTY WELL. WHY, SHE EVEN LOST
her gold pin a-helping him!” and he grinned broadly.
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HELEN SHOT HIM A WARNING GLANCE, BUT IT WAS TOO LATE; MARY SUDDENLY
sat bolt upright, her expression one of shocked surprise.

“HELEN SHIELDS!” SHE CRIED, “AND I NEVER THOUGHT OF IT BEFORE! HOW
COULD YOU DO IT! WHY, THAT HORRID MAN WILL SHOW YOUR PIN AND BOAST
about it to everybody! The idea! I’m surprised at you!”

“TUT, TUT,” EXCLAIMED SHIELDS. “I RECKON THAT PIN IS ALL RIGHT. HE MIGHT
find it handy some day to return it, it’ll be a good excuse when he gets
ON HIS FEET. AND I’D HATE TO BE THE MAN TO LAUGH AT IT, OR TRY TO TAKE IT
FROM HIM. NOW, COME, MARY, THINK OF IT RIGHT; IT WAS THE FIRST KIND ACT HE
HAD KNOWN SINCE HE LOST HIS DADDY. AND THAT PIN IS ONE OF MY MAIN
STAND-BYS IN THIS GAME. I BELIEVE THAT HE’LL BE SQUARE AS LONG AS HE
has it.”

“WELL, I DON’T CARE, JAMES,” WARMLY RESPONDED MARY. “IT WAS not A
MODEST THING TO DO WHEN SHE HAD NEVER SEEN HIM BEFORE, AND HE HER
brother’s enemy and an outlaw!”

“HOW COULD I HAVE FASTENED THE BANDAGE, SISTER DEAR?” ASKED HELEN,
HER COMPLEXION SLIGHTLY MORE COLORED THAN ITS NATURAL SHADE. “IT WAS SO
very little to do after all he had done for us!”

“WELL, TOM AND I HAVE SOME BUSINESS TO TALK OVER, SO WE’LL LEAVE YOU
TO FIGHT THE MATTER OUT AMONG YOURSELVES,” THE SHERIFF SAID, ARISING.
“COME TO MY ROOM, TOM, I WANT TO TALK OVER THAT RANCH SCHEME WITH
YOU. YOU BRING THE COFFEE POT AND THE CIGARS AND I’LL JUGGLE THE PIE AND
gingerbread,” he laughed as he led the way.

“OH, TOM!” HASTILY CALLED MRS. SHIELDS AFTER GOOD-NIGHTS HAD BEEN
SAID, AND JUST BEFORE THE DOOR CLOSED; “I PROMISED YOU A DINNER FOR
YOUR BOYS WHEN HELEN AND MARY CAME, AND IF YOU THINK YOU CAN SPARE
them this coming Sunday I will have it then.”

“THANK YOU, MRS. SHIELDS,” EARNESTLY RESPONDED BLAKE, TURNING ON THE
THRESHOLD. “IT IS AWFUL GOOD OF YOU TO PUT YOURSELF OUT THAT WAY, AND YOU
CAN BET THAT THE BOYS WILL BE YOUR DEVOTED SLAVES EVER AFTER. IF YOU
MUST GO TO THAT TROUBLE, WHY, SUNDAY OR ANY DAY YOU MAY NAME WILL DO
FOR US. GOSH, BUT WON’T THEY BE TICKLED!” HE EXULTED AS HE PICTURED
them feasting on goodies. “It’ll be better than a circus, it shore will!”

“WHY, IT’S NO TROUBLE AT ALL, TOM,” SHE REPLIED, SMILING AT BEING ABLE TO
BRING CHEER TO A CROWD OF MEN, LONELY, AS SHE THOUGHT. “AND YOU WILL
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arrange to have The Orphan with them, won’t you?”

“I MOST CERTAINLY WILL,” HE HEARTILY REPLIED. “IT’LL DO WONDERS FOR HIM.” HE
GLANCED QUICKLY AT HELEN, BUT SHE WAS BUSILY ENGAGED IN THREADING A
needle under the lamp shade.

“Good night, all,” he said as he closed the door.
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CHAPTER XV
AN UNDERSTANDING

LAKE SETTLED HIMSELF IN THE EASY CHAIR WHICH HIS HOST PUSHED OVER
to him and crossed his feet on the seat of another, and became the

PERSONIFICATION OF CONTENTMENT. ONE OF THE BLACK PERFECTOS WHICH A
FRIEND IN THE EAST KEPT SHIELDS SUPPLIED WITH, WAS TENDERLY NURSED BY
HIS LIPS, ITS FRAGRANT SMOKE SLOWLY ISSUING FROM HIS NOSE AND MOUTH,
YIELDING ITS DELIGHTS TO A MAN WHO KNEW A GOOD CIGAR WHEN HE
SMOKED IT, AND WHO KNEW HOW TO SMOKE IT. AT HIS ELBOW STOOD A
COFFEE POT, FLANKED ON ONE SIDE BY A PLATE PILED HIGH WITH
GINGERBREAD; ON THE OTHER BY AN APRICOT PIE. HIS EYES HALF-CLOSED AND
HIS ARMS WERE FOLDED, AND A GREAT PEACE STOLE OVER HIM. HE HAD THE
PHILOSOPHER’S MIND WHICH SO READILY YIELDS TO THE MAGIC TOUCH OF A
PERFECT CIGAR. IN THAT SHORT SPACE OF TIME HE WAS RECOMPENSED FOR A
life of hardships, perils and but few pleasures.

THEY SAT EACH LOST IN HIS OWN THOUGHTS, IN A SILENCE BROKEN ONLY BY THE
VERY LOW AND INDISTINCT HUM OF WOMEN’S VOICES AND THE LOUD TICKING OF
THE CLOCK, WHICH SOON STRUCK TEN. THE FOREMAN SIGHED, STIRRED TO
KNOCK THE ASHES FROM HIS CIGAR, AND THEN SLOWLY REACHED HIS HAND
TOWARD THE PIE. SHIELDS CAME TO HIMSELF AND VERY GRAVELY RELIGHTED HIS
CIGAR, WATCHING THE BLUE SMOKE STREAM UP OVER THE LAMP. HE LOOKED
at his contented friend for a few seconds and then broke the silence.

“TOM,” HE SAID, “WHAT I’M GOING TO TELL YOU NOW IS ALL MEAT. I COULDN’T
SAY ANYTHING ABOUT IT WHILE THE WOMEN WERE AROUND, FOR THEY SHORE
worry a lot and there wasn’t no good in scaring them.

“THE CROSS BAR-8 OUTFIT GOT SADDLED WITH THE IDEA THAT THEY WANTED A
NEW SHERIFF, AND FOUR OF THEM DIDN’T CARE A WHOLE LOT HOW THEY MADE
THE NECESSARY VACANCY. I GOT WORD THAT THEY WERE GOING TO PAY BILL
HOWLAND FOR THE PART HE PLAYED, AND ON THE FACE OF IT THERE WASN’T
NOTHING MORE THAN THAT. IT WAS NATURAL ENOUGH THAT THEY WERE SORE ON
HIM, AND THAT THEY WOULD TRY TO SQUARE MATTERS. WELL, OF COURSE, I
COULDN’T LET HIM GET WIPED OUT AND I TOOK CARDS IN THE GAME. BUT, LORD,
IT WASN’T WHAT I RECKONED IT WAS AT ALL. HE WAS IN FOR HIS LICKING, ALL
right, but he was the little fish–and I was the big one.

“THEY GOT BILL IN THE DEFILE OF THE BACKBONE AND WERE GOING TO LYNCH
HIM–THEY BEAT HIM UP SHAMEFUL. HE WOULDN’T TELL THEM THAT I WAS HAND-

266

267

268



IN-GLOVE WITH THE ORPHAN, WHICH THEY WANTED TO HEAR, SO THEY TRIED TO
scare him to lie, but it was no go.

“WELL, I FOLLOWED BILL AND, TO MAKE IT SHORT, THAT IS JUST WHAT THEY HAD
FIGURED ON. THEY POSTED AN OUTPOST TO GET THE DROP ON ME WHEN I
SHOWED UP, AND HE GOT IT. TEX WILLIARD SEEMED TO BE THE OFFICER IN
CHARGE, AND HE ASKED ME QUESTIONS AND SUGGESTED THINGS THAT MADE
ME FIGHTING MAD INSIDE. BUT I WAS AS COOL AS I COULD BE APPARENTLY, FOR
IT AIN’T NO GOOD TO LOSE YOUR TEMPER IN A PLACE LIKE THAT. I SUPPOSE THEY
WANTED ME TO GET OUT ON THE WARPATH SO THEY COULD FRAME UP SOME
STORY ABOUT SELF-DEFENSE. IT LOOKED BAD FOR ME, WITH THREE OF THEM
HAVING THEIR GUNS ON ME, AND TEX WILLIARD HAD JUST GIVEN ME AN
ultimatum and had counted two, when, d––D IF THE ORPHAN DIDN’T TAKE
A HAND FROM UP ON THE WALL OF THE DEFILE. THAT LET ME GET MY GUNS OUT,
AND THE REST WAS EASY. WE LET BILL GET SQUARE ON THE GANG FOR THE
BEATING HE HAD GOT, BY WHIPPING ALL OF THEM TO THE QUEEN’S TASTE.
WHEN THEY GOT SO THEY COULD STAND UP I TOLD THEM A FEW THINGS AND
ordered them out of the country, and they were blamed glad to get the
chance to go, too.

“THE ORPHAN DIDN’T HAVE TO MIX UP IN THAT, NOT AT ALL, AND IT MAKES THE
third time he’s put his head in danger to help me or mine, and he took
BIG CHANCES EVERY TIME. HOW IN H–L CAN I HELP LIKING HIM? CAN I BE
BLAMED FOR TREATING HIM WHITE AND SQUARE WHEN HE’S DONE SO MUCH
for me? He is so chock full of grit and squareness that I’ll throw up this
JOB RATHER THAN TO GO OUT AFTER HIM FOR HIS PAST DEEDS, AND I MEAN IT,
too, Tom.”

BLAKE REACHED FOR ANOTHER PIECE OF PIE, HELD HIS HAND OVER IT IN
UNCERTAINTY AND THEN, CHANGING HIS MIND, TOOK GINGERBREAD FOR A
change.

“WELL, I RECKON YOU’RE RIGHT, JIM,” HE REPLIED. “ANYHOW, IT DON’T MAKE A
WHOLE LOT OF DIFFERENCE WHETHER YOU ARE OR NOT. YOU’RE THE SHERIFF OF THIS
LAYOUT, AND YOU’RE TO DO WHAT YOU THINK BEST, AND THAT’S THE IDEA OF
MOST OF THE PEOPLE OUT HERE, TOO. IF YOU WANT TO EXPERIMENT, THAT’S YOUR
BUSINESS, FOR YOU’LL BE THE FIRST TO GET BIT IF YOU’RE WRONG. AND IT AIN’T
NECESSARY TO TELL YOU THAT YOUR FRIENDS WILL BACK YOU UP IN ANYTHING YOU
TRY. PERSONALLY, I AM RATHER GLAD OF WHAT YOU’RE DOING, FOR I LIKE THAT
MAN’S LOOKS, AS I SAID BEFORE, AND HE’LL BE JUST THE KIND OF A PUNCHER I
WANT. HE’S A MAN THAT’LL FIGHT LIKE H–L FOR THE MAN HE TIES UP TO AND WHO
treats him square. If he ain’t, I’m getting childish in my judgment.”
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“I SENT HIM TO YOU,” THE SHERIFF CONTINUED, “BECAUSE I WANTED TO GET HIM
IN WITH A GOOD OUTFIT AND UNDER A MAN WHO WOULD BE FAIR WITH HIM. I
KNEW THAT YOU WOULD GIVE HIM EVERY CHANCE IN THE WORLD. AND THEN
HELEN TAKES SUCH AN INTEREST IN HIM, BEING YOUNG AND SYMPATHETIC
AND ROMANTIC, THAT I WANTED TO PLEASE HER IF I COULD, AND I CAN. SHE’LL
BE VERY MUCH PLEASED NOW THAT I’VE GIVEN HIM A START IN THE RIGHT
DIRECTION AND THERE AIN’T NOTHING I CAN DO FOR HER THAT IS NOT GOING TO BE
done. She’s a blamed fine girl, Tom, as nice a girl as ever lived.”

“SHE SHORE IS–THERE AIN’T NO DOUBT ABOUT THAT!” CRIED THE FOREMAN, AND
THEN HE FROWNED SLIGHTLY. “BUT HAVE YOU THOUGHT OF WHAT ALL THIS MIGHT
DEVELOP INTO?” HE ASKED, LEANING FORWARD IN HIS EARNESTNESS. “IT’S
SHORE FUNNY HOW I SHOULD THINK OF SUCH A THING, FOR IT AIN’T IN MY LINE AT
all, but the idea just sort of blew into my head.”

“What do you mean?”

“WELL, HELEN, BEING YOUNG AND SYMPATHETIC AND ROMANTIC, AS YOU
SAID, AND OWING HER OWN LIFE AND THE LIVES OF HER SISTER AND FRIEND, NOT
TO MENTION YOURS, TO HIM, MIGHT JUST GO AND FALL IN LOVE WITH HIM, AND I
RECKON THAT IF SHE DID, SHE WOULD STICK TO HIM IN SPITE OF HELL. HE’S A
BLAMED GOOD-LOOKING, ATTRACTIVE FELLOW, FULL OF ENERGY AND GRIT,
SOMEWHAT OF A MYSTERY, AND WOMEN ARE STRONG ON MYSTERIES, AND HE
MIGHT NURSE IDEAS ABOUT HAVING SOME ONE TO MAKE GINGERBREAD AND
APRICOT PIE FOR HIM; AND IF HE DOES, AS SHORE AS GOD MADE LITTLE
APPLES, IT’LL BE HELEN THAT HE’LL WANT. HE’S NEVER SEEN AS PRETTY A GIRL,
SHE’S BEEN KIND AND SYMPATHETIC WITH HIM, AND I’M WILLING TO BET MY
HAT THAT HE’S LOST A BIT OF SLEEP ABOUT HER ALREADY. GOOD LORD, WHAT
CAN YOU EXPECT? SHE PITIES HIM, AND WHAT DO THE BOOKS SAY ABOUT
pity?”

THE SHERIFF THOUGHT FOR A MINUTE AND THEN LOOKED UP WITH A PECULIAR
light in his eyes.

“For a bachelor you’re doing real well,” he said, still thinking hard.

“BEING A BACHELOR DON’T MEAN THAT I AIN’T NEVER RUBBED ELBOWS WITH
WOMEN,” REPLIED THE FOREMAN. “THERE ARE SOME PEOPLE THAT ARE
BACHELORS BECAUSE THEY ARE TOO DARNED SMART TO GET ROPED AND
branded BECAUSE THE MOON HAPPENS TO BE REAL BRIGHT. BUT I’LL CONFESS
TO YOU THAT I AIN’T A BACHELOR BECAUSE I DIDN’T WANT TO GET ROPED. WE
won’t say any more about that, however.”
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“WELL,” SAID SHIELDS, SLOWLY. “IF HE TRIES TO GET HER BEFORE I KNOW THAT HE
IS STRAIGHT AND CLEAN AND GOOD ENOUGH FOR HER, I’LL JUST HAVE TO STOP
HIM ANY WAY I CAN. FIRST OF ALL, I’M LOOKING OUT FOR MY SISTER, THE H–L WITH
ANYBODY ELSE. BUT ON THE OTHER HAND, IF HE MAKES GOOD AND WANTS HER
BAD ENOUGH TO RUSTLE FOR TWO AND SHE HAS HER MIND MADE UP THAT
SHE’D RATHER HAVE HIM THAN STAY SINGLE AND IS HEAD OVER HEELS IN LOVE
WITH HIM, I DON’T SEE THAT THERE’S ANYTHING TO WORRY ABOUT. I TELL YOU THAT
HE IS A GOOD MAN, A REAL MAN, AND IF HE CHANGES LIKE I WANT HIM TO,
SHE WOULD BE A D ––D SIGHT BETTER OFF WITH HIM THAN WITH SOME DUDISH
TENDERFOOT IN LOVE WITH MONEY. HE HAS HAD SUCH A GOD-FORSAKEN LIFE
THAT HE WILL BE ABLE TO APPRECIATE A CHANGE LIKE THAT–HE WOULD BE
SQUARE AS A BRICK WITH HER AND ATTENTIVE AND LOYAL–AND WITH HIM SHE
WOULDN’T RUN MUCH CHANCE OF BEING LEFT A WIDOW. WHY, I’LL BET HE’LL
WORSHIP THE GROUND SHE WALKS ON–SHE COULD WIND HIM ALL AROUND HER
LITTLE FINGER AND HE’D NEVER PEEP. AND SHE WOULD HAVE THE BEST
PROTECTION THAT WALKS AROUND THESE PARTS. BUT, PSHAW, ALL THIS IS TOO FAR
ahead of the game. How about that herd of cattle you spoke of?”

“I CAN GET YOU THE WHOLE HERD DIRT CHEAP,” REPLIED THE FOREMAN. “AND
they are as hungry and healthy a lot as you could wish.”

“WELL,” RESPONDED THE SHERIFF, “I’VE MADE UP MY MIND TO GO RANCHING
AGAIN. I CAN’T STAND THIS LOAFING, FOR IT DON’T AMOUNT TO MUCH MORE THAN
THAT NOW THAT THE ORPHAN HAS GRADUATED OUT OF THE OUTLAW CLASS. I CAN
RUN A RANCH AND HAVE PLENTY OF TIME TO ATTEND TO THE SHERIFF PART OF IT,
TOO. EVER SINCE I SOLD THE THREE-S I HAVE BEEN LIKE A FISH OUT OF WATER.
WHEN I GOT RID OF IT I PUT THE MONEY AWAY IN KANSAS CITY, THINKING THAT I
MIGHT WANT TO GO BACK AT IT AGAIN. THEN I GOT RID OF THAT MINE AND
BUNKED THE MONEY WITH THE RANCH MONEY. THE INTEREST HAS BEEN
ACCUMULATING FOR A LONG TIME NOW AND I HAVE GOT SOMETHING OVER THIRTY
thousand lying idle. Now, I’m going to put it to work.

“I RAN ACROSS CRAWFORD LAST WEEK, AND HE IS DEAD ANXIOUS TO SELL OUT
AND GO BACK EAST–HE DON’T LIKE THE WEST. I’VE DETERMINED TO TAKE THE
A-Y OFF HIS HANDS, FOR IT’S A GOOD RANCH, HAS GOOD BUILDINGS ON IT, TWO
FINE WINDMILLS OVER DRIVEN WELLS, GOOD GRASS AND SHELTERS. WHY, HE
HAS PUT UP SHELTERS IN LONG VALLEY THAT CAN’T BE DUPLICATED UNDER A
THOUSAND DOLLARS. HIS TERMS ARE GOOD–FIVE THOUSAND DOWN AND THE
BALANCE IN INSTALLMENTS OF TWO THOUSAND A YEAR AT THREE PER CENT., AND
I can get over three per cent, while it is lying waiting to be paid to him.
HE IS TOO BLAMED SICK OF HIS WHITE ELEPHANT TO HAGGLE OVER TERMS. HE
WAS FOOLISH TO TRY TO RUN IT HIMSELF AND TO SINK SO MUCH MONEY IN DRIVEN
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WELLS, WINDMILLS AND BUILDINGS–IT WOULD ASTONISH YOU TO KNOW HOW
MUCH MONEY HE SPENT IN PAINT ALONE. WHAT DID HE KNOW ABOUT
RANCHING, ANYHOW? HE CAN’T HARDLY TELL A COW FROM A HEIFER. HE SAID
THAT HE KNEW HOW TO MAKE MONEY EARN MONEY IN THE EAST, BUT THAT HE
couldn’t make a cent raising cows.

“IF THE ORPHAN ATTENDS TO HIS NEW DEAL I’LL PUT HIM IN CHARGE AND THE
REST LIES WITH HIM. I’LL PROVIDE HIM WITH A GOOD OUTFIT, EVERYTHING HE
NEEDS AND, IF HE MAKES GOOD AND THE RANCH PAYS, I’LL FIX IT SO HE CAN
OWN A HALF-INTEREST IN IT AT LESS THAN IT COST ME, AND THAT WILL GIVE HIM A
GOOD JOB TO HOLD DOWN FOR THE REST OF HIS LIFE. IT’LL BE SOMETHING FOR HIM
TO TIE TO IN CASE OF SQUALLS, BUT THERE AIN’T MUCH DANGER OF HIS
BECOMING UNSTEADY, BECAUSE IF HE WAS AT ALL INCLINED TO THAT SORT OF
thing he would be dead now.

“THIS AIN’T NO FLY-AWAY NOTION, AS YOU KNOW. I’VE HAD AN ITCHING FOR A
GOOD RANCH FOR SEVERAL YEARS, AND FOR JUST ABOUT THAT LENGTH OF TIME I’VE
HAD MY EYES ON THE A-Y. I WAS GOING TO BUY IT WHEN CRAWFORD GOBBLED
IT UP AT THAT FANCY PRICE AND I FELT A LITTLE PUT OUT WHEN HE TOOK UP HIS
OPTION ON IT, BUT I’M GLAD HE DID, NOW. WHY, REEVES SOLD OUT TO
CRAWFORD FOR ALMOST THREE TIMES WHAT I AM GOING TO PAY FOR IT, AND IT
HAS BEEN IMPROVED FIFTY PER CENT. SINCE HE HAS HAD IT. BUT, OF COURSE,
THERE WAS MORE CATTLE THEN THAN THERE IS NOW. YOU GET ME THAT HERD AT
A GOOD FIGURE AND I’LL BE ABLE TO TAKE CARE OF THEM VERY SOON NOW, JUST
AS SOON AS I CLOSE THE DEAL. BUT, MIND YOU, NO TEXAS CATTLE GOES–I
don’t want any Spanish fever in mine.

“I’M THINKING SOME OF PUTTING CHARLEY IN CHARGE TEMPORARILY, JUST AS
SOON AS SNEED GETS SOME MEN, AND WHEN THE ORPHAN TAKES IT OVER
THINGS WILL BE IN PURTY FAIR SHAPE. I WON’T MOVE OUT THERE BECAUSE MY
WIFE DON’T LIKE RANCHING–SHE WANTS TO BE IN TOWN WHERE SHE IS NEAR
SOMEBODY, BUT I’LL SPEND MOST OF MY TIME OUT THERE UNTIL EVERYTHING
GETS IN RUNNING ORDER. OH, YES–IN CONSIDERATION OF THE FIVE THOUSAND
DOWN AT THE TIME THE PAPERS ARE SIGNED, CRAWFORD HAS AGREED TO
LEAVE THE RANCH-HOUSE FURNISHED PRACTICALLY AS IT IS, AND THAT WILL BE
NICE FOR HELEN AND THE ORPHAN IF THEY EVER SHOULD DECIDE TO JOIN
HANDS IN DOUBLE BLESSEDNESS. YOU USED TO HAVE A LOT OF FUN ABOUT THE
HIGH-FALUTING FIXINGS IN YOUR RANCH-HOUSE, BUT JUST WAIT ’TIL YOU SEE THIS
ONE! AN INSIDE LOOK AROUND WILL OPEN YOUR EYES SOME, ALL RIGHT. IT IS A
WONDER, A REAL WONDER! RUNNING WATER FROM THE WINDMILLS, A BATH-
ROOM, SINKS IN THE KITCHEN, A WOOD-BURNING BOILER IN THE CELLAR, AND ALL
THE COMFORTS POSSIBLE. IF CRAWFORD TRIES TO MOVE ALL THAT STUFF BACK
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EAST IT WOULD COST HIM MORE THAN HE COULD GET FOR IT, AND HE KNOWS IT,
TOO. IT’S A BARGAIN AT TWICE THE PRICE, AND I’M GOING TO NAIL IT. I CAN’T
think of anything else.”

“WELL,” REPLIED BLAKE, “I DON’T SEE HOW YOU COULD DO ANYTHING BETTER,
THAT’S SURE. IT ALL DEPENDS ON THE PRICE, AND IF YOU’RE SATISFIED WITH THAT,
THERE AIN’T NO USE OF TURNING IT DOWN. I KNOW YOU CAN MAKE MONEY OUT
THERE WITH ANY KIND OF ATTENTION, FOR I’M PURTY WELL ACQUAINTED WITH THE
A-Y. AND I’LL SEE ABOUT THE CATTLE NEXT WEEK, BUT YOU BETTER LEAVE THE
ORPHAN STAY WITH ME A WHILE LONGER. MY BOYS ARE THE BEST CROWD THAT
EVER LIVED IN A BUNK-HOUSE, AND IF HE MINDS HIS BUSINESS THEY’LL
SMOOTH DOWN HIS CORNERS UNTIL YOU WON’T HARDLY KNOW HIM; AND THEY’LL
teach him a little about the cow-puncher game if he’s rusty.

“YOU REMEMBER THE TIME WE HAD THAT KILLING OUT THERE, DON’T YOU?”
BLAKE ASKED. “WELL, YOU ALSO REMEMBER THAT WE AGREED TO CUT OUT ALL
GUNPLAY ON THE RANCH IN THE FUTURE, AND THAT I SENT EAST FOR SOME
BOXING GLOVES, WHICH WERE TO BE USED IN CASE ANYBODY WANTED TO
SETTLE ANY TROUBLE. THEY HAVE BEEN OUT THERE FOR TWO YEARS NOW, AND
HAVEN’T BEEN USED EXCEPT IN FUN. GIVE THE BOYS A CHANCE AND THEY’LL
CURE HIM OF THE ITCHING TRIGGER-FINGER, ALL RIGHT. THEY’RE ONLY A LOT OF BIG-
HEARTED, OVERGROWN KIDS, AND THEY CAN GET ALONG WITH THE DEVIL HIMSELF
IF HE’LL LET THEM. BUT THEY ARE HELL-FIRE AND BRIMSTONE WHEN AROUSED,”
THEN HE LAUGHED SOFTLY: “THEY HEARD ABOUT YOUR TROUBLE WITH SNEED
AND THEY SHORE WAS DEAD ANXIOUS TO CALL ON THE CROSS BAR-8 AND
MAKE A FEW REMARKS ABOUT LONG LIFE AND HAPPINESS, BUT I MADE THEM
wait ’til they should be sent for.

“THEY KNOW ALL ABOUT THE ORPHAN–THAT IS, AS MUCH AS I DID BEFORE I
CALLED TO-NIGHT. JOE HAINES IS A GREAT LISTENER AND WHEN HE RUSTLES OUR
MAIL ONCE A WEEK HE TAKES IT ALL IN, SO OF COURSE THEY KNOW ALL ABOUT IT.
THEY HAD A LOT OF FUN ABOUT THE WAY HE MADE THE CROSS BAR-8 SIT UP
AND TAKE NOTICE, FOR THEY AIN’T WASTING ANY LOVE ON SNEED’S CROWD.
AND IT TOOK BILL HOWLAND OVER AN HOUR TO TELL JOE ABOUT HIS
EXPERIENCES. SO WHEN THE ORPHAN MET THE OUTFIT THEY KNEW HIM TO BE
THE MAN WHO HAD SAVED THE SHERIFF’S SISTERS, WHICH WENT A LONG WAY
WITH THEM. SAY, JIM,” HE EXCLAIMED, “CAN I TELL THEM WHAT YOU SAID
ABOUT HIM TO-NIGHT? LET ME TELL THEM EVERYTHING, FOR IT’LL GO FAR WITH
them, especially with Silent, who had some trouble with the U-B about
FIVE YEARS AGO. HE WAS TAKING A HERD OF ABOUT THREE THOUSAND HEAD
ACROSS THEIR RANGE AND HE SWEARS YET AT THE TREATMENT HE GOT. YES?
All right, it’ll make him solid with the outfit.”
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“TELL THEM ANYTHING YOU WANT ABOUT HIM,” SAID THE SHERIFF, “BUT DON’T
say anything about the A-Y. I want to keep it quiet for a while.”

SHIELDS POURED HIMSELF A CUP OF COFFEE AND THEN GLANCED AT THE CLOCK:
“Too late for a game, Tom?” he asked, expectantly.

