OV s, i VR ot

The

On_ this lovely morning ™ late Oe-
tober Nature was smiling as she of-
ten smiles in Montana. To a casual
beholder the small stock and grain
ranch appeared peaceful and wellito-
do. Snug buildings, iarge stacks of
straw, of alfalfa, of wild hay, much
well-fenced land, grazing cattle and
horses intimated that the Engle family
should not have g care in the world.

But inside the house angry and
worried voices told another story.
Johnny BEngle was angry because his
father was angry; Mrs. Engle was
worried " because her “husband was
worried. Old John Engle hadn‘t
made enough money in the last year
to cover his borrowings, and he was
forced to go to the county seat to
entreat his bankers for an extension.
And to him as to many a good man
nagging his family was a relief and
served as a vent for his fear.

Mrs. Engle” was going with him ;
they were to be away for two days.
Old John was harassing his son with
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detailed - instructions. Young John,
aged sixteen years, but clever at
ranch work, naturally considered the '
directions as superfluous. He had
been left alone before in charge of
the ranch. Hot indignation filled
him,

“Treats me just ¥ke a kid!’ he mut-
tered.

“What's that?‘ demanded his fath-
er sharply, overhearing the muttered
remark.

With an angry light in his blue eyes
Johnny—how he detested the name!
—started a vehement report, but his
mbther‘s appealing eyes held him.
“Aw-—nothin‘.“ he growled.

“It'd better be!*“ To any other eyes
than his son‘s young, hard ones Engle
would have appeared as a pitiful fig-
ure. “And see that you get those cows
in on time and milked and don‘t for-
get to tighten up that loose wire ac-
ross the crick. I don‘t™ want those
cattle busting out just after we get
'em rounded up. And don't forget—"

He went on and 'on tirelessly; the
boy was only half listening. His mo-
ther in her gentle way diverted the
old man's attention, but not before
he had made another hectoring re-
mark. “An‘ see that you don‘t get
gay and smash up any more wagons
or cars either!”

That was the unkindest cut of all
—+to throw up to a fellow things he
had not meant to do. Johnny kissed
his mother good-bye, nodded stiffly
to his father and with an expanding
tremor of resentment watched him
wedge his body in behind the wheel
of the rattly car. Then a sensation
of freedom surged through him. It
was good to be rid of his father's
fault-finding.

. His face settled into lines of good
humor while he pondered what to do
with his two days of liberty. The
work was well up. Engle was an ef-
ficient man, a hard worker, ambitious
'for his son.
Ranch life wasn‘'t so bad arter all
He supposed that, if his father got
the loan extended, he would send
{ him to Mve with Aunt Beth and fin-
{ish high school. He had missed that
ilast year. Well, town was kind >f
i fun.

He was rather lonesome now that
his father and mother were gone.
| “Got a notion to go over to the Z.Z.
i ranch,” he cogitated boldly and then
sighed. The Z. Z. was twenty miles
L away. Though it was only eight
'o’clock, by the time the fence was
mended it would be too late to go.
Besides, his father had forbidden him
to leave the ranch.

The Z.Z. place was a tascmatmg
ly big stock ranch. There were lots

of cattlé, lots of fine cowmen. Johnny |

admired them with all his soul, vis-
jited them as often as he couid and
had begged his father to let him
work for the outfit. His petition had |
not even been honored by discussion '
Still his father was fair; he paid him/

thirty dollars a month for his heip. |

After all he guess his father needed
‘him.

@ Johnny went into the neat kitchen,
got his rifle and, bidding the dog
“Stay home’ diverted himself with a
little target practice. Bored, he de-
cided he might as well go fix the
fence. With some pride he saddled
‘his buckskin horse. Buck was a
good horse, a real cow horse! He
himself hall broken him. Johnny rath-

Johnny meditated. !

litting of Johnny

ér flancied himself as a horse break-
er and with reason, for since he was
{fourteen his father had let him
break all the young horses to ride.
These reflections guided him to a-
nother rancorous thought. TFather
was pretty mean not to ’et him break
that grey three-year-old .Father was
an old fogy; he never wanted a horse
handled until he was at least four.
The gray was his own horse too, just
as Buck was. Alittle riding wouldn’t
hurt the colt, but his father's voice
echoed in his mind: “No, son, that
horse is good stuff—got real blood in
him. These thoroughbreds grow slow
er than cayuses. He's yours to do
what you want with him when he's
four and not till then. Get that?”

