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It was a long pistol shot and he waa afraid that he might miss.

Frontispikce. See Page 205.
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The

CHAPTER I

LET US STABT AT THE BEOINNINO

FOUR trail-worn oxen, their necks bowed to the

yoke of patient servitude, should really begin

this story. But to follow the trail they made would
take several chapters which you certainly would skip

— unless you like to hear the tale of how the wilderness

was tamed and can thrill at the stem history of those

who did the taming while they fought to keep their

stomachs fairly well filled with food and their hard-

musded bodies fit for the fray.

There was a woman, low-browed, uncombed, harsh of

voice and speech and nature, who drove the four oxen

forward over lava rock and rough prairie and the

scanty sage. I might tell you a groat deal about Marthy,

who plodded stolidly across the desert and the low-lying

hills along the Blackfoot; and of her weak-souled, shift-

less husband whom she called Jase, when she did not

call him worse.

They were the pioneers whose lurching wagon first

forded the singing Wolverine stream just where it

greens the tiny valley and then slips between huge lava-

rock ledges to join the larger stream. Jase would have

stopped there and called home the sheltered little green
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spot in the gray barrenness. But Marthy went on, up
the farther hill and across the upland, another full
day's journey with the sweating oxen.
They camped that night on another little, singing

stream, in another little valley, which was not so level
or so green or so wholly pleasing to the eye. And that
night two of the ozen, impelled by a surer instinct
than their human owners, strayed away down a narrow,
winding gorge and so discovered the Cove and feasted
upon its rich grasses. It was Marthy who went after
them and who recognized the little, hidden Eden as
the place of her dreams— supposing she ever had
dreams. So Marthy and Jase and the four oxen took
possession, and with much labor and many hard years
for the woman, and with the same number of years
and as little labor as he could manage on the man's
part, they tamed the Cove and made it a beauty spot
in that wild land. A beauty spot, though their lives
held nothing but treadmill toil and harsh words and a
mental horizon narrowed almost to the limits of the
grim, gray, rock wall that surrounded them.

Another sturdy-souled couple came afterwards and
saw the Wolverine and made for themselves a home
upon its banks. And in the rough little log cabin was
bom the girl-child I want you to meet; a girl-child
when she should have been a boy to meet her father's
need and great desire ; a girl-child whose very name
was a compromise between the parents. For they
called her Billy for sake of the boy her father wanted,
and Louise for the girl her mother had longed for to
lighten that terrible loneliness which the far frontier
brings to the women who brave its stem emptiness.
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Do you like children! In other words, tre yon
bninan ? Then I want you to meet Billy Louiae when
she was ten and had lived all her life among the rocks

and the sage and the stunted cedars and huge, gray hills

of Idaho. Meet her with her pink sunbonnet hanging
down the back of her neck and her big eyes taking in
the squalidness of Marthy's crude kitchen in the Cove,
and her terrible directness of speech hitting squarely
the things she saw that were different from her own
immaculate home. Of course, if you don't care for
children, you may skip a chapter and meet her later

when she was eighteen— but I really wish you would
consent to know her at ten.

" Mommie makes cookies with a raiai .g in the mid-
dle. She gives me two sometimes when the Bill of me
has been workin' like the deuce with dad; one for
Billy and one for Louise. When I 'm twelve, Mommie 's

goin* to let the Louise of me make cookies all myself
and put a raising on top. I '11 put two on top of one
and bring it over for you, Marthy. And— " Billy
Louise was terribly outspoken at times— "I'll put
four raisings on another one for Jase, 'cause he don't
have any nice times with you. Don't you ever make
cookies with raisings on 'em, Marthy ? I 'm hungry as
a coyote— and I ain't used to eating just bread and
the kinda butter you have. Mom says you don't work
it enough. She says you are too scared of water, and
the buttermilk ain't all worked out, so that 's why it

tastes so funny. Does Jase like that kind of butter,

Marthy?"
" If your mother had to do the outside work as well
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« th« u»ido, mebbe d>. woold n't work her butter «•wful much, either. I dunuo whether J,m 1^1^ »
»<^ He e.t. it." M«h, .t.ted grimly

"^ " ''

B.Uy I^mw .ighed. " Well, of oourw he', .wfulW. Daddy ,.,.«,. I gues, I won't put but OMm r •""•'' ~°'''« "•"» ^'"' '"elJ H^jrgone fishing again, Marthy?"
'^- out

A gleam of satisfaction brightened Marthv', hardblue eyes. "No, he ain't. He 's in the ,^t .„l^'Tou w^t some bread and some nice, new hZ BiTvl^ml I jest took it outa the hive this m^^'i'When y^u _go_home. I '„ send some to your mawT^

pnt It on thick, «> I can't taste the bread, 1 1] eat itS«7, you like me, don't you, Marthy ? » ' " *"* "•

"Yes," said Marthy, turning her back on the slimwde^yed g,rl, " I like yuh, Billy Ionise."
'

«^:,Z'"'^
"''*'''" '"•' y^" ^'^ "'«'" Billy I^ulHremarked. Even at tea Billy touise was keenly ^.«t.ve to tone, and glances and that intangible tlZ

iT' "• "^™yo»-"yyouiik':te»»

thmg that's ahve and hmn»., or-" Marthy wa^dumsy with words, and she was always com!! toThobamer between her powers of expLion »d the

Sn^'ItlyT""^^""'^"-'^ "=-••' y-
"What makes yon sound that way, Marthy » Ton«.nnd hke you had tears inside, and tkey .^uH n't^

r«,^"^*r- ^"y"""^' M you ever h.le^httle girl, Marthy!

"

'
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" What makes you ask that? " Marthy sat heavily
down upon a box beaido the rough kitchen table ar.d

looked at Billy Louise queerly, as if she were half
afraid of her.

"I dunno— but that's the way mommio sounds
when she says something about angel-brother. Did
you ever— "

" Billy Louise, I 'm going to tell you this oncet, and
then I don't want you to ast me any more questions,
nor talk about it. You 're the queerest young one I
ever seen, but you don't hurt folks on purpose— I 've
learnt that much about yuh." Marthy half rose from
the box, and with her dingy, patched apron shooed an
investigative hen out of the doorw:. She knew that
Billy Louise was regarding her fixeuiy over the huge,
uneven slice of bread and honey, and she felt vaguely
that a child's grave, inquiring eyes may be the hardest
of all eyes to meet

" I never meant— "

" I know yuh never, Billy Louise, mw don't tell your
maw this. Long ago— long before your maw ever found
you, or your paw ever found your ranch on the Wolver-
ine, I had a little girl, 'bout like you. She was a purty
child— her hair was like silk, and her eyes was blue,
and— we was Mormons, and we lived down clost to

Salt Lake. And I seen so much misery amongst the
women-folks— you can't understand that, but mebby
you will when you grow up. Anyway, when little

Minervy kep' growin' purtyer and sweeter, I could n't

stand it to think of her growin' up and bein' a Mormon's
^ife. I seen ao many purty girls . . . So I made up my
mind we 'd move away off somewheres, where Minervy
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oou^d grow up jest as sweet and purty as she was .mmd to, and not have to suffer fer her sweetness andier purtyness When you grow up, Billy Louise,you II know what I mean. So me and Jase paekednp-we kmda had to do it on the sly, on aecouut ub
the bishops -and we struck out with a four-ox team.We kep a-goin- and kep' a-goin', fer I was scared
to settle too clost I seen how they keep spreadin' out

t u uT' f""* ^ """'""* *" e" «> f"' "way theywould n^ ketch up. And we got into bad country'
where there wasn't no water skurcely. We swung toofur north, and got into the desert back there. And
over next them three buttes little Minervy took sick.We tried to git outa the desert-we headed over thisway But before we got to Snake river she- died, andI had to leave 'er buried back there. We come on. I
hated the church worse than ever, and I wanted
to git dear away from 'em. Why, Billy l„ui,e, wecamped one night by the Wolverine, right about wherejour paw 's got his big corral I We did n't stay there
because ,t was an J,jun camping-ground then, ^d theyw«i n t no use getting mixed up in no fuss, first thing

^ them days the Injuns wasn't so peaceable as they
be now. So we come on here and settled in the Cove.

„. 1:°?/^7 ^ "^^ ^^'" '"^ ^"""y' ™ « tone thatwas half defiance, " because I can't help likin' yuh

iTrZ ^r"'"'
"^ '"^^ """ P"-^?' J^' '*e I wantedmy little Mmervy to grow up. In some ways you re-mind m

,
of her, only she was quieter and did n't take

so much notice of things a young one ain't s'posed to
notice. Now I don't want you .skin' no more questions
about her, cause I ain't going to talk about it ag-in-
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and if yuh pester me, I '11 send yuh home and tell your
maw to keep yuh there. If you're the nice girl I

think yuh be, you '11 be good to Marthy and not talk

about— "

Billy Louise opened her eyes still wider, and licked

the honey oflF one whole corner of the slice without

really tasting anything. Marthy's square, uncompro-
mising chin was actually quivering. Billy Louise was
stricken dumb by the spectacle. She wanted to go and
put her arms around Marthy's neck and kiss her ; only

Marthy's neck had a hairy mole, and there was no part

of her face which looked in the least degree kissable.

Still, Billy Louise felt herself all hot inside with re-

morse and sympathy and affection. Physical contact

being impossible because of her fastidious instincts, and
speech upon the subject being so sternly forbidden,

Billy Louise continued to lick honey and stare in fas-

cinated silence.

" I '11 wash the dishes for you, Marthy," she offered

irrelevantly at last, as a supreme sacrifice upon the

altar of sympathy. When that failed to stop the slow

procession of tears that was traveling down the furrows

of Marthy's cheeks, she added ingratiatingly : " I '11 put

six raisings on the cookie I 'm going to make for you."

Whereupon Marthy did an unprecedented, an utterly

amazing thing. She got up and gathered Billy Louise

into her arms so unexpectedly that Billy Louise in-

advertently buried her nose in the honey she had not

yet licked off the bread. Marthy held her close pressed

to her big, flabby bosom and wept into her hair in a

queer, whimpering way that somehow made Billy

Louise think of a hurt dog. It was only for a minute
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sticky and uncomfortable lor ..

?^™'''^'y
she shivered w!t(, .

^""''^ »"<* *«««, «nd

f- P-Ue^XMaX Meil"!" '-^
"""•"^'

alloyed with hpr n.. •
~^^"^^/ *°^ ^^^^ Pity was now

Bi.^ io4t^sfrrc''b::L't7HKr-
making promisea. There was nJ. J^ !

^"^ '"

the house nor a bit of"' a^d B«1?t
""," '"

perfectly well that the di.hpan"1^7 ^"
unpleasant feeling under her tZZ ,'

,
^^'^'

She sighed heaWir- We, I sW r
'"'.' ^''«^"-

well get to work at W " i^ f ^ ""«'" J"»' as

habit- beinra Chi d^'o..' ""^ "'""''' "' ^"^ i^'

to dread a Z^Iw' '' °" '•"'^"^^- " ^ """«

"lake if a^fgor-^L^Xof "" ^^"o" *^^

scrutiny. She nitJ !,^^ "'' ""P'^e^t of the

down tltheteri Veir;" ^Sth""Tdered th..kly with budding roXhes^a d'S^^.^

of hours^irir.1 a
^""

^^
°° "'''^*''°"u mmntes as a measure for her actions.
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She dried her face quite as deliberately unon her
starched calico apron. Then she spent a few minutes
trying to catch a baby trout in her cupped palms.

Never had Billy Louise succeeded in catching a baby
trout in her hands ; therefore she never tired of trying.

Now, however, that rash promise nagged at her and
would not let her enjoy the game as completely as

usual. She took the wooden pail, and squatting on her
heels in the wet sand, waited until a small school swam
incautiously close to the bank, and scooped suddenly,

with a great splash. She caught three tiny, speckled

fish the length of her little finger, and she let the half-

full pail rest in the shn.llow stream while she watched
the fry swimming excitedly round and round within.

There was no great fun in that Billy Louise could

catch baby trout in a pail at home, from the waters of

the Wolverine, whenever she liked. Many a time she

had kept them in a big bottle until she tired of watching
them, or they died because she forgot to change the

water often enough. She could not get even a languid

enjoyment out of them now, because she could not for

a minute forget that she had promised to wash Marthy's
dishes— and Marthy always had so many dirty dishes 1

And Marthy's dishpan was so greasy I Billy Louise

gave a little shudder when she thought of it.

"I wish her little girl hadn't died," she said, her

mind swinging from effect back to cause. " I could

play with her. And she'd wash the dishes herself.