The foreman laughed: “It’s seldom too late for that,” he replied.

“GOOD ENOUGH!” CRIED HIS HOST. “WHAT SHALL IT BE THIS TIME–PINOCHLE OR
crib?”

THE FOREMAN SLOWLY CLOSED HIS EYES AS HE REPLIED: “EITHER SUITS ME–
THIS FEED HAS MADE ME PLUMB EASY TO PLEASE. WHY, I’D EVEN PLAY
casino to-night!”

“WELL, WHAT DO YOU SAY TO CRIB?” ASKED THE SHERIFF. “YOU LICKED ME SO
bad at it the last time you were here that I hanker to get revenge.”

“WELL, I DON’T BLAME YOU FOR WANTING TO GET IT, BUT I’LL TELL YOU RIGHT NOW
THAT YOU WON’T, FOR I CAN LICK THE MAN THAT INVENTED CRIB TO-NIGHT,”
laughed the foreman. “Bring out your cards.”

Shields placed the cards on the table and arranged things where they
would be handy while his friend shuffled the pack.

THE FOREMAN PUSHED THE CARDS TOWARD HIS HOST: “THERE YOU ARE–LOW
deals as usual, I suppose.”

“OH, YOU MIGHT AS WELL GO AHEAD AND DEAL,” GRUMBLED THE SHERIFF
GOOD-NATUREDLY. “I DON’T REMEMBER EVER CUTTING LOW ENOUGH FOR YOU–BY
George! A five!”

BLAKE PICKED UP THE CARDS AND STARTED TO DEAL, BUT THE SHERIFF STOPPED
him.

“HEY! YOU HAVEN’T CUT YET!” SHIELDS CRIED, PUTTING HIS HAND ON THE
cards. “What are you doing, anyhow?”

BLAKE LAUGHED WITH DELIGHT: “WELL, ANYBODY THAT CAN’T CUT LOWER THAN A
five hadn’t ought to play the game. What’s the use of wasting time?”

“WELL, YOU NEVER MIND ABOUT THE TIME–YOU GO AHEAD AND BEAT ME,”
cried the sheriff. “Of all the nerve!”

BLAKE PICKED UP THE CARDS AGAIN: “DO YOU WANT TO CUT AGAIN?” HE
asked.
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“Not a bit of it! That five stands!”

“WELL, HOW WOULD A FOUR DO?” ASKED THE FOREMAN, LIFTING HIS HAND. “IT’S
a three!” he exulted. “All that time wasted,” he said.

“YOU GO TO BLAZES,” PLEASANTLY REPLIED THE SHERIFF AS HE SORTED HIS
HAND. “THIS AIN’T SO BAD FOR YOU, NOT AT ALL BAD; YOU COULD HAVE DONE
worse, but I doubt it.” He discarded, cut, and Blake turned a six.

“Seven,” called Shields as he played.

“Seventeen,” replied Blake, playing a queen.

“NO YOU DON’T, EITHER,” GRINNED THE SHERIFF. “YOU CAN PLAY THAT FOUR LATER
IF YOU WANT TO, BUT NOT NOW ON TWENTY-SEVEN. CALL IT TWENTY-FIVE,” HE
said, playing an eight.

BLAKE CAREFULLY SCANNED HIS HAND AND FINALLY PLAYED THE FOUR,
grumbling a little as his friend laughed.

“Thirty-one–first blood,” remarked the sheriff, dropping the deuce.

While he pegged his points Blake suddenly laughed.

“SAY, JIM,” HE SAID, “BEFORE I FORGET IT I WANT TO TELL YOU A JOKE ON
HUMBLE. HE THOUGHT IT WOULD BE EASY MONEY IF HE TAUGHT LEE LUNG
HOW TO PLAY POKER. HE BOTHERED LEE’S LIFE OUT OF HIM FOR SEVERAL DAYS,
AND FINALLY THE CHINAMAN CONSENTED TO LEARN THE GREAT AMERICAN
game.”

BLAKE PLAYED A SIX AND THE SHERIFF SCORED TWO BY PAIRING, WHEREUPON
his opponent made it threes for six, and took a point for the last card.

“AS I WAS SAYING, HUMBLE WANTED THE COOK TO LEARN POKER. LEE’S FACE
WAS AS BLANK AS A COW’S, AND HUMBLE HAD TO EXPLAIN EVERYTHING
SEVERAL TIMES BEFORE THE COOK SEEMED TO UNDERSTAND WHAT HE WAS
DRIVING AT. ANYBODY WOULD HAVE THOUGHT HE HAD BEEN BROUGHT UP IN A
monastery and that he didn’t know a card from an army mule.”

BLAKE PEGGED HIS SEVEN POINTS AND PICKED UP HIS CARDS WITHOUT
breaking the story.

“BUT LEE HAD AWFUL LUCK, AND IN HALF AN HOUR HE OWNED HALF OF
HUMBLE’S NEXT MONTH’S PAY. NOW, EVERY TIME HE GETS A CHANCE HE
SHOWS HUMBLE THE CARDS AND ASKS FOR A GAME. ‘NICEE GAME, PLOKER,
NICEE GAME,’ HE’LL SAY. WHAT HUMBLE SAYS IS PERTINENT, PROFANE AND
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PERMEATING. THEN THE BOYS GUY HIM TO A FINISH. HE’LL BE WANTING TO
TEACH LEE HOW TO PLAY FAN-TAN SOME DAY, SO THE BOYS SAY. LEE MUST
have graduated in poker before Humble ever heard of the game.”

Shields laughed heartily and swiftly ran over his cards.

“FIFTEEN TWO, FOUR, SIX, A PAIR IS EIGHT, AND A DOUBLE RUN OF THREE IS
FOURTEEN. REAL GOOD,” HE SAID AS HE PEGGED. “PASSED THE CRACK THAT
time. What have you got?”

THE FOREMAN PUT HIS CARDS DOWN, FOUND THREE SIXES AND THEN TURNED
THE CRIB FACE UP. “PAIR OF TENS AND HIS HIGHNESS,” HE GRUMBLED. “ONLY
three in that crib!”

“That’s what you get for cutting a three,” laughed the sheriff.

The game continued until the striking of the clock startled the guest.

“MIDNIGHT!” HE CRIED. “THIRTY MILES BEFORE I GET TO BED–NO, NO, I CAN’T
stay with you to-night –much obliged, all the same.”

HE CLAPPED HIS SOMBRERO ON HIS HEAD AND STARTED FOR THE DOOR: “WELL,
BETTER LUCK NEXT TIME, JIM–THREE TWENTY-FOUR HANDS SHORE DID MAKE A
difference. Right where they were needed, too. So long.”

“SORRY YOU WON’T STAY, TOM,” CALLED HIS FRIEND FROM THE DOOR AS THE
foreman mounted. “You might just as well, you know.”

“I’M SORRY, TOO, BUT I’VE GOT TO BE ON HAND TO-MORROW–ANYWAY, IT’S
bright moonlight–so long!” he cried as he cantered away.

“HEY, TOM!” CRIED THE SHERIFF, LEAPING FROM THE PORCH AND RUNNING TO
the gate. “Tom!”

“Hullo, what is it?” asked the foreman, drawing rein and returning.

“SMOKE THIS ON YOUR WAY, IT’LL SEEM SHORTER,” SAID THE SHERIFF, HOLDING
out a cigar.

“By George, I will!” laughed Blake. “That’s fine, you’re all right!”

“Be good,” cried the sheriff, watching his friend ride down the street.

“Shore enough good–I have to be,” floated back to his ears.
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CHAPTER XVI
THE FLYING-MARE

HE SUNDAY MORNING FOLLOWING BLAKE’S VISIT TO FORD’S STATION FOUND
THE STAR C IN EXCITEMENT. NOTWITHSTANDING THE FACT THAT ON EVERY

PLEASANT NIGHT AFTER THE DAY’S WORK HAD BEEN DONE IT WAS THE CUSTOM
FOR THE OUTFIT TO INDULGE IN A SWIM, AND THAT SATURDAY NIGHT HAD BEEN
VERY PLEASANT, THE LIMPING WATER WAS BEING VIOLENTLY DISTURBED, AND
LAUGHTER AND SPLASHING GREETED THE SUN AS IT LOOKED OVER THE RIM OF
THE BANK. CAKES OF SOAP GLISTENED ON THE SAND ON THE WEST BANK AND
TOWELS HUNG FROM CONVENIENT LIMBS OF THE BUSHES WHICH FRINGED THE
creek.

SILENT, WHO WAS NOTED AMONG HIS COMPANIONS FOR THE LENGTH OF TIME
HE COULD STAY UNDER WATER, CHALLENGED THEM TO A SUBMERSION TEST. THE
RULES WERE SIMPLE, INASMUCH AS THEY CONSISTED IN ALL PLUNGING UNDER
AT THE SAME TIME, THE WINNER BEING HE WHO WAS THE LAST MAN UP.
Silent had steadfastly REFUSED TO HAVE HIS ENDURANCE TIMED, WHICH HIS
FRIENDS MISTOOK FOR MODESTY, AND NO SOONER HAD ALL “DUCKED UNDER”
THAN HIS HEAD POPPED UP–BUT THIS TIME HE WAS NOT ALONE. HUMBLE,
WHOSE UTMOST LIMIT WAS NOT OVER HALF A MINUTE, GREW ANGRY AT HIS
INABILITY TO MAKE A GOOD SHOWING AND CRAFTILY DETERMINED TO TAKE A
HANDICAP. THE TWO STARED AT EACH OTHER FOR A SPACE AND THEN BURST
INTO LAUGHTER, FORGETTING FOR THE TIME BEING WHAT THEY SHOULD DO. OTHER
HEADS BOBBED UP, AND THE SECRET WAS OUT. ONLY THAT SILENT WAS THE
BEST SWIMMER IN THE CROWD SAVED HIM FROM A DUCKING, AND AS IT WAS
he had to grab his clothes and run.

AFTER BEING ASSURED THAT HE WAS FORGIVEN FOR HIS TRICKERY HE REJOINED
his friends and his towel.

MORE FUN WAS NOW THE RULE, FOR DRESSING REQUIRED CARE. THE SANDY
WEST BANK SLOPED GRADUALLY TO THE WATER’S EDGE, AND IT WAS
NECESSARY TO STAND ON ONE FOOT ON A SMALL STONE IN THE WATER WHILE THE
OTHER WAS DIPPED TO REMOVE THE SAND. STILL ON ONE FOOT THE OTHER MUST
BE DRIED, THE STOCKING PUT ON, THEN THE TROUSER LEG AND LASTLY THE BOOT,
AND WOE TO THE MAN WHO LOST HIS BALANCE AND SPLASHED STOCKING AND
TROUSER LEG AS HE WILDLY SOUGHT TO SAVE IT! HUMBLE SPLASHED WHILE HIS
FOOT WAS ONLY HALF-WAY THROUGH THE TROUSER LEG, AND THE ORPHAN FARED
EVEN WORSE. THEN A RACE OF AWKWARD RUNNERS WAS ON TOWARD THE BUNK
house, where breakfast was annihilated.
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“Hey, Tom, what time do we leave?” asked Bud for the fifth time.

“Nine o’clock, you chump,” replied the foreman.

“THREE WHOLE HOURS YET,” GRUMBLED JIM AS HE AGAIN PLASTERED HIS HAIR
to his head.

“I’LL LOSE MY APPETITE SHORE,” WORRIED HUMBLE. “WE GOT UP TOO BLAMED
early, that’s what we did.”

“WHY, HERE’S HUMBLE!” CRIED SILENT IN MOCK SURPRISE. “DO you LIKE
apricot pie, and gingerbread and real coffee?”

“YOU GO TO THE DEVIL,” GRUMBLED HUMBLE. “YOU WOULDN’T ’A’ BEEN ASKED
AT ALL, ONLY SHE COULDN’T VERY WELL CUT YOU OUT OF IT WHEN SHE ASKED ME
along. I’M THE ONE SHE REALLY WANTS TO FEED; YOU FELLERS JUST HAPPEN TO
tag on behind, that’s all.”

“GOING TO TAKE LIGHTNING WITH YOU, HUMBLE?” ASKED DOCILE, WINKING AT
the others.

“WHY, I SHORE AM,” REPLIED HUMBLE IN SURPRISE. “DO YOU RECKON I’D
leave him and that d––-d Chink all alone together, you sheep?”

“I WAS AFRAID YOU WOULDN’T,” PESSIMISTICALLY GRUMBLED DOCILE, BUT HERE
HE SMILED HOPEFULLY. “SUPPOSE YOU TAKE LEE LUNG AND LEAVE THE DOG
here?” he queried.

“SUPPOSE YOU QUIT SUPPOSING WITH YOUR FEET!” SARCASTICALLY COUNTERED
HUMBLE. “I KNOW YOU AIN’T GOT MUCH BRAINS, BUT YOU MIGHT EXERCISE
WHAT LITTLE YOU HAVE GOT ONCE IN A WHILE. IT WON’T HURT YOU NONE AFTER YOU
get used to it.”

“HOW ARE YOU GOING TO CARRY HIM, HUMBLE–LIKE A PAPOOSE?” QUERIED
Joe with a great show of interest.

HUMBLE STARED AT HIM: “HUH!” HE MUTTERED, BEING TOO MUCH
astonished to say more.

“I ASKED YOU HOW YOU ARE GOING TO CARRY YOUR FIGHTING WOLFHOUND,” JOE
SAID WITHOUT THE QUIVER OF AN EYELASH. “I THOUGHT MEBBY YOU WAS GOING
to sling him on your back like a papoose.”

“CARRY HIM! PAPOOSE!” EJACULATED HUMBLE IN WITHERING IRONY. “WHAT
DO YOU RECKON HIS LEGS ARE FOR? HE AIN’T NO STATUE, HE AIN’T NO
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ornament, he’s a dog.”

“WELL, I KNOWED HE AIN’T NO ORNAMENT, BUT I WASN’T SHORE ABOUT THE REST
OF IT,” RESPONDED JOE. “I ONLY WANTED TO KNOW HOW HE’D GET TO TOWN.
THERE AIN’T NO CRIME IN ASKING ABOUT THAT, IS THERE? I KNOW HE CAN’T
FOLLOW THE GAIT WE’LL HIT UP FOR THIRTY MILES, SO I JUST NATURALLY ASKED,
sabe?”

“OH, YOU DID, DID YOU!” CRIED HUMBLE, NOT AT ALL HUMBLY. “HE CAN’T
follow us, can’t he?” he yelled belligerently.

“HE SHORE CAN’T, CROSS MY HEART,” ASSERTED SILENT IN GREAT
EARNESTNESS. “IF HE RUNS TO FORD’S STATION AFTER US AND GETS THERE
inside of two days I’ll buy him a collar. That goes.”

“HUH!” SNORTED HUMBLE IN DISGUST, “HE WON’T WEAR YOUR OLD COLLAR AFTER
he wins it. He’s got too much pride to wear anything you’ll give him.”

“HE COULDN’T, YOU MEAN,” JABBED JIM. “HE’S SO PLUMB TENDER THAT IT
WOULD STRAIN HIS BACK TO CARRY IT. WHY, HE HAS TO SIT DOWN AND REST IF
more’n two flies get on the same spot at once.”

“HE CAN’T WAG HIS TAIL MORE’N THREE TIMES IN AN HOUR,” ADDED BUD,
“AND WHEN HE SCRATCHES HISSELF HE HAS TO REST FOR THE REMAINDER OF THE
day.”

HUMBLE TURNED TO THE ORPHAN IN AN APPEALING WAY: “DID YOU EVER SEE
so many d––d fools all at once?” he beseeched.

THE ORPHAN PLACED HIS FINGER TO HIS CHIN AND THOUGHT FOR FULLY HALF A
MINUTE BEFORE REPLYING: “I WAS JUST FIGURING,” HE EXPLAINED IN APOLOGY
FOR HIS ABSTRACTION. THEN HIS FACE BRIGHTENED: “YOU CAN TIE HIM UP IN A
BLANKET–THAT’S THE BEST WAY. YES, SIR, TIE HIM UP IN A BLANKET AND SLING
him at the pommel. We’ll take turns carrying him.”

“PURPLE H–L!” YELLED HUMBLE. “YOU’RE ANOTHER! THE WHOLE CROWD ARE A
lot of ––!”

“Sing it, Humble,” suggested Tad, laughing. “Sing it!”

“WHISTLE SOME OF IT, AND SEND THE REST BY MAIL,” ASSISTED JACK
Lawson.

“SEEN TH’ DLOG?” CAME A BLAND, MONOTONOUS VOICE FROM THE DOORWAY,
WHERE LEE LUNG STOOD HOLDING A CHUNK OF BEEF IN ONE HAND, WHILE HIS
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OTHER HAND WAS HIDDEN BEHIND HIS BACK. OVER HIS LEFT SHOULDER
PROJECTED HALF A FOOT OF CLUB, WHICH HE THOUGHT CONCEALED. “SEEN TH’
dlog?” he repeated, smiling.

“MISS MIRANDY AND HOLY HELL!” SHOUTED HUMBLE, LEAPING FORWARD AT
SIGHT OF THE CLUB. THERE WAS A SWISH! AND HUMBLE REBOUNDED FROM THE
DOOR, AT WHICH HE STARED. FROM THE REAR OF THE HOUSE CAME MORE
MONOTONOUS WORDS: “NICE DLOG-GIE. PLETTY LIGHTLING. HERE COME.
GETTE GLUB,” AND HUMBLE GALLOPED AROUND THE CORNER OF THE HOUSE,
swearing at every jump.

WHEN THE LAUGHTER HAD DIED DOWN BLAKE SMILED GRIMLY: “SOME DAY
Lee will GET THAT DOG, AND WHEN HE DOES HE’LL GET HIM GOOD AND HARD.
THEN WE’LL HAVE TO GET ANOTHER COOK. I’VE TOLD HIM FIFTY TIMES IF I’VE TOLD
him once not to let it go past a joke, but it’s no use.”

“HE WON’T HURT THE CUR, HE’S ONLY STRINGING HUMBLE,” SAID BUD. “NOBODY
would hurt a dog that minded his own business.”

“IF ANYBODY HIT A DOG OF MINE FOR NO CAUSE, HE WOULDN’T DO IT AGAIN
unless he got me first,” quietly remarked The Orphan.

JIM HASTILY POINTED TO THE CORNER OF THE HOUSE WHERE A CLUB PROJECTED
INTO SIGHT: “THERE’S LEE NOW!” HE WHISPERED HURRIEDLY. “HE’S LAYING FOR
him!”

THERE WAS A SUDDEN SPURT OF FLAME AND SMOKE AND THE CLUB FLEW
SEVERAL YARDS, STRUCK BY THREE BULLETS. HUMBLE HOPPED AROUND THE
corner holding his hand, his words too profane for repetition.

SMOKE FILTERED FROM THE ORPHAN’S HOLSTER AND EYES OPENED WIDE IN
SURPRISE AT THE WONDERFUL QUICKNESS OF HIS GUNPLAY, FOR NO ONE HAD
seen it. All there was was smoke.

“GOOD GOD!” BREATHED BLAKE, STARING AT THE MARKSMAN, WHO HAD
STEPPED FORWARD AND WAS EXPLAINING TO HUMBLE. “IT’S A GOOD THING
Shields was square!” he muttered.

“DID YOU SEE THAT?” ASKED BUD OF JIM IN WHISPERED AWE. “AND I
thought I was some beans with a six-shooter!”

“No, but I heard it–was they one or six?” replied Jim.

“I DIDN’T KNOW IT WAS YOU, HUMBLE,” EXPLAINED THE ORPHAN. “I THOUGHT IT
was the Chink laying for the dog.”
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“–– ––! GOOD FOR YOU!” CRIED HUMBLE IN SUDDEN FRIENDLINESS. “YOU’RE
ALL RIGHT, ORPHANT, BUT WILL YOU BE SURE NEXT TIME? THAT STUNG LIKE
BLAZES,” HE SAID AS HE HELD OUT HIS HAND. “I CAN ALWAYS TELL A WHITE
MAN BY THE WAY HE TREATS A DOG. IF ALL MEN WERE AS GOOD AS DOGS THIS
WORLD WOULD BE A BLAMED SIGHT NICER PLACE TO LIVE IN, AND DON’T YOU
forget it.”

“Still going to take Lightning with you, Humble?” asked Bud.

“NO, I AIN’T GOING TO TAKE LIGHTNING WITH ME!” SNAPPED HUMBLE. “I’M
GOING TO LEAVE HIM RIGHT HERE ON THE RANCH,” HERE HIS VOICE AROSE TO A
ROAR, “AND IF ANY SING-SONG, ROPE-HAIRED, ANIMATED HASH-WRASTLER GETS
gay while I’m gone, I’ll send him to his heathen hell!”

“COME ON, BOYS,” SAID BLAKE, SNAPPING HIS WATCH SHUT. “TIME TO GET
going.”

“GLORY BE!” EXULTED SILENT, EXECUTING A FEW FANCY STEPS TOWARD THE
CORRAL, HIS COMPANIONS CLOSE BEHIND, WITH THE EXCEPTION OF THE
Orphan, who had gone into the bunk house for a minute.

AS THEY WHOOPED THEIR WAY TOWARD THE TOWN BLAKE NOTICED THAT A GOLD
PIN GLITTERED AT THE KNOT OF THE NEW RECRUIT’S NECK-KERCHIEF, AND HE
CHUCKLED WHEN HE RECALLED THE WARNING HE HAD GIVEN TO THE SHERIFF. HE
SHREWDLY GUESSED THAT THE APRICOT PIE AND THE REST OF THE FEAST WERE
QUITE SUBORDINATED BY THE ORPHAN TO THE GIRL WHO HAD GIVEN HIM THE
pin.

BUD SUDDENLY TURNED IN HIS SADDLE AND POINTED TO A JACKRABBIT WHICH
bounded away across the plain like an animated shadow.

“NOW, IF HUMBLE’S BLOODHOUND WAS ONLY HERE,” HE SAID, “WE WOULD
ROPE THAT JACK AND MAKE THE CUR FIGHT IT. IT WOULD BE A FINE FIGHT, ALL
right,” he laughed.

“YOU GO TO THE DEVIL,” GRUNTED HUMBLE, AND HE STARTED AHEAD AT FULL
SPEED. “COME ON!” HE CRIED. “COME ON, YOU SNAILS!” AND A RACE WAS
on.

· · · · ·

THE CITIZENS OF FORD’S STATION SAW A LOW-HANGING CLOUD OF DUST WHICH
ROLLED RAPIDLY UP FROM THE WEST AND SOON A HARD-RIDING CROWD OF
COWBOYS, IN GALA ATTIRE, GALLOPED DOWN THE MAIN STREET OF THE TOWN.
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THEY SLOWED TO A CANTER AND RODE ABREAST IN A SINGLE LINE, THE ARMS OF
each man over the shoulders of his nearest companions, and all sang
AT THE TOP OF THEIR LUNGS. ON THE RIGHT END RODE BLAKE, AND ON THE LEFT
WAS THE ORPHAN. BILL HOWLAND RAN OUT INTO THE STREET AND SPOTTED HIS
NEW FRIEND IMMEDIATELY AND SWUNG HIS HAT AND CHEERED FOR THE MAN
WHO HAD HELPED HIM OUT OF TWO BAD HOLES. THE ORPHAN BROKE FROM THE
line and shook hands with the driver, his face wreathed by a grin.

“YOU OLD SON-OF-A-GUN!” CRIED BILL, DELIGHTED AT THE FAMILIARITY FROM SO
noted a person as the former outlaw. “How are you, hey?”

THE LINE CRIED WARM GREETING AS IT SWUNG AROUND TO SHAKE HIS HAND,
and the driver’s chest took on several inches of girth.

“Hullo, Bill!” cried Bud with a laugh. “Seen your old friend Tex lately?”

“YES, I DID,” REPLIED BILL. “I SAW HIM OUT ON THIRTY-MILE STRETCH, BUT HE
DIDN’T DO NOTHING BUT SWEAR. HE DIDN’T WANT NO MORE RUN-INS WITH ME,
ALL RIGHT, AND, BESIDES, MY RIFLE WAS ACROSS MY KNEES. HE SAID AS HOW
HE WAS GOING TO COME BACK SOME DAY AND START THINGS MOVING ABOUT
this old town, and I told him to begin with the Star C when he did.”

HE LOOKED ACROSS THE STREET AND WAVED HIS HAND AT A GROUP OF HIS
FRIENDS WHO WERE LOOKING ON. “COME ON OVER, FELLOWS,” HE CRIED, AND
WHEN THEY HAD DONE SO HE TURNED AND INTRODUCED THE ORPHAN TO
them.

“THIS UGLY CUSS HERE IS CHARLEY WINTER; THIS SLAB-SIDED CURIOSITY IS
TOMMY LARKIN, AND HERE IS HIS BROTHER AL; CHET DARE, DUKE IRWIN,
FRANK HICKS, HOKE JONES, GUS SHAW AND ROY PURVIS. ALL GOOD
FELLOWS, EVERY ONE OF THEM, AND ALL FRIENDS OF THE SHERIFF. HERE COMES
JED CARR, THE ONLY MAN IN THE WHOLE TOWN WHO AIN’T AFRAID OF ME since
I LICKED THEM PUNCHERS IN THE DEFILE. HULLO, JED! SHAKE HANDS WITH THE
man who played h–l with the Cross Bar-8 and the Apaches.”

“GLAD TO MEET YOU, ORPHAN,” REMARKED JED AS HE SHOOK HANDS.
“PUNCHING FOR THE STAR C, EH? GOOD CROWD, MOST OF THEM, AS THEY RUN,
though Humble ain’t very much.”

“HE AIN’T, AIN’T HE?” GRINNED THAT PUNCHER. “YOU’RE SOME SORE ABOUT
THAT DAY WHEN I CLEANED UP ALL YOUR CUSH AT POKER, AIN’T YOU? AIN’T HAD
time to get over it, have you? Want to borrow some?”

“YOU WANT TO LOOK OUT FOR HUMBLE, JED,” BANTERED BUD. “HE’S TAKEN A
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LESSON AT POKER FROM OUR COOK SINCE HE PLAYED YOU. DIDN’T YOU,
Easy?” he asked Humble.

THE ROAR OF LAUGHTER WHICH FOLLOWED BUD’S WORDS FORCED HUMBLE TO
STAND TREAT: “COME ON OVER AND HAVE SOMETHING WITH THE ONLY MAN IN
the crowd that’s got any money,” he said.

WHEN THEY HAD LINED UP AGAINST THE BAR JOKES BEGAN TO FLY THICK AND
FAST AND THE ORPHAN FELT A PECULIAR ELATION STEAL OVER HIM AS HE SLOWLY
PUFFED AT HIS CIGAR. SUDDENLY THE DOOR FLEW OPEN AND BILL’S GLASS
dropped from his hand.

“Bucknell, by God! And as drunk as a fool!” he exclaimed.

THE PUNCHER WHOM THE ORPHAN HAD TIED UP ABOVE THE DEFILE LEANED
AGAINST THE DOOR FRAME AND HIS GUN WAVERED FROM POINT TO POINT
UNSTEADILY AS HE TRIED TO PEER INTO THE DIM INTERIOR OF THE ROOM, HIS
FACE LEERING AS HE SOUGHT, WITH A COURAGE BORN OF DRINK, FOR THE MAN
who had made a fool of him.

A BOTTLE CRASHED AGAINST THE WALL AT HIS SIDE, AND AS HE LURCHED
FORWARD, GLANCING AT THE BROKEN GLASS, A FIGURE LEAPED TO MEET HIM
AND WITH AGILE STRENGTH GRASPED HIS RIGHT WRIST, WHEELED AND GOT HIS
SHOULDER UNDER BUCKNELL’S ARMPIT, TOOK TWO SHORT STEPS AND
STRAIGHTENED UP WITH A JERK. THE INTRUDER LEFT THE FLOOR AND FLEW
HEADFOREMOST THROUGH THE AIR, CRASHING AGAINST THE REAR WALL, WHERE
HE FELL TO THE FLOOR AND LAY QUIET. THE ORPHAN, HAVING FORESWORN
UNNECESSARY GUNPLAY, AND ALWAYS SCORNING TO SHOOT A DRUNKEN MAN,
had executed a clever, quick flying-mare.