Johnny mounted the dependable
| Buck and loped off. When he had re-
' paired the femce he passed a little
time riding through the cattle and
counting them. Then he went over
to inspect the bunch of horses, some
unbroken, but most of them work and
saddle horses that would be turned
out on the range for the wint¥r. The
gray was wilder than the rest and
kept his distance. Johnny admired
him anew; the yearmung of a bom
horse-man” was in his face. Big high-
headed, legs—my!.

Devils of disobedience Tioted with-
in the boy. ‘Twas his horse! He had
a right to do as he pleased with his
own property! He‘d have him gentled
by tomorrow and show the old man!
He rather itched for the row' that
would follow. He felt righteously
furious. He was a man! Father
treated himl ike a kid! Johnny!
Couldn't call him plain John, “I'll
show him!” he exclaimed circling
round the horses.

They were no troube to corral; they
loped into the inclosure with the
boredom of long custom. Only the
unbroken animals, the colts, were un-
easy. Johnny had diffftulty in cutthg
out the gray. He tied old Buck in
the small, high, round corral as a
lure and ran agiley about until he
succeeded in shooing the frightened
gray. in with him. Then he releasea
the rest and watched them tear back
to the pasture, relieved and whinny-
ing.

He lost no time in flipping a rope
over the gray's wild head. Ordinarily
he preferred the gentler methods of
breaking, which were slower.and bet-
ter in the long run.. But today he
wanted no minutes wasted. A power-
ful fellow for his years, quick and
skilliful, he could ride a mean bucker
| with the best of them. He anticipated
no embarrassment. Stancard - bred
| horsess tamed easily; and there was
{ no innate viciousness in the gray, no
| bronco blood. He would be scared
stiff but submiskive.

He snubbed the gray to the post
i in the centre of the corral. A couple
of hours of cautious work and tne
| quivering horse learned not to sag
back on the rope and choke himself;
he tolerated more and more quickly
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the caressing hand on his head and
eweating .neck.

When the boy considered that the
time was right he proceeded to slip
a heavy halter on the gray‘'s head.
Round his neck and through the hal-
ter ring he fastemed a strong leading
rope. He meant to leave the horse
tied up for an hour or so to ponder
and realize the powers of man. John-
ny stepped back and gave the gray
some slack from the lariat. A
a sudden panic exploded within the
young horse. What oh what, was this
awful thing on his head? And this
terrible man thing so near him! Per-
haps he could leap¥the corral fence,
flee forever from the hateful spot,

Johnny read the gray's mind and
started to untie the rope, but the wild
horse was too quick for him. Up up
she reared, with forefeet lashing the
air. Then, whirling, he ran from the
rope. It tightened, caught him in mid-
leap and flung him backward. With
a sickening crash he struck the earth
with his head slightly under him.

The boy‘s heart stopped, resumed,
‘pounded with terror. The rope was
loose now—too iate. He ran to the
gray's head, pulled it straight and re-
moved the rope. He heard the wheez-
ing breaths and saw the trickle of
blood coming from the silky nose.
And as he watched he saw the slim,
beautiful legs stiffen.

“O!" gasped the boy. “Busted his
neck!’

He had seen two horses killed in
just that way, brought down in the
flush of their full-blooded prime.
Sheer terror seized him. What had
he done? He no longer felt like a
man; he was g criminal small boy,
worthess, vile, disobedient. Abased
wiith guilt, over-whelmed with re-
morse, he bowed his héad while tears
of pity both for the beautifui animal
and for himself roled down his cheeks
“Never have been no good nohow!’
he gulped.

His previous crimes rose in his
mind—the time he drove ithe car into
the ditch and then the calamitous gar-
age bill; a month ago whon he had
neglected to replace the n@t of the
wagon wheel that he was greasing.
The wheel came off; the team had run
away, smashing the vehicle beyond
repair, and the disposition of the
horses had been so ruined they were
unfit to be trusted. Othér misdeeds
of his rushed into his memory.

All the anger at his father vanish-
ed. Poor old father! Worked so hard,
got so tired! What if he did growl
and nag? He, Johnny, was enough
to make anyone mad. He wasn‘t a
help to his father; he was a drag!
If it wasn‘t for him, using up good
money on expensive schooling and
cothes and things, his father and mo-
ther could have g little fun once in
a while—take a trip somewhere.
In his self-flagellation the boy for-
got that he was just an ordinary
youngster. He forgot how he toiled
for his parents, forgot that he was
their only child, their pride, iheir
hope, the object of all their strivings.
Shamed and rash, he schemed swift-
tly. Father would be better off with-
out him. The Z. Z. ranch would give
him a job. When he had paid his
father back he could feel like a hu-
man being once more instead of a
destructive worm. He led old Buck
to the house, leaving the corral gates
open. Had he looked once more
upon the prostrate pray he might
have seen a slight motion of the leg
muscles, have heard his returning |
normal breathing. But he did not
look back.