I 'm going to name my new little pig Minervy.^* I wish
she hadn't died. I'd show her my little pig, if

Marthy 'd let her come over to our place. We could

both ride on old Badger; Minervy could ride behind
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"We'd so ^th? ^^ "'°"* "^^^ » forefinger.»»c u go up the canvon and hava !,«
"'^or.

play-houses, ifinem, could W I! ""' ^'"" ""
up the hiU, and r^.7,t T '^ '"""* '=*™ «"•/

tells .bout inThe^r .T'?."'^'*^'
"'="' '^'"•<»>'

Injuns and tZ I
"* "* P''^ ''^ "bbits are

doC;^ ifLT^^'
""> big.Injun-chiefs sneaking

seen a co^te filt w^,
"" """*'« ^"^ '^che!^

A babv »,!„**., ™*^'8 *» ""« other one . .
»

tttSia fXtrt "'/" """ ''PP-^ ^•'

B% LouiiwLeies'Z *''
''f

""* •°'«™P'«1
.pilled out the Xr two fi^r 'f^J''

"""

full as she could carrV and * J. v^" ^'"^ " "
price of her sympatic

'""^ '*'* *» ^'^ «"«

.he"iiin^ l!,lf"^ ,^"0 *" «» ""! «iie for.

"

Wen lilac ^Shfrf/ '»t''f
^'-K branch of bloon,-

'em_T^ T . ? " '''"^ ""o dishes and I 'd wine

Cse, ^^e ; Xrl r-
""''VT •^'*-'»-'

"

"^
Billy Louise hi- ^ "" '"'^"' ''"<''= housekeeper."

- of a" ^r -ifdTTr"" '•"' " -"-^-e
her word to doTtht , f"' ^'""^ ^""^ '""J Pven
pleasant thl '""P*" ''"' ^''en more un-

h'vs izr::'"'' ^r^^
f- ^-^^ ^dTf

clean dish Tth" h ul tV""" ^ *''"' ''^'"^'' "'"' »"«

therefore wa^S ^pM^atr't', "' ^'"^ ^"'«
itself. So that hv »!,!*: .

*"™^ i" upon

spend the rest ofLI '*' ? """^'^ ^'^ *«

-tead, she was sorry forlers^JT^ ^^1'
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trayed into rashness and for being deprived of a play-

mate.

" I don't s'pose Marthy doctored her right, at all,"

she considered pitilessly, as she returned down the lilac-

bordered path. "If she had, I guess she wouldn't

have died. I '11 bet she never gave her a speck of sage

tea, like mommie always does when I 'm sick— only

I ain't ever, thank goodness. I 'm just going to ask

Jase if Marthy did."

On the way to the root cellar, which was dug into

the creek-bank well above high-water mark, Billy

Louise debated within herself the ethics of speaking to

Jase upon a forbidden subject. Jase had been Mi-
nervy'8 f her, and therefore knew of her existence, so

that mentioning Minervy to him could not in any sense

be betraying a secret. She wondered if Jase felt badly

about it, as Marthy seemed to do. On the heels of that

came the determination to test his emotional capacity.

At the root cellar her attention was diverted. The
cellar door was fastened on the outside, with the iron

hasp used to protect the store of vegetables from the

weather. Jase must be gone. She was turning away
when she heard him clear his throat with that peculiar

little hacking, rasping noise which sounded exactly as

one would expect a Jase to sound. Billy Louise puck-

ered her eyebrows, pressed her lips together under-

standingly— and disapprovingly— and opened the

door.

Jase, humped over a heap of sprouting potatoes,

blinked up apathetically into the sudden flood of sweet,

spring air and sunshine. " Why, hello, Billy Louise,"

he mumbled, his eyes brightening a bit.
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J«e r*.
.^'"''^ ''• ^"""y- "•» l^ked tho door "

long, ,;<*., ^ron^t^ZLtm^'TZ:'''
po.petu.ting it,elf „^der .dv^ dL^^ts Habroke off the sprouts with a wipe of his d^*^T 1.W the potato into a heap in'^the cltf

"""^ '"'

J.s« .f Bi% 1-uise demanded, w.tchin,J.^ reach languidly out for another pota*;.
*

I did think some of ketchin' a mess «f «.;. v.^ ,
went to sproutin. p'tatoes, but M^'.^^!^>,':Zlinterest in nothin' but work "

not remember ever s«>i„» T.. i ' *^ ™"'"^

the On™ ^Vk •! ^ *'® '""'y «* anything, and

mloZ """"'""' '"^ °"« "^ ''^ ™'y -'i-t

&hSf«W S""'
"'°" '"*' ""'<' '"- -'» «»

aimw'^'"™'' \' ^ better-" Jase's hand hoveredaimlessly over the potato nile "T „„*
""™rea

sprouted, though -a'nd mebby-"
"" '^""^ " '»'

" I '11 lock you in till I get the bait dug," suggests!
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Billy Louise craftily. " And you work fast ; and then

I'll let you out, and we'll lock the door agin, so

Martby '11 think you 're in there yet."

" You 're sure smart to think up things," Jase ad-

mired, smiling loose-lipped behind his scraggly beard,

that was fading with the years. "I dunno but what

it 'd serve Marthy right. She ain't got no call to lock

the door on me. She hates like sin t'see me with a

fish-pole in m' hand— but she 's always et her share

uh the messes I ketch. She ain't a reasonaUe woman,

Marthy ain't. You git the bait. I '11 show Marthy

who 's boss in this Cove !
"

He might have encouraged himself into defying

Marthy to her face, in another five minutes of com-

plaining. But the cellar door closed upon him with a

slam. Billy Louise was not interested in his opinion

of Marthy; with her, opinions were valueless if not

accompanied by action. ,

" I never thought to ask him about Minervy," oc-

curred to her while she was relentlessly dragging pale,

fleshly fishworms from the loose black soil of Marthy's

onion bed. "But I know she was mean to Minervy.

She's awful mean to Jase— locking him up in the

root cellar just 'cause he wanted to go fishing. If I

was Jase I would n't sprout a single old potato for her.

My goodness, but she'll be mad when she opens the

cellar door and Jase ain't in there ; I— guess I '11 go

home early, before Marthy finds it out."

She really meant to do that, but the fish were hun-

gry fish that day, and the joy of having a companion

to exclaim with her over every hard tug— even though

that companion was only Jase— enticed her to stay
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on and on, until « whiff of fryine Dork n„ fl.« k
th.t .wept down the Cove wa^e^B^ Znt ITZnear approach of supper-time.

^ ""^

s«li?r;:ei^1f/; -" «» "-•= t» the

climb;d the bank "Y™. T,
"'^''^"•''8 » l"'

R.-11 T •

'"' '"'""' «"<' ock the door ..nn

s fhe":.::' t^ri^r' ^"'^ ^ -'' ^» '^»
looked .tt .V.

^"'^ y"" """«'« ">e &h." Helooked at her wuh a weak leer of conscious cunning

wafiS'^rfrt M"^ r"""- *'"'»

stared at him „M. ?
™'«''* ''•""Wer-blades,

anrf »;»l ^
'"'''' "^^^ "«' J"*" dMlnsionmentand with .t a contempt all the keener because it wr.Tcontempt of a child wi,„, j

o«=a<iae it was the

" I should *J ' ^r J"<*8™«''t « merciless.

I.., ^
"8 y"" ^ "^ '"''amed 1 " she said at

Dram. Cowards do things and then sneak about iTDaddy says so. I don't care if Marthy is madtause Tlet you out, and I don't care if she Irn^T
fishing^ I thought you wanted Matyt: sTe Z^
fo smart, locking you up in the cellar I aiVt Jllnj/^^yo^. single cookie with raisings on ^1^1^

" ^a/thy 's got a sharp tongue in 'er head " T««n

pTmiiir ''""'^ ^-"" "'^ ^-^^~
it "^tlr^Z:::^^:^ ^ean, do

"The boy of me that belon^'to dafain^at TT"'
Meilke. And," she added Wtily " tlririT '

""

Wongs to mommie is a perf«k ladt Sl"7' \T
Meillt* Ti,.„i ,

j^riecK iaay. Oood day, Mr.JtteUke. Thank you for a pleasant time fishing"
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Whereupon the perfect lady part switched short

skirts up the path and held a tousled head high with
disdain.

Jase, thus deserted, went shambling back to the cel-

lar and fell to sprouting potatoes with what might al-

most be termed industry.

It pained Jase later to discover that Marthy was
not interested in the open door, but in the very small

heap of potatoes which he had " sprouted " that after-

noon. There was other work to be done in the Cove,
and there were but two pairs of hands to do it; that

one pair was slow and shiftless and ineflficient was bit-

terly accepted by Marthy, who worked from sunrise

until dark to make up for the shirking of those other

hands.

It was the trail experience over again, and it was an
experience that dragged through the years without
change or betterment. Marthy wanted to " get ahead."

Jase wanted to sit in the sun with his knees drawn up,

just— I don't know what, but I suppose he called it

thinking. When he felt unusually energetic, he liked

to dangle an impaled worm over a trout pool. Theo-
retically he also wanted to get ahead and to have a fine

ranch and lots of cattle and a comfortable home. He
would plan these things sometimes in an expansive mood,
whereupon Marthy would stare at him with her hard,

contemptuous look until Jase trailed off into mum-
bling complaints into his beard. He was not as able-

bodie« as she thought he was, he would say, with vague
solemnity. Some uh these days Marthy 'd see how she
had driven him beyond his strength.

When one is a Marthy, however, with ambitions and
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. tirelei. energy and the per.i,tence of a beaver, andwhen one hstena to vague muttering, for many hard
laboring years, one grows aceuatomed to the complain-
ing, and fa.Is to see eertain warning symptom, of which
even the complainer is only vaguely aware.

She kept on working through the years, and u far
a. was humanly possible she kept Jase working. She
did not soften, except toward Billy touise, who rode
sometimes over from her father's ranch on the Wolver-
ine to the flowery delights of the Cove. The place was
8 perfect jungle of sweetness, seven months of each
year; for Marthy owned and indulged a love of beauty,
even if she could not realize her dream of prosperity
Wherever was space in the house-yard for a flower ora fruit tree or a berry bush, Marthy planted one or the
other. You could not see the cabin from April until
the leaves fell in late October, except in a fragmentaryway as you walked around it You went in at a gateof pickets which Marthy herself had split and naUedm place; you followed a narrow, winding path throughae sweet jungle -and if you were taU, you stoopllnow and then to pass under an apple branch. Andmd^s yon looked up at the black, lava-rock rim of the
bluff which cupped this Eden incongruously, you would
forget that just over the brim lay parched plain and
barren mountain.

When Billy Louise was twelve, she had other am-
bitions than the making of cookies with "raisings " on
ttiem. She wanted to do something big, though she washazy as to the particular nature of that big something.
She tried to talk it over with Marthy, but Marthy could
not seem to think beyond the Cove, except that now and
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then Billy Louise would suspect that her mind did

travel to the desert and Minervy's grave. Marthy's

hair was growing streaked with yellowish gray, though

it never grew less unkempt and dusty looking. Her

eyes were harder, if anything, except when they rested

on Billy Louise.

When she was thirteen, Billy Louise rode over with

a loaf of bread she had baked all by herself, and she

put this problem to Marthy:
" I Ve been thinking I *d go ahead and write poetry,

Marthy— a whole book of it .vith pictures. But I do

love to make bread— and people have to eat bread.

Which would you be, Marthy ; a poet, or a cook f

"

Marthy looked ^at her a minute, lent her attention

briefly to the question, and gave what she considered

good advice.

" You learn how to cook, Billy Louise. Yuh don't

want to go and get notions. Your maw ain't healthy,

and your paw likes good grub. Po'try is all foolish-

ness; there ain't any money in it."

" Walter Scott paid his debts writing poetry," said

Billy Louise argumentatively. She had just read all

about Walter Scott in a magazine which a passing cow-

boy had given her; perhaps that had something to do

with her new ambition.

" Mebby he did and mebby he did n't. I *d like to see

our debts paid off with po'try. It 'd have to be worth

a hull lot more 'n what I 'd give for it."

"Oh. Have you got debts too, Marthy?" Billy

Louise at thirteen was still ready with sympathy.