AS THE SHERIFF STEPPED INTO THE ROOM BLAKE RAN FORWARD AND LIFTED
BUCKNELL TO HIS FEET, SUPPORTING HIM UNTIL HE COULD STAND ALONE. THE
PUNCHER WAS GREATLY SOBERED BY THE SHOCK AND BLINKED CONFUSEDLY
ABOUT HIM. THE ORPHAN WAS SMOKING NONCHALANTLY AT THE BAR AND BILL
had just given the sheriff the victim’s gun.

“WHAT’S THE MATTER?” ASKED BUCKNELL, RUBBING HIS FOREHEAD, WHICH
was cut and bruised.

“Nothing’s the matter, yet,” answered Shields shortly. “But there would
HAVE BEEN IF YOU HADN’T BEEN TOO DRUNK TO KNOW WHAT YOU WAS DOING. I
SAW YOU AND TRIED TO GET HERE FIRST, BUT IT’S ALL RIGHT NOW. TAKE YOUR GUN
AND GET OUT. HERE,” HE EXCLAIMED, “YOU PROMISE ME TO BEHAVE
YOURSELF AND YOU CAN GO BACK TO SNEED, FOR HE NEEDS YOU. OTHERWISE,
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it’s out of the country after Tex for you. Is it a go?”

“WHAT WAS THAT, AND WHO DONE IT?” ASKED BUCKNELL, CLINGING TO THE
bar. “What was it?” he repeated.

“THAT WAS ME TRYING TO THROW YOU THROUGH THE WALL,” SAID THE SHERIFF,
WISHING TO GIVE BUCKNELL NO GREATER CAUSE FOR ANIMOSITY AGAINST THE
ORPHAN, AND FOR THE PEACE OF THE COMMUNITY; AND ALSO BECAUSE HE
WISHED TO HELP THE ORPHAN TO REFRAIN FROM USING HIS GUN IN THE FUTURE.
“AND I’D ’A’ DONE IT, TOO, ONLY MY HAND WAS SWEATY. WILL YOU DO WHAT I
said?” he asked.

BUCKNELL STRAIGHTENED UP AND STAGGERED PAST THE SHERIFF TO WHERE THE
ORPHAN STOOD: “YOU DONE THAT, BUT IT’S ALL RIGHT, AIN’T IT?” HE ASKED.
“YOU AIN’T SORE, ARE YOU?” HIS EYES HAD A CRAFTY LOOK, BUT THE DIMNESS
of the room concealed it, and The Orphan did not notice the look.

“IT’S ALL RIGHT, BUCKNELL, AND I AIN’T SORE,” HE REPLIED. “I WON’T BE SORE IF
you do what the sheriff wants you to.”

“ALL RIGHT, ALL RIGHT,” REPLIED BUCKNELL. “HAVE A DRINK ON ME, BOYS. IT’S ALL
right now, ain’t it? Have a drink on me.”

“NO MORE DRINKING TO-DAY,” QUICKLY SAID THE BARTENDER AT A LOOK FROM
SHIELDS. “ALL THE GOOD STUFF IS USED UP AND THE REST AIN’T FIT FOR DOGS, LET
alone my friends. Wait ’til next time, when I’ll have some new.”

“That’s too d––D BAD,” REPLIED BUCKNELL, LEERING AT THE CROWD. “HAVE A
smoke, then. Come on, have a smoke with me.”

“We shore will, Bucknell,” responded Shields quickly.

AS THE COWBOY STARTED FOR THE DOOR THE SHERIFF PLACED A HAND ON HIS
shoulder: “You behave yourself, Bucknell,” he said. “So long.”
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CHAPTER XVII
THE FEAST

OYOUS WHOOPS, LOUD AND HEARTFELT, BROUGHT THE WOMEN TO THE DOOR
OF THE SHERIFF’S HOUSE IN TIME TO SEE THEIR GUESTS DISMOUNT. A PERFECT

BABEL OF WORDS GREETED THEIR APPEARANCE AS THE COWBOYS BURST INTO A
RUNNING FIRE OF JOKES, SALUTATIONS AND COMMENTS. EVEN THE PONIES
SEEMED TO KNOW THAT SOMETHING IMPORTANT AND UNUSUAL WAS TAKING
PLACE, FOR THEY CAVORTED AND BIT AND SQUEALED TO PROVE THAT THEY WERE
IN ACCORD WITH THE SPIRIT OF THEIR RIDERS AND THAT THIRTY MILES IN LESS THAN
THREE HOURS HAD NOT SUBDUED THEM. BRIGHT COLORS PREVAILED, FOR THE
NECK-KERCHIEFS IN MOST CASES WERE NEW AND YET SHOWED THE ORIGINAL
FOLDING CREASES, WHILE NEW, CLEAN THONGS OF RAWHIDE AND GLITTERING BITS
OF METAL FLASHED BACK THE SUNLIGHT. SPURS GLITTERED AND THE CLEAN
LOOKING HORSES APPEARED TO HAVE HAD A DIP IN THE LIMPING WATER.
BLAKE HAD HUNTED THROUGH THE CARPETED ROOMS OF HIS RANCH-HOUSE for
DECORATIONS, AND IN THE DRAWER OF A TABLE HE HAD FOUND A BUNCH OF
RIBBONS OF MANY KINDS AND SHADES. THESE NOW FLUTTERED FROM THE
POMMELS OF THE SADDLES AND IN ONE CASE A RED RIBBON WAS TWINED
ABOUT THE LEG OF A VICIOUS PINTO, AND THE PINTO WAS NOT AT ALL PLEASED
by the decoration.

THE SHERIFF LED THE WAY TO THE HOUSE CLOSELY FOLLOWED BY BLAKE, THE
OTHERS COMING IN THE ORDER OF THEIR NERVE. THE ORPHAN WAS LAST, NOT
FROM LACK OF COURAGE, BUT RATHER BECAUSE OF STRATEGY. HE THOUGHT THAT
HELEN WOULD REMAIN AT THE DOOR TO WELCOME EACH ARRIVAL AND IF HE
WAS IN THE VAN HE WOULD BE PASSED ON TO MAKE WAY FOR THOSE BEHIND
HIM. BEING THE LAST MAN HE HOPED TO BE ABLE TO SAY MORE TO HER THAN
A FEW WORDS OF GREETING. AS HE MOUNTED THE STEPS SHE WAS DRAWN
INTO THE ROOM FOR SOMETHING AND HE STEPPED TO ONE SIDE ON THE PORCH,
well knowing that she would miss him.

BUD POKED HIS HEAD OUT THE DOOR AND STARTED TO SAY SOMETHING, BUT
THE ORPHAN FIERCELY WHISPERED FOR HIM TO BE SILENT AND TO DISAPPEAR,
which Bud did after grinning exasperatingly.

THE MAN ON THE PORCH WAS GROWING IMPATIENT WHEN HE HEARD THE LIGHT
SWISH OF SKIRTS AROUND THE CORNER OF THE HOUSE. SAUNTERING CARELESSLY
TO THE CORNER HE LOOKED INTO THE BACK-YARD AND SAW HELEN WITH A TRAY
IN HER HANDS, NEARING THE BACK DOOR. SHE ESPIED HIM AND STOPPED,
FLUSHING SUDDENLY AS HE LEAPED LIGHTLY TO THE GROUND AND WALKED
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RAPIDLY TOWARD HER. HER CHEEKS BECAME A DEEPER RED WHEN HE
STOPPED BEFORE HER AND TOOK THE TRAY, FOR HIS EYES WERE REBELLIOUS
AND WOULD NOT BE SUBDUED, AND THE FIRST THING SHE SAW WAS THE GOLD
PIN WHICH STOOD OUT BOLDLY AGAINST THE DARK BLUE NECK-KERCHIEF. SHE
WAS RARELY BEAUTIFUL IN HER WHITE DRESS, AND THE RIBBON WHICH SHE WORE
AT HER THROAT DID NOT DETRACT IN ITS EFFECT. LATER HER SISTER WAS TO
WONDER IF IT WAS A COINCIDENCE THAT THE RIBBON AND HIS NECK-KERCHIEF
were so good a match in color.

SHE WELCOMED HIM GRACIOUSLY AND HE FELT A SUDDEN NEW AND
STRANGELY EXHILARATING SENSATION STEAL OVER HIM AS HE TOOK THE HAND
SHE HELD OUT, THE TRAY ALL THE WHILE BOBBING RECKLESSLY IN HIS OTHER
hand.

“WHY AREN’T YOU IN THE HOUSE PAYING YOUR RESPECTS TO YOUR HOSTESS?”
she chided half in jest and half in earnest.

“THE DELAY WILL BUT ADD TO MY FERVOR WHEN I DO,” HE REPLIED, “FOR I WILL
HAVE HAD A STIMULUS THEN. AS LONG AS THE HOSTESSES ARE FOUR AND
insist on not being together, how can I pay my respects all at once?”

“BUT THERE IS ONLY ONE HOSTESS,” SHE LAUGHINGLY CORRECTED. “I AM AFRAID
YOU ARE NOT VERY GOOD AT MAKING EXCUSES. YOU PROBABLY NEVER FELT THE
need to make them before. You see, I, too, am only a guest.”

“We two,” he corrected daringly.

“I AM VERY GLAD TO SEE YOU,” SHE SAID, LEADING AWAY FROM PLURALS. “YOU
ARE LOOKING VERY WELL AND MUCH MORE CONTENTED. AND THEN, THIS IS EVER
so much nicer than our first meeting, isn’t it? No horrid Apaches.”

“I’VE GOTTEN SO THAT I RATHER LIKE APACHES,” HE REPLIED. “THEY ARE SO
USEFUL AT TIMES. BUT YOU MUSTN’T TRY TO TEMPT ME TO SUBORDINATE THAT
EVENTFUL DAY, NOT YET. IT CAN’T BE DONE, ALTHOUGH I’VE NEVER TRIED TO DO
IT,” HE HASTILY ASSURED HER, MAKING A GESTURE OF HELPLESSNESS.
“SOMETIMES AN UNEXPECTED INCIDENT WILL CHANGE THE HABITS OF A
LIFETIME, MAKING THE DAYS SEEM BRIGHTER, AND YET, SOMEHOW, ADDING A
TOUCH OF SADNESS. I HAVE BEEN A STRANGER TO MYSELF SINCE THEN,
RESTLESS, ABSENTMINDED, MOODY AND HUNGRY FOR I KNOW NOT WHAT.” He
PAUSED AND THEN SLOWLY CONTINUED, “I MUST BEG TO REMAIN LOYAL TO THAT
DAY OF ALL DAYS WHEN YOU BATHED AN OUTLAW’S HEAD AND SHOWED YOUR
love for fair play and kindness.”

“GOODNESS!” SHE CRIED, FOR ONE INSTANT MEETING HIS EAGER EYES. “WHY,
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I thought it was a terrible day! And you really think differently?”

“VERY MUCH SO,” HE ASSURED HER AS SHE WITHDREW HER HAND FROM HIS.
“YOU SEE, IT WAS SUCH A NEW AND DELIGHTFUL EXPERIENCE TO SAVE A
STAGE COACH AND THEN FIND THAT IT WAS A HOSPITAL WITH A WONDERFUL
DOCTOR. I ACCUSED THAT APACHE OF BEING STINGY WITH HIS LEAD, FOR HE
MIGHT JUST AS WELL HAVE GIVEN ME A FEW MORE WOUNDS TO HAVE
dressed.”

“YES,” SHE LAUGHINGLY RETORTED, “IT WAS ALMOST AS NEW AN EXPERIENCE
AS STARTING ON A LONG AND SUPPOSEDLY PEACEFUL JOURNEY AND SUDDENLY
FINDING ONESELF IN THE MIDDLE OF A DESERT SURROUNDED BY DEAD INDIANS
AND DOCTORING AN INDIAN KILLER WHO WAS AT WAR WITH ONE’S BROTHER. AND
THAT AFTER A TERRIBLE SHAKING UP LASTING FOR OVER AN HOUR. TRULY IT IS A DAY
TO BE REMEMBERED. NOW, DON’T YOU THINK YOU SHOULD HURRY IN AND GREET
my sister-in-law?”

“YES, CERTAINLY,” HE QUICKLY RESPONDED. “BUT BEFORE I LOSE THE
OPPORTUNITY I MUST ASK YOU IF YOU WILL CARE IF I RIDE OVER AND SEE YOU
occasionally, because it is terribly lonely on that ranch.”

“YOU KNOW THAT WE SHALL ALWAYS BE GLAD TO SEE YOU WHENEVER YOU CAN
CALL,” SHE REPLIED, SMILING UP AT HIM. “WE ARE ALL VERY DEEP IN YOUR
DEBT AND BROTHER AND ALL OF US THINK A GREAT DEAL OF YOU. ARE YOU
SATISFIED ON THE STAR C, AND DO YOU LIKE YOUR WORK AND YOUR
companions?”

“THANK YOU,” HE CRIED HAPPILY, “I WILL RIDE OVER AND SEE YOU ONCE IN A
WHILE. BUT AS FOR MY WORK, IT IS DELIGHTFUL! THE STAR C IS FINE AND MY
COMPANIONS–WELL, THEY JUST SIMPLY CAN’T BE BEAT! THEY ARE THE FINEST,
whitest set of men that ever gathered under one roof.”

“THAT’S VERY NICE, I AM GLAD THAT YOU FIND THINGS SO CONGENIAL,” SHE
REPLIED IN SINCERITY. “JAMES WAS SURE THAT YOU WOULD, FOR MR. BLAKE IS
an old friend of his.”

“I’M VERY ANXIOUS ABOUT THIS PIN,” HE SAID, PUTTING HIS HAND ON IT. “MAY I
KEEP IT FOR A WHILE LONGER?” HE ASKED WITH A NOTE OF APPEAL IN HIS
voice.

“WHY, YES,” SHE REPLIED, “IF YOU WISH TO. BUT ONLY AS LONG AS YOU DO NOT
DISPLEASE ME, AND YOU WILL NOT DO THAT, WILL YOU? JAMES HAS SUCH
DEEP CONFIDENCE IN YOU THAT I KNOW YOU WILL NOT DISAPPOINT HIM. YOU
WILL JUSTIFY HIM IN HIS OWN MIND AND IN THE MINDS OF HIS ACQUAINTANCES
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and prove that he has not erred in judgment, won’t you?”

“IF I AM THE SUM TOTAL OF YOUR BROTHER’S TROUBLE, HE WILL HAVE A PATH OF
ROSES TO WANDER THROUGH ALL THE REST OF HIS LIFE,” HE RESPONDED
EARNESTLY. “AND I’M REALLY AFRAID THAT YOU WILL NEVER AGAIN WEAR THIS PIN
AS A POSSESSION OF YOURS. OF COURSE YOU CAN BORROW IT OCCASIONALLY,”
AND HE SMILED WHIMSICALLY, “BUT AS FAR AS DISPLEASING YOU IS
CONCERNED, IT IS MINE FOREVER. IT WILL REALLY AND TRULY BE MINE ON THAT
condition, won’t it? My very own if I do not forfeit it?”

“IF YOU WISH IT SO,” SHE REPLIED QUICKLY, HER FACE RADIANT WITH SMILES.
“AND YOU WILL WORK HARD AND YOU WILL NEVER SHOOT A MAN, NO MATTER
WHAT THE PROVOCATION MAY BE, UNLESS IT IS ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY TO DO
IT FOR THE SAVING OF YOUR OWN LIFE OR THAT OF A FRIEND OR AN INNOCENT MAN.
PROMISE ME THAT!” SHE COMMANDED IMPERATIVELY, PLEASED AT BEING
ABLE TO DICTATE TO HIM. “MEN LIKE YOU NEVER BREAK A PROMISE,” SHE
added impulsively.

“I PROMISE NEVER TO SHOOT A MAN, WOMAN, CHILD OR–OR ANYBODY,” HE
LAUGHINGLY REPLIED, “UNLESS IT IS NECESSARY TO SAVE LIFE. AND I’LL WORK
REAL HARD AND SAVE MY MONEY. AND ON SUNDAYS, RAIN OR SHINE, I’LL RIDE
in and report to my new foreman.” Then a bit of his old humor came to
him: “For I just about need this pin–knots are so clumsy, you know.”

SHE GLANCED AT THE KNOT WHICH HELD THE PIN AND LAUGHED MERRILY,
leading the way into the house.

AS THEY ENTERED HUMBLE WAS EXTOLLING THE VIRTUES OF HIS DOG, TO THE
BROAD GRINS OF HIS COMPANIONS, WHO CONSTANTLY ADDED AMENDMENTS
and made corrections sotto voce.

“WHY, HERE THEY ARE!” CRIED THE SHERIFF IN SUCH A TONE AS TO SUFFUSE
Helen’s face with blushes. The Orphan coolly shook hands with him.

“YES, HERE WE ARE, SHERIFF, EVERY ONE OF US,” HE REPLIED. “WE COULDN’T
BE EXPECTED TO STAY AWAY WHEN MRS. SHIELDS PUT HERSELF TO SO MUCH
TROUBLE, AND WE’RE ALL HAPPY AND PROUD TO BE SO HONORED. HOW DO YOU
DO, MRS. SHIELDS,” HE CONTINUED AS HE TOOK HER HAND. “IT IS AWFUL KIND
of you to go to such trouble for a lot of lonely, hungry fellows like us.”

“GOODNESS SAKES!” SHE CRIED, DELIGHTED AT HIS WORDS AND PLEASED AT
THE WAY HE HAD PARRIED HER HUSBAND’S TEASING THRUST. “WHY, IT WAS NO
trouble at all–you are all my boys now, you know.”
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“THANK YOU, MRS. SHIELDS,” HE REPLIED SLOWLY. “WE WILL DO OUR VERY BEST
to prove ourselves worthy of being called your boys.”

THE SHERIFF REGARDED THE ORPHAN WITH A LOOK OF APPROBATION AND
turned to his sister Helen.

“HE AIN’T NOBODY’S FOOL, EH, SIS?” HE WHISPERED. “I’M WONDERING HOW
you ever made up your mind to share him with us!”

“OH, PLEASE DON’T!” SHE BEGGED IN CONFUSION. “PLEASE DON’T TEASE ME
now!”

“ALL RIGHT, SIS,” HE REPLIED IN A WHISPER, PINCHING HER EAR. “I’LL SAVE IT ALL
UP FOR SOME OTHER TIME, SOME TIME WHEN HE AIN’T AROUND TO TURN IT OFF,
EH? BUT I DON’T BLAME HIM A BIT FOR EXPLORING THE YARD FIRST–YOU’RE THE
PRETTIEST GIRL THIS SIDE OF SUN-UP,” HE SAID, BEAMING WITH LOVE AND
pride. “How’s that for a change, eh? Worth a kiss?”

SHE KISSED HIM HURRIEDLY AND THEN LEFT THE ROOM TO ATTEND TO HER DUTIES
IN THE KITCHEN, AND HE SAUNTERED OVER TO WHERE THE ORPHAN WAS
TALKING WITH MRS. SHIELDS, HIS HAND RUBBING HIS LIPS AND A MISCHIEVOUS
twinkle in his kind eyes.

“DID YOU NOTICE THE NEW FLOWER-BED RIGHT BY THE SIDE OF THE HOUSE AS
YOU RAN PAST IT A WHILE AGO?” HE ASKED, FLASHING A KEEN WARNING TO HIS
wife.

THE ORPHAN SEARCHED HIS MEMORY FOR THE FLOWER-BED AND NOT FINDING
IT, TURNED AND SMILED, NOT WILLING TO ADMIT THAT HIS ATTENTION HAD BEEN
too fully taken up with a fairer flower than ever grew in earth.

“Why, yes, it is real pretty,” he replied. “What about it?”

“OH, NOTHING MUCH,” GRAVELY REPLIED THE SHERIFF AS HE EDGED AWAY.
“ONLY WE WERE THINKING OF PUTTING A FLOWER-BED THERE, ALTHOUGH I
haven’t had time to get at it yet.”

THE ORPHAN FLUSHED AND GLANCED QUICKLY AT THE OUTFIT, WHO WERE TOO
BUSY CRACKING JOKES AND LAUGHING TO PAY ANY ATTENTION TO THE
conversation across the room.

“James!” cried Mrs. Shields. “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself!”

“WHEN YOU TICKLE A MULE,” SAID THE SHERIFF, GRINNING AT HIS FRIEND, “YOU
want to look out for the kick. Come again sometime, Sonny.”
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“JAMES!” HIS WIFE REPEATED, “HOW CAN YOU BE SO MEAN! NOW, STOP
teasing and behave yourself!”

“FOR A LONG TIME I’VE BEEN PUZZLED ABOUT WHAT YOU RESEMBLED, BUT
NOW I HAVE YOUR WORDS FOR IT,” EASILY COUNTERED THE ORPHAN. “THANK
you for putting me straight.”

THE SHERIFF GRINNED SHEEPISHLY AND SCRATCHED HIS HEAD: “I’M AN OLD
fool,” he grumbled, and forthwith departed to tell Helen of the fencing.

MRS. SHIELDS EXCUSED HERSELF AND FOLLOWED HER HUSBAND INTO THE
KITCHEN TO LOOK AFTER THE DINNER, AND THE ORPHAN SAUNTERED OVER TO HIS
OUTFIT JUST AS JIM LOOKED OUT OF A REAR WINDOW. JIM TURNED QUICKLY, HIS
face wearing a grin from ear to ear.

“Hey, Bud!” he called eagerly. “Bud!”

“What?” asked Bud, turning at the hail.

“COME OVER HERE FOR A MINUTE, I WANT TO SHOW YOU SOMETHING,” JIM
replied, “but don’t let Humble come.”

BUD OBEYED AND LOOKED: “JIMMINEE!” HE EXULTED. “DON’T THAT LOOK
SUMPTIOUS, THOUGH? THIS IS WHERE WE SHINE, ALL RIGHT.” THEN TURNED:
“Hey, fellows, come over here and take a look.”

AS THEY CROWDED AROUND THE WINDOW HUMBLE DISCOVERED THAT
SOMETHING WAS IN THE WIND AND HE FOLLOWED THEM. WHAT THEY SAW WAS
A LONG TABLE BENEATH TWO TREES, AND IT WAS COVERED WITH A WHITE CLOTH
AND DRESSED FOR A FEAST. BUD TURNED QUICKLY FROM THE CROWD AND
FORCIBLY LED HUMBLE TO A SIDE WINDOW BEFORE THAT UNFORTUNATE HAD
SEEN ANYTHING AND TOLD HIM TO PUT HIS FINGER AGAINST THE GLASS, WHICH
Humble finally did after an argument.

“Feel the pain?” Bud asked.

“WHY, NO,” HUMBLE REPLIED, LOOKING CRITICALLY AT HIS FINGER. “WHAT’S THE
matter with you, anyhow?”

“NOTHING,” REPLIED BUD. “THINK IT OVER, HUMBLE,” HE ADVISED, TURNING
away.

Humble again put his finger to the glass and then snorted:

“LOCOED CHUMP! PROSPERITY IS MAKING HIM NUTTY!” WHEN HE TURNED HE
SAW HIS FRIENDS LAUGHING SILENTLY AT HIM AND MAKING GRIMACES, AND A
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light suddenly broke in upon him.

“YES, I DID!” HE CRIED. “THAT JOKE IS SO OLD I PLUMB FORGOT IT YEARS AGO!
SPRING SOMETHING THAT HASN’T GOT WHISKERS AND A HALTING STEP, WILL
you?”

Jim laughed and suggested a dance, but was promptly squelched.

“YOU HEATHEN!” SNORTED BLAKE IN MOCK HORROR. “THIS IS SUNDAY! IF YOU
WANT TO DANCE WAIT TILL YOU GET BACK TO THE RANCH–SUPPOSE ONE OF THE
women was here and heard you say that!”

“GEE, I FORGOT ALL ABOUT IT BEING SUNDAY,” REPLIED JIM, QUICKLY LOOKING
TO SEE IF ANY OF THE WOMEN WERE IN THE ROOM. “WE’RE REGULAR
BARBARIANS, AIN’T WE!” HE EXCLAIMED IN SELF-CONDEMNATION AND RELIEF
WHEN HE SAW THAT NO WOMEN WERE PRESENT. “WE’RE REGULAR LAND
pirates, ain’t we?”

“YOU’LL BE ASKING TO PLAY POKER YET, OR HAVE A RACE,” JABBED HUMBLE
with malice. “You ain’t got no sense and never did have any.”

“HUH!” RETORTED JIM BELLIGERENTLY, “I WON’T TRY TO LEARN A CHINEE COOK
HOW TO PLAY POKER AND GET SKINNED OUT OF MY PAY, ANYHOW! GOT
ENOUGH?” HE ASKED, “OR SHALL I TELL OF THE TIME YOU DRIFTED INTO
Sagetown and asked––”

“SHUT UP, YOU FOOL!” WHISPERED HUMBLE FEROCIOUSLY. “YU’LL GET SKUN IF
you say too much!”

“’SKUN’ IS REAL GOOD,” RETORTED JIM. “GOT ANY MORE OF THEM NEW WORDS
to spring on us?”

HELEN HAD BEEN PASSING TO AND FRO PAST THE WINDOW AND DOCILE
THOMAS HERE PUT HIS MARVELING INTO WORDS, FOR HE HAD BEEN CASTING
covert glances at her, but now his restraint broke.

“GEE WHIZ!” HE EXCLAIMED IN A WHISPER TO JACK LAWSON. “AIN’T SHE A
REGULAR HUMMER, NOW! LINES LIKE A THOROUGHBRED, FACE LIKE A DREAM
and a smile what shore is a winner! See her hair–fine and dandy, eh?
SHE’S IN THE TWO-FORTY CLASS, ALL RIGHT!” HE ENTHUSED. “WHY, WHEN THIS
COUNTRY WAKES UP TO WHAT’S IN IT THE SHERIFF WILL HAVE TO PUT UP A
STOCKADE AROUND THIS HOUSE AND MOUNT GUARD. EVERYBODY FROM BILL UP
WILL BE STAMPEDING THIS WAY TO TALK BUSINESS WITH THE SHERIFF. NO
wonder The Orphan has got a bee in his bonnet–lucky dog!”
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“SHE CAN TAKE CARE OF MY PAY EVERY MONTH JUST AS SOON AS SHE SAYS
THE WORD,” JACK REPLIED. “BUT SUPPOSE YOU LOOK AWAY ONCE IN A WHILE?
SUPPOSE YOU SHIFT YOUR SIGHTS! YOU, TOO, HUMBLE,” HE SAID, SUDDENLY
turning on the latter.

“ME WHAT?” ASKED HUMBLE, WITHOUT INTEREST AND WITHOUT SHIFTING HIS
gaze. “What are you talking about?”

“Look at something else, see?”

“SHORE I SEE,” REPLIED HUMBLE. “THAT’S WHY I’M LOOKING. DO YOU THINK I
look with my eyes shut! Gee, but ain’t she a picture, though!”

“SHE SHORE IS, BUT GIVE IT A REST, TAKE A VACATION, YOU CHUMP!” RETORTED
JACK. “YOU’RE STARING AT HER LIKE SHE HAD YOU HOODOOED. COME OUT OF
YOUR TRANCE–WAKE UP AND MAKE A FOOL OF YOURSELF SOME OTHER WAY.
Don’t aim all the time at her. Mebby Lee Lung has killed your dog!”

“If he has we’ll need a new cook,” replied Humble with decision.

“COME ON, BOYS! DON’T START MILLING!” CRIED THE SHERIFF, SUDDENLY
ENTERING THE ROOM. “DINNER’S ALL READY AND WAITING FOR US. AND I SHORE
hope you have all got your best appetites with you, because Margaret
LIKES TO SEE HER FOOD TAKEN CARE OF LIVELY. IF YOU DON’T CLEAN IT ALL UP
SHE’LL THINK YOU DON’T LIKE IT,” HE SAID, WINKING AT BLAKE, “AND IF SHE
ONCE GETS THAT NOTION IN HER HEAD IT WILL BE NO MORE INVITATIONS FOR THE
Star C.”