At the house %he scribbled a hasty
incoherent not full of apologies, of
promise to repay, of remorseful
words. He couldn‘t know that they
would convey absolutely nothing to
the frantic intelligence of his parents
when they arrived home late that af-
ternoon, having brought their busi-
ness to a more satisfactory conclu-
sion than they had expected. Behind
his saddle JoMnny tied a blanket, a
few of his most serviceable clothes
and a small luncheon. Under the
left stirru» leather he placed his rifle
Round his waist he buckled his six-
shooter, a birth-day present. He
shut the house doors, remembered
the live stock in his befuddlement
and was careful to turn the calves
loose so that they might join their
hers and not suffer from hunger.
fed the chickens and after giving
~‘t‘.ly dog food and water shut him im
shed so that he could not follow.
None shoula say this time that he
had not been heedful!
As he struck away northwards the
last sound he heard from his desert-
ed home was the howling of Mugs,
the abandoned dog, whose wretched
baying told to a harsh world the in-
gratitude of man. Johnny's throa fill-
ed wiht wrenching sobs. A rabbit
scurried from under the buckskin‘s
feet. ‘The resulting shy and the ne-
cessary horsemanship to control the
animal brought a measure of com-
fort to the big young fellow. He
tried to pucker his lips in a whistle.

After three hours‘ slow riding, slow
because of a hideous reluctance to
meet and talk with the inquisitive
men of the Z.Z. ranch, he came to
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the banks of the South Fork. Like
many Strea in eastern Montana,
that land of rolling plains, it was
lined with willows and whispering
cotton-woods. The trees now had lit-
tered the pretty creek with yellow-
ed leaves. Johnny, having aismount-
ed and drunk, discovered to his as-
tonishment that he was hungry. He
pushed on watil he cqme to a seclud-
ed, grassy spot shelterea by trees
and warm with sun. He watered
and picketed his horse, propped him-
self against a tree and ate his lun-
cheon gloomily.

When he was done he sat watch-
ing the flow of the little ‘river, wat-
ched the comparative speed of the
leaves and the twigs that were float-|
ing down _the current. Presently
something pale blue drifted by. He
speculated a moment indicerently .;
then another soggy object bobbed
past. Itwas a white envelope. Johnny
was interested? he forgot his woes.
When a second blue paper rounded
the bend he stood up. Taking a
long branch, he reached out and fish-
ed in the white envelope .Some-
where upstream something peculiar
seemed to be happening. - When he
had procured and examined the blue
papers he was sure of it. They were
money orders!

“Say!“ exclaimed Johnny. “There
ain‘t no post office up here. But if
there is, -I‘'m the Johnny that's goin‘
to find out!"“

Boyishly he lived up to the minute.
Banished were the morning problems.
The incident was the queerest he had
ever known; people's good, cashable
money orders and importani letters
were floating down a lonely creek.

He hurried up the brook; the soft
grass of the border muffled the noise

s .

of his progress. But the person on
whom he stumbled would not have
noticed a mad bull. Back to him was
a man‘'s disheveled figure poking in-
sanely into a muskrat hole with a
hooked stick, talking monotonously
and occasiondlly dropping the stick
to make vicious snatches at envel-
opes that appeared to rise from the
depths of the stream below him and
swirl languidly away on the surface
of the water.

Had Johnny IEnglé‘'s age been a
, wise twenty-six instead of a rather
ignorant, unsophisticated sixteen he
might have withdrawn himself pru-
{ dently and inaudibly from the odd
| scene and gone off to tend strictly to
his own affairs—But no!

“Well, say!“ remarked Johnny to
the stranger in tones of obvious, puz-

zled wonder—and then got the shock
of his young life.

That instant the boy found him-
self staring into the business end of
an automatic pistol! He gazed with
big eyes at the man and felt a fool-
ish desire to giggle. But after a sec-
ond’s scrutiny of the snarling face
in front of him he lost all desire to
laugh. The face was that of a young
and desperate man, bedraggled, ex-
hausted and sick. He looked much
like a wicked little weasel that John-
ny once had cornered. Johnny's
mind felt blank. In his stupefaction
it s 1ed to him that he stood gazing
at thegman for hours. Actually it
was e seconds.

“Jerk ‘em up!“ The commanding
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