" Daddy 'a got lots and piles of 'em. He bought some

cattle and now he talks to monunie all the time about
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debta. Mommie wants me to go to Boise to school,
next winter, to Aunt Sarah's. And daddjr says there 's

uJ^'^F'^l. ^ *^^^°'* ^^^ y^" ^'^ *»^' Earthy."
Well, I have got. We bought some cattle, too-

•nd they ain't done 's well 's they might. If I had aman that was any good on earth, I could put up more
^y. But I can't git nothing outa Jase but whines,
rour paw oughta send you to school, Billy Louise, even
if he has got debts. I 'd 'a' sent—

"

She stopped there, but Billy Louise knew how she
fiBished the sentence mentaUy. She would have sent
Jimervy to school.

. a ^^TJ''\.
""^'^ «°* *°^ "«*»* *o ^^P you outa

school, Marthy went on aggressively. " Debts er no
debts, he d see't you got schoolin'— if he was the
right kmda man."

" Daddy is the right kir Ja man. He ain't like Jase.
fle says he wishes he could, but he don't know where
the money 's coming from."
"How much's it goin' to take?" asked Marthy

iieavily.

;* Oh, piles." Billy Louise spoke airily to hide her
pnde m the importance of the subject. « Fifty dollars
I guess. I 've got to have some new clothes, mommie
says. I 'd like a blue dress."

" And your paw can't raise fifty dollars ? " Marthy's
tone was plainly belligerent.

"Got to pay interest," said Billy Louise importantly.
Marthy said not another word about debts or the

duties of parents. What she did was more to the point
however, for she hitched the mules to a rattly old buck-
board next day and drove over to the MacDonald ranch
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on the Wolverine. She carried fifty dnllarH in her

pocket— and that was practically all the money Marthy

possessed, and had heen saved for the dobtH that har-

assed her. She gave the money to Billy Louise's

mother and said that it was a present for Billy Louise,

and meant for '' school money." She said that she

hadn't any girl of her own to spend the money on,

and that Billy Louise was a good girl and a smart girl,

and she wanted to do a little something toward her

schooling.

A woman will sacrifice more pride than you would

believe, if she sees a way toward helping her children

to an education. Mrs. MacDonald took the money, and

she promised secrecy— with a feeling of relief that

Marthy wished it. She was astonished to find that

Marthy had any feelings not directly connected with

work or the shortcomings of Jase, but she never sus-

pected that Marthy had made any sacrifice for Billy

Louise.

So Billy Louise went away to school and never knew
whose money had made it possible to go, and Marthy

worked harder and drove Jase more relentlessly to make
up that fifty dollars. She never mentioned the matter

to anyone. The next year it was the same; when, in

August, she questioned Billy Louise clumsily upon
the subject of finances, and learned that " daddy " still

talked about debts and interest and did n't know waere

the money was coming from, she drove over again with

money for the " schooling." And again she extracted a

promise of silence.

She did this for four years, and not a soul knew
that it cost her anything in the way of extra work and
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extra harassment of mind sk i. ,

»<! cut „.ore hay Slem !t '""«'"»»«' »""«
Billy Louiae grew oHerT^J

^' """ ^'^^' ^<»- ^'

tomed to the w^of tol 2
'"*'^"' ""<' ™'« »«»«•

the August Z iTt^Z^'' r" """^y- ""»
".other wa. tfankfS LZT""*^ ^ '"«^'- ^''«
An August withoutlXld M^T.^'T""""^"^-ifould have been a tr»«7 f»«''y s gift of money
We «on.etimXVs"fti,rf " "'^^ '» -'"er
evenif ahehadWnth.ritt;:r '"^ "''

-t ta^f 'rihetS "^i"^
^"'^^ ^"- -- thing,

was a gcoi thin^ Arl^ l
*^
f "® iearnmg, which

beneath an Snm^Hf^t^'T ''f
'^'^'-"^

at the head of the can^ Bmv'l
°" "^ """""""

The Billy of her tried M^^t ^.'y,^"'^ ""me homo.

of her attemST.t^:*^^'"? ?'"«' -"^ the Louise

"•.fitted both by natu„' T.f-^'' '"°"'"' '''"' «-
"df. WhichZtZS H V^' """ »f her-

one to .ttempr ' " "*^" ''^ ""^ f» «ny-



CHAPTER n

A STOBM AND A STBAir<?<D

JASE began to complain of h.-ving '' til-gone"
feelinga during the winter after Bill> L'-uise came

home and took up the whole burden of the Wolverine
ranch. He complained to Billy Louise, when she rode
over one clear, sunny day in January; he said that he
was getting old— which was perfectly true— and that
he was not as able-bodied as he might be, and didn't
expect to last much longer. Billy Louise spoke of it

to Marthy, and Marthy snorted.

" He 's able-bodied enough at mealtimes, I notice,"
she retorted. "IVe heard that tune ever since I
knowed him ; he can't fool me I

"

"Not about the all-goneness, have you?" Billy
Louise was preparing to wipe the dishes for Marthy.
"I know he always had * cricks ' in diflFerent parts of
his anatomy, but I never heard about his feeling all-

gone, before. That sounds mysterious, don't you
think?"

" No
; and he never had nothin' the matter with his

anatomy, neither; his anatomy 's just as sound as mine.
Jase was bom lazy, is all ails him."

" But, Marthy, haven't you noticed he does n't look
as well as he used to? He has a sort of gray look,

don't you think? And his tyes are so puffy under-
neath, lately."
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"^
No, I ain't noticed nothing wrong with him that

ain t always been wrong." Marthy spoke grudgingly,
as If she resented even the possibility of Jase's having
a real aihnent. " He 's feelin' his years, mebby. But
he aint no call to; Jase ain't but three years older 'n
1 be, and I ain't but fifty-nine last birthday. And I 've
worked and slaved here in this Cove fer twenty-seven
years, now; what it is I 've made it. Jase ain't ever
done a hand's turn that he was n't obliged to do. I Ve
chopped wood, and I 've built corrals and dug ditches
and Jase has puttered around and whined that he
wasn't able-bodied enough to do no heavy lifting.
Ihat there orchard out there I planted and packed
water m buckets to it till I got the ditch through.
Ihem corrals down next the river I built. I dug the
post-holes, and Jase set the posts in and held 'em steady
while I tamped the dirt! In winter I've hauled hay
and fed the cattle; and Jase, he packed a bucket uh
slop, mebby, to the pigs I If he ain't as able-bodied as
1 be, it^ s because he ain't done nothing to git .trong on.
ile can t come around me now with that all-gone feeling
uh his; I know Jase Meilke like a book."

There was more that she said about Jase. Standing
there, a squat, unkempt woman with a seamed, leathery
face and hard eyes now quite faded to gray, she told
^illy Louise a good deal of the bitterness of the years
behind; years of hardship and of slavish toil and no
ove to lighten it. She spoke again of Minervy, and
the name brought back to Billy Louise poignant mem-
ories of her own lonely childhood and of her "

pretend »
playmate.

Half shyly, because she was still sometimes touched
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with the inarticulateness of youth, Billy Louise told

Marthy a little of that playmate. " Why, do you know,
every time I rode old Badger anywhere, after that day
you told me about Miuervy, I used to pretend that
Minervy rode behind me. I used to talk to her by
the hour and take her places. And up our canyon is

a cave that I used to play was Minervy's cave. I had
another cje, and I used to go over and visit Minervy.
And I had another pretend playmate— a boy— and
we used to have adventures. It 's a queer place; I just
found that cave by accident. I don't believe there's
another person in the country who knows it 's there at

all. Well, that's Minervy's cave to me yet. And,
Marthy— " Billy Louise giggled a little and eyed the
old woman with a sidelong look that would have set

a young man's blood a-jump— " I hope you won't be
mad; I was just a kid, and I did n't know any better.

But just to show you how much I thought: I had a
little pig, and I named it Minervy, after you told me
about her. And mommie told me that was no name
for it; it was— it wasn't a girl pig, mommie said.

So I called it Man-ervy, as the next best thing." She
gave Marthy another wasted glance from the comers
of her eyes. "Oh, Marthy 1

" she cried remorsefully,
setting down the gravy bowl that she might pat Marthy
on her fat, age-rounded shoulder. " What a little beast
I am I I should n't have told that ; but honest, I thought
it was an honor. I— I just worshiped that pig I

"

Jase maundered in at that moment, and Marthy,
catching up a corner of her dirty apron— Billy Louise
could not remember ever seeing Marthy in a perfectly
clean dress or apron— wiped away what traces of
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emotion her weathered face could reveal. Also, she
turned and glared at Jase with what Billy Louise con-
sidered a perfectly uncalled-for animosity. In reality,

Marthy was covertly looking for visible symptoms of
the all-goneness. She shut her harsh lips together
tightly at what she saw ; Jase certainly was puffy under
his watery, pink-rimmed eyes, and the withered cheeks
above his thin graying beard really did have a pasty,

gray look.

" D'you turn them calves out into the corral? " she
demanded, her voice harder because of her secret un-
easiness.

" I was goin' to, but the wind 's changed into the
north, V I thought mebby you would n't want 'em out."
Jase turned back aimlessly to the door. His voice was
getting cracked and husky, and the deprecating note
dominated pathetically all that he said. " You '11 have
to face the wind goin' home," he said to Billy Louise.
" More 'n likely you '11 be facin' snow, too. Looks bad,
off that way."

" You go on and turn them calves out I " Marthy
commanded him harshly. "Billy Louise ain't goin'

home if it storms; I sh'd think you 'd know enough to

know that"

" Oh, but I '11 have to go, anyway," the girl inter-

rupted. " Mommie can't be there alone ; she 'd worry
herself to death if I didn't show up by dark. She
worries about every little thing since daddy died. I

ought to have gone before— or I ought n't to have come.
But she was worrying about you, Marthy; she hadn't
seen or heard of you for a month, and she was afraid

you might be sick or something. Why don't you get



A STORM AND A STRANGER 25

I

someone to stay with you? I think you ought to."

She looked toward the door, which Jase had closed upon

his departure. "If o&ae should— get sick, or any-

I

thing-"
"Jase ain't goin' to git sick," Marthy retorted

I

glumly. " Yuh don't want to let him worry yuh, Billy

Louise. If I 'd worried every time he yowled around

about being sick, I 'd be dead or crazy by now. I

1

dunno but maybe I '11 have somebody to help with the

work, though," she added, after a pause during which

she had swiped the dish-rag around the sides of the

pan once or twice, and had opened the door and thrown

the water out beyond the doorstep like the sloven she

was. " I got a nephew that wants to come out. He 's

been in a bank, but he 's quit and wants to git on to

a ranch. I dunno but I '11 have him come, in the

spring."

" Do," urged Billy Louise, perfectly unconscious of

the potentialities of the future. " I hate to think of

you two down here alone. I don't suppose anyone

ever comes down here, except me— and that isn't

often."

" Nobody 's got any call to come down," said Marthy

stolidly. "They sure ain't going to come for our

eomp'ny and there ain't nothing else to bring 'em."

" Well, there are u't many to come, you know,"

laughed Billy Louise, shaking out the dish towel and

spreading it over two nails, as she did at home. " I 'm

your nearest neighbor, and I 've got six miles to ride—
against the wind, at that. I think I 'd better start.

We've got a halfbreed doing chores for us, but he has

to be looked after or he neglects things. I '11 not get
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another chance to come very soon T'm ^ -j

looks a bit well."
"^' ^ '*'"" "'''* Ja«

"Agood strongsteepin'of «a»'ll fi, I- „ .

only he ain't sick; as I see Vnf* l^u " '" "«*"'
B.ii T >

"" ^ see. lou take this shawl »
Billy Louise refused the shawl «„^ /

twisted path fringed with . ,
'*" ''"^ «••«

the bare'berry b„Ses At th^t Z"^'^ "^^ "^

an aimless dfalogue wich T»» '^ f" ""^^ ^"'

past the orchard whJtflesbr J''"
"^' '^'^^

of the low, sod.™,f"d eabt Zm T ''"^^
rather disconsolately on the ;oIi\^'"f'y

«'«'<'•''«

her go. ^ doorstep watching

Absently she let down the bars in tl.» „
place in the gorge and lift^ 7i. •

"arrowest

sockets after shehSl^V? ^."° ""*» ^^" ™<i«"'"' ^"^ "ad led her horse throueh An tu. i.the years since Marthy had <»>„.
"""g"- All through

in search of Buck Md Bawf T """* "^''y ««*
ente.d or leftle'^o.^T^' ttrotn'T"'^

""«'

rr;es!f^:hS:h'Tr^^^--'°-^^
npon her -.^ffite'^^tlZtrshe thought she would like to I!™ • ,^ ^ 'er;

with warlike Man^ U ^ JdIt '"'^ """'

guard day and night. She wThe^' hrh.d bl M^.*°
discovering that place and taming^ it litt^fn^

"
"

'' " '««" *""«'" ""-J Billy Louise aloud to
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her horse, "to make a home here in this wilderness,

than to write the greatest poem in the world or paint

the greatest picture or— anything. I wish . .
."