There was much excitement in the crowd, and the replies came fast.

“I AIN’T HAD ANYTHING GOOD TO EAT FOR FIFTEEN LONG, ACHING YEARS!” CRIED
Bud. “When I get through you’ll need a new table.

“SAME HERE, ONLY FOR THIRTY YEARS,” REPLIED JIM HASTILY. “I JUST COULDN’T
SLEEP LAST NIGHT FOR THINKING ABOUT THE GLORIOUS SURPRISE MY ABUSED
STOMACH WAS DUE TO HAVE TO-DAY. I’LL BET MY GUN ON MY PERFORMANCE IF
THE TRACK IS HEAVY, ALL RIGHT. I’M NOT POOR ON SPEED, AND I’M A STAYER
from Stayersville.”

“WELL, I WON’T BE AMONG THE ALSO RANS, YOU CAN BET ON THAT,” LAUGHED
Silent. “I don’t weigh very much, but I’m geared high.”

“I’ll bet it’s good!” cried Humble, “I’ll bet it’s real good!”

“D––n good, you mean!” corrected Jack. “Hey, fellows!” he cried, “did
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you hear what Humble said? He said that he’d bet it was real good!”

“Horray for Humble, the wit of the Star C,” laughed Docile.

“ME FOR THE APRICOT PIE!” EXULTED CHARLEY. “HERE’S WHERE I GET SQUARE
ON BLAKE FOR RUBBING IT IN ALL THESE MONTHS ABOUT THE FINE PIE HE GETS
over here.”

“There ain’t no apricot pie,” gravely lied the sheriff in surprise.

“WHAT!” CRIED CHARLEY IN ALARM. “THERE AIN’T NONE FOR ME! OH, WELL, YOU
CAN’T LOSE ME IN DAYLIGHT, FOR I’LL DOUBLE UP ON EVERYTHING ELSE. I AIN’T
going to get left, all right!”

“Don’t wake me up,” begged Joe Haines. “Let me dream on in peace
and plenty. Grub, real, genuine grub, grub what is grub! Oh, joy!”

MRS. SHIELDS HURRIED INTO THE ROOM AND THEN PAUSED IN SURPRISE WHEN
she saw that the outfit had not moved toward the feast.

“LAND SAKES!” SHE CRIED. “AREN’T YOU BOYS HUNGRY, OR IS JAMES UP TO
some of his everlasting teasing again!”

“YOU TALK TO HER, BUD,” WHISPERED JIM EAGERLY. “I’M SO SCARY I SHORE
can’t.”

“YES, GO AHEAD, BUD!” CAME INSTANT AND UNANIMOUS ENDORSEMENT IN
whispers.

“WELL, MA’AM,” BEGAN BUD, CLEARING HIS THROAT, GLANCING AROUND
UNEASILY TO BE SURE THAT THE CROWD WAS GIVING HIM MORAL BACKING, AND
feeling uncomfortable, “we was just getting up a–a––”

“B, C, D,” prompted Jim in a whisper.

“WE WAS JUST GETTING UP A RESOLUTION OF THANKS, MRS. SHIELDS,” HE
CONTINUED, STABBING HIS ELBOW INTO THE STOMACH OF THE OFFENDING JIM.
“YOU SHUT UP!” HE FIERCELY WHISPERED. “I’M CARRYING ONE HUNDRED AND
FORTY POUNDS NOW WITHOUT THE SADDLE!” THEN HE CONTINUED: “WE ALL OF
US ARE PLUMB TICKLED ABOUT THIS, SO PLUMB TICKLED WE DON’T HARDLY
know what to say––”

“THAT’S RIGHT,” WHISPERED JIM, FOLDING HIS ARMS ACROSS HIS STOMACH.
“You’re proving it, all right.”

SILENT AND JACK HAULED JIM TO THE REAR AND BUD CONTINUED UNRUFFLED:
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“BUT WE WANT TO THANK YOU, MA’AM, FROM THE BOTTOMS, THE VERY LOWEST
BOTTOMS OF OUR HEARTS FOR YOUR KINDNESS TO A ORPHANT OUTFIT WHAT AIN’T
HAD ANYTHING TO EAT SINCE THE WAR, AND VERY LITTLE DURING IT. JOE HAINES,
HERE, MA’AM, WAS JUST SAYING AS HOW HE WAS A-SCARED THAT IT IS ALL A
dream––”

“I DIDN’T NEITHER!” FIERCELY CONTRADICTED JOE IN A WHISPER, LOOKING VERY
SELF-CONSCIOUS. HE WAS WHISKED TO THE REAR TO JOIN JIM AND THE
speech went on.

“HE IS AFRAID IT IS A DREAM, MA’AM, AND I KNOW WE ALL OF US HAVE MORE
OR LESS DOUBTS ABOUT IT BEING REALLY TRUE. BUT, MA’AM, WE SHORE ARE
ANXIOUS TO FIND OUT ALL ABOUT IT. WE’VE RID THIRTY MILES TO SEE FOR
OURSELVES, AND I DON’T RECKON YOU’LL HAVE ANY FEARS ABOUT OUR
APPETITES BEING LEFT AT HOME WHEN YOU SIZES UP THE WRECK LEFT IN THE
PATH OF THE STORM AFTER THE STAMPEDE IS OVER. THE BOYS WANT TO GIVE
YOU THREE CHEERS EVEN IF IT IS SUNDAY, MA’AM, FOR YOUR KINDNESS TO
them, and I’m shore one of the boys!”

“Hip, hip, horray!” yelled the crowd, surging forward.

“Good boy, Bud!” they cried.

“I’M PROUD OF YOU, BUDDIE!” EXULTED CHARLEY, SLAPPING HIM EXTRA
heartily on the back.

“I DIDN’T KNOW YOU HAD IT IN YOU, BUD!” CRIED SILENT. “IT WAS SHORE A
dandy speech, all right.”

“WE’LL SEND YOU TO CONGRESS FOR THAT, SOME DAY, BUD,” CRIED JACK
Lawson. “You’re all right!”

“I once had a piece of pie, a piece of pie, a piece of pie,
I once had a piece of pie, when I was five years old,”

sang Charley as he pranced toward the door.

“Good! Go on, Charley, go on!” cried his companions joyously.

“Now I’ll have another piece, another piece, another piece,
Now I’ll have another piece, that’s two all told.
 
Good bye, Lee Lung, good bye Lee Lung,
Good bye, Lee Lung, we’re going to forget you now!”

“AGAIN ON THAT LEE LUNG, ALTOGETHER–IT HITS ME RIGHT!” CRIED BUD, AND
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“AGAIN ON THAT LEE LUNG, ALTOGETHER–IT HITS ME RIGHT!” CRIED BUD, AND
THE MATTER PERTAINING TO THE FAREWELLS TO LEE LUNG WAS PROMPTLY AND
properly attended to in heartfelt sincerity.

THE LADIES LAUGHED WITH DELIGHT, AND MRS. SHIELDS WHISPERED TO HER
HUSBAND, WHO NODDED AND ESCORTED THE ORPHAN TO A SEAT NEAR THE
head of the table, where he was flanked by Helen and Blake.

“GRAB YOUR PARTNERS, BOYS,” THE SHERIFF CRIED, POINTING TO THE CHAIRS.
THERE WAS A HASTY PILING OF BELTS AND GUNS ON THE GROUND, AND AFTER
much confusion all were seated.

THE SHERIFF AROSE: “BOYS, MRS. SHIELDS WANTS ME TO TELL YOU HOW
PLEASED SHE IS TO HAVE YOU ALL HERE. SHE HAS FELT PLUMB SORRY ABOUT
you and she shore has shuddered at the thought of a Chinee cook––”

“Which same we all do–it’s chronic,” interposed Jim to laughter.

“SHE WANTS YOU TO MAKE YOURSELVES AT HOME,” CONTINUED THE SHERIFF,
“LEARN THE LAY OF THE LAND AROUND THIS RANGE AND NEVER FORGET THE TRAIL
LEADING HERE, BECAUSE SHE INSISTS THAT WHEN ANY OF YOU COME TO TOWN
YOU HAVE SIMPLY GOT TO PAY US A VISIT AND SEE IF THERE IS A PIECE OF PIE
OR CAKE TO EAT BEFORE YOU GO BACK TO THAT COOK. AND TOM SAYS THAT
he’ll fire the first man who renigs––”

“I’M GOING TO CARRY THE MAIL HEREAFTER!” CRIED BUD, SCOWLING FIERCELY AT
Joe.

“NOT IF I CAN SHOOT FIRST, YOU DON’T!” RETORTED THE MAIL CARRIER. “I WAS JUST
A-WONDERING IF IT WOULDN’T BE BETTER TO COME IN TWICE A WEEK FOR IT
instead of once. We might get more letters.”

“We’ll bid for your job next year,” laughed Silent.

“Before I coax you to eat,” continued the sheriff, “I––”

“Wrong word, Sheriff,” interposed Humble. “Not coax, but force.”

“I AM GOING TO ASK YOU TO REVERSE THINGS A LITTLE, AND DRINK A STANDING
TOAST TO THE MAN WHO SAVED THE STAGE, TO THE MAN WHO SAVED MISS
RITCHIE AND MY SISTERS AND WHO MADE THIS DINNER POSSIBLE. THIS
WOULD BE FAR FROM A HAPPY DAY BUT FOR HIM. I WANT YOU TO DRINK TO THE
long life and happiness of The Orphan. All up!”

THE CLINK OF GLASSES WAS LOST IN THE SPONTANEOUS CHEER WHICH BURST
FROM THE LIPS OF THE FORMER OUTLAW’S NEW FRIENDS, AND HE SAT CONFUSED
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and embarrassed with a sudden timidity, his face crimson.

“Speech!” cried Jim, the others joining in the cry. “Speech! Speech!”

FINALLY, AFTER SOME URGING, THE ORPHAN SLOWLY AROSE TO HIS FEET, A
foolish smile playing about his lips.

“IT WASN’T ANYTHING,” HE SAID DEPRECATINGLY. “YOU ALL WOULD HAVE DONE
IT, EVERY ONE OF YOU. BUT I’M GLAD IT WAS ME. I’M GLAD I WAS ON HAND,
ALTHOUGH IT WASN’T ANYTHING TO MAKE ALL THIS FUSS ABOUT,” AND HE
dropped suddenly into his seat, feeling hot and uncomfortable.

“WELL, WE HAVE DIFFERENT IDEAS ABOUT ITS BEING NOTHING,” REPLIED THE
SHERIFF. “NOW, BOYS, A TOAST TO BILL HALLOWAY,” HE REQUESTED. “BILL
COULDN’T GET HERE TO-DAY, BUT WE MUSTN’T FORGET HIM. HIS SPLENDID GRIT
and driving made it possible for our friend to play his hand so well.”

“HURRAH FOR BILL!” CRIED SILENT, LEAPING TO HIS FEET WITH THE OTHERS. WHEN
seated again he looked quickly at his glass and turned to Bud.

“REAL SWEET CIDER!” HE EXULTED. “GOOD LORD, BUT HOW TIME GALLOPS
PAST! I’D ALMOST FORGOTTEN WHAT IT WAS LIKE! IT’S BEEN OVER TWENTY YEARS
since I tasted any! Ain’t it fine?”

“I WAS WONDERING WHAT IT WAS,” REMARKED HUMBLE, A TRACE OF AWE IN
HIS VOICE AS HE REFILLED HIS GLASS. “IT’S SHORE ENOUGH SWEET CIDER, AND
blamed good, too!”

CHARLEY WAS ROMPING WITH THE MAIL CARRIER AND HE HAD A SUDDEN
INSPIRATION: “SPEECH FROM JOE! SPEECH FOR THE PIECES OF PIE AND
cake he’s due to get!”

“NOW, LOOK HERE, BOY,” JOE GRAVELY REPLIED. “I’M THE MAIL CARRIER. I DON’T
HAVE TO GO ON JURY DUTY, LEAD RELIGION ROUND-UPS, GO TO WAR OR MAKE
SPEECHES. AS THE BOOKS SAY, I’M EXEMPT. ALL I HAVE TO DO IS PUNCH
COWS, RUSTLE THE MAIL AND EAT PIE AND CAKE ONCE A WEEK,” HE SAID,
glancing at Bud, who glared and groaned.

“GOOD BOY, JOE!” CRIED HUMBLE, WAVING HIS GLASS EXCITEDLY. “YOU’RE
shore all right, you are, and I’m your deputy, ain’t I?”

“No, not my deputy, but my delirium,” corrected Joe.

“GLORY BE!” CRIED SILENT AS HIS PLATE WAS PASSED TO HIM. “CHICKEN,
REAL CHICKEN! MASHED POTATOES, MASHED TURNIPS AND DRESSING AND
GRAVY! AND HERE COMES STEWED CORN, BOILED ONIONS AND JELLY AND

320

321



GRAVY! AND HERE COMES STEWED CORN, BOILED ONIONS AND JELLY AND
MOTHER’S BREAD. AND STEWED TOMATOES? WELL, WELL! I GUESS WE AIN’T
GOING TO BE WELL FED, AND REAL HAPPY, EH, FELLOWS? MY STOMACH WON’T
KNOW WHAT’S THE MATTER–IT’LL THINK IT DIED AND WENT TO HEAVEN BY
mistake. Holy smoke! It hurts my eyes. What, cranberry jam? Well, I’m
JUST GOING TO CLOSE MY EYES FOR A MINUTE IF YOU DON’T MIND; I WANT TO
recuperate from the shock. This is where I live again!”

HUMBLE STARED IN RAPTURE AT THE FEAST BEFORE HIM AND FINALLY HEAVED A
long drawn sigh of doubt and content.

“Gee!” he cried softly, a far-away look in his eyes. “Look at it, just look
AT IT! JUST LIKE I USED TO GET WHEN I WAS A LITTLE TAD BACK IN
CONNECTICUT–BUT THAT WAS SHORE A LONG TIME AGO. WELL,” HE EXCLAIMED,
BRACING UP AND BRAVELY FORGETTING HIS BOYHOOD, “THERE’S ONE THING I
HOPE, AND THAT IS THAT LEE BEATS MY DOG. THEN I CAN SHOOT HIM AND
GET SQUARE FOR ALL THESE YEARS OF IMITATION GRUB WHAT HE’S HANDED OUT
to me!”

“HEY, TOM!” EAGERLY CRIED CHARLEY, “WHY CAN’T WE HANDLE A HERD OF
CHICKENS OUT ON THE RANCH, AND HAVE A GARDEN? WHY, WE COULD HAVE
eggs every day and chickens on holidays!”

“NO WONDER TOM LIKES TO RIDE TO TOWN,” LAUGHED SILENT. “GEE WHIZ, I’D
walk it for pie and cake and real genuine coffee!”

“WALK IT!” SNORTED JIM. “HUH, I’D CRAWL, AND STAND ON MY HEAD, KNOCK
my feet together and crow every half mile! Walk it, huh!”

MERRIMENT REIGNED SUPREME THROUGHOUT THE MEAL AND WHEN THE
BASHFULNESS HAD WORN OFF THE CONVERSATION BECAME FAST AND FURIOUS,
ABOUNDING IN TERSE WIT, VERBAL ATTACKS AND CLEVER COUNTERS, AND IN
CONCENTRATED ONSLAUGHTS AGAINST THE UNFORTUNATE HUMBLE, WHO SOON
FOUND, HOWEVER, A NEW AND LOYAL CHAMPION IN MISS RITCHIE, WHO TOOK
HIS PART. HER ASSISTANCE WAS SO DOUGHTY AS TO MORE THAN ONCE PUT TO
rout his tormentors, and before the dessert had been reached he was
HER DEVOTED SLAVE AND ADMIRER AND WAS HENCEFORTH TO SING HER
praises at every opportunity, and even to make opportunities.

AT THE ORPHAN’S END OF THE TABLE ALL WAS SERENE. HE, HELEN, BLAKE
and the sheriff found much to talk about, and all the while Mrs. Shields
REGARDED THE FOUR IN A MOTHERLY WAY, AND TEMPERED THE KEENNESS OF
HER HUSBAND’S WIT, FOR HE WAS PRONE TO BREAK LANCES WITH THE ORPHAN
AND TO TEASE HIS SISTER, MUCH TO HER CONFUSION. SHE WAS VERY HAPPY,
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FOR HERE AT HER SIDE WERE HER HUSBAND AND THE MAN SHE HAD FEARED
WOULD HARM HIM, LAUGHING AND JOKING AND THE BEST OF FRIENDS; AND
DOWN THE TABLE A CROWD OF BIG-HEARTED BOYS, HER BOYS NOW, WERE
HAVING THE TIME OF THEIR LIVES. THEY WERE GOOD BOYS, TOO, SHE TOLD
HERSELF; A TRIFLE ROUGH, BUT STERLING AT THE HEART, AND EVERY ONE OF THEM
A LOYAL FRIEND. HOW GOOD IT WAS TO SEE THEM EAT AND HEAR THEM LAUGH,
ALL HAPPY AND MISCHIEVOUS. THE WELDING OF THE UNITS HAD BEEN
finished, and now the Star C and The Orphan were one in spirit.
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CHAPTER XVIII
PREPARATION

FTER THE DINNER AT THE SHERIFF’S HOUSE, LIFE MEANT MUCH TO THE
Orphan, for the dinner had done its work and done it well. Whatever

HAD BEEN MISSING TO COMPLETE THE GOOD FELLOWSHIP BETWEEN HIM AND
THE OTHERS HAD BEEN SUPPLIED AND BY THE TIME THE OUTFIT WAS READY TO
LEAVE FOR HOME, ALL CORNERS HAD BEEN ROUNDED AND ALL ROUGH EDGES
smoothed down. With his outfit he was in hearty, loyal accord, and the
SPIRIT OF THE RANCH HAD BECOME HIS OWN. WITH THE SHERIFF HIS ALREADY
STRONG LIKING HAD BEEN STRIPPED OF ANY UNDESIRABLE QUALITIES, AND HE
FELT THAT SHIELDS WAS NOT ONLY THE WHITEST MAN HE HAD EVER MET, BUT
ALSO HIS BEST FRIEND. HE HAD BECOME MORE INTIMATE WITH THE SHERIFF’S
household, and for Mrs. Shields he had only love and respect.

WITH HELEN HIS CUP WAS FULL TO OVERFLOWING, FOR HE HAD MANAGED TO
HOLD SEVERAL LONG TALKS WITH HER DURING THE AFTERNOON, AND TO HIS MIND
HE HAD HEARD NOTHING DETRIMENTAL TO HIS HOPES. HIS EYES HAD BEEN
OPENED AS TO WHAT IT WAS HE HAD BEEN HUNGERING FOR, AND THE
KNOWLEDGE THRILLED HIM TO HIS FINGER-TIPS. HE WAS A RED-BLOODED,
CLEAN-LIMBED MAN, DIRECT OF WORDS AND PURPOSE, REVELING IN A JOYOUS,
SURGING, VIGOROUS HEALTH, IN TUNE WITH HIS SURROUNDINGS; HE WAS
DOMINANT, FEARLESS, AND HE HAD A SAVING GRACE IN HIS HUMOR. TO HIM
CAME VISIONS OF THE FUTURE, GOLDEN AS THE SUNRISE, RICH IN PROMISE AND
ASSURANCE AS TO A HAPPINESS SUCH AS HE COULD ONLY FEEBLY FEEL.
HIMSELF HE WAS SURE OF, FOR HE FEARED NO FAILURE ON HIS PART; AS FAR AS
HE WAS CONCERNED IT WAS WON. HELEN, HE BELIEVED FROM WHAT THE DAY
HAD GIVEN HIM, WOULD NOT REFUSE HIM WHEN THE TIME CAME FOR HER TO
DECIDE, AND HIS EFFERVESCENT SPIRITS SENT A SONG TO HIS LIPS, WHICH HE
hurled to the sky as a war-cry, a slogan of triumph and a defiance.

AS YET HE KNEW NOTHING OF THE SHERIFF’S PLANS, AND HIS THOUGHTS
CONCERNING HIS FUTURE POSITION IN THE COMMUNITY DID NOT DARE TO SOAR
ABOVE THAT OF FOREMAN OF SOME RANCH. TO THIS END HE WOULD BEND HIS
ENERGIES WITH ALL THE POWER OF HIS SPLENDID TRINITY–HEART, MIND AND
BODY. HE WAS FAR TOO HAPPY TO THINK OF FAILURE, BECAUSE THERE WOULD
B E NONE; HAD THE WORD PASSED THROUGH HIS MIND HE WOULD HAVE
LAUGHED IT INTO OBLIVION. HIS EXPERIENCE GAVE HIM CONFIDENCE, FOR HE
WAS NO WEAKLING SHELTERED AND PROTECTED BY ANY GUIDING ANGEL; TO THE
CONTRARY, HE WAS THE SURVIVOR OF A BITTER WAR AGAINST CONDITIONS WHICH
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WOULD HAVE DESTROYED A LESS STRONG MAN; HE WAS VICTOR OVER HIMSELF
AND HIS ENEMIES, A CONQUEROR OF ADVERSE CONDITIONS, A HEWER OF HIS
OWN PATH; HIS ENEMIES HAD BEEN HIS BEST FRIENDS, AND HIS LONG FIGHT,
HIS SALVATION. FOR TEN YEARS HE HAD CONSTANTLY FOUGHT A BITTER FIGHT
AGAINST NATURE AND MAN; HUNGER AND THIRST, PLOTS AND AMBUSHES HAD
ALL PLAYED THEIR PARTS, AND HE HAD WON OUT OVER ALL OF THEM. HE WAS
YOUNG, HOPEFUL AND UNAFRAID, AND NOW THAT HE WAS ON THE RIGHT TRAIL HE
WOULD BEND EVERY ENERGY TO STAY THERE, AND HE WOULD STAY THERE, BE
the opposition what it might; and if the opposition should be man, and
OF A STRENGTH DANGEROUS TO HIM, HE WOULD DESTROY IT AS HE HAD
DESTROYED OTHERS BEFORE IT. WHILE NOW SCORNING TO USE HIS GUN ON
EVERY PROVOCATION HE WOULD DEPEND UPON IT AS ON A COURT OF LAST
resort–and its decision would be final.

HE HELD ILL WISHES AGAINST NO MAN SAVE ONE, AND THAT ONE WAS THE
MAN WHO HAD PLACED THE ROPE ABOUT THE NECK OF HIS FATHER. HE DID NOT
KNOW THAT MAN’S NAME, AND HE DID NOT KNOW THAT HE MIGHT NOT BE
AMONG THOSE WHO HAD ALREADY PAID FOR THAT CRIME. BUT SHOULD HE EVER
LEARN THAT HE LIVED HE WOULD TAKE PAYMENT IN FULL BE THE COST WHAT IT
might.

BUT HE HAD NO THOUGHTS FOR STRIFE, HE ONLY KNEW THAT THE SUN HAD NEVER
BEEN SO BRIGHT, THE SKY SO BLUE AND THE PLAIN SO FULL OF LIFE AND BEAUTY
AS IT WAS ON THIS PERFECT DAY. ONLY ONE OTHER DAY RIVALED IT–THE DAY HE
HAD SWAYED WEAKLY BY THE SIDE OF A DUSTY COACH AND HAD FELT WARM,
SOFT FINGERS TOUCHING HIS FOREHEAD. BUT, HE TOLD HIMSELF WITH JOY, THERE
would be days to come which would eclipse even that.

HE WAS AROUSED FROM HIS REVERIE BY THE APPROACH OF THE FOREMAN,
WHO GAVE HIM A HEARTY HAIL AND SMILED AT THE HAPPY EXPRESSION ON
the puncher’s face.

“WELL, YOU LOOK LIKE YOU HAD STRUCK IT RICH!” CRIED BLAKE. “WHAT IS IT,
gold or silver?”

“GOLD OR SILVER!” CRIED THE ORPHAN IN CONTEMPT AT SUCH CHEAPNESS.
“BY GOD, BLAKE, I WOULDN’T SELL MY CLAIM FOR ALL THE GOLD AND SILVER IN
THIS FOOL EARTH! GOLD OR SILVER! WHY, MAN, I KNOW WHERE THERE IS PLENTY
OF BOTH. HERE,” HE CRIED, PLUNGING HIS HAND INTO HIS CHAPS POCKET,
“look at this!”

THE FOREMAN LOOKED AND WHISTLED AND TOOK THE OBJECT INTO HIS HAND,
WHERE HE EXAMINED IT CRITICALLY. “BY GEORGE, IT’S THE YELLOW METAL, ALL
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RIGHT, AND BLAMED NEAR PURE!” HE RETURNED IT TO ITS OWNER AND ADDED:
“That’s the real stuff, Orphan.”

“YES, IT IS,” REPLIED THE OTHER AS HE POCKETED THE NUGGET. “AND I KNOW
WHERE IT CAME FROM. THERE’S PLENTY LEFT THAT’S JUST LIKE IT, BUT I WOULDN’T
go after it if it was diamonds.”

“YOU WOULDN’T!” EXCLAIMED BLAKE IN SURPRISE. “BY GEORGE, I’D GO TO-
MORROW, TO-NIGHT, IF I KNEW. GOLD LIKE THAT AIN’T TO BE SNEERED AT. IT
SPELLS RANCHES, EASE, PLENTY, ANYTHING YOU WANT. AND YOU WOULDN’T GO
for it?”

“NO, I WOULDN’T, AND I WON’T,” REPLIED THE PUNCHER. “I’M GOING TO STAY
RIGHT HERE ON THIS RANGE AND MAKE GOOD WITH MY HANDS AND BRAINS.
I’M GOING TO WIN THE GAME WITH THE CARDS I HOLD, AND WHEN I SAY WIN I
MEAN IT. THERE ARE TIMES WHEN GOLD IS A DANGEROUS THING TO HAVE, AND
THIS IS ONE OF THEM, AS YOU’LL UNDERSTAND WHEN I DISCLOSE MY HAND.
WHEN I WIN I WON’T NEED GOLD BAD ENOUGH TO GO THROUGH HELL AND HOT
water for it and risk not getting back to my claim, and it’s one hundred
TO ONE THAT I WOULDN’T GET BACK, TOO. AND IF I LOSE, MIND YOU, if, I WON’T
HAVE ANY USE FOR IT. I PICKED THAT NUGGET UP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE
DAMNEDEST DESERT GOD EVER MADE, AND WHEN I GOT OFF IT I WAS LOCO FOR
A WEEK. I WON’T TELL ANY FRIEND OF MINE WHERE IT IS BECAUSE I WANT MY
FRIENDS TO GO ON DRAWING THEIR BREATH. I NEED MY FRIENDS A WHOLE LOT,
AND THAT’S WHY I DON’T TELL YOU WHERE IT IS. I WAS SAVING THAT FOR MY
ENEMIES. TWO HAVE GONE AFTER IT ALREADY, AND HAVEN’T BEEN HEARD OF
since.”

“WELL, YOU ARE THE FIRST MAN WHO EVER TOLD ME THAT GOLD ISN’T WORTH
GOING AFTER, AND YOU HAVE CONVINCED ME THAT IN YOUR CASE YOU ARE
right,” laughed the foreman.

“YOU WOULDN’T HAVE TO BE TOLD IF YOU KNEW THAT DESERT AS I DO,” REPLIED
The Orphan.

“HOW WAS THE SHERIFF LAST NIGHT?” ASKED BLAKE. “OR DIDN’T YOU NOTICE,
being too much occupied in your claim?”

THE ORPHAN LOOKED AT HIM AND THEN LAUGHED SOFTLY: “HE WAS THE SAME
AS EVER–THE BEST MAN I EVER KNEW. BUT HOW IN THUNDER DO YOU KNOW
ABOUT MY CLAIM? HOW DID YOU KNOW WHAT I MEANT? I THOUGHT THAT I HAD
covered that trail pretty well.”