Blue was climbing steadily out of the gorge, tv.itch-

ing an ear backward with flattering attention when his

lady spoke. He held it so for a minute, waiting for

that sentence to be finished, perhaps; for he was wise

beyond his kind— was Blue. But his lady was star-

ing at the rock wall they were p'lssing then, where the;

winds and the cold and heat had carved jutting ledges

into the crude form of cabbages; though Billy Louise

preferred to call them roses. Always they struck hei*

with a new wonder, as if she saw them for the first

time. Blue went on, calmly stepping over this rock

and around that as if it were the s^'mplest thing in

the world to find sure footing and carry his lady

smoothly up that trail. He threw up his head so

suddenly that Billy Louise was startled out of her aim-

less dreamings, and pointed nose and eai's toward the

little creek-bottom above, where Marthy had lighted her

camp-fire long and long ago.

A few steps farther, and Blue stopped short in the

trail to look and listen. Billy Louise could see tho

nervous twitchings of his muscles under the skin of

neck and shoulders, and she smiled to herself. Nothing

could ever come upon her unaware when she rode alone,

so long as she rode Blue. A hunting dog was not more
keenly alive to his surroundings.

" Go on. Blue," she commanded after a minute. " If

it 's a bea> or anything like that, you can make a run
for it ; if it 's a wolf, I '11 shoot it. You need n't stand

here all night, anyway."
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.h^r^Tr'
°°' °'" ^""° ^^''"^ "« ""low growththat h.d the open. He returned to his calm, picWn^ asmooth trail through the scattered rocks and ti'^ftl"

She dtd no know this horseman who sat ne^i^ntly

l^vfnd^rr v' 'r'^'
•"' "* "" "-^l-grown'2

stream. She did not know him; and there were not
80 many travelers in the land that strangers were amatter of indifference.

Blue welcomed the horse with a democratic nickerand went forward briskly. And the rider turned his
Bead, eyed the girl sharply as she came up, and nodded
a cursory greeting. His horse lifted its head to look,deeded that it wanted another swallow or two, andlowered its muzzle again to the water.
Billy Louise could not form any opinion of theman s age or personality, for he was encased in a wolf-

skin coat which covered him completely from hatbrim
to ankles. She got an impression of a thin, dark face,
and a sharp glance from eyes that seemed dark also.There was a thin, high nose, and beyond that Billy
Louise did not l«,k. If she had, the mouth must cer-
tamly have reassured her somewhat.

Blue stepped nonchalantly down into the stream
bes.de the strange horse and went across without stop-
ping to drink. The strange horse moved on also, as if
that were the natural thing to do -which it was
since chance sent them traveling the same trail. Billy
Louise sot her teeth together with the queer little
vicious click that had always been her habit when she
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felt thwarted and constrained to yield to circumstances,

and straightened herself in the saddle.

''Looks like a storm," the fur-coated one observed,

with a perfectly transparent attempt to lighten the

awkwardness.

Billy Loi ise tilted her chin upward i.ud gazed at

the gray sweep of clouds moving sullenly toward the

mountains at her back. She glanced at the man and

caught him looking intently at her Tace.

He did not look away immediate] v, as he should

have done, and Billy Louise felt a little heat-wave of

embarrassment, emphasized by resentment.

" Are you going far ? " he queried in the same tone

he had employed before.

" Six miles," she answered shortly, though she tried

to be decently civil.

" I 've about eighteen," he said. " Looks like we '11

both get caught out in a blizzard."

Certainly, he had a pleasant enough voice— and
after all it was not his fault that he happened to be at

the crossing when she rode out of the gorge. Billy

Louise, in common justice, laid aside her resentment

and looked at him with a hint of a mile at the comers
of her lips.

" That 's what we have to expect when we travel in

this country in the winter," she replied. "Eighteen
miles will take you long after dark."

" Well, I was sort of figuring on putting up at some
ranch, if it got too bad. There 's a ranch somewhere
ahead, on the Wolverine, isn't there?"

"Yes." Billy Louise bit her lip; but hospitality

is an unwritten law of the West— a law not to be
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lightly broken. " That >8 where I live. We'Uberiau
to have you stop there, of course."
The stranger must have felt and admired the un-

conscious dignity of her tone and words, for he thanked

hll f^e
^""^ '^^'«^°^ ^'«°» looking too intently at

Fine siftings of snow, like meal flung down from a
gigantic sieve, swept into their faces as they rode on.
Ihe man turned his face toward her after a long
silence. She was riding with bowed head and face
half turned from him and the wind alike.

" You 'd better ride on ahead and get in out of this."
he said curtly. " Your horse is fresh. It »8 going
to be worse and more of it, before long; this cayuse ofmme has had thirty miles or so of rough going »

^^

"I think I 'd better wait for you," she said primly.
There are bad places where the trail goes close to

the bluff, and the lava rock wiH be slippery with this
snow. And it 's getting dark so fast that a stranger
might go over."

^^
" If that 's the case, the sooner you are past the bad

places the better. I 'm all right. You drift along."
Billy Louise speculated briefly upon the note of

calm authority in his voice. He did not know, evi-
dently, that she was more accustomed to giving com-
mands than to obeying them; her lips gave a little
quirk of amusement at his mistake.
"You go on. I don't want a guide." He tilted

his head peremptorily toward the blurred trail ahead.
Billy Louise laughed a little. She did not feel in

the least embarrassed now. "Do you never get what
you don't want ? " she asked him mildly. « I 'd a lot
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rather lead jou past those places than have you go

over the edge," she said, " because nobody could get

you up, or even go down and bury you decently. It

wouldn't be a bit nice. It's much simpler to keep

you on top."

He said something, but Billy Louise could not hear

what it was ; she suspected him of swearing. She rode

on in silence.

"Blue's a dandy horse on bad trails and in the

dark," she observed companionably at last. " He sim-

ply can't lose his footing or his way."

"Yes? That's nice."

Billy Louise felt like putting out her tongue at him,

for the cool remoteness of his tone. It would serve him
right to ride on and let him break his neck over the

bluff if he wanted to. She shut her teeth together and

turned her face &v ' from him.

So, in silence and \ ith no very good feeling between

them, they went precariously down the steep hill (the

hill up which Marthy and the oxen and Jase had toiled

so laboriously, twenty-seven years before) and across

the tiny flat to where the cabin window winked a wel-

come at them through the storm.



CHAPTER III

A BOOK, A BANNOCK, AND A BXD

BLUE led the way straight to the low, dirt-roofed
stable of logs and stopped with his nose against

the closed door. Billy Louise herself was deceived by
the whirl of snow and would have missed the stable
entirely if the leadership had been hers. She patted
Blue gratefully on the shoulder when she unsaddled
him. She groped with her fingers for the wooden pegm the wall where the saddle should hang, failed to
find it, and so laid the saddle down against the logs
and covered it with the blanket.

" Just turn your horse in loose," she directed the
man shortly. "Blue won't fight, and I think the
rest of the horses are in the other part. And come on
to the house."

T pleased her a little to see that he obeyed her with-
out protest; but she was not so pleased at his silence,
and she led the way rather indignantly toward the wink-
ing eye which was the cabin's window.
At the sound of their feet on the wide doorstep, her

mother pulled open the door and stood fair in the
light, looking out with the anxious look which had
lived so long in her face that it had lines of its own
chiseled deep in her forehead and at the sides of her
mouth.

" Is that you, Billy Louise ? Oh, ain't Peter Howling
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Dog with you ? What makes you so terrible late, Billy

Louise? Come right in, stranger. I don't know your

name, but I don't need to know it. A storm like th k

is all the interduction a fellow needs, I guess." She

smiled, at that. She had a nice smile, with a little re-

semblance to Billy Louise, except that the worried, in-

quiring look never left her eyes; as if she had once

waited long for bad news, and had met everyone with

anxious, eager questioning, and her eyes had never

changed afterwards. Billy Louise glanced at her with

her calm, measuring look, making the contrast very

sharp between the two.

" What about Peter ? " she asked. " Is n't he here ?
"

" No, and he ain't been since an hour or so after you

left. He saddled up and rode off down the river— to

the reservation, I reckon."

"Then the chores aren't done, I suppose." Billy

Louise went over and took a lantern down from its

nail, turning up the wick so that she could light it with

the candle. " Go up to the fire and thaw out," she

invited the man. " We '11 have supper in a few min-

utes."

Instead he reached out and took the lantern from

her as soon as she had lighted it. " You go to the fire

yourself," he said. "I'll do what's necessary out-

side."

" Why-y— " Billy Louise, her fingers still clinging

to the lantern, looked up at him. He was staring down

at her with that intent look she had objected to on the

trail, but she saw his mouth, and the little smile that

hid just back of his lips. She smiled back without know-

ing it. " I '11 have to go along, anyway. There are cows
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l"e!^
«.d you couldn't v.ry weU find the cow.t.ble

"Think not »"

Billy Louise had been perfectly furio.., at that toneout on the trail Now that she could see his ll a„d^e,r httle twitching to keep back the smile, Z dMnot mmd the tone at all. She had turned away to tt
of the kmd that had been utterly wasted upon mJZ'The man met it and immediately turned his aMen'Uon to the antem wick, which needed nice ad Ltmen;tef^e ..s blaze quite pleased him ; he was not a MaXto receive such a look unmoved.

^

had^wf""
*'"^''"" °"' '«''''' '»"> 'he storm theyhad left so eagerly. Billy Louise showed him where

while he piled full the mangers. After that they went

stable from the corral where they huddled, rumps toAe storm; and the man lifted great forkfuls of h^yimd carried it into their stalls, while Billy Louise hddAe lantern high over her head like a western ^bertyThey did no. talk much, except when there wa^lSfor sp«H>h; but they were beginning to feel T little

tl :. r'"""'""*"P *•' *'"' «- they 7ere r at
^

fight their way against the blizzard to the bl^Billy Louise going before with the lantern while t^^man foUowed close behind, cariying the Two J^'mik that was already freezing in little ciystals to the

fml°"' ^T
***

^Ty""™? done? You must be halffroze -and starved into the bargin." Mrs. uZ
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Donald, as is the way of some women who know the

weight of isolation, had a habit of talking with a nerv-

ous haste at times, and of relapsing into long, brooding

silences afterwards. She talked now, while she pulled

a pan of hot, brown biscuits from the oven, poured

the tea, and turned crisp, browned potatoes out of a

frying-pan into a deep, white bowl. She wondered,

over and over, why Peter Howling Dog had left and

why he did not return. She said that was the way,

when you depended on Indians for anything. She did

wish there was a white man to be had. She asked after

Marthy and Jase and gave Billy Louise no opportunity

to tell her anything.

Billy Louise glanced often at the man, who did not

look in the least as she had fancied, except that he

really did have a high nose and terribly keen eyes with

something behind the keenness that baffled her. And
his mouth was pleasant, especially when that smile hid

just behind his lips; also, she liked his hair, which

was thick and brown, with hints of red in it here and

there, and a strong inclination to curl where it was

longest. She had known he was tall when he stepped

into the light of the door; now she saw that he was

slim to the point of leanness, with square shoulders and

a nervous quickness when he moved. His fingers were

never idle; when ho was not eating, he rolled bits of

biscuit into tiny, soggy balls beside his plate, or played

a soft tattoo with his fork.

" I did n't quite catch your name, mister," her

mother said finally. " But take another biscuit, any-

wav.»

" Warren is my name," returned the man, with that
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hidden smile because she had never W«r. ^ x.-any opportunity to tell it. " W.Tw.l ^T '"'"

a claim over on Mill Creek » ^ ™ «»'

poSt™"''' ^™. • ""'" 8"'P ""-J distractedly

fancy, and the te.t of thrparalanhT'f"^'' '^
imagination. Until sch<«l m!T^^ f "P"" ""^^

;^^.^he had huiit:^:LriretdiLt:

Warren haTa'bducedXr aK"", '"" ^"^

-d-;Ln^2t^>d3^"t"'^
rs:^:hi:^---r---/x^
came to Ler for heli; 1 ?" ^"^ " ^"«itive whoiier lor Help; then she would take him ,r.Mmervy-s cave and hide him, perhans or ,t I,mount her horse and lead him hvT'-

"""^'^

Bafotv .-J ' -7 Uevious ways, tosafety, and upon some hilltop from whi,.l> .i;/ ,

,
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exhortation returned from her dream-world, clear as

if she had just spoken it aloud. "Go, and sin no
more; and if perchance you will in some distant far
land send me a kind thought, that will be reward
enough for what I have done this day. Farewell,
Ward Warren— Kismet."

The lips of Billy Louise smiled and stopped just
short of laughter, and she looked across at Ward
Warren as if she expected him to laugh also at that
frightfully virtuous though stilted adieu. She found
him looking straight at her in that intent fashion that
seemed as if he would see through and all around her
and her thoughts. He was not smiling at all. His
mouth was pulled into a certain bitter understanding;
indeed, he looked exactly as if Billy Louise had dealt
him a deliberate affront which he could neither parry
nor fling back at her, but must endure with what stoi-

cism he might.

Billy Louise blushed guiltily, took an unpremedi-
tated swallow of tea, and grimaced over the sickish
sweetness of it. She got up and emptied the tea into
the slop bucket, and loitered over the refilling of the
cup so that when she returned to the table she was at
least outwardly calm. She felt another quick, keen
glance from across the table, but she helped herself
composedly to the cream and listened to her mother
with flattering attention.

" Jase has got all-gone feelings now, mommie," she
remarked irrelevantly during a brief pause and re-

lapsed into silence again. She knew that was good for
at least five minutes of straight monologue, with her
mother in that talking mood. She finished her supper
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while Warren listened abstractedly to a completeb^aphy of the Meilkea and learned all aboutZtWenergy and Jase'a ahiftlesaness.

'

J
Ward Warren," Billy Uui^ was saying to he.relf. Did you ever in yonr life- it 's exactly as ifWvy should come to life and walk in. w:rd ^a.

U's suJlf"'^f
°' '^'""^ ^ «*" ^^"^ Warrens;

It s such an odd name. Weill

"

Then she went mentally over that paragraph She

Cltd"Vr r^""^'
^™'^ 4le wofd oft

that Al- C^""
'^7"^ "^"""J "> '<»t at him afte^

2L ft, ?""* '"' dreadfully. She felt as

™.,^ r ^"^^ *° •*'• Wl-y' >« ««^ her old play.

at immense nsks to herself; and he had always been

Sir r^e
""^ '""'™"'''' """ "^-^ ^"'"^ «»

«"

Man ''!!!"* """"'"' "''^" '""^ '^O' beset bv

The mL /°u'l" " '""*"''°S' ""d i» dire need'.The blood he had shed in her behalf! At that poinB.Uy r«u.se startled herself and the others by ™d-SS^ °"'
'r'

"* ""' "'^'''y »f «- timewhen Ward Warren had killed enough Indians to fill

^'XHS'
"" '""

'"' ""«"* ''"'^ "^ -- -

a^Sed'r.*
'""'"'*•'" -'^ >"'- perf-r;

..!!... .^
'""' *y"°8 ''" «> distrustfully from

sJly, but she simply could not help seeing Ward Wa^ren cahnly filling that washout wk dead IndLT';
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that he might carry her across it in his arms. The
more she tried to forget that, the funnier it became.
She ended by leaving the table and retiring precipi-
tately to her own tiny room in the lean-to where she
buried her face as deep as it would go in a pufFy pillow
of wild duck feathers.

He, poor devil, could not be expected to know just
what had amused her so; he did know that it some-
how concerned himself, however. He took up his posi-
tion—mentally—behind the wall of aloofness which
stood between himself and an unfriendly worid, and
wiien Billy Louise came out later to help with the
dishes, he was sitting absorbed in a book.

Billy Louise got out her algebra and a slate and be-
gan to ponder the problem of a much-handicapped goat's
feeding-ground. Ward Warren read and read and
read and never looked up from the pages. Never in
her life had she seen a man read as he read ; hungrily,
as a starved man eats; rapidly, his eyes traveling like
a shuttle across the page; down, down— flip a leaf
quickly and let the shuttle-glance go on. Billy Louise
let her slate, with the goat problem unsolved, lie in
her lap while she watched him. When she finally be-
came curious enough to decipher the name of tJie

book— she had three or four in that dull, brown bind-
ing—and saw that he was reading The Ring and the
Book, she felt stunned. She read Browning just as she
drank sage tea; it was supposed to be good for her.
Her English teacher had given her that book. She
never would have believed that any living human could
read it as Ward Warren was reading it now; avidly,
absorbedly, lost to his surroundings— to her own preV
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ence, if you please I Billy Louise glanced at her motl^er.
That lady, having discovered that her guest's gloves
needed mending, was working over them with pieces
of Indian-tanned buckskin and beeswaxed thread, the
picture of domestic content.

Billy Louise sighed. She shifted her chair. She
got up and put a heavy chunk of wood op the fire and
glanced over her shoulder at the man to see if he were
going to take the hint and offer to help. She came
back and stood close to him while she selected, with
great deliberation, a book from the shelf beside his
head. And Ward Warren, perfectly normal and not
over twenty-five or so, pushed his chair out of her
way with a purely mechanical movement, and read
and read, and actually was too absorbed to feel her near-
ness. And he really was reading The Ring and the
Book; Billy Louise was rude enough to look over his
shoulder to make sure of that. She gave up, then, and
though she picked a book at random from the shelf,
she did not attempt to read it. She went to her room
and made it ready for their guest, and after that she
went to bed in her mother's room; and she thought and
thought and did a lot of wondering about Life and
about Ward Warren. She heard him go to bed, after
a long while, and she wondered if he had finished the
book first.

The next morning the blizzard raged so that he
stayed as a matter of course. Peter Howling Dog had
not returned, so Warren did the chores and would not
let Billy Louise help with anything. He filled the
wood-box, piled great chunks of wood by the fireplace,
and saw that the water-pails were full to the icy brims.'
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He talked a little, and Billy Louise discovered that he

was quick to see a joke, and that he simply could not

be caught napping, but had always a retort ready for

her. That was true until after dinner, when he picked

up a book again. When that happened, he was dead to

the world bounded by the coulee walls, and he did not

show any symptoms of consciousness until he had

reached the last page, just when the light was growing

dim and blurring the lines so that he must hold the

pages within six inches of his eyes. He closed the

book with a long breath, placed it accurately upon the

shelf where it had stood since Billy Louise came home

from school, and picked up his hat and gloves. It was

time to wade out through the snow and feed the stock

and bring in more wood.

" I wish we could get him to stay all winter, instead

of that Peter Howling Dog," Mrs. MacDonald said

anxiously, after he had gone out. " I just know Peter 's

off drinking. I don't think he 's a safe man to Have

around, Billy Louise. I did n't when you hired him.

I haven't felt easy a minute with him on the place.

I wish you 'd hire Mr. Warren, Billy Louise. He 's

nice and quiet— "

" And he 's got a ranch of his own. He does n't

strike me as a man who wants a job milking two cows

and carrying slop to the pigs, mommie."
" Well, I 'd feel a lot easier if we had him instead

of that breed; only we ain't even got the breed, half

the time. This is the third time he 's disappeared, in

the two months we 've had him. I really think you

ought to speak to Mr. Warren, Billy Louise."

" Speak to him yourself. You 're the one that wants
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Wm,» Billy Louise answered somewhat sharply. Sheadored her mother, but if d.e had to run rraTiahe d.d w.sh her mother would not interfere andlvjadvice just at the wrong time.

'^

"Well you needn't be cross about it; you knowyourself that Peter can't be depended on a minuteThere he went off yesterday and never fed trp"^
my Inmbago has bothered me ever since, just like it

J going to ^™ me another spell. You 'ca'n't LL^
|IHheJ,me, BJly Louise- leastways you ain't; and

" Oh, good gracious, mommiel I told you to hire
^.e^^nian .f you want him. Only Warf Warr^

-.„J!*1^T° ^""^ °P*" *•" ^«>' ""d looked f«Haone to the other, his eyes two question marks. "
I, nH- what ? he asked and shut the door behind him withthe air of one who is ready for anything.

„h °'*^M^
^^^ "^ °""' '''° "•"'» to hire out to do^C « i^
^"""* *' **'«* -""1 l«»ked at him

"oh luT' ""-"i' '""ts to hire yon."
Uii. Well, I was just about to ask for the iob.nyway." He laughed, and the distrust left ht ey^'A, a matter of fact, I was going over to JimlSto hang out for the rest of the winter and getT^,from the lonesomeness of the hills. The old Turk 's a

you two needed something around that looks like a man.heap more than Jim does. I know Peter HowZDog to a fare-you-well; you 'II be aU to the good if heforgets to come back. So if you '11 stake meV. mei
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now and then, and a place to sleep, I '11 be glad to see
you through the winter— or until you get some white
man to take my place." He took up the two water-
pails and waited, glancing from one to the other with
that repressed smile which Billy Louise was beginning
to look for in his face.

Now that matters had approached the point of de-
cision, her mother stood looking at her helplessly,

waiting for her to speak. Billy Louise drew herself
up primly and ended by contradicting the action. She
gave him the sidelong glance which he was least pre-
pared to withstand— though in justice to Billy Louise,
she was absolutely unconscious of its general effective-

j,
ness— and twisted her lips whimsically.

" We '11 stake you to a book, a bannock, and a bed
if you want to stay, Mr. Warren," she said quite soberl v.

"Also to a pitchfork and an axe, if you like, and
regular wages."

His eyes went to her and steadied there with the
intent expression in them. "Thanks. Cut out the
wages, and I '11 take the oflFer just as it stands," he
told her and pulled his hat farther down on his head.
"She's going to be one stormy night, lay-dees," he
added in quite another tone, on his way to the door.
" Five o'clock by the town clock, and al-11 's well I

"

This last in still another tone, as he pushed out against
the swooping wind and pulled the door shut with a
slam. They heard him whistling a shrill, rollicking
air on his way to the creek ; at least, it sounded rollick-
ing, the way he whistled it.

" That 'a The Old Chisholm Trail he 's whistling,"
BiUy Louise observed under her breath, smiling remi-
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niscently. « The very song I used to pretend he always
sang when he came down the canyon to rescue Minervy
and me I But of course— I knew aU the time he 'b a
cowboy; it said so— "

The whistling broke and he began to sing at the top
of a clear, strong-lunged voice, that old, old trail song
beloved of punchers the West over:

"Oh, it's cloudy in the West and a-lookin* like rain,
And my damned old slicker 'a in the wagon again.
Coma ti yl youpy, youpy-a, youpy-a,
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-a I

"

" What did you say, Billy Louise ? I 'm sure it *b a
comfort to have him here, and you see he was glad and
willing— "

But Billy Louise was holding the door open half an
inch, listening and slipping back into the child-world
wherein Ward Wax.^n came singing down the canyon
to rescue her and Minervy. The words came gustily
from the creek down the slope:

"No chaps, no slicker, and a-pourin' down rain,
And I swear by the Lord I '1! never night-herd again,
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-a, youpy-a.
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-a I

"Feet in the stimipg and seat in the saddle,
I hung and rattled with them long-horn cattle.

Coma ti yi—

"

" Do shut the door, Billy Louise ! What you want to
stand there like that for ? And the wind freezing every-
thing inside I I can feel a terrible draught on my feet
and ankles, and you know what that leads to."

So Billy Louise closed the door and laid another
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alder root on the coals in the fireplace, the while her

mind was given over to dreamy speculations, and the

words of that old trail song ran on in her memory
though she could no longer hear him singing. Her
mother talked on about Peter and the storm and this

man who had ridden straight from the land of day-

dreams to her door, but the girl was not listening.

" Now ain't you relieved, yourself, that he 's going

to stay?"

Billy Louise, kneeling on the hearth and staring

abstractedly into the fire, came back with a jerk to

reality. The little smile that had been in her eyes

and on her lips fled back with the dreams that had
brought it. She gave her shoulders an impatient

twitch and got up.

"Oh— I guess he '11 be more agreeable to have

around than Peter," she admitted taciturnly; which

was as close to her real opinion of the man as a mere
mother might hope to come.