BLAKE PUT HIS HAND ON HIS FRIEND’S SHOULDERS AND GRAVELY LOOKED AT

330

331



HIM: “SON, HAVING EYES, I SEE; HAVING EARS, I HEAR; HAVING BRAINS, I
THINK. IF YOU HAVE BEEN FOOLING YOURSELF THAT YOU ARE ON A QUIET TRAIL, JUST
LISTEN TO THIS: THERE AIN’T A MAN WHO KNOWS YOU WELL THAT DON’T KNOW
WHAT YOU’RE PLAYING FOR, EVEN BILL HAD IT ALL MAPPED OUT THE SECOND
TIME HE SAW YOU. AND MOST OF US WISH YOU LUCK. YOU’RE NOT A MAN WHO
needs help, but if you do need it, you know where to come for it.”

“THANK YOU, BLAKE,” REPLIED THE ORPHAN, EAGERLY FILLING HIS LUNGS WITH
THE CRISP AIR. “THAT’S WHY I AIN’T HANKERING FOR THAT GOLD–I’M TOO BLAMED
busy making my own.”

“WELL, WHAT I WANTED TO SPEAK TO YOU ABOUT IS THIS,” SAID THE FOREMAN,
THINKING QUICKLY AS TO HOW TO SAY IT. “OLD MAN CRAWFORD GOT ME TO
PROMISE THAT I’D PICK UP A HERD OF COWS FOR HIM BEFORE FALL. NOW, I
WOULD JUST AS SOON DO IT MYSELF AS NOT, BUT IF YOU WANT TO TRY YOUR HAND
AT IT, GO AHEAD. HE WANTS ABOUT FIVE THOUSAND, TO BE DELIVERED IN FIVE
HERDS, A THOUSAND EACH, AT HIS CORRALS. HE WON’T PAY ANY MORE THAN
THE REGULAR PRICE FOR THEM, AND THE MORE YOU CAN DROP THE PRICE THE
BETTER HE WILL LIKE IT, OF COURSE. THEY MUST BE GOOD, HEALTHY CATTLE AND
be delivered to him before payment is made. What do you say?”

“I SAY THAT IT’S A GO!” CRIED THE ORPHAN. “I’VE HAD SOME GREAT LUCK
LATELY!” HE EXULTED. “I’M READY TO GO AFTER THEM WHENEVER YOU SAY THE
WORD, TO-NIGHT IF YOU SAY SO. AND I’LL GET THE RIGHT NUMBER AND KIND OR
KNOW THE REASON WHY. AND I’LL TAKE A HAND IN DRIVING THE LAST HERD TO
him myself. Good Lord, what luck!”

BLAKE TALKED A WHILE LONGER ABOUT THE TRIP, GIVING NECESSARY
INSTRUCTIONS ABOUT PRICES AND WHERE HE WOULD BE LIKELY TO FIND THE
HERD, AND THEN RODE OFF IN THE DIRECTION OF FORD’S STATION FOR A
consultation with his friend, the sheriff.

“HULLO, TOM!” CAME FROM THE STAGE OFFICE AS HE RODE PAST. HE QUICKLY
turned his head and then stopped, smiling broadly.

“WHY, HULLO, BILL,” HE REPLIED. “GLAD TO SEE YOU. HOW ARE THINGS? HAD
any trouble lately?”

“NOPE, TIMES ARE REAL DULL SINCE THAT DAY IN THE DEFILE,” BILL ANSWERED
WITH A GRIN. “I SAW TEX ONCE AT SAGETOWN, BUT HE AIN’T TALKING NONE
THESE DAYS, HE’S TOO BUSY THINKING. YOU SEE, I’VE GOT A PURTY STRONG
COMBINATION BACKING ME AND NOBODY FEELS LIKE STARTING IT A-GOING,
BECAUSE THERE AIN’T NO TELLING JUST WHERE IT’LL STOP. THE ORPHANT AND THE
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sheriff make a blamed good team, all right.”

“None better at any game, Bill,” replied Blake. “And you used the right
WORD, TOO. THEY’RE GOING TO PULL TOGETHER FROM NOW ON, IN FACT, THE STAR
C will be in harness with them.”

“THAT’S THE WAY TO TALK!” CRIED BILL ENTHUSIASTICALLY. “I ALWAYS SAID THAT
ORPHANT WAS A WHITE MAN, EVEN BEFORE I EVER SAW HIM,” HE SAID,
FORGETTING MUCH THAT HE MIGHT BE IN HEARTY ACCORD. “HE CAN CALL ON ME
ANY TIME HE NEEDS ME, YOU BET. HE CHEATED THE DEVIL TWICE WITH ME,
AND I AIN’T A-GOING TO FORGET IT. BUT SAY, WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THE
SHERIFF’S SISTER, HELEN? AIN’T SHE A WINNER, HEY? FINEST GIRL THESE PARTS
HAVE EVER SEEN, ALL RIGHT, AND HER FRIEND AIN’T SECOND BY NO LENGTH,
neither.”

“WHY, BILL,” EXCLAIMED BLAKE, A TWINKLE COMING TO HIS EYES, “YOU ARE
NOT ALLOWING YOURSELF TO GET CAPTURED, ARE YOU? THAT’S A RISKY GAME,
LIKE STARTING UP THE ORPHAN AND THE SHERIFF, FOR THERE’S NO TELLING JUST
where it will stop.”

“NO, I AIN’T LETTING MYSELF GET CAPTURED,” SIGHED BILL. “I AIN’T NO FOOL. BILL
HOWLAND KNOWS A THING OR TWO, WHICH HE LEARNED NOT MORE THAN A
THOUSAND YEARS AGO. I’VE GOT IT ALL SIZED UP. AND SINCE THEN I’VE SEEN A
CERTAIN BANG-UP PUNCHER HITTING THE TRAIL FOR THE SHERIFF’S HOUSE SOME
REGULAR TWICE A WEEK. NOPE, I’M A BATCHLER NOW AND FOREVER, LONG MAY
I wave.”

“SAY,” HE CONTINUED, SUDDENLY REMEMBERING SOMETHING. “WHAT’S THE
SHERIFF UP TO NOW? IS HE GOING TO HAVE A PICNIC OUT ON CRAWFORD’S
RANCH? HE ASKED ME IF HE COULD HAVE THE LEND OF THE STAGE ON AN OFF
DAY SOME TIME SOON. WANTS ME TO DRIVE IT FOR HIM OUT TO THE A-Y AND
BACK. I DON’T KNOW WHAT HIS GAME IS, AND I DON’T CARE NONE. I’LL DO IT, ALL
right. But what’s he going to do out there, anyhow?”

BLAKE LAUGHED: “OH, NOTHING BAD, I RECKON. YOU’LL PROBABLY LEARN ALL
ABOUT IT AS SOON AS THE REST OF US. HOW DO YOU EXPECT ME TO KNOW
ANYTHING ABOUT IT? MEBBY HE IS GOING TO HAVE A PICNIC OUT THERE FOR ALL
we know. The A-Y is a good place for one, ain’t it?”

“YOU JUST BET IT IS,” CRIED BILL. “YOUR RANCH IS ALL RIGHT, BLAKE, BUT I LIKE
THE A-Y BETTER. IT’S GOT WINDMILLS AND EVERYTHING. FINEST GROVE NEAR the
RANCH-HOUSE THAT I EVER SAW, AND I’VE SEEN SOME FINE GROVES IN MY
TIME. OLD MAN CRAWFORD KNEW A GOOD THING WHEN HE SAW IT, ALL RIGHT.
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HERE COMES CHARLEY WINTER LIKE HE HAD ALL DAY TO GO NOWHERE–HE’S
GOT A GOOD JOB WITH THE CROSS BAR-8, BUT I WOULDN’T HAVE IT FOR A GIFT–
NO, SIR, MONEY WOULDN’T TEMPT ME TO BE ONE OF THAT OUTFIT. BUT I RECKON
IT’S SOME BETTER OUT THERE THAN IT ONCE WAS SINCE THE SHERIFF AND THE
ORPHANT AMPUTATED ITS INFLAMED FINGERS. HULLO, CHARLEY,” HE CRIED AS
THE NEWCOMER DREW REIN. “I WAS JUST TELLING BLAKE WHAT A GOOD JOB YOU
have got with Sneed.”

“HULLO, YOU OLD ONE-HOSS DRIVER,” GRINNED CHARLEY. “HULLO, TOM,” HE
cried. “Looking for the sheriff?”

“HULLO, CHARLEY,” SAID THE FOREMAN, SHAKING HANDS WITH SNEED’S
substitute puncher. “Yes, I am. Do you know where he is?”

“HE’S OUT AT THE CROSS BAR-8, GIVING SNEED A TALKING TO,” CHARLEY
ANSWERED. “BUCKNELL WENT AND GOT LOADED AGAIN LAST NIGHT, RAISED H–L
IN TOWN AND OUT OF IT ALL THE WAY HOME. HE THOUGHT HE WANTED TO SHOOT
UP THE ORPHAN, SO HE WAS SOME PRIMED. JIM IS TELLING SNEED TO HOLD
HIM DOWN TO WATER AND PEACE UNLESS HE WANTS TO LOSE HIM. HE’LL BE IN
soon, though. How’s The Orphan getting on out at your place?”

“FINE!” ANSWERED BLAKE, HIS FACE WEARING A FROWN. “BUT I’M SOME
SORRY ABOUT THAT FOOL BUCKNELL, THOUGH. HE MAY GET ON A SPREE SOME
DAY AND find THE ORPHAN. I DON’T WANT ANY MORE GUNPLAY, AND IF THAT
IDIOT DOES FIND HIM AND GETS AMBITIOUS TO NOTCH UP HIS GUN ANOTHER
HOLE, THERE’LL SHORE BE SOME LOOSE LEAD. IF HE EVER GETS ON STAR C
GROUND, AND I CATCH HIM THERE, I’LL SHORE ENOUGH WIPE UP THE EARTH WITH
HIM, AND WHEN YOU SEE HIM, JUST TELL HIM WHAT I SAID, WILL YOU? IT AIN’T
no joke, for I will.”

“SHORE I’LL TELL HIM,” REPLIED CHARLEY. “WHEN WILL THAT BUNCH OF CATTLE BE
on hand–I’m anxious to swap jobs.”

BLAKE FLASHED HIM A WARNING GLANCE AND TRIED TO IGNORE THE QUESTION
by changing the subject, but it was too late, for Bill was curious.

“What cattle is that, Charley?” asked the driver in sudden interest.

“OH, SOME CATTLE THAT I’M GOING TO GET OF BLAKE FOR SNEED,” LIED
Charley easily.

“WHAT IN ALL GET OUT DOES SNEED WANT WITH ANY STAR C COWS?” BILL
ASKED IN SURPRISE. “HE’S GOT PLENTY OF COWS OF HIS OWN, UNLESS THE
Orphant shot a whole lot more than I thought he did.”
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“I DON’T KNOW, BILL,” REPLIED CHARLEY. “I DIDN’T ASK HIM, IT BEING PLAINLY
none of my business.”

Bill scratched his head: “No, I reckon not,” he replied doubtfully.

“HERE COMES SHIELDS NOW,” SAID BLAKE SUDDENLY. “I RECKON I’LL RIDE OFF
and meet him. So long, Bill.”

“SO LONG,” REPLIED BILL. “BE SURE TO TELL THE ORPHAN I WAS ASKING ABOUT
HIM. SO LONG, CHARLEY.” HE TURNED ABRUPTLY AND ENTERED THE STAGE
OFFICE: “I DON’T UNDERSTAND IT,” HE MUTTERED. “THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE
WIND THAT I CAN’T GET ONTO NOHOW. HE HAS SHORE GOT ME GUESSING
some, all right.”

THE CLERK TOSSED ASIDE THE PAPER AND STARED: “WELL, THAT’S TOO D ––d
BAD, NOW AIN’T IT?” HE ASKED SARCASTICALLY. “YOU OUGHT TO OBJECT, THAT’S
WHAT YOU OUGHT TO DO! WHAT RIGHT HAS ANYBODY TO KEEP QUIET ABOUT
THEIR OWN BUSINESS WHEN YOU WANT TO KNOW, HEY? IF I WANTED TO KNOW
EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS AS BAD AS YOU DO, I’D SHORE RAISE H–L, I WOULD.
WHY DON’T YOU CHOKE IT OUT OF HIM, WIPE UP THE EARTH WITH HIM? GO OUT
right now and give him a piece of your mind.”

“OH, YOU WOULD, WOULD YOU! YOU’RE BLAMED SMART, NOW AIN’T YOU? YOU
WORK TOO HARD–YOUR NERVES ARE GIVING AWAY,” DRAWLED BILL AS HE
PICKED UP THE PAPER. “SITTING AROUND ALL DAY WITH YOUR FEET ON THE TABLE
AND A PIPE IN YOUR MOUTH THAT YOU’RE TOO LAZY TO LIGHT, WORKING LIKE THE
VERY DEVIL TRYING TO FIND TIME TO DO THE COMPANY’S BUSINESS, WHICH
THERE AIN’T NONE TO DO. AIN’T YOU ASHAMED TO GO TO BED?–IT MUST TAKE
A LOT OF GALL TO HUNT YOUR REST AT NIGHT AFTER FINDING IT AND HUGGING IT ALL
DAY. WHAT WOULD YOU DO FOR A LIVING IF I FORGOT TO BRING THE PAPER WITH
ME SOME DAY, HEY? YOU AIN’T GOT ENOUGH ANIMATION TO WANT TO KNOW
what is going on in this little world of ours, you––”

“YOU GET OUT OF HERE, RIGHT NOW, TOO!” YELLED THE CLERK. “I DON’T WANT YOU
HANGING AROUND BOTHERING ME, YOU PEST! GET OUT OF HERE RIGHT NOW,
before I get up and throw you out! Do you hear me!”

BILL CROSSED HIS LEGS, PUSHED BACK HIS SOMBRERO, TURNED THE PAGE
CAREFULLY AND THEN REMARKED, “I LICKED FOUR HUSKY COW-PUNCHERS, REAL
bad men, last MONTH. ONE RIGHT AFTER THE OTHER, AND I WAS PURTY NEAR ALL
IN, TOO.” HE GLANCED AT THE NEXT PAGE DISINTERESTEDLY, SPAT AT A FLY ON
THE EDGE OF THE BOX CUSPIDOR AND THEN ADDED WEARILY AND WITH GREAT
DEPRECATION, “I’M FEELING FINE TO-DAY, NEVER FELT SO GOOD IN MY LIFE, BUT I
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need more exercise–I’m two pounds over weight right now.”

THE CLERK SHOWED INTEREST AND AWE: “WEIGHT?” HE ASKED. “WHAT IS
your fighting weight?”

BILL LOOKED UP AGGRESSIVELY: “FIGHTING WEIGHT?” HE ASKED, RAISING HIS
EYEBROWS. “MY fighting WEIGHT IS SOMETHING OVER NINE HUNDRED
POUNDS, WHEN I’M REAL MAD. ORDINARILY, ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY.
Why?”

“Oh, nothing,” replied the clerk, staring out of the window.



T

CHAPTER XIX
THE ORPHAN GOES TO THE A-Y

HE A-Y HAD BEEN A VERY BUSY PLACE FOR THE PAST TWO WEEKS
BECAUSE OF THE CATTLE WHICH HAD TO BE RE-BRANDED AND TAKEN CARE

OF, AND OF OTHER THINGS WHICH HAD TO BE DONE ABOUT THE RANCH. THE
SHERIFF HAD TAKEN TITLE AND HAD PERSUADED CRAWFORD TO REMAIN IN
NOMINAL CHARGE FOR A MONTH AT THE MOST SO AS TO KEEP THE SALE A
SECRET UNTIL THE NEW OWNER WOULD BE READY TO MAKE IT KNOWN. SO WORD
WENT AROUND THAT CRAWFORD HAD HIRED THE SHERIFF TO PUT THINGS ON A
PAYING BASIS AND THAT HALF OF THE OLD OUTFIT HAD LEFT, THEIR PLACES BEING
FILLED BY CHARLEY, THE TWO LARKIN BROTHERS AND TWO MEN FROM A NORTHERN
ranch.

SHIELDS HAD BEEN VERY MUCH PLEASED WITH THE CATTLE WHICH THE
ORPHAN HAD BOUGHT FOR HIM AND HAD ASKED BLAKE IF HE COULD BORROW
THE NEW PUNCHER TO HELP HIM GET THINGS IN GOOD RUNNING SHAPE. BLAKE
HAD TOLD THE ORPHAN OF THE SHERIFF’S REQUEST AND HAD ADVISED HIM TO
ACCEPT, WHICH THE PUNCHER WAS VERY GLAD TO DO. SO THIS IS HOW THE
FORMER OUTLAW BECAME TEMPORARY FOREMAN OF THE A-Y UNDER THE
SHERIFF. ONLY THE SHERIFF’S MOST INTIMATE FRIENDS KNEW HIS PLANS, ONE OF
WHOM WAS CHARLEY WINTER, WHO FOUND FOOD FOR MIRTH IN THE UNIQUE
POSITION THINGS HAD TAKEN. THE SHERIFF’S DEPUTIES WHO HAD LAIN OUT-
DOORS ALL NIGHT ON THE CROSS BAR-8 WAITING TO CAPTURE OR KILL THE OUTLAW
WERE NOW WORKING UNDER HIM, AND THE BEST OF FEELINGS PREVAILED. THE
MAN WHO HAD HUNTED THE ORPHAN NOW EMPLOYED HIM AS THE BEARER OF
the responsibilities of the new ranch. Truly, a change!

While The Orphan was busy with his duties on the A-Y the sheriff rode
TO THE STAR C AND SOUGHT OUT THE FOREMAN, WHOM HE FINALLY FOUND
ENGAGED IN FREEING A COW THAT HAD BECOME MIRED IN A QUICKSAND. AS
THE TERROR-STRICKEN ANIMAL GALLOPED WILDLY AWAY FROM THE SCENE OF
TORTURE AND INDIGNITIES TO ITS PERSON BLAKE MOPPED HIS FACE AND
began to scrape the quicksand from him.

“Playing life-saver, eh?” laughed the sheriff.

THE FOREMAN LOOKED UP AND SMILED SHEEPISHLY: “YES,” HE REPLIED AS
HE SHOOK HANDS WITH THE SHERIFF. “ONE COW MORE OR LESS WON’T MAKE
NOR BREAK NO RANCH, BUT I JUST CAN’T SEE ’EM SUFFER. THE BOYS AND I
WERE PASSING, SO WE STOPPED AND GOT TO WORK. BUT COWS AIN’T GOT NO
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GRATITUDE, NOT NOHOW! THAT ORNERY BEAST WILL BE ALL READY TO CHARGE ME
THE FIRST TIME HE SEES ME AFOOT. DID YOU SEE HIM TRY TO HORN ME WHEN I
let go?”

His friend laughed, and when they had ridden some distance from the
others he turned in his saddle:

“WELL, THE ORPHAN IS WORKING LIKE A HORSE, AND HE LIKES IT, TOO,” HE
said. “You ought to hear him giving orders–he just asks a man to do a
THING, DON’T ORDER IT DONE. WHEN HE TALKS IT SOUNDS LIKE THE PUNCHER
WOULD BE DOING HIM THE GREATEST POSSIBLE FAVOR TO DO THE WORK HE IS
PAID TO DO, BUT THERE IS A SUGGESTION THAT IF ANY NASTINESS DEVELOPS,
HELL WILL BE A PEACEFUL PLACE COMPARED TO THE NEAR VICINITY OF THE
FOREMAN OF THE A-Y. HE SIZES UP A THING WITH ONE LOOK, AND THEN TELLS
HOW IT SHOULD BE DONE. EVERYTHING HAS GONE OFF SO FINE THAT I’M GOING
TO ASK YOU TO LOSE A GOOD MAN, AND REAL SOON, TOO. WHAT DO YOU SAY,
Tom?”

BLAKE LAUGHED: “WHY, WE WERE A-PLENTY BEFORE HE CAME AND WE’LL BE
A-PLENTY AFTER HE GOES. THAT’S FOR YOUR ASKING ME TO TURN HIM OVER TO
YOU. THE BOYS WILL BE BOTH SORRY AND GLAD TO HAVE HIM LEAVE, BECAUSE
THEY LIKE HIM A WHOLE LOT. BUT OF COURSE THEY WANT TO SEE HIM LAND
EVERYTHING THAT HE CAN, SO THEY’LL GIVE HIM A GOOD SEND-OFF. THAT
REMINDS ME TO SAY THAT I KNOW THEY WILL WANT TO BE ON HAND WHEN YOU
BREAK THE NEWS TO HIM. IT’LL BE A CIRCUS FOR YOUR EASTERN FRIEND, MISS
Ritchie.”

“NOW YOU’RE TALKING!” ENTHUSED THE SHERIFF. “I WANT TO HAVE AS MANY
FIREWORKS AT THE CEREMONY AS I CAN POSSIBLY GET. OH, IT’LL BE A GREAT
DAY, ALL RIGHT. WE ARE ALL GOING OUT AND TAKE A BANG-UP LUNCH, JUST LIKE
WE’RE GOING ON THAT PICNIC THAT BILL’S BEEN SO WORRIED ABOUT, AND BILL
IS GOING TO DRIVE THE WOMEN OVER IN HIS COACH. THE FIRST SURPRISE WILL
BE THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE NEW OWNERSHIP OF THE A-Y, AND RIGHT ON
TOP OF IT I’M GOING TO FIRE THE SECOND GUN. I HOPE NONE OF YOUR BOYS
know anything about it,” he added with anxiety.

“NOT A THING,” HASTILY REPLIED THE FOREMAN. “YOU HAVE YOUR WIFE SEND A
MESSAGE TO ME BY JOE WHEN HE RUSTLES OUR MAIL TO-MORROW AND ASK
US TO COME TO THE PICNIC AT THE A-Y ON THE DAY WHICH YOU WILL DECIDE
ON. THEY’LL GO, ALL RIGHT, NO FEAR ABOUT THAT. NOTHING MORE THAN YOUR
WIFE’S COOKING IS NEEDED TO ATTRACT THEM,” AND HE LAUGHED HEARTILY AT
how suddenly they would come to life at such a summons.
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SHIELDS THOUGHT INTENTLY FOR A FEW SECONDS AND THEN SLAPPED HIS THIGH:
“I’VE GOT IT!” HE EXULTED. “I’LL RIDE OVER TO YOUR PLACE WITH YOU AND WRITE A
LETTER TO MY WIFE TELLING HER JUST WHAT TO DO. JOE CAN DELIVER IT AND BRING
BACK THE INVITATION. YOU SEE, I WON’T BE HOME TO-NIGHT, BUT THAT WILL DO
THE TRICK, ALL RIGHT. NOW, WHAT DO YOU SAY TO THIS COMING SATURDAY?–
THIS IS, LET ME SEE: WEDNESDAY. WILL THAT BE TIME ENOUGH FOR YOU TO
make any arrangements you may want to make?”

“SHORE, PLENTY OF TIME,” BLAKE LAUGHED. “IT’S GOOD ALL THE WAY. JOE WILL
BE DELIGHTED TO HAVE A REAL GOOD EXCUSE TO CALL AT YOUR HOUSE. HE’S A
BASHFUL CUSS, LIKE ALL THE REST. THEY TALK BIG, BUT THEY’RE SOME BASHFUL
ALL THE SAME. HE’S BEEN WORRYING ABOUT IT, FOR ONE DAY HE CAME TO ME
WITH A FUNNY EXPRESSION ON HIS FACE AND ACTED LIKE HE DIDN’T KNOW HOW
TO BEGIN. SO I ASKED HIM WHAT WAS TROUBLING HIM, AND HE BLURTED OUT
like this, as near as I can remember:

“‘WELL, YOU KNOW MRS. SHIELDS SAID WE WAS TO GO TO HER HOUSE WHEN
any of us hit town?’ he asked.

“‘I shore do,’ I answered, wondering what was up.

“‘WELL, I GO TO TOWN A LOT, AND IT TAKES A H–L OF A LOT OF GALL TO DO IT,’ HE
complained, looking so serious that it was funny.

“‘GALL!’ SAID I, SURPRISED-LIKE, AND TRYING TO KEEP MY FACE STRAIGHT.
‘GALL! WELL, I CAN’T SEE THAT IT TAKES SUCH A BRAVE MAN TO CALL AT A
friend’s house when he’s been told to do it.’

“‘OH, THAT PART OF IT IS ALL RIGHT,” HE REPLIED. ‘BUT SHE’LL THINK I ONLY CALL TO
GET MY FACE FED, AND IT MAKES ME FEEL LIKE A–I DON’T KNOW WHAT. YOU
see, I always get away quick.’

“‘WELL, STAY LONGER, THERE AIN’T NO USE OF BEING IN A HURRY,’ I SAID. ‘STAY
and talk a while.’

“‘THEN THEY’LL THINK I AIN’T GOT ENOUGH AND PUSH MORE PIE AT ME, LIKE
they did once,’ he complained.

“‘SUPPOSE I GIVE SILENT YOUR TERRIBLE ORDEAL TO DO,’ I SUGGESTED
tentatively, ‘or Bud, he’s dead anxious for your job.’

“‘OH, IT AIN’T AS BAD AS THAT!’ HE CRIED QUICKLY. ‘I ONLY THOUGHT THAT I’D
speak to you about it. I thought you could suggest something.’

“‘WELL,’ I REPLIED, ‘EVERY TIME YOU CALL YOU SAY I SENT YOU OVER TO ASK
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about the sheriff’s health. How’ll that do?’

“HE GRINNED SHEEPISHLY AND THEN SWORE: ‘H–L, THAT WOULD MAKE A
SHORE ENOUGH MESS OF IT,’ HE CRIED. ‘I’D BE A ROYAL AMERICAN IDIOT TO
say a thing like that, now, wouldn’t I?’”

THE SHERIFF LAUGHED HEARTILY, AND THEY TALKED ABOUT THE PICNIC UNTIL THEY
HAD REACHED THE RANCH-HOUSE, WHERE HE WROTE THE NOTE TO HIS WIFE.
BIDDING HIS FRIEND GOOD-BY, HE RODE OUT PAST THE CORRALS AND HEADED
for the A-Y.

WHEN ABOUT HALF-WAY TO HIS OWN RANCH, AND ON A-Y GROUND, HE
SURMOUNTED A RISE AND SAW A FIGURE FLIT FROM SIGHT BEHIND A THICKET,
AND HIS CURIOSITY WAS IMMEDIATELY AROUSED. NOT KNOWING WHO THE
MAN MIGHT BE, HE STALKED HIS QUARRY AND FINALLY FOUND BUCKNELL
standing beside his horse.

“WELL, WHAT’S THE TROUBLE NOW?” THE SHERIFF ASKED AS HE CAME OUT INTO
SIGHT. HE WAS DANGEROUSLY NEAR ANGRY, FOR BUCKNELL WAS ON FORBIDDEN
GROUND AND WAS FLUSHED AS IF FROM LIQUOR. “WHAT’S THE TROUBLE?” HE
repeated.

BUCKNELL LOOKED CONFUSED: “NOTHING, SHERIFF. WHY?” HE ASKED,
evading the searching gaze of the peace officer.

“OH, I THOUGHT SOMETHING MIGHT HAVE GONE WRONG ON THE CROSS BAR-8,
and that you were looking for me,” Shields coldly replied.

BUCKNELL LOOKED AT THE GROUND AND COUGHED NERVOUSLY BEFORE HE
REPLIED, WHICH ONLY MADE THE SHERIFF ALL THE MORE DETERMINED TO GET AT
the matter in a true light.

“NO, NOTHING’S WRONG,” REPLIED THE PUNCHER. “I WAS JUST RIDING OUT THIS
way–I was some nervous, that’s all.”

“THAT DON’T GO WITH ME!” THE SHERIFF SAID SHARPLY. “I’VE LIVED TOO LONG TO
bite on a yarn like that. Why, you can’t look at me!”