CHAPTEB IV

WAKD VVABREN ... before the fireplace with
a ci^rctte long gone cold in his fincers and-Urcd mto .ho blaze until the bla«, died to bril^gWmg coal», and the coal, filled and shrank dfwl

trcc"':n^h:?d" .''"'^ ^""^ "" """^'o^^twice and he had not answered. She had sweot all.round h,n., .nd he had shifted his feet out rf heway and later his ehair, like a n.an in his I^^wtturns from an unaccustomed light or draws the cover,over shoulder, growing chilled, without any real^"
scousness of what he does. Billy Louise pm awayTebroom hung the dustpan on its nail behind ihe doo7,ndrto^ looking a, Ward curiously and with some ,L„tment

;
this was not the first time he had gone intTfitaof abstraction a, deep as his absorptionr he Wtohe read so hungrily. He had been at the Wolverb^ amonth and they were pretty well acquainted by now.nd mclined to friendliness when Ward threw osZmoodiness and his air of holding himself ready for^me affront which he seemed to expect. But for aUthat the distrust never quite left his eyes, and the«were times like this when he was absolute y oblivionto Ler presence. ^ "uuvious

Billy Louise suddenly lost patience. She stoonedand packed up a bit of baric the si^e of her ^Ub^
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threw it at Ward, with a little, vexed twist of her lips.

She had a fine accuracy of aim— .he hit him on the
nape of the neck, ju«t where his hair came down in a
queer little curly " cow-lick " in the middle.

Ward, jumped up and whirled, and when he faced
Billy Louise he had a gun gripped in the fingers that
had held the cigarette so loosely. In his eyes was the
glare which a mnn turns upon his deadliest enemy, per-
haps, but seldom indeed upon a girl. So they faced
each other, while Billy Louise backed against the wall
and took two sharp breaths.

Ward relaxed; a shamed flush reddened his whole
face. He shoved the gun back inside the belt of his
trousers— Billy Louise had never dreamed that he
carried any weapon save his haughty aloofness of man-
ner—and with a little snort of self-disgust dropped
back into the chair. He did not stare again into the
fire, however; he folded his arms upon the high chair-
back and laid his face down upon them, like a woman
who is hurt to the point of tears and yet will not weep.
His booted feet were thrust toward the dying coals, his
whole attitude spoke of utter desolation— of a loneli-
ness beyond words.

Billy Louise set her teeth hard together to keep back
the tears of sympathy. Suflfering of any sort always
wrung the tender heart of her. But suffering like this— never in her life had she seen anything like it. She
had seen her father angry, discouraged, morose. Shu
had seen men fight. She had soothed her mother's
grief, which expressed itself in tears and lamentations.
But this hidden hurt, this stoical suffering that she had
seen often and often in Ward's eyes and that sent his
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head down now upon his arms— She went to him and
laid her two hands on his shoulders without even think-
ing that this was the first time she had ever touched
him.

" Don't I " she said, half whispering so that she would
not waken her mother, in bed with an attack of lum-
bago. "I— I didn't know. Ward, listen to me I

Whatever it is, can't you tell me ? You— I 'm your
friend. Don't look as if you— you had n't a friend
on earth !

"

Still he did not move or give any sign that he heard.
Billy Louise had no thought of coquetry. Her heart
ached with pity and a longing to help him. She slid

one hand up and pinched his ear, just as she would
playfully tweak the ear of a child.

"Ward, you mustn't. I've seen you think and
think and look as if you had n't a friend on earth.
You must n't. I suppose you 've got lots of friends
who'd stand by you through anything. Anyway,
you've got me, and— I understand all about it!"

She whispered those last words, and her heart thumped
heavily with trepidation after she had spoken.

Ward raised his head, caught one of her hands and
held it fast while he looked deep into her eyes. He
was searching, questioning, measuring, and he was
doing it without uttering a word. The plummet dropped
straight into the clear, sweet depths of her soul. If it

did not reach the bottom, he was satisfied with the
soundings he took. He drew a deep breath and gave
her hand a little squeeze and let it go.

"Did I scare you? I'm sorry," he said, speaking
in a hushed tone because of the woman in the next
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room. '' I was thinking about a man I may meet some

day ; and if I do meet him, the chances are I '11 kill

him. I— didn't— I forgot where I was— " Ho
threw out a hand in a gesture that amply completed

explanation and apology and fumbled in his pocket for

tobacco and papers. Abstractedly he began the making

of a cigarette.

Billy Louise put wood on the fire, pulled up a square,

calico-padded stool, and sat down. She waited, and

she had the wisdom to wait in complete silence.

Ward leaned forward with a twig in his hand, got

it ablaze, and lighted his cigarette. He did not look

at Billy Louise until he had taken a whiff or two.

Then he stared at her for a full minute, and ended by

flipping the charred twig playfully into her lap, and

laughing a little because she junrned.

" What made you catch your b^tath when I told my
f name that night I came ? " be asked quiz/:ically, but

with a tensity behind the lightness of his tone and be-

hind the little smile in his eyes as well. " Where had

you ever heard of me before ?

"

Billy Louise gasped again, sent a lightning-thought

into the future, and answered more casually than she

had hoped she could.

" When I was a kid I ran across the name— some-

where— and I used it to play with— "

"Yes?"
"You know— I was always making believe differ-

ent things. I never had anyone to play with in my
life, so I had a pretend-girl, named Minervy. And I

had you. I used to have you rescue us from Indians

and things; but mostly you were a road-agent or a
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robber, and when you weronV k i r

"ngodly trails, saviL Ztl^'"" »"*'«'"«' »"'
"M" said B Uy uZ / ^'^ ""' "'^8»- 1

«>me wild old iLiTw^' S." '""«''• "»« have

know; it was «actlv like having . L/ '''"'-yo"

He e,od her fixedly un.nr.ilt,r;'°
"'*'"

ness. ""giea witn nervous-

it»" D:7o„"r."He f"'-"»''"''"<«"« •" about

»t her thoughtfully " TV, „
'^"'' """'o ho frowned

"'" he -Led/LitJ^orrdwTd"' *" """'

'•kfn«r.bat boring ga»V:wte""' """ """'

Lonm lifted a'l.t'r'"'"*
"^ ' ""'"V-" B%

This w. d^i *
deelrtr:?

"""^ *" "^^ '^-«
^e had ever^gon^ tZ. "itT^'^ ".f

"^* ''''"•

•he whispered later as if hil
*''* P*P*''"

from her by for^ ' ^ ''" '^^ "'"' drawing it

"What was that J What did it „yr>

."dJ" Billy Uuis^t^T- '?.'' "'•'^' "'« •'

Her breath wasZTntT^ ""/""'* '^"^ "P"" him.

matter- to^-Tnler T^"-*™"-
" It does n't

I- can't terex.;°y- " Sh
'~ "' "'' '"^ """*•

around the mouth. The horror .f?'
*^'''* ""'*"

«iy, out loud -and to himT
'^"* ~"''^"«' '^

"I didn't know there was « »««, • ,

Jike you," Ward «.id irXmlyTdT L"'
"""

fire. « T fk L.
**^'evaniij and looked into th«^ I thought women were ju,t soft thing,Tm^
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had to take care of and carry along through lifi', a
dead weight when they were n't worse. I never knew
a woman could be a friend— the kind of friend a man
can be." He threw his cigarette into the fire and
watched the paper shrivel swiftly and the tobacco turn
into a thin, blue smoke-spiral.

" Life 's a queer thing," he said, taking a different
angle. " I started out with big notions about the
things I 'd do. Maybe I started wrong, but for a kid
with nobody to point the trail for him, I don't think
I did so worse— till old Dame Fortune spotted me in
the crowd and proceeded to use me for a football." He
leaned an elbow on one knee and stared hard at a burn-
ing brand that was getting ready to fall and send tip a
stream of sparks. Then he turned his head quite unex-
pectedly and looked at Billy Louise. *' What was it

you read ? " he asked abruptly.

"I— don't like to— say it," she whispered un-
steadily.

" Well, you need n't. I '11 say it for you, when I
come to it. There 's a lot before that."

Ward Warren had never before opened his soul to
any human; not completely. Perhaps, sitting that
evening in the deepening dusk, with the firelight light-
ing swiftly the brooding face of the girl and afterward
veiling it softly with shadows, perhaps even then there
were desolate places in his life which his words did
not touch. But so much as a man may put into words.
Ward told her; more, a great deal more, than he would
ever tell to any other woman as long as he lived. More
perhaps than he would ever tell to any man. And in
it all there was no word of love. It was of what lay
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behind him that he talked. The low, even munnur
of his voice was broken by long, brooding silences, when
the two stared into the shifting flames and saw there the
things his words had conjured. Sometimes the eyes of
Billy Louise were soft with sympathy. Sometimes
they were wide and held the light of horror. Once,
with a small sob that had no tears, she reached out and
clutched hi. arm. " Oh, don't I » she gasped. "Don't
go on telling— I— I can't bear to listen to that I

"
"It isn't nice for a woman to listen to, I guess,"

Ward gritted. « I know it was hell to stand, but— "
He was sUent so long after that, and his eyes grew so
intent and so somber while he stared, that Billy Louise
pulled at his sleeve to recall him.

" Skip that part and tell me— "

Ward took up the story and told her much; more
than she had ever dreamed could be. I can't repeat
any of it; what he said was for Billy Louise to know
and none other.

It was late when she finally rose from the stool
and lighted the lamp because her mother woke and
called to her. Ward went out to turn the horses into
the stable and fasten the door. He should have shel-
tered them two hours before. Billy Louise should long
ago have made tea and toast for her mother, for that
matter. But when life's big, bitter problems confront
one, httle things are usually forgotten.

They came back to everyday realities, though the
spell which Ward's impulsive unburdening had woven
still wrapped them in that close companionship of com-
plete understanding. They played checkers for an
hour or so and then went to bed. Biilv Louiae lay in
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a waking nightmare because of all tho bard things

she bad beard about life. Ward stared up into the
dark and could not lose himself in sleep, b^ausc he had
opened the door upon the evil places in bis memory
and let out all the trooping devils that lived there.

After that, though there was never any word of love

between them, Billy Louise, with the sure instinct of
a woman innately pure, watched unobtrusively for
signs of those fits of bitter brooding; watched and drove
them off with various weapons of her own. Sometimes
she cheerfully declared that she was bored to death, and
wasn't Ward just dying for a game of " rob casino "

?

Sometimes she simply teased him into retaliation. Fre-
quently she insisted that he repeat the things he had
learned by heart, of poetry or humorous prose, for his
memory was almost uncanny in its tenacity. She dis-

covered quite early, and by accident, that she had only
to shake her head in a certain way and declaim : " ATj,

Tam, noo, Tam, thou 'It get thy faring— In hell they *11

roast thee like a herring,"— she had only to say that
to make him laugh and repeat the whole of Tam
O'Shanter^s Ride with a perfectly devilish zest for
poor Tarn's misfortunes, and an accent which made her
suspect who were his ancestors.

Billy Louise meant only to wean him from his bitter-

ness against Life, and to convince him, by a somewhat
roundabout method since at heart she was scared to

death of his aloofness, that he was not " old lady For-
tune's football" as he sometimes pessimistically de-

clared. At thirteen she had mixed him with her
dreams and led him by difficult trails to safety from
the imaginary enemies that pursued him. At nineteen
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Jhe oncoMcioMly muced him with her life and ledhim-more surely than in her dream., and by , f.r

from the devils of memory and a distrust of life tha,pa«ued h,m more relenUewly than any human foe.
She on y meant to wean him from pessimism and

rebuild w.th.n him , healthy appetite for life. If .hedid more than that, she did not know it then; for WardWarren had learned along with other hard lessons, the

nsng h.s face^ a mask to hide even the d«.rway tohis reJ self. Only hi, eyes turned traitors sometime,when he looked, at Billy Louise; though she, bcl^"
«.mewh.t self.eentered young person, never quite roadwhat they tried to betray.

She took him up the eanyon and showed him her

Zi' ,'"{'.'• ^"^ '^ ^'^ *'«' 'J»"'"f»' satis-
faction of seeing him doubled over the saddle-horn in a
P«ro:iy,m of laughter when she led him to the historieal

r!l^lf°"KTt TT"^ "* ^™* of 'he dead Indian,
w. h whieh he had made a safe passing for her.

WeU, they did it in history," .he defended at last,
her eheek. redder than was perfectly normal. " I read
about It -at Waterloo when the Duke of Welline-
ton- was n't it ? You need n't laugh as if it could n't
be done It was that sunken-road busine.. put it into

" I do," gasped Ward, wiping his eyes. " Say, I wassome bandit, was n't I, William Louisa I

"

Billy Louise looked at him sidewise. "No vou
wero n't any bandit at all- then. You were a kLd
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Bcout, that time. I was here, all surrounded bj In-
dians and saying the Lord's prayer with my hair aU
down my back like mommie's Rock of Ages picture—
will you shut up laughing?— and you came riding up
that draw over there on a big, black horse named Sul-
tan (You need n't snort; I still think Sultan 's a dandy
name for a horse I). And you hollered to me to get
behind that rock, over there. And I quit at * Forgive
US our debts'— daddy always had so many! -and
hiked for the rock. And you commenced shooting—
Oh, I 'm not going to tell you a single other pretend ! "
She sulked then, which was quite as diverting as the
most hair-raising " pretend " she had ever told him and
he d Ward's attention unflaggingly until they were
half way home.

" Sing the Chisholm Traill she commanded, when
her temper was sunshiny again. This had been a par-
ticularly moody day for Ward, and Billy Louise felt
that extra eflFort was required to rout the memory-devils.
Daddy knew a little of it, and old Jake Summers

used to sing more, but I never did hear it all."

,."^f.®'/*^'^'*'
*« « general thing," Ward replied,

bitmg his lips. ^ *

"Why? I know there's about forty verses, and
some of them are kind of sweary ones; but go ahead
and sing it. I don't mind damn now and then."

This sublime innocence was also diverting, even to aman haunted by the devils of memory. Ward's lips
twitched, and a flush warmed his cheek-bones at the
mere thought of singing it all in her presence. " I 'U
aing aU of Sam Bass, if you like," he temporized, with
a grin.
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"Oh, I hate ^am5a«/ Wc had a Dutchman work-

ing for us when I was just a kid, and he was forever
bawling out: ' Sa-am Pass was pom in Inji.ny, it wt«
DISS natiff ho-o-ome I

'

"

Billy Louise was a pretty good mimic She had
Ward doubled over the horn again and shouting so
that the canyon walls roared echoes for three full min-
ntes. « I Ve always wanted to hear the Chiaholm Trail
I know how it was sung from Mexico north on the old
cattle-trails, and how every ambitious puncher who had
enough imagination and could make a rhyme, added a
verse or so, till it's really a- a classic of the cow-
camps."

" Ye-es— it sure is all that." Ward eyed her fur-
tively.

" And with that memory of yours, I simply know
that you can sing every single word of it," Billy Louise
went on pitilessly— and innocently. " You 're a cow-
puncher yourself, and you must have heard it all at
one time and another; and I don't believe you ever
forgot a thing in your life." She cau^it her breath
there, conscience-stricken, and added hastily and im-
periously "So go on -begin at the beginning and
sing It all. I '11 keep tab and see if you sing forty
verses." And she prompted coaxingly:

"Come along, boys, and listen to my tale,
I '11 tell you of my troubles on the old Chlsholm trailComa ti yi— " '

and nodded her head approvingly vhen Ward took up
the ditty where she left off and sang it with the rol-
licking enthusiasm which only a man who has soothed
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reaUess catUe on a stonny night can put into the dog-
gerel.

He did not aing the whole forty verses, for good and
sufficient reasons best known to punchers themselves.
But, with swift, shamed skipping of certain lines and
some hasty revisions, he actually did sing thirty, and
Billy Louise was so engrossed that she forgot to count
them and never suspected the omissions; for some of
the verses were quite « sweary " enough to account for
his hesitation.

The singing of those thirty verses brought a remi-
niscent mood upon the singer. For the rest of the way,
which they rode at a walk. Ward sat very much upon
one side of the saddle, with his body facing Billy Louise
and his foot dangling free of the stirrup, and told her
tales of trail-herds, and the cow-camps, and of funny
things that had happened on the range. His " I re-
member one timj " opened the door to a more fascinat-
ing world than Billy Louise's dream-world, because this
otLer world was real.

So, from pure accident, she hit upon the most eflPec-

tive of all weapons with which to fight the memory-
deviJa. She led Ward to remembering the pleasanter
parts of his past life and to telling her of them.
When spring came at last, and he rode regretfully

back to his claim on Mill Creek, he was not at all the
morose Ward Warren who had ridden down to the
Wolverine that stormy night in January. The distrust
had left his eyes, and that guarded remoteness was
gone from his manner. He thought and he planned as
other men thought and planned, and looked into the
future eagerly, and dreamed dreams of his own; dreams
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Uitt brought the hidden smile often to hii lipe and
his eyes.

Still, the thing thow dreamt were built upon ma
yet locked tight in his heart, and not even Billy Louite
whoee instinct was so keen and so sure in all things else'
knew anything of them or of the bright-hued hope they
were built upon. Fortune's footbaU was making ready
to fi^t desperately to become captain of the game, thtt
ho might be something more to Billy Ionise.



OHAPTEB V

MABTHT BURin IIIB DEAD AND OBIITS HBB HBPHEW

JA8E did not move or give his customary, querulous
grunt when Marthy nudged him .t daylight, one

morning m mid-April. Marthy gave another poke with
her elbow and lay still, numbed by a sudden dread.
She moved cautiously out of the bed and half across
the cramped room before she turned her head toward
Jiin. Then she stood still and looked and looked, her
Hard face growing each moment more pinched and
•tony and gray.

Jaae had died while the coyotes were yapping their
dawn-song up on the rim of the Cove. He lay rigid
under the coarse, gray blanket, the flesh of his face
drawn close to the bonea, his skimpy, gray beard tilted
upward.

Marth/s jaw set into a harsher outline than ever.
She dressed with slow, heavy movements and went out
and fed the stock. In stolid calm she did the milking
and turned out the cows into the pasture. She gath-
ered an apron full of chips and started a fire, just as
she had done every morning for twenty-nine years, andhe put the coffee-pot on the greasy stove and boiled
the brew of yesterday— which was also her habit.
She sat for some time with her head leaning upon

l»w grimy h«nd and stared nnieeingly out upon a
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peach-tree in full bloom, .nd at a pair of bu.y robin,
who had chosen a convenient crotch for their nest
Finally Bhe rose sti%, as if she had grown older
withm the last hour, and wont outside to the place
where she had been mending the irrigating ditch the
day before; she knocked the wet sand off the shovel
she had left sticking in the soft bank and went out of
the yard and up the slope toward the rock wall.
On a tiny, level place above the main ditch and just

under the wall, Marthy began to dig, setting her broad,
flat foot uncompromisingly upon the shoulder of the
shovel and sending it deep into the yellow soil. She
worked slowly and methodically and steadily, just as
she did everything else. When she had dug down as
deep as she could and still manage to climb out, and
had the hole wide enough and long enough, she got
awkwardly to the grassy surface and sat for a long while
upon a rock, staring dumbly at the gaunt, brown hills
across the river.

She returned to the cabin at last, and with the
manner of one who dreads doing what must be done
she went in where Jase lay stiff and cold under the
blankets.

Early that afternoon, Marthy went staggering up the
slope, wheeling Jase's body before her on the creaky
home-made wheelbarrow. In the same harsh, primitive
manner in which they both had lived, Marthy buried
her dead. And though in life she had given him few
words save in command or upbraiding, with never a
hint of love to sweeten the days for either, yet she
went whimpering away from that grave. She broke off
three branches of precious peach blossoms and carried
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them up the dope. She stuck them upright in the
lumpy soil over Jase's head and stood there a long
while with tear-streaked face, staring down at the grave
and at the nodding pink blossoms.

Billy Louise rode singing down the rocky trail
through the deep, narrow gorge, to where the hawthorn
and choke^herries hid the opening to the cove. Just
on the edge of the thickest fringe, she pulled up end
broke off tender branches of cherry bloom, then v.- M
on, still singing softly to herself because the I'r j-

sweet with spring odors, the sunshine lay a fj. h'i

yellow upon the land, and because the joy ot I if. vi.^
in her blood and, like the birds, she had no o'^ r ura-i-.

of expression at hand. Blue's feet sank <» «hc JV^

locks in the rich, black soil of the little meatiov. li at

lay smooth to the tumbling sweep of the river \hh\nd
its own little willow fringe. His ears perked forward,
his eyes rolling watchfully for strange sights and
sounds, he stepped softly forward, ready to wheel at
the slightest alarm and gallop back up the gorge to
more familiar ground. It was long since Billy Louise
had turned his head down the rocky trail, and Blue
liked little the gloom of the gorge and the sudden change
to soft, black soil that stopped just short of being boggy
in the wet places. Where the trail led into a marshy
crossing of the big, irrigating ditch that brought the
stream from far up the gorge to water meadow and
orchard. Blue halted and cast a look of disapproval
back at his rider. Billy Louise stopped singing and
laughed at him.

" I guess you can go where a cow can go, you silly
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thing Mud '8 a heap easier than lava rock, if you
only knew It, Blue. Get along with you »

Blue lowered hia head, anuffed -uspieiou.ly at the
water-filled tracks, and would have turned back. Mud
he despised instinctively, since he had nearly mired on
the creek bank when he was a sucking colt.

A \ulV^ ^^'' *'''^" *^** ^'^'^ «' I'" »*«t you to
death I " The voice of Billy Louise was soft with a
caressing note at the end, so that the threat did not
8ound very savage, after all. She sniflFed at the branch
of cherry blossoms and reined the horse back to face
the ditch. And Blue, who had a will of his own
snorted and wheeled, this time in frank rebellion against
ner command.

" Oh, will you? Well, you '11 cross that ditch, you
know, sooner or later~ so you might just as well_ »
Blue reared and whirled again, plunging two rods back

.
toward the cherry thicket.

Billy Louise set her teeth against her lower lip, slid
her rawhide quirt from slim wrist to firm hand^p.
and proceeded to match Blue's obstinacy with her own •

and since the obstinacy of Billy Louise was stronge^
^nd finer and backed by a surer understanding of the
thing she was fighting sgainst, Blue presently lifted
himself, leaped the ditch in one clean jump, and
snorted when he sank nearly to his knees in the soft,
black soil beyond.

the dull brown of the bluff, Blue galloped angrily, leav-mg deep, black prints in the soft green of the meadow.
So they came headlong upon Mnrthy, just as she was
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knocking the yellow day of the grave from her irrigat-
ing shovel against the pole fence of her pig-pen.
"Why, Marthyl" Once before in her life Billy

Louise had seen Marthy's chin quivering like that, and
big, slow tears sliding down the network of lines on
Marth/s leathery cheeks. With a painful slump her
spirits went heavy with her sympathy. '* Marthy I

"

She knew without a word of explanation just what
had happened. From Marthy's bent shoulders she
knew, and from her tear-stained face, and from the yel-
low soil clinging still to the shovel in her hand. The
wide eyes of Billy Louise sent seeking glances up the
slope where the soil was yellow ; went to the long, raw
ridge under the wall, with the peach blossoms standing
pitifully awry upon the westeru end. Her eyes filled

with tears. " Oh, Marthy 1 When was it ?
"

" In the night, sometime, I guess." Marthy's voice
had a harsh huskiness. "He was— gone— when I

woke up. Well— he 's better off than I be. I dunno
what woulda become of him if I 'd went first." There,
at last, was a note of tenderness, stifled though it was
and fleeting. " Git down, Billy Louise, and come in.

I been kinda lookin* for yuh to come, ever sence the
weather opened up. How 's your maw ?

"

Spoken sympathy was absolutely impossible in the
face of that stoical acceptance of life's harsh law.

Marthy turned toward the gate, taking the shovel and
the wheelbarrow in with her. Billy Louise glanced
furtively at the raw, yellow ridge under the rock wall
and rode on to the stable. She pulled off the saddle
and bridle and turned Blue into the corral before she
went slowly— and somewhat reluctantly— to tb«
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cabin, squat, old, and unkempt like its mistress, but
buried deep in the renewed sweetness of bloom-time.

" The fruit 'a coniin' on early this year," said Marthy
from the doorway, her hands on her hips. " They '»

goin» to be lots of it, too, if we don't git a killin* frost."
So she elo»»ed the conversational door upon her sorrow
and pointed the way to trivial, every-day things.

•* What are you going to do now, Marthy?" Billy
Lcuise was perfectly capable of opening a conversational
door, even when it had l)een closed decisively in her
face. " You can't get on here alone, you know. Did
you send for that nephew ? If you have n't, you must
hire somebody till— "

" He 's comin'. That letter you sent over last month
was from him. I dunno when he '11 git here ; he 's liable
to come most any time. I ain't going to hire nobody.
I kin git along alone. I might as well of been alone— "

Even harsh Marthy hesitated and did not finish the
sentence that would have put a slight upon her dead.