The puncher did not reply and the sheriff continued:

“NOW, LOOK HERE, BUCKNELL, TAKE SOME GOOD ADVICE FROM ME–STAY ON
YOUR RANCH, MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS AND LET LIQUOR ALONE. AS SURE AS
YOU MONKEY AROUND THE STAR C BLAKE WILL GIVE YOU A D ––N SOUND
LICKING, AND HE’S MAN ENOUGH TO DO IT, TOO, MAKE NO ERROR. AND AS FOR
THE A-Y, WELL, THE TEMPORARY FOREMAN OF THAT RANCH IS THE CLEVEREST
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MAN WITH A GUN THAT I EVER SAW, AND I’VE SEEN SOME GOOD ONES IN MY
TIME. IF YOU GO UP AGAINST HIM YOU’LL GET SHOT, FOR HE’D THINK YOU WERE
about THE EASIEST PROPOSITION HE EVER MET. AS SURE AS YOU DRINK YOU’LL
GET DRUNK, AND AS SURE AS YOU GET DRUNK YOU’LL WORK UP AN APPETITE FOR
A FIGHT, AND IF YOU PICK A FIGHT WITH HIM YOU’LL NEVER KNOW WHAT HIT YOU.
You stick to water and the Cross Bar-8.”

“OH, I RECKON I CAN TAKE CARE OF MY OWN BUSINESS,” SULLENLY REPLIED
Bucknell. “I can come out here drunk or sober if I wants to, I reckon.”

“YOU CAN DO NOTHING OF THE KIND,” REJOINED THE SHERIFF. “AND YOU
CERTAINLY OUGHT TO BE ABLE TO TAKE CARE OF YOUR OWN BUSINESS, AS YOU
SAY,” HE RETORTED, HOLDING HIS TEMPER WITH AN EFFORT. “BUT IN THE PAST
YOU DIDN’T, AND YOU MAY NOT IN THE FUTURE. AND WHEN YOUR BUSINESS
GETS TOO BIG FOR YOU TO HANDLE IT GETS INTO MY HANDS, AND IF YOU MAKE
ANY TROUBLE I’LL D––N SOON CONVINCE YOU THAT I CAN HANDLE YOUR SURPLUS.
Now, get out of here and think it over.”

Bucknell swung into his saddle and then turned, the liquor making him
reckless.

“D––N IT!” HE CRIED. “THE ORPHANT KILLED JIMMY AND A WHOLE LOT MORE
GOOD COW-PUNCHERS! HE’S NOTHING BUT A MURDERING THIEF, A D ––d
rustler, that’s what he is! And you are his best friend, it seems!”

THE WAN SMILE FLICKERED ACROSS THE SHERIFF’S FACE, BUT STILL HE
REFRAINED, FOR SUCH IS THE FOOLISH CONSIDERATION GIVEN BY BRAVE MEN TO
LIQUOR. A DRUNKARD MAY DO MUCH WITH IMPUNITY, FOR THE ARGUMENT
STATES HE IS NOT RESPONSIBLE, FORGETTING THAT IN THE BEGINNING HE WAS
RESPONSIBLE ENOUGH TO HAVE LEFT LIQUOR ALONE, AND THAT INJURY, WHETHER
unintentional or not, is still injury.

“THERE IS NO SEEM ABOUT IT!” HE RETORTED. “I am HIS BEST FRIEND, AND HE
NEEDS FRIENDS BAD ENOUGH, GOD KNOWS. BUT SPEAKING OF MURDER,
THOSE FOUR GOOD COW-PUNCHERS THAT STOPPED ME IN THE DEFILE TRIED
HARD ENOUGH TO QUALIFY AT IT, AND THE ORPHAN NOT ONLY SAVED ME, BUT
ALSO SOME OF THEM, FOR I’D A GOTTEN SOME OF THEM BEFORE I CASHED.
You’re a h–l of a fine cub to talk about murders, you are!”

“THAT’S ALL RIGHT,” RETORTED BUCKNELL, “HE’S JUST WHAT I SAID HE WAS. AND
a side pardner of our brave sheriff, too!”

“D––N YOU!” SHOUTED SHIELDS, HIS FACE DARK WITH PASSION. “YOU HAVE
SAID ENOUGH, ANY MORE FROM YOU AND I’LL BREAK YOUR DIRTY NECK! JUST
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BECAUSE I FELT SORRY FOR YOU WHEN YOU GOT HALF KILLED IN THE SALOON AND
LET YOU STAY IN THE COUNTRY DON’T THINK YOU ARE THE BOSS OF THIS SECTION.
WHEN I SAW WHAT A PITIFUL, DRUNKEN WRECK YOU WERE, I FELT SORRY FOR YOU,
BUT NOT ANY MORE. YOU DON’T WANT DECENT TREATMENT, YOU WANT TO GET
CLUBBED, AND YOU’RE RIGHT IN LINE TO GET JUST WHAT YOU NEED, TOO! NOW,
I’M NOT GOING TO STAND ANY MORE OF YOUR D ––D FOOLISHNESS–MY
PATIENCE IS PLAYED OUT. AND IF YOU WERE HALF A MAN YOU WOULDN’T SIT
THERE LIKE A BUMP ON A LOG AND SWALLOW WHAT I’M SAYING–YOU’D PUT UP
A FIGHT IF YOU DIED FOR IT. YOU ARE NO GOOD, JUST A DRUNKEN, LAWLESS FOOL
OF A PUNCHER; JUST A BAG OF WIND, AND IT’S UP TO YOU TO WALK A CHALK LINE
OR I’LL GIVE YOU A TASTE OF WHAT I CARRY AROUND WITH ME FOR BUMS OF YOUR
KIND. WHAT IN H–L DO YOU THINK I AM? NO, YOU DON’T, YOU STAY RIGHT
WHERE YOU ARE ’TIL I GET GOOD AND READY TO HAVE YOU GO! YOU’VE COME
d––D NEAR THE END OF YOUR ROPE AND THERE IS JUST ONE THING FOR YOU TO
DO, AND THAT IS, GET OUT OF THIS COUNTRY AND DO IT QUICK! YOU STAY ON
YOUR OWN SIDE OF THE LIMPING WATER, FOR IF I CATCH YOU RIDING OFF ANY
NERVOUSNESS OFF OF CROSS BAR-8 GROUND WITHOUT WORD FROM YOUR
FOREMAN, I’LL SHOOT YOU DOWN LIKE I’D SHOOT A COYOTE! AND FOR A DOLLAR
I’D WIPE UP THE EARTH WITH YOU RIGHT NOW! YOU d––D, SNEAKING,
COWARDLY CUR, YOU TIN-HORN BULLY! PULL YOUR STAKES AND GET SCARCE AND
don’t you open your mouth to me–come on, lively! Pull your freight!”

BUCKNELL SLOWLY RODE AWAY, HIS EYES TO THE GROUND AND NOT DARING TO
SAY WHAT SEETHED IN HIS HEART. HE SWORE TO HIMSELF THAT HE WOULD GET
SQUARE SOME DAY ON BOTH, NOT REALIZING IN HIS ANGER THAT WHEN SOBER
he feared them both.

THE SHERIFF STARED AFTER HIM AND THEN RETURNED TO THE POINT WHERE HE
HAD LEFT HIS HORSE. AS HE MOUNTED HE SHOOK HIS HEAD SAVAGELY AND
SWORE. GLANCING AGAIN AFTER THE PUNCHER HE STRUCK INTO A CANTER AND
rode toward the ranch.
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CHAPTER XX
BILL ATTENDS THE PICNIC

HE PICNIC AROUSED QUITE A STIR FOR SO FRIVOLOUS A THING. WHEN BLAKE
READ MRS. SHIELDS’ INVITATION TO THE OUTFIT THEY ACTED LIKE SCHOOLBOYS

DISMISSED FOR A VACATION. GRINS OF DELIGHT WERE THE STYLE ON THE STAR
C, AND THE OVERFLOW OF BUBBLING HAPPINESS TOOK THE FORM OF PRACTICAL
JOKING AGAINST HUMBLE, WHOSE LIFE SUDDENLY HELD MUCH ANXIETY. IN
FORD’S STATION THERE WAS AN AIR OF EXPECTANCY, AND BILL SPENT ALL OF
Saturday morning from daylight until time to start in cleaning his stage
AND GROOMING THE HORSES, WHOSE ASTONISHMENT QUICKLY PASSED INTO
PROHIBITIVE INDIGNATION. AFTER NARROWLY ESCAPING BROKEN BONES AND
chewed arms Bill decided that the sextet could go as it was.

“SERVES ’EM RIGHT!” HE YELLED TO HIS FRIENDLY ENEMY, THE CLERK, AFTER HE
HAD BARELY DODGED A VICIOUS KICK, WILDLY WAVING A CURRY COMB. “LET
THE IGNORAMUSES GO LIKE THEY ARE! LET ’EM SHOW HOW CHEAP AND
COMMON THEY ARE! THEY NEVER WAS ANY GOOD FOR ANYTHING, ANYHOW,
eating their heads off and kicking their best friend!”

“HOW ABOUT THE TIME THEY BEAT OUT THEM APACHES?” ASKED THE CLERK,
settling back comfortably against the coach.

“YOU GET OUT!” YELLED BILL PUGNACIOUSLY. “WHO ASKED YOU FOR TALK, HEY?
And get away from that coach, you idiot, you’ll dirty it all up!”

“Sic ’em, Tige!” jeered the clerk pleasantly. “Chew ’em up!”

“WHAT!” YELLED BILL, SWIFTLY GRABBING UP THE PAIL OF WATER WHICH STOOD
NEAR HIM. “SIC ’EM, IS IT!” HE CRIED, RUNNING FORWARD. “CHEW ’EM UP,
HEY!” HE CONTINUED, HEAVING THE CONTENTS OF THE PAIL AT THE CLERK, WHO
NIMBLY SPRANG INSIDE THE VEHICLE AND SLAMMED THE DOOR SHUT BEHIND
HIM AS THE WATER STRUCK IT. HE LEAPED OUT OF THE OTHER DOOR AND WAS
SAFELY AWAY BEFORE BILL REALIZED WHAT HAD HAPPENED. THEN THE DRIVER
SAID THINGS WHEN HE SAW THE MESS HE HAD MADE OF THE COACH, UPON
which he had spent two hard hours in polishing.

“SUFFERING DOGS!” HE SHOUTED, DANCING FIRST ON ONE FOOT AND THEN ON
THE OTHER. “NOW LOOK WHAT YOU’VE DONE! YOU’RE A H–L OF A FELLER, YOU
ARE! AFTER ME RUBBING THE SKIN OFF’N MY HANDS AND BREAKING MY ARMS
A-POLISHING IT UP! YOU GOOD FOR NOTHING, MANGY HALF-BREED! WAIT TILL I
GET A HOLD OF YOU, YOU LONG PAIR OF LEGS, YOU! JUST WAIT! I’LL SHOW YOU, ALL
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right!”

THE CLERK TWIDDLED HIS FINGERS FROM AFAR AND JEERED IN HIS LAUGHTER:
“SERVES YOU RIGHT! SIC ’EM, TOWSER! EAT ’EM UP, FIDO! SIC ’EM, SIC
’em!” he shouted joyously, and forthwith ran for his life.

Bill returned to the coach and worked like mad to undo the evil effects
HE HAD WROUGHT AND FINALLY SUCCEEDED IN BRINGING A PHANTOM GLOW TO
THE TIME-BATTERED WOOD. THEN HE HITCHED UP AND DROVE TO THE SHERIFF’S
house, where he saw huge baskets on the porch.

“GOOD MORNING, MRS. SHIELDS,” HE SAID AS HE STAMPED TO THE DOOR.
“Good morning, ladies.”

“GOOD MORNING WILLIAM,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF’S WIFE AS SHE HURRIED TO
COLLECT SHAWLS AND BLANKETS. “WILL YOU MIND PUTTING THOSE BASKETS ON
the coach, William? We will soon be ready.”

“WHY, CERTAINLY NOT, MA’AM,” HE ANSWERED, RECKLESSLY GRABBING UP THE
TWO LARGEST. “JIMMINEE!” HE EXULTED. “THESE ARE SHORE HEAVY, ALL right,
ALL RIGHT! MUST BE PLUMB FULL OF GOOD THINGS! TO-DAY IS WHERE YOUR
UNCLE BILL HALLOWAY GETS SQUARE FOR THE DINNER THE COMPANY FROZE HIM
OUT OF. WONDER IF THERE’S APRICOT PIE IN THIS ONE?” HE MUSED CURIOUSLY.
HE GINGERLY RAISED THE COVER AND A GRIN DISTORTED HIS FACE. “MUST BE
SIX, YES, EIGHT–MEBBY TEN!” HE SOLILOQUIZED AS HE PLACED IT ON THE
STAGE. “HULLO, BOTTLES OF SOME KIND,” HE WHISPERED AS HE PICKED UP
ANOTHER BASKET. “HEAR THE LITTLE DEVILS CLINK, EH? MUST BE COFFEE AND
TEA, HEY? YES, SHORE ENOUGH IT IS. GOOD LORD, HOW HUNGRY I AM–WISH I
HAD EATEN THAT BREAKFAST THIS MORNING–HOW IN THUNDER DID I KNOW WE
was going to be so late? I’ll be the strong man at this picnic, all right!”

“Here are some blankets, William,” called Mrs. Shields. “Helen, would
YOU MIND SHOWING HIM HOW TO CARRY THAT BOX?–HE’S SURE TO TURN IT
upside down if you don’t.”

“NEXT!” HE CRIED, RETURNING FROM THE TRIP WITH THE BLANKETS. “I PUT THEM
BLANKETS UP ON TOP, MRS. SHIELDS, IS IT ALL RIGHT? HOW DO YOU DO, MISS
Helen, any more freight?”

“HOW DO YOU DO,” SHE REPLIED. “THIS BOX IS TO GO, PLEASE. NOW, DO BE
VERY CAREFUL NOT TO TURN IT UP, OR JAR IT!” SHE WARNED. “AND PUT IT ON THE
seat inside the coach where we can steady it.”

“GEE, WHAT’S IN IT?” ASKED BILL, NEARLY DYING FROM HIS CURIOSITY. “MUST
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be the joker of the feast, eh?”

“Three layer cakes,” she laughingly replied. “Chocolate, cocoanut and
lemon.”

“Um!” he said. “I’ll carry this one high up, it deserves it.”

“OH, DO BE CAREFUL!” SHE CRIED AS HE SWOOPED IT UP TO HIS SHOULDER.
“Oh!” she screamed as it thumped against the top of the door frame.

“WHOA! BACK UP!” CRIED BILL, EXECUTING THE ORDER. “EASY, BOY–ALL RIGHT,
off we go!”

“Grace, Mary,” cried Helen, “we are all ready to go!”

“Ain’t there any more boxes?” asked Bill from the coach.

“COME, GIRLS,” CRIED MRS. SHIELDS AS SHE STEPPED INTO THE COACH.
“Close the door after you, and lock it, dear.”

BILL GALLANTLY HELPED THE LADIES INTO THE COACH, GRINNED AT THE CAKE BOX
and started toward the front wheel when he was called back.

“NOW, WILLIAM,” CAUTIONED MRS. SHIELDS, LAUGHING. “WE WILL NOT BE
pursued by Apaches to-day, and this cake must not be shaken!”

“YOU WON’T KNOW YOU’RE RIDING, MA’AM, YOU SHORE WON’T,” HE ASSURED
her as he danced toward the front wheel again.

“WAKE UP THERE, YOU!” HE YELLED FROM THE BOX. “COME ON, JERRY, THINK
YOU’RE GLUED TO THE EARTH? COME ON, TOM! EASY THERE, YOU FOOL
jackrabbit! –haven’t you learned that you can’t reach this high!”

WHEN THEY HAD ARRIVED AT THE A-Y THE BASKETS WERE CARRIED INTO THE
RANCH-HOUSE AND THE WOMEN BECAME VERY BUSY GETTING THINGS READY
FOR THE FEAST. BILL TOOK CARE OF HIS TEAM AND THEN CARRIED THE BLANKETS
to the grove.

WHILE THE PICNIC WAS BEING PREPARED THERE AROSE A SERIES OF BLOOD-
CURDLING WHOOPS OFF TO THE SOUTH WHERE THE OUTFIT OF THE STAR C MADE
THE AIR BLUE WITH POWDER SMOKE. AS THEY CAME NEARER SOMETHING
PECULIAR WAS NOTICED BY HELEN. IT APPEARED TO BE A SORT OF DRAG DRAWN
BY A HORSE AND SUPPORTED BY TWO LONG, SPRINGY POLES, ONE END OF
WHICH RESTED ON THE GROUND, AND THE OTHER FASTENED TO THE SADDLE.
While she wondered Bill came up and she turned to him for light.
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“What have they got fastened to that horse?” she asked him.

HE LOOKED AND THEN SMILED: “WHY, IT IS A TRAVOIS,” HE SAID. “BUT WHAT
UNDER THE SUN HAVE THEY GOT ON IT? THEY MUST BE BRINGING THEIR OWN
grub!”

THE TRAVOIS DRAGGED AND BUMPED OVER THE UNEVEN PLAIN AND SOON
CAME NEAR ENOUGH FOR ITS BURDEN TO BE MADE OUT. A MAN AND A DOG
were strapped to it.

AT THIS POINT BLAKE JOINED HELEN AND BILL, AND AS HE DID SO HE ESPIED
the travois.

“THUNDER!” HE CRIED, RUNNING FORWARD. “SOMEBODY IS HURT! WHAT’S THE
matter, Silent?” he shouted.

“Matter?” asked Silent, in surprise as the outfit drew near. “There ain’t
nothing the matter. Why?”

“What’s that travois doing with you, then?” Blake demanded.

SILENT’S FACE WAS AS GRAVE AS THAT OF AN OWL. “TRAVOIS?” HE ASKED.
THEN HIS FACE CLEARED: “OH, YES–I NEAR FORGOT ABOUT IT,” HE ADDED,
apologetically. “You see, Humble he shore wanted his dog to come to
THE PICNIC, SO WE RECKONED WE’D LET IT COME ALONG. BUD AND JIM WAS
FOR SLINGING IT AT THE END OF A ROPE AND DRAGGING IT OVER, BUT I SAID NO.
WE AIN’T GOT ANY ROPES TO HAVE ALL FRAYED OUT AND CUT A-DRAGGING DOGS
TO PICNICS, AND I SAID SO, TOO. SO WE BUILT THE TRAVOIS AND STRAPPED
LIGHTNING TO IT. WHEN HUMBLE SAW WHAT WE HAD DONE HE ACTED REAL
UNPOLITE. HE SAID AS HOW HE WASN’T GOING TO HAVE NO DOG OF HIS’N
TOTED TWENTY MILES IN A FOOL TRAVOIS. SAID THAT HE’D MAKE IT STAY HOME
FIRST, WHICH WAS SOME MEAN AFTER INVITING THE DOG TO COME ALONG. HE
SAID THAT HE’D GO IN A TRAVOIS HIMSELF FIRST BEFORE HE’D LET THE SETTER BE
MADE A FOOL OF. WELL, WE SIMPLY HAD TO SUBDUE HIM, AND HE GOT SO
UNREASONABLE THAT WE JUST HAD TO TIE HIM WITH HIS DOG. HE SHORE DOES
get awful pig-headed at times.”

“TAKE OFF THE GAG, JIM,” REQUESTED SILENT, TURNING TO THE GRINNING COW-
puncher. “Let him loose now, we’ve arrived.”

JIM LEANED OVER AND WHISPERED IN HUMBLE’S EAR, THE INFORMATION
BEING THAT THERE WERE LADIES ABOUT, AND THAT ALL SWEARING MUST BE
THOUGHT AND NOT YELLED. THEN HE SLIPPED THE GAG, AND UNTIED THE
ROPES. GALES OF LAUGHTER MET THE ANGRY AND INDIGNANT PUNCHER WHEN
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HE HAD LEAPED TO HIS FEET, AND HE FLASHED ONE QUICK GLANCE AT THE
WOMEN AND THEN, BOILING WITH WRATH AND SUPPRESSED PROFANITY, FLED
TOWARD THE CORRALS AS SWIFTLY AS CRAMPED MUSCLES WOULD ALLOW. THE
DOG SNARLED AT ITS TORMENTORS AND THEN SET OFF IN HOT PURSUIT OF ITS
DISCOMFITED MASTER, WHOSE WAVING ARMS KEPT TIME WITH HIS SPEEDING
legs.

“THAT’S ALL THE THANKS WE GET,” GRUMBLED BUD, “BUT THEN, HE DON’T KNOW
any better anyhow.”

BLAKE LAUGHED AND REGARDED HIS GRINNING AND EXPECTANT OUTFIT, AND
THE LONGER HE LOOKED AT THEM THE MORE HE LAUGHED. THEY HAD PAID
THEIR RESPECTS TO THE WOMEN WHILE SILENT EXPLAINED ABOUT THE TRAVOIS
AND NOW THEY CAST MANY LONGING GLANCES AT THE BLANKETS AND CLOTHS
SPREAD OUT ON THE GRASS AND AT THE BASKETS WHICH BILL WAS BUSY OVER.
THEY HAD TRIED TO COAX THE DRIVER TO THEM TO GIVE INFORMATION AS TO
WHAT THEY MIGHT EXPECT IN THE WAY OF EDIBLES, BUT HE HAD HAUGHTILY AND
DISDAINFULLY REFUSED TO ENLIGHTEN THEM, TAKING CARE, HOWEVER, TO
AROUSE THEIR CURIOSITY BY LOOKING FONDLY AT THE BOX AND THE BASKETS
AND EVEN SHOWED HIS ELATION BY TAKING SEVERAL FANCY STEPS FOR THEIR
benefit.

“WELL, GET RID OF THE CAYUSES,” SAID BLAKE, “AND SQUARE THINGS WITH
HUMBLE. BRING HIM BACK WITH YOU OR YOU DON’T GET ANY PIE. YOU’RE
SUCH A DARN FOOL CROWD THAT I CAN’T GET MAD THIS TIME, BUT DON’T EVER
drag a man in a travois again.”

“DID HE COME, OR WAS HE KIDNAPPED?” MURMURED BUD. “WHAT WE DID
ONCE WE CAN DO AGAIN, AND HUMBLE WILL BE ON HAND WHEN THE FEAST
begins.”

JIM HAD BEEN SCOWLING AT BILL, WHOSE MANNERS WERE MOST
AGGRAVATING. “YOU JUST WAIT, YOU HEATHEN,” THREATENED JIM. “YOU’RE ACE
high with the grub, all right, but just you wait ’til we get you alone!”

“YAH!” LAUGHED THE DRIVER. “I SHORE CAN HANDLE THE BEST COW-WRASTLER
that ever lived.”

“BILL SEEMS TO BE RUNNING THIS HERE FESTIVAL,” BUD COMPLAINED TO
Helen.

“OH, HE IS OUR RIGHT-HAND MAN,” SHE REPLIED WITH ENTHUSIASM. “WE
COULDN’T POSSIBLY GET ALONG WITHOUT HIM, NOW. HE HAS CHARGE OF THE
pie and cake.”
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BILL’S CHEST EXPANDED: “I’M FOREMAN OF THE PIE AND CAKE HERD,” HE
exclaimed proudly. “You can’t get ahead of me.”

BUD LOOKED AT THE DRIVER AND THEN SIGNIFICANTLY WAVED HIS HAND AT THE
TRAVOIS: “AND YOU’LL SHORE TRAVEL IN STYLE, JUST LIKE A REAL PIE FOREMAN,
too, when we gets a chance to honor you like we wants to.”

“YOU’LL GET NO PIE IF YOU ACTS SMART, LITTLE BOY,” RETORTED THE DRIVER. “RUN
along and play till lunch is ready, and don’t dirty your hands and face.”

“WELL, WE’VE GOT FINE MEMORIES,” BUD SUGGESTED AS HE LED THE WAY TO
the corrals, where he found The Orphan.

“HULLO, ORPHAN!” HE CRIED ENTHUSIASTICALLY AS HE GRIPPED THE
outstretched hand. “Plumb glad to see you. How’s things?”

“GLAD TO SEE YOU, BOYS,” CRIED THE TEMPORARY FOREMAN, WHO WAS ALL
SMILES. “ONE AT A TIME!” HE LAUGHED AS THEY CROWDED ABOUT HIM.
“MAKE YOURSELVES RIGHT AT HOME–THAT SMALLEST CORRAL IS FOR YOUR
CAYUSES. AND YOU’LL FIND PLENTY OF SOAP AND WATER AND TOWELS BY THE
BUNK-HOUSE, AND THERE’S A BOX OF GOOD CIGARS, A TIN OF TOBACCO, AND A
JUG ON THE TABLE INSIDE. HELP YOURSELF TO ANYTHING YOU WANT, THE PLACE
is all yours.”

“GEE, THIS IS A GOOD GAME, ALL RIGHT,” BUD LAUGHED AS HE TURNED TO PUT
his horse in the corral. “The sheriff shore knows how to deal.”

“LEAVE A CIGAR FOR ME, SILENT,” JOKINGLY WARNED JIM AS HIS FRIEND
TURNED TOWARD THE BUNK-HOUSE. “TOO MANY SMOKES WILL MAKE YOU
sick.”

“WELL, YOU’VE GOT A GALL, ALL RIGHT!” RETORTED SILENT. “YOU BETTER LET ME
BRING YOURS OUT TO YOU AND KEEP AWAY FROM THE BOX, FOR I’M ALWAYS
PLUMB SUSPICIOUS OF THESE GOODY-GOODY, IT’S-FOR-YOUR-OWN-GOOD
people.”

A CRAFTY LOOK CAME TO JACK LAWSON’S FACE AND HE TURNED TO THE
ORPHAN: “HAS BILL HOWLAND GOT HIS CIGARS YET?” HE ASKED, WINKING AT
his friends.

“WHY, I DON’T KNOW WHETHER HE HAS OR NOT,” REPLIED THE ORPHAN. “BUT I
DON’T BELIEVE THAT HE HAS BEEN OUT OF SIGHT OF THE PIES SINCE HE CAME.
They’ve got him in a trance.”

“GUESS I’LL TAKE HIM ONE,” CONTINUED JACK, GRINNING BROADLY. “HE LIKES
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to smoke.”

“SHORE ENOUGH, GO AHEAD,” ENDORSED THE FOREMAN OF THE A-Y AS HE
TURNED TOWARD THE GROVE. THEN HE STOPPED, AND WITH A KNOWING LOOK
added: “If you want to see Humble, he just went in the bunk-house.”

A YELL OF DISMAY AROSE AS THE OUTFIT STARTED PELL-MELL FOR THE HOUSE.
SILENT ENTERED IT FIRST AND HIS PROFANITY INFORMED HIS COMPANIONS THAT
THEIR FEARS WERE WELL GROUNDED. NEITHER HUMBLE, CIGARS, TOBACCO NOR
JUG WERE TO BE SEEN, AND A SEARCH WAS FORTHWITH INSTITUTED. JACK
LOOKED AT A DISTANT CORRAL AND SAW LIGHTNING AS THE DOG DISAPPEARED
from sight into it.

“HEY!” HE CRIED. “HE’S IN THE BIG CORRAL–I JUST SAW HIS DOG GO IN, AND IT
WAS WAGGING ITS TAIL A WHOLE LOT. COME ON, WE’LL SURROUND IT AND SHOW
that frisky gent a thing or two!”

NO MORE WORDS WERE WASTED, AND IN A VERY SHORT TIME FIGURES WERE
CREEPING AROUND THE CORRAL. THEN THERE WAS A SCRAMBLE AS MOST OF
THE SEARCHERS SCALED THE WALL AT DIFFERENT POINTS WHILE TWO OF THEM RAN
IN THROUGH THE GATE. THE FIRST THING THEY SAW WAS THE DOG, AND HIS TAIL
was still wagging as he curiously followed, nose to the ground, a huge
HORNED TOAD. HE LOOKED UP AT THE SUDDEN DISTURBANCE AND BACKED OFF
suspiciously, looking for a way to escape.

“–– ––!” CHORUSED THE FOOLED PUNCHERS, WHO DISCOVERED THAT
DEDUCTIONS DON’T ALWAYS DEDUCT, AND THEN THEY RETURNED TO THE BUNK-
house to “slick up.” When finally satisfied about their appearance they
made their way to the grove and the sight which greeted their eyes as
they entered it almost made them drop in their tracks.

HUMBLE AND BILL SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON A BLANKET, WHICH WAS
SURROUNDED WITH GUNS. THE JUG, TOBACCO AND CIGARS WERE FLANKED BY
pies and a cake, while each of the conspirators held a lighted cigar in
ONE HAND WHILE THEY TOOK TURNS AT THE JUG. A HUGE PIECE OF PIE RESTED
in a plate at Humble’s side, while Bill’s knee held a piece of cake.

“HANDS UP!” SHOUTED HUMBLE, GRABBING A GUN. “DON’T YOU DARE TO RAID
the gallery! You stay right where you are!”

BILL’S BLACKSNAKE WHIP LEAPED FROM POINT TO POINT EXPERIMENTALLY,
picking up twigs and leaves with disturbing accuracy.

THE INVADERS HALTED JUST BEYOND THE RANGE OF THE WHIP AND CONSULTED
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UNEASILY, NOT NOTICING THAT THE DRIVER HAD SHORTENED HIS WEAPON BY
TWICE THE LENGTH OF ITS HANDLE. FINALLY JIM AND DOCILE RAN BACK TOWARD
THE CORRAL WHILE THEIR FRIENDS WAITED IMPATIENTLY FOR THEIR RETURN,
grinning at the enemy with an I-told-you-so air.

BILL SUDDENLY LEANED FORWARD, THE WHIP SLID DOWN INTO HIS HAND TO THE
END OF THE HANDLE AND CRACKED VICIOUSLY. JOE HAINES, WHO HAD GROWN
a little careless, leaped into the air and yelled, grabbing at his leg.

“KEEP YOUR DISTANCE, YOU!” WARNED THE DRIVER, TRYING TO LOOK FEROCIOUS.
“Twenty feet is the dead-line, children.”

JIM AND DOCILE RETURNED APACE AND BROUGHT WITH THEM HALF A DOZEN
lariats, which ranged in length from thirty to forty feet.

“Hey, you!” cried Humble in alarm. “That ain’t fair!”

GRIM SILENCE WAS THE ONLY REPLY AS THE INVADERS EACH TOOK HIS ROPE
AND SURROUNDED THE TWO. THEN, SUDDENLY, THE AIR WAS FULL OF DARTING
ROPES AND IN LESS TIME THAN IT TAKES TO TELL OF IT THE PAIR WERE
HOPELESSLY AND HELPLESSLY TRUSSED. SILENT RAN IN AND HURLED THE WHIP
AWAY AND THEN SQUATTED BEFORE THE PRISONERS, THROWING THEIR CIGARS
AFTER THE WHIP AS HE TOOK UP THE PIE AND CAKE, WHICH HE TANTALIZINGLY
munched before their eyes.

“I LIKE A HOG, ALL RIGHT, BUT YOU SUIT ME TOO BLAMED WELL!” ASSERTED BUD,
grabbing at Silent’s pie.

“GIMME SOME OF THAT,” DEMANDED JIM, TRYING FOR THE CAKE. AND WHEN
THE DISTURBANCE HAD CEASED THERE WERE NO SIGNS OF EITHER PIE OR
cake.

“IT’S THE TRAVOIS FOR YOU, HUMBLE DEAR!” SOFTLY HUMMED CHARLEY BAILEY.
“And to the ranch, by the way of town!”

“And Bill will be pleased to explore the Limping Water on the bottom,”
amended Jim. “One of us can drive the women home!”
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CHAPTER XXI
THE ANNOUNCEMENT

BOUT THIRTY PEOPLE SAT IN A CIRCLE ON THE GRASS IN THE GROVE ON THE
A-Y, ENGAGED IN TAKING VIANDS FROM THE WELL-FILLED PLATES WHICH

MADE THE ROUNDS. KEEN HUMOR FROM ALL SIDES KEPT THEM IN ROARS OF
LAUGHTER, HUMBLE AND BILL PROVOKING THE GREATER PART OF IT. HUMBLE SAT
NEXT TO MISS RITCHIE, WHILE THE ORPHAN AND BILL FLANKED HELEN, THE
SHERIFF NEXT TO HIS NEW FOREMAN. HUMBLE’S FACE HAD A LOOK OF BENIGN
CONDESCENSION WHEN HE ALLOWED HIMSELF TO BESTOW PERFUNCTORY
ATTENTIONS ON THE MEMBERS OF HIS OUTFIT, WHOM HE GRACIOUSLY CALLED
“purty fair punchers in a way.”

CRAWFORD, THE FORMER OWNER OF THE A-Y, SAT NEXT TO SHIELDS, AND WHEN
THE LUNCH HAD REACHED THE CIGAR STAGE HE AROSE AND CLEARED HIS
throat.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, BILL AND HUMBLE,” HE BEGAN AMID LAUGHTER. “I
HAVE BEEN REGARDED AS THE HOST OF THIS PICNIC, AND THE FALSE POSITION
EMBARRASSES ME. BUT ANY SUCH MOMENTARY FEELING IS COMPENSATED
by the importance of what I have to tell you.

“WHEN I TOOK UP THE A-Y IT WAS WITH A DETERMINATION TO KEEP IT AND TO
SPEND THE REST OF MY DAYS ON IT IN PEACE. THIS I HAVE FOUND TO BE
IMPOSSIBLE, AND IN CONSEQUENCE I HAVE TURNED IT OVER TO A BETTER MAN.
THE ENERGY WHICH I HAVE SEEN APPLIED IN THE RIGHT WAY FOR THE LAST FEW
WEEKS HAS ASSURED ME THAT THE A-Y WILL SOON BE SECOND IN
IMPORTANCE AND WEALTH TO NO RANCH IN THIS COUNTRY. I HAVE SEEN ORDER,
SYSTEM, EMERGE FROM CHAOS; I HAVE SEEN FIVE THOUSAND CATTLE RE-
branded and taken care of in such dispatch as to astonish me and be
ALMOST BEYOND MY BELIEF. THE SHERIFF HAS BEEN AS ECONOMICAL IN THE
USE OF HIS ENERGY AS HE CAN BE IN THE USE OF HIS WORDS. BY THAT I DON’T
mean in the way that is causing you to smile, but simply that he knows
HOW TO ACCOMPLISH THE MOST WORK WITH THE LEAST POSSIBLE EXPENDITURE
OF EFFORT AND TIME, AS WITNESSED BY THE CONDITION OF THIS RANCH TO-DAY.
BUT WHILE HE HAS BEEN THE GUIDING SPIRIT IN THE WORK OF PUTTING THE
RANCH ON ITS PROPER FOOTING, HE HAS HAD AS GOOD ASSISTANTS AS IT IS
possible to find.

“I DON’T WISH TO TIRE YOU WITH ANY LONG SPEECH, FOR BREVITY IS THE SOUL OF
MORE THAN WIT, SO I WILL CLOSE BY TELLING YOU THAT THE A-Y IS IN NEW AND
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BETTER HANDS–OUR SHERIFF IS NOW ITS OWNER, AND I EXTEND TO HIM MY
HEARTIEST WISHES FOR HIS SUCCESS IN HIS NEW VENTURE. I MUST THANK HIM
AND ALL OF YOU FOR A VERY PLEASANT DAY AND A MEMORY TO TAKE EAST WITH
me.”

FOR AN INSTANT THERE WAS INTENSE SILENCE, AND THEN A SMALL BATTLE
SEEMED TO BE TAKING PLACE. THE NOISE OF THE SHOOTING AND CHEERING
WAS DEAFENING AND SMOKE ROLLED DOWN LIKE A HEAVY FOG. THE SHERIFF
MET THE RUSH TOWARD HIM AND PUT IN A VERY BUSY FEW MINUTES IN
SHAKING HANDS AND REPLYING TO THE HEARTY CONGRATULATIONS WHICH
POURED IN UPON HIM FROM ALL SIDES. EVERYBODY WAS HAPPY AND ALL WERE
TALKING AT ONCE, AND BILL COULD BE HEARD REELING OFF AN UNBROKEN STRING
of words at high speed.

THE ORPHAN FOUGHT HIS WAY TO HIS BEST FRIEND AND GRIPPED BOTH HANDS
in his own.

“BY GOD, SHERIFF!” HE CRIED. “THIS IS GREAT NEWS, AND I’M PLUMB GLAD TO
HEAR IT! I HOPE YOU HAVE THE VERY BEST OF LUCK AND THAT YOUR RETURNS,
BOTH IN PLEASURE AND MONEY, FAR EXCEED YOUR FONDEST expectations.
Anything I can do is yours for the asking.”

“THANK YOU, SON,” REPLIED THE SHERIFF, LOOKING FONDLY INTO HIS FRIEND’S
EYES. “I’M GOING TO CALL ON YOU JUST AS SOON AS I CAN MAKE MYSELF
HEARD IN ALL THIS HELLABALOO. JUST LISTEN TO THAT!” HE EXCLAIMED AS SILENT
let loose again.

“GLORY BE!” YELLED HE OF THE MISLEADING NAME, SLAPPING HUMBLE
ACROSS THE BACK. “FOR THIS YOU RIDE HOME LIKE A WHITE MAN, HUMBLE–
ALL YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN! HURRAH FOR THE SHERIFF, HIS FAMILY AND THE A-
Y!” HE SHOUTED AT THE TOP OF HIS LUNGS, AND HIS CHEER WAS SUPPORTED
unanimously with true cowboy enthusiasm and vim.

“HURRAY FOR ME, TOO!” SHOUTED BILL IN LAUGHTER. THEN HE FLED, WITH SILENT
in hot pursuit.

THE SHERIFF TRIED TO SPEAK, AND AFTER SEVERAL ATTEMPTS WAS FINALLY GIVEN
silence.

“THANK YOU, EVERYBODY!” HE CRIED, HIS FACE BEAMING. “I AM HAPPY FOR
MANY REASONS TO-DAY, BUT FOREMOST AMONG THEM IS THE FACT THAT I HAVE
SO MANY WARM AND LOYAL FRIENDS. THE A-Y IS ALWAYS OPEN TO ALL OF YOU,
AND I’LL BE SOME DISAPPOINTED IF YOU DON’T PUT IN A LOT OF YOUR SPARE
time over here.”
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HE PAUSED FOR A FEW SECONDS AND THEN LOOKED AT THE ORPHAN, WHO
stood at Helen’s side.

“MR. CRAWFORD DID HIS PART A WHOLE LOT BETTER THAN I CAN DO MINE, I’M
AFRAID, BUT I’M GOING TO DO MY BEST, ANYHOW. THE NEWS HAS ONLY BEEN
HALF TOLD–THE NAME OF THE NEW FOREMAN OF THE A-Y HENCEFORTH WILL BE
THE ORPHAN! WHOOP HER UP, BOYS!” HE SHOUTED, LEADING A CHEER
WHICH WAS NOT ONE WHIT LESS A CHEER THAN THOSE WHICH HAD GONE
before.

THE ORPHAN STARED IN ASTONISHMENT, FOR ONCE IN HIS LIFE HE HAD BEEN
surprised. The sheriff at last had the drop on him. He looked from one
TO ANOTHER, STARTED TO STEP FORWARD AND THEN CHANGED HIS MIND AND
LOOKED APPEALINGLY AT HELEN, WHO SMILED IN A WAY TO DOUBLE THE
speed of his heart-beats.

HER EYES WERE MOIST, AND THE SUDDEN CONSCIOUSNESS THAT SHE FORMED
HALF OF THE OBJECTIVE OF ALL EYES CAUSED HER CHEEKS TO GO CRIMSON. HER
HAND IMPULSIVELY WENT TO HIS SHOULDER AND WITHOUT THOUGHT ON HER PART,
and his incredulous questioning was answered by her.

“IT’S ALL TRUE,” SHE SAID EARNESTLY. “I’VE KNOWN OF IT FOR A WHOLE WEEK
NOW. YOU ARE THE REAL FOREMAN OF THE A-Y, AND I MOST EARNESTLY HOPE
for your success.”

He suddenly seemed to be above the earth and his voice broke in his
STAMMERED REPLY. FOR A FRACTION OF A SECOND HER EYES HAD TOLD HIM
WHAT HE HAD DREAMED OF, WHAT HE HAD HOPED FOR ABOVE ALL THINGS, AND
HE GRASPED HER HAND FOR A SECOND AS HE STEPPED FORWARD TOWARD HIS
new employer, whose hand met his with a man’s grasp.

“THANK YOU, SHERIFF,” HE SAID, HIS HEAD WHIRLING FROM THE SURPRISES OF A
MINUTE. “YOU’VE BEEN SQUARER AND FAIRER WITH ME THAN ANY MAN I’VE
EVER KNOWN, AND HELL WILL LOOK NICE TO ME IF I DON’T MAKE GOOD WITH
you.

“THANK YOU, BOYS; THANK YOU, BILL: YOU’RE ALL RIGHT, EVERY ONE OF YOU!” HE
CRIED AS HIS FRIENDS CROWDED ABOUT HIM. “WHAT THE SHERIFF SAID ABOUT
WARM FRIENDS WAS THE TRUTH–THANK YOU, BUD AND JIM! THANK YOU,
BLAKE–YOU’RE ANOTHER BRICK! GOOD GOD, WHAT I HAVE GAINED IN TWO
MONTHS! I CAN SCARCELY BELIEVE IT, IT SEEMS SO LIKE A DREAM. THAT’S A
REAL WARM GRIP, ALL RIGHT, THOUGH,” HE EXCLAIMED AS HE SHOOK HANDS
WITH HUMBLE, “SO I RECKON IT’S ALL TRUE. TWO MONTHS!” HE MARVELED.

372

373



“TWO GLORIOUS, GLORIOUS MONTHS! A NEW START IN LIFE, A LOYAL CROWD OF
FRIENDS, A–AND ALL IN TWO MONTHS! AND THERE IS THE MAN I OWE IT ALL TO,”
HE SUDDENLY CRIED, POINTING TO THE SHERIFF. “THERE’S THE WHITEST MAN
God ever made, and I’ll kill the man who says I lie!”

“GOOD BOY!” SHOUTED BILL IN ENTHUSIASTIC ENDORSEMENT. “YOU TWO MAKE
A PAIR OF ACES WHAT CAN BEAT ANY FULL-HOUSE EVER GOT TOGETHER, AND I’ll
LICK THE MAN WHO SAYS I LIE!” HE YELLED PUGNACIOUSLY. “THE ORPHANT
may be an orphant, all right, but he’s got a whole lot of brothers.”

MRS. SHIELDS WALKED OVER TO THE ORPHAN AND PLACED A MOTHERLY HAND
on his shoulder as he recovered.

“YOU WON’T BE AN ORPHAN ANY LONGER, MY BOY,” SHE SAID, SMILING UP AT
HIM. “YOU’RE ONE OF US NOW–I ALWAYS WANTED A SON, AND GOD HAS
given me one in you.”
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CHAPTER XXII
TEX WILLIARD’S MISTAKE

URING THE MONTH WHICH FOLLOWED THE PICNIC THINGS RAN SMOOTHLY ON
THE A-Y, AND THE REJUVENATED RANCH WAS THE PRIDE OF THE WHOLE

CONTINGENT, FROM THE SHERIFF DOWN TO THE COOK. THE ORPHAN HAD TAKEN
CHARGE WITH A DETERMINATION WHICH GREW FIRMER WITH EACH PASSING DAY
AND THE NEW OWNER WAS DELIGHTED AT THE OUTCOME OF HIS PLANS. THE
FOREMAN, ELATED AND HAPPY AT HIS SUDDEN SHIFT IN FORTUNE, RADIATED
CHEERFULNESS AND CONSIDERATION. HIS MEN KNEW THAT HE WOULD NOT ASK
THEM TO DO ANYTHING WHICH HE HIMSELF FEARED TO DO, WHICH WOULD NOT
HAVE BEEN MUCH CONSOLATION TO A TIMID MAN, SINCE HE FEARED NOTHING;
BUT TO THEM IT MEANT THAT THEY HAD A FOREMAN WHO WOULD STICK BY THEM
THROUGH FIRE AND WATER, AND A FOREMAN WHO COMMANDS RESPECT FROM
HIS OUTFIT IS A MAN WHOSE LIFE IS MADE EASY FOR HIM. HE HAD KNOWN TOO
MUCH OF UNKINDNESS, HARSHNESS, TO BECOME ANGRY AT MISTAKES;
INSTEAD, HE SET DILIGENTLY AT WORK TO UNDO THEM, AND MISTAKES WERE
RARE. THE VERY MEN WHO HAD ONCE WISHED FOR HIS LIFE WOULD NOW FIGHT
INSTANTLY TO SAVE IT. THEY WERE PROUD OF HIM, OF THE OWNER, THE RANCH
AND THEMESELVES; AND PROUDEST OF ALL WAS BILL, ONCE DRIVER OF THE
STAGE, BUT NOW A COWBOY WORKING HARD AND LOYALLY UNDER THE MAN WHO
had once held him up for a smoke.

VISITORS WERE NUMEROUS, AND EVERY MAN WHO CALLED BECAME
ENTHUSIASTIC ABOUT THE RANCH, AND AFTER HE HAD DEPARTED MARVELED AT
THE COMPLETE CHANGE IN THE MAN WHO WAS ITS FOREMAN, AND FELT
CONFIDENCE IN THE GOOD JUDGMENT OF THE SHERIFF. FORD’S STATION WAS
OPENLY JUBILANT, FOR THE TOWN EXULTED IN THE DISCOMFITURE OF THE CROSS
BAR-8 AND IN THE PROOF THAT THEIR SHERIFF WAS RIGHT. AND FORD’S STATION
CHUCKLED AT THE NEWS IT HEARD, FOR THE FOREMAN OF THE CROSS BAR-8 HAD
CALLED TWICE AT THE A-Y AND WAS FAST LOSING HIS PREJUDICE AGAINST THE
ORPHAN. SNEED HAD FOUND A QUIET, OPTIMISTIC FOREMAN IN THE PLACE OF
HIS FORMER ENEMY, AND THE LAUGHTER WHICH LURKED IN THE ORPHAN’S
EYES CLOSED THE BREACH. HE HAD SEEN THE MAN IN A NEW LIGHT, AND
WHEN HE HAD SAID HIS FAREWELL AT THE CLOSE OF HIS SECOND VISIT THE GRIP
OF HIS HAND WAS STRONG. AS FOR THE STAR C, A TRAIL HAD BEEN WORN
BETWEEN THE TWO RANCHES AND HARDLY A DAY PASSED BUT ONE OR MORE OF
ITS PUNCHERS DROPPED IN TO SAY A FEW WORDS TO THEIR FORMER BUNKMATE,
AND TO STIR UP BILL. THE STAR C, NO LESS THAN HIS OWN MEN, SWORE BY
The Orphan.
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ONE BRIGHT MORNING THE SHERIFF LEFT FOR A TRIP TO CHICAGO AND OTHER
PACKING CITIES TO ARRANGE FOR FUTURE CATTLE SHIPMENTS, AND ANNOUNCED
THAT HE WOULD BE AWAY FOR A WEEK OR TWO. ON THE NIGHT FOLLOWING HIS
DEPARTURE TROUBLE BEGAN. THE RANCH AND BUNK HOUSES OF THE CROSS
BAR-8 WERE FIRED INTO, AND WHEN SNEED AND HIS MEN HAD RETURNED
AFTER A FRUITLESS SEARCH IN THE DARK THE FOREMAN STARED AT THE WALL AND
SWORE. WAS IT THE ORPHAN AGAIN? IN THE ABSENCE OF THE SHERIFF HAD HE
RENEWED THE WAR? FIRST THOUGHT CRIED THAT HE HAD, BUT GRADUALLY THE
IDEA BECAME UNTENABLE. WHY SHOULD THE ORPHAN RISK HIS SPLENDID
BERTH ON THE A-Y, HIS PROSPECTS NOW RICH IN PROMISE, TO WORK OFF ANY
LINGERING HATRED? WHEN SNEED HAD SHAKEN HANDS WITH HIM HE FOUND
APPARENT SINCERITY IN THE WARM CLASP. HE WOULD RIDE OVER AT DAYLIGHT
AND HAVE THE MATTER SETTLED ONCE AND FOR ALL. AND IF SATISFIED THAT THE
ORPHAN WAS GUILTLESS OF THE OUTRAGE HE WOULD TURN HIS WHOLE ATTENTION
to the imitator of the former outlaw.

THE ORPHAN WAS MENDING HIS SADDLE GIRTH WHEN HE SAW SNEED
CANTERING PAST THE FARTHEST CORRAL. THE LATTER’S HORSE BORE ALL THE SIGNS
of hard riding and he looked up inquiringly at the visitor.

“GOOD MORNING, SNEED,” HE SAID PLEASANTLY, ARISING AND LAYING ASIDE
the saddle. “What’s up, anything?”

“YES, AND I CAME OVER TO FIND OUT ABOUT IT,” SNEED ANSWERED. “I HARDLY
KNOW HOW TO BEGIN–BUT HERE, I’LL TELL IT FROM THE BEGINNING,” AND HE
related what had occurred, much to the wonder of The Orphan.

“NOW,” FINISHED THE VISITOR, “I WANT TO ASK YOU A QUESTION, ALTHOUGH I
MAY BE A D ––N FOOL FOR DOING IT. BUT I WANT TO GET THIS THING THRASHED
out. Do you know who did it?”

THE FOREMAN OF THE A-Y STRAIGHTENED UP, HIS EYES FLASHING, AND THEN
HE REALIZED THAT SNEED HAD SOME RIGHT TO QUESTION HIM AFTER WHAT HAD
occurred in the past.

“NO, SNEED, I DO NOT,” HE ANSWERED, “BUT IN TWO GUESSES I CAN NAME
the man!”

“Good!” cried Sneed. “Go ahead!”

“Bucknell?”

“NO, HE WAS WITH ME IN THE BUNK-HOUSE,” REPLIED THE FOREMAN OF THE
Cross Bar-8. “It wasn’t him–go on.”
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“Tex Williard,” said The Orphan with decision.

“Tex?” cried Sneed. “Why?”

“IT’S PLAIN AS DAY, SNEED,” THE ORPHAN ANSWERED. “HE’S SORE AT ME,
but lacks nerve.”

“BUT, THUNDERATION, HOW WOULD HE HURT YOU BY SHOOTING AT US?” SNEED
demanded, impatiently.

“OH, HE WOULD SCARE UP A WAR DURING THE SHERIFF’S ABSENCE BY
THROWING YOUR SUSPICIONS ON ME. HE RECKONED YOU WOULD THINK THAT I
DID IT, GET GOOD AND MAD, FLY OFF THE HANDLE AND RAISE H–L GENERALLY. HE
FIGURED THAT I, ACCORDING TO THE PAST, WOULD MEET YOU HALF WAY AND THAT
YOU OR SOME OF YOUR MEN MIGHT KILL ME. IF YOU DIDN’T, HE RECKONED THAT
THE SHERIFF WOULD KICK ME OUT OF THIS BERTH, AND THAT ONE OR BOTH OF US
MIGHT GET KILLED IN THE ARGUMENT. HE COULD SIT BACK AND LAUGH TO
HIMSELF AT HOW EASY IT WAS TO SQUARE UP OLD SCORES FROM A DISTANCE.
IT’S TEX AS SURE AS I AM HERE, AND UNLESS TEX CHANGES HIS PLANS AND
GETS OUT OF this country d––N SOON HE WON’T BE LONG IN GETTING WHAT HE
seems to ache for.”

SNEED PUSHED BACK HIS SOMBRERO AND SMILED GRIMLY: “I RECKON THAT
YOU’RE RIGHT,” HE REPLIED. “BUT YOU AIN’T SORE AT THE WAY I ASKED, ARE
you? I had to begin somewhere, you know.”

“SORE?” REJOINED HIS COMPANION, ANGRILY. “SORE? I’M SO SORE THAT I’M
GOING OUT AFTER TEX RIGHT NOW. AND I’LL GET HIM OR KNOW THE REASON WHY,
TOO. YOU GO BACK AND POST YOUR MEN ABOUT THIS–AND TELL THEM ON NO
ACCOUNT TO RIDE OVER MY RANGE FOR A FEW DAYS, FOR THEY MIGHT GET HURT
BEFORE THEY ARE KNOWN. PUT A COUPLE OF THEM TO BED AS SOON AS YOU
get back–you need them to keep watch nights.”

HE TURNED TOWARD THE CORRAL AND CALLED TO A MAN WHO WAS BUSY NEAR
IT: “CHARLEY, YOU TAKE ANYBODY THAT YOU WANT AND GET IN A GOOD SLEEP
before nightfall. I will want both of you to work to-night.”

“ALL RIGHT, AFTER DINNER WILL BE TIME ENOUGH,” CHARLEY REPLIED. “I’LL TAKE
Lefty Lukins.”

THE ORPHAN WENT INTO THE RANCH HOUSE AND RETURNED AT ONCE WITH HIS
RIFLE, A CANTEEN OF WATER AND A PACKAGE OF FOOD. AS HE THREW A SADDLE
on his horse Bill galloped up, waving his arms and very much excited.
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“HEY, ORPHANT!” HE SHOUTED. “SOMEBODY’S SHORE ENOUGH PLUGGED
some of our cows near the creek! I lost his trail at the Cottonwoods!”

“ALL RIGHT, BILL,” REPLIED THE FOREMAN, “I’LL GO OUT AND LOOK THEM OVER. YOU
TAKE ANOTHER HORSE AND RIDE TO THE STAR C. TELL BLAKE TO KEEP WATCH
FOR TEX WILLIARD, AND TELL HIM TO HOLD TEX FOR ME IF HE SEES HIM. LIVELY,
Bill!”

BILL STARED, LEAPED FROM HIS HORSE, TOOK THE SADDLE FROM ITS BACK AND
WAS SOON LOST TO SIGHT IN THE CORRAL. IN A FEW MINUTES HE GALLOPED PAST
HIS FOREMAN AND SNEED SWEARING HEARTILY. HIS QUIRT AROSE AND FELL AND
soon he was lost to sight over a rise near the ranch-house.

THE FOREMAN OF THE A-Y RODE OVER TO CHARLEY: “CHARLEY, IN CASE I DON’T
GET BACK TO-NIGHT, YOU AND LEFTY KEEP GUARD SOMEWHERE OUT HERE,
AND SHOOT ANY MAN WHO DON’T HALT AT YOUR HAIL. IF I RETURN IN THE DARK I’LL
WHISTLE DIXIE AS SOON AS I SEE THE LIGHTS IN THE BUNK HOUSE, AND I’LL
keep it up so you won’t mistake me. So long.”

SNEED AND HE CANTERED AWAY TOGETHER AND SOON THEY PARTED, THE
FORMER TO RIDE TOWARD HIS RANCH, THE LATTER TOWARD THE COTTONWOODS
near the Limping Water and along the trail left by Bill.

WHEN NEAR THE GROVE THE ORPHAN SAW FIVE DEAD COWS AND HE QUICKLY
dismounted to examine them.

“NOT DEAD FOR LONG,” HE MUTTERED AS HE EXAMINED THE BLOOD ON THEM.
HE LEAPED INTO HIS SADDLE AND GALLOPED THROUGH THE GROVE. “NOW, BY
God, somebody pays for them!” he muttered.

HERE WAS A SUDDEN CHANGE IN THINGS, POSITIONS HAD BEEN REVERSED,
AND NOW HE COULD APPRECIATE THE FEELINGS WHICH HE HAD, MORE THAN
ONCE, AROUSED IN THE HEARTS OF NUMEROUS FOREMEN. HE EMERGED FROM
THE GROVE AND RODE RAPIDLY ALONG THE TRAIL LEFT BY THE PERPETRATOR, ALERT,
grim and angry. Soon the trail dipped beneath the waters of the creek
and he stopped and thought for a few seconds. If it was Tex, he would
NOT HAVE RIDDEN TOWARD THE CROSS BAR-8 AND THE TOWN, AND NEITHER
WOULD HE HAVE RIDDEN SOUTH TOWARD THE STAR C, NOR NORTH IN THE
DIRECTION OF THE A-Y. HE WOULD SEEK COVER FOR THE DAY IF HE WAS STILL
DETERMINED TO CARRY ON HIS GAME, AND WOULD NOT EMERGE UNTIL NIGHT
COVERED HIS MOVEMENTS. THAT LEFT HIM ONLY THE WEST ALONG THE CREEK,
AND MORE THAN THAT, THE CREEK TURNED TO THE SOUTH AGAIN ABOUT FIVE
MILES FARTHER ON AND FLOWED FAR TOO CLOSE TO THE RANCH-HOUSES OF THE
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STAR C FOR SAFETY. HE MUST HAVE LEFT THE WATER AT THE TURN, AND TOWARD
THE TURN RODE THE ORPHAN, WATCHING INTENTLY FOR THE TRAIL TO EMERGE ON
either bank. His deductions were sound, for when he had rounded the
BEND OF THE STREAM HE PICKED UP THE TRAIL WHERE IT LEFT THE WATER AND
followed it westward.

THE COUNTRY AROUND THE BEND WAS VERY WILD AND ROUGH, FOR RAVINES
BETWEEN THE HILLS CUT SEAMS AND GASHES IN THE PLAIN. THE UNDERBRUSH
WAS SHOULDER HIGH, AND HE DID NOT KNOW HOW SOON HE MIGHT BECOME
A TARGET. THE TRAIL WAS VERY FRESH IN THE SOFT LOAM OF THE RAVINES AND
THE BROKEN BRANCHES AND TRAMPLED LEAVES WERE STILL WET WITH SAP.
SOON HE HOBBLED HIS HORSE AND PROCEEDED ON FOOT, BUT TO ONE SIDE OF
AND PARALLEL WITH THE TRAIL. HE HAD SPENT AN HOUR IN HIS ADVANCE AND
HAD BEGUN TO REGRET HAVING LEFT HIS HORSE SO EARLY, WHEN HE HEARD THE
REPORT OF A GUN NEAR AT HAND AND A BULLET HISSED VICIOUSLY OVER HIS
head as he stooped to go under a low branch.

HE THREW UP HIS ARMS, THE RIFLE FALLING FROM HIS HANDS, PITCHED FORWARD
AND ROLLED DOWN THE SIDE OF THE HILL AND BEHIND A FALLEN TREE TRUNK
WHICH LAY AGAINST A THICKET. AS SOON AS HE HAD GAINED THIS POSITION
HE GLANCED IN THE DIRECTION FROM WHENCE THE SHOT HAD COME AND,
FINDING HIMSELF SCREENED FROM SIGHT ON THAT SIDE, QUICKLY JERKED OFF HIS
BOOTS AND PLANTED THEM AMONG THE BUSHES, WHERE THEY LOOKED AS IF
HE HAD CRAWLED IN ALMOST OUT OF SIGHT. THAT DONE, HE CRAWLED ALONG
THE GROUND UNDER THE PROTECTION OF THE TREE TRUNK AND THEN SQUIRMED
UNDER IT, WHEN HE PUSHED HIMSELF, FEET FIRST, DEEP INTO A TANGLED
thicket and waited, Colt in hand, for a sign of his enemy’s approach.

A QUARTER OF AN HOUR HAD PASSED IN SILENCE WHEN A SHOT, FOLLOWED BY
ANOTHER, SOUNDED FROM THE HILLSIDE. AFTER THE LAPSE OF A LIKE INTERVAL
ANOTHER SHOT WAS FIRED, THIS TIME FROM THE OPPOSITE DIRECTION. HE SAW
A TWIG FALL BY THE BOOTS AND HEARD THE SPAT! OF THE BULLET AS IT HIT A
STONE. TWO MORE SHOTS SOUNDED IN RAPID SUCCESSION, AND THEN
ANOTHER LONG INTERVAL OF SILENCE. HALF AN HOUR PASSED, BUT HE WAS NOT
IMPATIENT. HE MOST FIRMLY BELIEVED THAT HIS MAN WOULD, SOONER OR
LATER, COME OUT TO EXAMINE THE BOOTS, AND TIME WAS OF NO
consequence: he wanted the man.

WHOEVER HE WAS, HE WAS CERTAINLY CAUTIOUS, HE DID NOT BELIEVE IN
TAKING ANY CHANCES. IT WAS ALMOST CERTAIN THAT HE WOULD NOT LEAVE UNTIL
HE HAD BEEN ASSURED THAT HE HAD ACCOMPLISHED HIS PURPOSE, FOR IT
WOULD BE MOST DISCONCERTING AT SOME FUTURE TIME TO UNEXPECTEDLY
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MEET THE MAN HE THOUGHT HE HAD MURDERED. ANOTHER SHOT WHIZZED INTO
THE PLACE WHERE THE BODY SHOULD HAVE BEEN, ACCORDING TO THE SILENT
TESTIMONY OF THE BOOTS. IT SOUNDED MUCH CLOSER TO THE THICKET, BUT IN
THE SAME DIRECTION OF THE LAST FEW SHOTS. THEN, AFTER TEN MINUTES OF
SILENCE, A TWIG SNAPPED, AND DIRECTLY BEHIND THE THICKET IN WHICH THE
ORPHAN WAS HIDDEN! THE FOREMAN’S NERVES WERE TENSE NOW, HIS EVERY
SENSE WAS ALERT, FOR HIS WAS A MOST DANGEROUS POSITION. HE QUICKLY
GLANCED OVER HIS SHOULDER INTO THE THICKET AND FOUND THAT HE COULD NOT
penetrate the mass of leaves and branches, which reassured him. He
WAS VERY GLAD THAT HE HAD FORCED HIMSELF WELL INTO THE COVER, FOR SOON
THE LEAVES RUSTLED AND A PEBBLE ROLLED NOT MORE THAN FOUR FEET OFF, AND
IN FRONT OF HIM, SLIGHTLY AT HIS RIGHT. MORE RUSTLING AND THEN A HEAD AND
SHOULDER SLOWLY PUSHED PAST HIM INTO VIEW. THE MAN MOVED VERY
SLOWLY AND CAUTIOUSLY AND WAS CROUCHED, HIS HEAD FAR IN ADVANCE OF
HIS WAIST. THE ORPHAN COULD SEE ONLY ONE SIDE OF THE FACE, THE ANGLE
OF THE MAN’S JAW AND AN EAR, BUT THAT WAS ENOUGH, FOR HE KNEW THE
OWNER. SLOWLY AND WITHOUT A SOUND THE FOREMAN’S RIGHT HAND TURNED AT
THE WRIST UNTIL THE COLT GLEAMED ON A LINE WITH THE OTHER’S HEART. THE
SEARCHER LEANED FORWARD AND TO ONE SIDE, THAT HE MIGHT BETTER SEE THE
boots, when a sound met his ears.

“Don’t move,” whispered the foreman.

THE PROWLER STIFFENED IN HIS TRACKS, FROZEN TO RIGIDITY BY THE COMMAND.
THEN HE SLOWLY TURNED HIS HEAD AND LOOKED SQUARELY INTO THE GUN OF
the man he thought he had killed.

“Christ!” he cried hoarsely, starting back.

“I DON’T RECKON YOU’LL EVER KNOW HIM,” SAID THE ORPHAN, HIS VOICE VERY
LOW AND MONOTONOUS. “STAND JUST AS YOU ARE–DON’T MOVE–I WANT TO
talk with you.”

TEX SIMPLY STARED AT HIM IN PITIFUL HELPLESSNESS AND COULD NOT SPEAK,
BEADS OF PERSPIRATION STANDING OUT ON HIS FACE, TESTIFYING TO THE AGONY
of fear he was in.

“YOU’RE ON THE WRONG SIDE OF THE GAME AGAIN, TEX,” THE ORPHAN SAID
SLOWLY, WATCHING THE PUNCHER NARROWLY, HIS GUN STEADY AS A ROCK. “YOU
STILL WANT TO KILL ME, IT SEEMS. I’VE GIVEN YOU YOUR LIFE TWICE, ONCE TO
YOUR KNOWLEDGE, AND I TOLD YOU WITH THE SHERIFF THAT I WOULD SHOOT YOU IF
YOU EVER RETURNED; AND STILL YOU HAVE COME BACK TO HAVE ME DO IT. YOU
were not satisfied to let things rest as they were.”
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TEX DID NOT REPLY, AND THE ORPHAN CONTINUED, A FLICKER OF CONTEMPT
about his lips.

“YOU WERE NEVER CAST FOR AN OUTLAW, TEX. IF I DO SAY IT MYSELF, IT TAKES A
CLEVER MAN TO LIVE AT THAT GAME, AND I KNOW, FOR I’VE BEEN ALL THROUGH IT.
AS YOU SEE, SNEED AND I DIDN’T SHOOT EACH OTHER, FOR THE PLAY WAS TOO
PLAIN, TOO TRANSPARENT. YOU SHOULD HAVE AMBUSHED ONE OF HIS MEN,
BURNED HIS CORRALS AND SLAUGHTERED HIS CATTLE, FOR THEN HE MIGHT HAVE
SHOT AND TALKED LATER. AND HE MIGHT HAVE GOTTEN ME, TOO, FOR I WAS
UNSUSPECTING. I DON’T SAY THAT I WOULD KILL AN INNOCENT MAN TO AROUSE
HIS ANGER IF I HAD BEEN IN YOUR PLACE, I’M ONLY SHOWING YOU WHERE YOU
MADE THE MISTAKE, WHERE YOU BLUNDERED. HAD YOU KILLED ONE OF HIS
MEN IT IS VERY PROBABLE THAT HIS RAGE WOULD HAVE KNOWN NO BOUNDS,
but as it was the provocation was not great enough.”

TEX REMAINED SILENT AND UNCONSCIOUSLY TOYED AT HIS EAR. THE ORPHAN
LOOKED KEENLY AT THE MOVEMENT AND WONDERED WHERE HE HAD SEEN IT
BEFORE, FOR IT WAS FAMILIAR. HIS FACE DARKENED AS MEMORY URGED
SOMETHING FORWARD TO HIM OUT OF THE DARK CATACOMBS OF THE PAST, AND
HE STILLED HIS BREATHING TO CATCH A CLUE TO IT. HE SAW THE LITTLE RANCH HIS
FATHER HAD WORKED SO HARD OVER TO IMPROVE, AND HAD FOUGHT HARD TO
SAVE, AND THEN THE PICTURE OF HIS DYING MOTHER CAME VIVIDLY BEFORE
HIM; BUT STILL SOMETHING AVOIDED HIS SEARCHING THOUGHTS, SOMETHING
BARELY ELUDED HIM, TREMBLING ON THE EDGE OF THE THEN AND NOW. HE
SAW HIS FATHER’S BODY SLOWLY SWINGING AND TURNING IN THE LIGHT BREEZE
OF A PERFECT DAY, AND HE QUIVERED AT THE NEARNESS OF WHAT HE WAS
SEEKING, ITS PROXIMITY WAS TANTALIZING. THE ROPE!–THE ROPE ABOUT HIS
FATHER’S NECK HAD BEEN OF MANILA FIBER; HE COULD NEVER FORGET THE
SOILED, BLEACHED-YELLOW STREAK WHICH HAD LED UPWARD TO ETERNITY. AND
MANILA ROPES WERE, AT THAT TIME, A RARITY IN THAT PART OF THE COUNTRY, FOR
RAWHIDE AND BRAIDED-HAIR LARIATS HAD BEEN THE RULE. AND ON THE DAY
WHEN HE HAD GIVEN TEX HIS LIFE IN THE DEFILE HE HAD NOTICED THE FADED
YELLOW ROPE WHICH HAD SWUNG AT THE PUNCHER’S SADDLE HORN. AS HE
STRAINED WITH RENEWED HOPE TO CATCH THE ELUSIVE IMPRESSION ANOTHER
SCENE CAME BEFORE HIM. IT WAS OF THREE MEN BENT OVER A COW,
ENGAGED IN BLOTTING OUT HIS FATHER’S BRAND, AND INSTANTLY THE FACE OF
one of them sprang into sharp definition on his mental canvas.

“D––N YOU!” HE CRIED, HIS FINGER TIGHTENING ON THE TRIGGER OF THE COLT
WHICH FOR SO MANY YEARS HAD BEEN HIS BEST FRIEND. “I KNOW YOU NOW,
CHANGED AS YOU ARE! NOW I KNOW WHY YOU HAVE BEEN SO DETERMINED
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FOR MY DEATH. ON THE DAY THAT I CUT MY FATHER DOWN I SWORE THAT I WOULD
KILL THE MAN WHO HAD LYNCHED HIM IF KIND FATE LET ME FIND HIM, AND I
HAVE FOUND HIM. YOU HAVE JUST FIVE MINUTES TO LIVE, SO MAKE THE MOST
of it, you cowardly murderer!”

TEX’S FACE WENT SUDDENLY WHITE AGAIN AND HIS NERVE DESERTED HIM.
HIS COLT WAS IN HIS HAND, BUT OH, SO USELESS! SHOULD HE FIGHT TO THE
END? A SHUDDER RAN THROUGH HIM AT THE THOUGHT, FOR LIFE WAS SO GOOD,
SO PRECIOUS; FAR TOO PRECIOUS TO WASTE A MINUTE OF IT BY DYING BEFORE
HIS TIME WAS UP. PERHAPS THE FOREMAN WOULD RELENT, PERHAPS HE
WOULD BECOME SO WRAPPED UP IN THE MEMORIES OF THE YEARS GONE BY
AS TO FORGET, JUST FOR HALF A SECOND, WHERE HE WAS. THE WATCH IN THE
ORPHAN’S HAND GAVE HIM HOPE, FOR HE WOULD WAIT UNTIL THE OTHER
glanced at it–that would be his only hope of life.

THE FOREMAN’S WATCH TICKED LOUDLY IN THE PALM OF HIS LEFT HAND AND THE
COLT IN HIS RIGHT NEVER QUIVERED. THE FIRST MINUTE PASSED IN TERRIFYING
SILENCE, THEN THE SECOND, THEN THE THIRD, BUT ALL THE TIME THE ORPHAN’S
eyes stared steadily at the man before him, gray, cruel, unblinking.

“THEY TOLD ME TO DO IT! THEY TOLD ME TO DO IT!” SHRIEKED THE PITIFUL,
UNNERVED WRECK OF A MAN AS HE CONVULSIVELY OPENED AND SHUT HIS
HAND. “I DIDN’T WANT TO DO IT! I SWEAR I DIDN’T WANT TO DO IT! AS GOD IS
ABOVE, I DIDN’T WANT TO! THEY MADE ME, THEY MADE ME!” HE CRIED, HIS
WORDS SWIFTLY BECOMING AN UNINTELLIGIBLE JUMBLE OF MEANINGLESS
SOUNDS. HE STARED AT THE BLACK MUZZLE OF THE COLT, FROZEN BY TERROR,
FASCINATED BY HORROR AND DEADENED BY DESPAIR. THE WATCH TICKED ON
IN MADDENING NOISE, FOR HIS EVERY SENSE WAS NOW MOST ACUTE,
BEATING IN UPON HIS BRAIN LIKE THE STROKES OF A HAMMER. THEN THE
FOREMAN GLANCED QUICKLY AT IT. THE GUN IN TEX’S HAND LEAPED UP, BUT
NOT QUICKLY ENOUGH, AND A SPURT OF SMOKE ENVELOPED HIS FACE AS HE
fell. The Orphan stepped back, dropping the Colt into its holster.
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“The Orphan stepped back a pace and dropped
the Colt into its holster.” (See page 390.)

“THE COURAGE OF DESPAIR!” HE WHISPERED. “BUT I’M GLAD HE DIED
GAME,” HE SLOWLY ADDED. THEN HE SUDDENLY BURIED HIS FACE IN HIS
hands: “Helen!” he cried. “Helen–forgive me!”
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CHAPTER XXIII
THE GREAT HAPPINESS

HE TOWN WAS RAPIDLY LOSING SHARPNESS OF DETAIL, FOR THE STRAGGLING
BUILDINGS WERE BECOMING MORE AND MORE BLURRED AND WERE

GROWING INTO SHARP SILHOUETTES IN THE INCREASING DUSK, AND THE SICKLY
yellow lights were growing more numerous in the scattered windows.

HELEN MOVED ABOUT THE DINING-ROOM ENGAGED IN SETTING THE TABLE AND
SHE HAD JUST PLACED FRESH FLOWERS IN THE VASE, WHEN SHE SUDDENLY
STOPPED AND LISTENED. FAINTLY TO HER EARS CAME THE POUNDING
HOOFBEATS OF A GALLOPING HORSE ON THE WELL-PACKED STREET, GROWING
RAPIDLY NEARER WITH PORTENTOUS SPEED. IT COULD NOT BE MISS RITCHIE, FOR
THERE WAS A VAST DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE COMPARATIVELY LAZY GALLOP OF
HER HORSE AND THE PULSE-STIRRING TATTOO WHICH SHE NOW HEARD. THE
hoofbeats passed the corner without slackening pace, and whirled up
THE STREET, STOPPING IN FRONT OF THE HOUSE WITH A SUDDENNESS WHICH SHE
HAD LONG SINCE LEARNED TO ATTRIBUTE TO COWBOYS. SHE STOOD STILL, AFRAID
TO GO TO THE DOOR, NUMBED WITH A NAMELESS FEAR–SOMETHING TERRIBLE
MUST HAVE HAPPENED, PERHAPS TO THE ORPHAN. THE RIDER RAN UP THE
PATH, HIS SPURS JINGLING SHARPLY, LEAPED TO THE PORCH, AND THE DOOR WAS
DASHED OPEN TO SHOW HIM STANDING BEFORE HER, SOMBRERO IN HAND, HIS
QUIRT DANGLING FROM HIS LEFT WRIST. HE WAS DUSTY AND TIRED, BUT THE
expression on his face terrified her, held her speechless.

“HELEN!” HE CRIED HOARSELY, DRIVING HER FEAR DEEPER INTO HER HEART BY
HIS ALTERED VOICE. “HELEN!” SHE TREMBLED, AND HE MADE A GESTURE OF
HOPELESSNESS AND INVOLUNTARILY STEPPED TOWARD HER, LETTING THE DOOR
SWING SHUT BEHIND HIM. HE STOOD JUST WITHIN THE ROOM, RIGIDLY ERECT, HIS
EYES MEETING HERS IN THE SILENCE OF STRONG EMOTION. BREATHLESSLY SHE
RETREATED AS HE ADVANCED, AS IF INSTINCT WARNED HER OF WHAT HE HAD TO
TELL HER, UNTIL THE TABLE WAS BETWEEN THEM; AND A SPASM OF PAIN
FLICKERED ACROSS HIS FACE AS HE NOTICED IT, LEAVING HIM HARD AND STERN
AGAIN, BUT IN HIS EYES WAS A LOOK OF DESPAIR, A KEEN MISERY WHICH
softened her and drew her toward him even while she feared him.

THE SILENCE BECAME UNBEARABLE AND AT LAST SHE COULD ENDURE IT NO
LONGER. “WHAT IS IT?” SHE BREATHED, TENSELY. “WHAT HAVE YOU TO TELL
me?”

HIS EYES NEVER WAVERED FROM HER FACE, FASCINATED IN DESPAIR OF WHAT
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HE MUST READ THERE, MUCH AS HE DREADED IT, AND HE ANSWERED HER
FROM BETWEEN SET LIPS, MUCH AS A MAN WOULD PRONOUNCE HIS OWN
death sentence. “I have broken my word,” he said, harshly.

“Broken your word–to me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

HER FACE BRIGHTENED AND WAS SOFTENED BY A CHILD-LIKE WONDER, FOR SHE
felt relieved in a degree, and unconsciously she moved nearer to him.
“What is it–what have you done?”

HE REGARDED HER WITHOUT APPRAISING THE CHANGE IN HER EXPRESSION
AND HIS REPLY WAS AS HARSH AND STERN AS HIS FIRST STATEMENT,
accompanied by no excuses nor words of extenuation. “I have killed a
man,” he said.

A SHIVER PASSED OVER HER AND HER EYES WENT CLOSED FOR A MOMENT.
THE GREAT CHOICE WAS AT HAND NOW, AND IN HER HEART A FIERCE, SHORT
BATTLE RAGED; ON ONE SIDE WAS ARRAYED HER EARLY TRAINING, ALL HER
TEACHINGS, ALL REGARD FOR THE IDEAS OF LAW AND ORDER WHICH SHE HAD
ABSORBED IN THE EAST, WHERE HUMAN LIFE WAS SAFEGUARDED AS THE FIRST
NECESSITY; AND ON THE OTHER WAS THE UNWRITTEN LAW OF THE RANGE AS
EXEMPLIFIED BY THE ORPHAN. BLOOD, AND HUMAN BLOOD, WAS PRECIOUS,
AND HER EARLY ENVIRONMENT FOUGHT BITTERLY AGAINST THIS REGIME OF DIRECT
JUSTICE, SO STARTLINGLY DRIVEN INTO HER MIND BY HIS BOLD, COLD ADMISSION.
AND THEN, HE HAD SINNED IN THIS WAY AGAIN AFTER HE HAD PROMISED HER
NOT TO DO SO. THE LAST THOUGHT DOMINATED HER AND SHE OPENED HER
eyes and looked at him hopefully.

“PERHAPS,” SHE SAID, EAGERLY, “PERHAPS YOU COULD NOT AVOID IT–
perhaps you were forced to do it.”

“No.”

“OH!” SHE CRIED. “YOU DID NOT–YOU DID NOT SHOOT HIM DOWN WITHOUT
warning! I know you didn’t!”

“NO, NOT THAT,” HE SAID SLOWLY. “AND, BESIDES, THIS WAS HIS THIRD
OFFENSE. TWICE I HAVE GIVEN HIM HIS LIFE, AND I WOULD HAVE DONE SO
AGAIN BUT FOR WHAT I DISCOVERED AFTER I FACED HIM.” HE PAUSED FOR A
MOMENT AND THEN CONTINUED, WITH MORE FEELING IN HIS VOICE, A RING OF
VICTORY AND AN IRREPRESSIBLE ELATION. “I FOUND THAT HE WAS THE MAN FOR
WHOM I HAVE BEEN LOOKING FOR FIFTEEN YEARS, AND WHOM I HAD SWORN TO
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KILL. HE KILLED MY FATHER, KILLED HIM LIKE A DOG AND WITHOUT A CHANCE FOR
LIFE, HUNG HIM TO A TREE ON HIS OWN LAND. AND WHEN I LEARNED THAT, WHEN
HE HAD CONFESSED TO ME, I FORGOT THE NEW GAME, I FORGOT EVERYTHING
BUT THE WATCH IN MY HAND SLOWLY TICKING AWAY HIS LIFE, THE TIME I HAD
given him to make his peace with God–and I hated the slow seconds,
I BEGRUDGED HIM EVERY MOVEMENT OF THE HANDS. THEN I SHOT HIM, AND I
was glad, so glad–but oh, dear! If you–if you––”

HIS VOICE WAVERED AND BROKE AND HE DROPPED TO HIS KNEES BEFORE
HER WITH BOWED HEAD AS SHE CAME SLOWLY TOWARD HIM AND SEIZED THE
HEM OF HER GOWN IN BOTH HANDS, KISSING IT PASSIONATELY, BURYING HIS
face in its folds like a tired boy at his mother’s knee.

HER EYES WERE FILLED WITH TEARS AND THEY RIMMED HER LASHES AS SHE
LOOKED DOWN ON THE MAN AT HER FEET. BENDING, SHE TOUCHED HIM AND
THEN PLACED HER HANDS ON HIS HEAD, TENDERLY KISSING THE TANGLED HAIR
in loving forgiveness.

“DEAR, DEAR BOY,” SHE MURMURED SOFTLY. “DON’T, DEAR HEART. DON’T, YOU
MUST NOT–OH, YOU MUST NOT! PLEASE–COME WITH ME; GET UP, DEAR, AND
SIT WITH ME OVER HERE IN THE CORNER; THEN YOU SHALL TELL ME ALL ABOUT IT. I
AM SURE YOU HAVE NOT DONE WRONG–AND IF YOU HAVE–DON’T YOU KNOW I
love you, boy? Don’t you know I love you?”

HE STIRRED SLIGHTLY, AS IF AWAKENING FROM A TROUBLED SLEEP, AND SLOWLY
RAISED HIS HEAD AND LOOKED AT HER WITH DOUBT IN HIS EYES, FOR IT WAS SO
MUCH LIKE A DREAM–PERHAPS IT WAS ONE. BUT HE SAW A LIGHT ON HER
FACE, A LIGHT WHICH A MAN SEES ONLY ON THE FACE OF ONE WOMAN AND
WHICH BLINDS HIM AGAINST ALL OTHER LIGHTS FOREVER. THEN IT WAS TRUE, ALL
TRUE–HE HAD HEARD ARIGHT! “HELEN!” HE CRIED, “HELEN!” AND THE RING IN
HIS VOICE BROUGHT NEW TEARS TO HER EYES. HE SPRANG TO HIS FEET, TENSE,
EAGER, ALL HIS NERVES TINGLING, AND HIS QUIRT HISSED THROUGH THE AIR AND
SNAPPED A DEFIANCE, A WARNING TO THE WORLD AS HE CLASPED HER TO HIM.
“I knew, I knew!” HE CRIED PASSIONATELY. “IN MY HEART I knew YOU WERE A
thoroughbred!”

HE TILTED HER HEAD BACK, BUT SHE LAUGHED LOW WITH DELIGHT AND ELUDED
HIM, LEADING HIM TO A CHAIR, THE CHAIR HE HAD OCCUPIED ON THE
occasion OF HIS FIRST VISIT, AND THEN DREW A LOW, ROUGH FOOTREST BESIDE
HIM AND SEATED HERSELF AT HIS FEET, HER ELBOWS RESTING ON HIS KNEES
AND HER CHIN IN HER HANDS. HE LOOKED DOWN INTO THE UPTURNED FACE AND
THEN GLANCED SWIFTLY ABOUT THE HOMELIKE ROOM AND BACK TO HER FACE
AGAIN. SHE SNUGGLED TIGHTLY AGAINST HIS KNEES AND WAITED PATIENTLY FOR
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AGAIN. SHE SNUGGLED TIGHTLY AGAINST HIS KNEES AND WAITED PATIENTLY FOR
his story.

HE SIGHED CONTENTEDLY AND TOUCHED HER CHEEK REVERENTLY AND THEN
TOLD HER ALL OF THE STORY OF TEX WILLIARD, FROM THE VERY BEGINNING TO THE
VERY END, FROM THE TIME HE HAD SEEN TEX BENDING OVER ONE OF HIS
FATHER’S COWS TO THE LAST SCENE IN THE THICKET. WHEN HE HAD FINISHED,
HELEN TOOK HIS HEAD BETWEEN HER HANDS, PRESSING IT WARMLY AS SHE
NODDED WISELY TO SHOW THAT SHE UNDERSTOOD. HE LOOKED DEEP INTO HER
EYES AND THEN SUDDENLY BENT HIS HEAD UNTIL HIS LIPS TOUCHED HER EAR:
“Helen, darling,” he whispered, “how long must I wait?”

“WHY, YOU SCAMP!” SHE EXCLAIMED, TEASINGLY, THREATENING TO DRAW
away from him. “You haven’t even told me that you love me!”

HE PRESSED HER HANDS TIGHTLY AND LAUGHED ALOUD, JOYOUSLY, FILLED WITH
AN ELATED, EFFERVESCENT GLADNESS WHICH SURGED OVER HIM IN WAVES OF
DELIGHT: “HAVEN’T I? OH, BUT YOU KNOW BETTER, DEAR. MANY AND MANY
TIMES I HAVE TOLD YOU THAT, AND IN MANY WAYS, AND YOU KNEW IT AND
UNDERSTOOD. YOU NEVER DOUBTED IT, AND I HOPE,” HE ADDED SERIOUSLY,
“that you never will.”

“I never will, dear.”

THEY DID NOT HEAR GRACE RITCHIE IN THE KITCHEN, DID NOT HEAR HER QUIET
STEP AS IT CROSSED THE THRESHOLD AND STOPPED, AND THEN TIPTOED TO THE
REAR DOOR AND SPED LIGHTLY AROUND THE HOUSE TO THE STREET, AND DOWN IT
TO WHERE MRS. SHIELDS AND MARY WERE WALKING TOWARD THE HOUSE. THEY
DID NOT KNOW THAT HALF AN HOUR HAD PASSED SINCE THE COMING OF THE
QUIET STEP AND THE THREE WOMEN, AND THAT THE SUPPER WAS HOPELESSLY
RUINED. THEY KNEW NOTHING–AND EVERYTHING: THEY HAD LEARNED THE
Great Happiness.

THE END
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