"I'll stay to-night, anyway," said B^ly Louise.
"Just a week ago I hired John Pringle and that little

breed wife of his for the summer. I could n't afford
it," she added, with a small sigh, " but Ward had to go
back to his claim, and mommie needs someone in the
house. She has n't been a bit well, all winter. And
I 've turned all the stock out for the summer and have
to do a lot of riding on them; it's that or let them
scatter all over the country and then have to hire a
rep for every round-up. I can't afford that, I have n't
got cattle enough to pay; and I like to ride, anyway.
IVe got them pretty well located along the creek, up
at the head of the canyons. The grass is coming on
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fine, 8o they don't stray much. Are you going to turn
your cattle out, Marthy ? I see you have n't yet."

" No, I ain't yit. I dunno. I was going to sell 'em
down to jest what the pasture '11 keep. I 'm gittin' too

old to look after 'em. But I dunno— When Charlie
gits here, mebby— "

" Oh, is that the nephew ? I did n't know his name."
Billy Louise was talking aimlessly to keep her thoughts
away from the pitifulness of the sordid little tragedy in

this heauty-spot and to drive that blank, apathetic look

from Marthy's hard eyes.

" Charlie Fox, his name is. I hope he turns out a
good worker. I 've never had a chance to git ahead any

;

but if Charlie 11 jest take holt, I '11 mebby git some
comfort outa life yit."

a Ho ought to, I 'm sure. And everyone thinks

you've done awfully well, Marthy. What can I do
now? Wash the dishes and straighten things up, I

guess."

" You need n't do nothin* you ain't a mind to do,

Billy Louise. I don't want you to think you got to slop

around washin' my dirty dishes. I 'm goin' on down
into the medder and work on a ditch I 'm puttin' in.

You jest do what you're a mind to." She picked
up the shovel and went off down the jungly path, her-

self the ugliest object in the Cove, where she had
a;«ated so much beauty.

Again the sympathetic soul of Billy Louise had be-

trayed her into performing an extremely disagreeable

task. Shudderingly she Iwkcd into the unpleasant

bedroom, and comprehending all of the sordidness of

the tragedy, spent half an hour with her teeth spt hsr3
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together while ehe dragged out dingy bUuketa and hung
them over the fence under a voluptuouH plTjm-tree. The
next hour was so diiiagreeably employed that she won-
dered afterward how even her sympathy could have
driven her to the things she did. She carried more
water, after she had scrubbed that bedroom, and opened
the window with the aid of the hammer, and set the
tea-kettle on to heat the dish-water. Then, because her
mind was full of poor, dead Jase, she took the branches
of wild cherry and hawthorn blossoms she had gathered
coming down the gorge and went xtp the slope to lay
them on his grave.

She sat down on the rock where Marthy had rested
after digging the grave, and with her chin in her two
cupped pahns, stared out across the river at the heaped
bluffs and down at the pink-and-white patch of fruit-
trees. She was trying, as the young will always trv,
to solve the riddle of life; and she was baffled and un-
happy because she could not find any answer at all that
pleased both her ideals and her reason. And then she
heard a man's voice lifted up in riotous song, and she
turned her head toward the opening of the gorge and
listened, her eyes brightening while she waited.

" Foot in the stimip and hand on the horn,
Beit damn cowboy ever was bom,
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-a, youpy-a,
Ck)ma ti yi youpy, youpy-a! "

Billy Louise, with her chin still in her palms, smiled
and hummed the tune under her breath ; that shows how
quickly we throw off the burdens of our neighbors
" Wonder what he 's doing down here ? " she asked her-
self, and smiled again.
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" I 'II kII my outfit oon m I can,

J won't punch <'iittle for no dttmn' man.
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-a. youpya.
Coma ti yi youpy, youpy-al

"I'm goin' back to town to draw my moncj,
I 'm going back to town to nee my honey,
Coma ti yi— "

Ward caine into bight through tho little meadow, rid-
mg alowly, with both haiidH elaHi)eii over the horn of the
saddJe, hiH hat tilted back on hi« head, and his whole
attitude one of absolute content with life. He saw
Billy Louise almost as soon as she glimpHe<l him — and
she had been watching that bit of road (piite closely. He
flipped the reins to one side and turned from the trail
to ride straight up the slojie to where she was.

Billy Louise, with a self-reproachful glance at the
grave, ran down the 8lo|>e to meet him - an unexpected
welcome which made Ward's heart letp in his chest

" Oh, Ward, for heaven's sake don't be singing that
corae-all-ye at the top of your voice, like that. Don't
you— "

" Now I was given to understand that you liked that
same come-all-ye. Have you been wlucating your musi-
cal taste in the last week, Miss William Louisa?"
Ward stopped his horse before her, and with hia hands
still clasped over the saddle-horn, looked down at her
with that hidden smile— and something else.

" No, I have n't. I don't have to educate myself to
the point where I know the Chishclm Trail isn't a
proper kind of funeral hymn. Ward Warren." Billv
Louise glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voici
instinctively, as we all do when death has come close
and stopped. '' Jase died last night ; that 'a his grave
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WM here .11 «,h,„y ,,„„, „i,t y„ And-W.rdl

could n t carry h.m. But i» n't it .wfuU » Her hands

«nd her face wa« bent to hide the teara that stood inW eye., and the quiver of her mouth.
Ward drew in his lip, bit it, and let it go. He was

Z"L'"A ''.'i'""
"""'' "^ ''•««'y «»d trouble;

•1~, he did not know M.rthy or Jase. Hi, chieemotion was one of resentment against nnything that

from him they were the first and most important ek^ment in that day's happenings, so far as hTwas .^n-«raed. He leaned and flipped the end of hi. rein.
ligbtJy down on her bare head.

"William Louisa, if yon ciy about it. I'll— do
«)meth.ng dioeking. mo, likely. Yes. it '. awful •

awhd, lot of life i. .„f, . B« i,,, '^^^^ J^"^'^-
Martha appears to be a wornan with a whole lot of grit

Lni ^'.""^r,"^'" ^"7 her load like a Tan.'She 11 be horribly lonewm
, down here I They lived

alone, did n't they f

"

'

" Ye., and they did n't .eem to love each other much."
Billy Lou,« wa. not one to gIo« over hard facts, evenm the face of that grave. " Marthj was always kicking
Jbout him, and he about her. But all the same they
bel ged together; they had lived together more year.
than we are old. And she '- going to mis, him .wf.illv."

Several minutes they stood there, talking, while BHIv
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Louise patted the horse absently, and Ward looked down
at her and did not miss one little light or shadow in her
tace. He had been alone a whole week, thinking of her
remember, and his eyes were hungry to the point of
starvation.

" No I did not. I got as far as the creek and saw
l^lues tracks coming down; so I just sort of trailed
Jdong seeing it was mommie's daughter I felt most
like talking to."

"Mommie's daughter" laughed a little and in-
stinctively made a change in the subject. She did not
see anything strange in the fact that Ward had observed
and reco^zed Blue's tracks coming into the gorge.
She would have observed and recognized instantly tho
tracks made by his horse, anywhere. Those things come
natural to one whu has lived much in the open; and
there is a certain individuality in the hoof-prints of
a horse, as any plainsman can testify.

" I Ve got to go in and wash the dishes," she said
stepping back from him. " Of course nothing was donem the cabin, and I Ve been doing a little hous^leaning.
I guess the dish-water is hot by this time -if it has B^t
all boiled away."

Ward, as a matter of course, tied his horse to the
fence and went into the cabin with her. He also asked
her to stake hira to a dish-towel, which she did after a
good deal of rummaging. He stood with his hat on the
back of his head, a cigarette between his lips, and wiped
the dishes with much apparent enjoyment. He objected
strcmgly to Billy Louise's assertion that she meant to

t f J

i

'II
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MTub the floor, but when he found her quite obdurate
he ohanned his method without in the leaat degree yield-
ing hw point, though for diplomatic reasoni he tih
peared to yield.

He carried water from the creek and filled the tea-
ketUe, the big iron pot, and both pails. Then, when
Billy Louise had turned her back upon him, while aha
looked m a dark comer for the mop, he suddenly seized
her under the arms and lifted her upon the table; and
before she had finished her astonished gaspings, he
caught up a pail of water and sloshed it upon the floor
under her. Then he grinned in his triumph.

" William Louisa, if you get your feet wet, yonr
mommie will take a club to you," he reminded her
sternly. Whereupon he took the broom and proceeded
to give that floor a real man's scrubbing, refusing to
quarrel with Billy Locise, who scolded like a croia old
woman from the table— except when she simply had
to stop and laugh heartily at his violent method of
cleaning.

Ward sloshed and swept and scrubbed. He dug into
the comers with a grim thoroughness that won reluctant
api»obation from the young woman on the table with
her feet tucked under her, and he made her forget poor
old Jase up on the hillside. He scmbbed viciously be-
hind the door until the water was litUe better than u
thin, black mud.

" You want to come up to my claim some time," he
aaid, looking over his shoulder while he rested a minute.
"I *11 show vou how a man keep,i house. William Louisa.
Once a week I pile my tm> stools on the table, pat the
o« up on the bu^— 1^ g^ i^^^ j^ ^jj^^, ^ ^^^

*'_"ir-
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fortible and happj m mommie's daughter looks right
now-- and get busy with the broom and good creek
water. He rewttled his hat on the back of his head
and went to work again. " Mill Creek goes dry down
below, on the days when litUe Wardie cleans his cabin "

with the broom, he yanked open the door and swept
out the water with a perfectly unnecessary flourish,
jurt because he happened to be in a very exuberant
mood.

Billy Louise gave a squeal of comitemation and
then .at absolutely still, staring round-eyed through the

™"'r^U7*'^ fPP^ back -even his composu,^

HeUo, he said, after a few blank seconds. "You
missed some of it, did n't you ? " His tone was mildly
commiserating. " Will you come in ?

»

" N-OK), thank you, I don't believe I will." The
apeaker looked in, however, saw Billy Louise perched
open the table, and took oflF his hat. He was well
plastered with dirty water that ran down and left
atreaks of mud behind. " I mmt have gotten off the
road he said. " I 'm looking for Mr. Jason Meilke's
ranch."

Billy Louise tucked her feet farther under her skirts
and continued to stare dumbly. Ward, glancing at her
ft^m the comer of his eyes, stepped consideratelv be-
tween her and the stranger so that his broad shoulders
quite hid her from the man's curious sUre
"You've stmck the right place," he said calmly.
This IS It" He picked up another pail of water and

aloshtd It upon the wet floor to rinse off the mud.
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"la— ah— Mp^ Heilke in!" One could not

accuae the young man of craning, but he certainly did
try to get another glimpae of the pcraon on the table
and failed becauae of Ward.
"She 'a down in th^ meadow," Billy Louiae mur-

mured.

"She 'a down in the meadow," Ward repeated to
the beapattered young man. " You just go down past
the atable and follow on down— " he waved a hand
vaguely before he took up the broom again. " You Ml
find her, all right," he added encouragingly
"Oh, Ward I That must be Marthy'a nephew.

What will bethink?"
" Doea it matter auch a h— a deuce of a lot what

he thinka I " Ward went on with hia interrupted
scrubbing.

"Hia name is Charlie Fox, and h^'a been to col-
lege and he worked in a bank," Billy Louise went on
nervously. "He's going to live here with Marthy
and run the ranch. What must he have thought ! To
have you sweep all that dirty water on him— "

" Oh, not all I " Ward corrected cheerfully. " Quite
a lot missed him."

Billy Louise giggled. "What does he look like,

Ward ? You stood squarely in the way, so I "

"He looked," said Ward dispassionately, "like a
pretty mad young man with nose, eyes, and a mouth,
and a mole in front of his left ear."

" He was real polite," said Billy Louise reprovingly,
"and his voice is nice."

"Yea? I mind-read a heap of cussing. The po-
liteneas was all on top." Ward chuckled and swept
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more water outaide. « I expect you saved me a lick-
ing thattime, Hiaa William the Conqueror."
"Can you tliink of any more names to call me,

besidee my own, I wonder?" Billy Louise leaned
and inspected the floor like a chicken preparing to hon
off its roost."

" Heaps more." The glow in Ward's eyes was dan-
gerous to their cahn friendship. "Want to bear
themf

"

• " No, I don't. I want to get off this table before
that college youth comes back to be shocked silly again.
I want to see if he 's really— got a mole in front cf
his ear !

"

" You know what inquisitiveness did to old lady Lot
don't you ? However— " He lifted her in his arms'
and set her down outside the door. "There, Wil-
hemina

; trot along and see the nice young man."
Billy Louise sat down on the wheelbarrow, remem-

bered its latest service, and got up hastily. " I won't
go a step," she asserted positively.

Ward had not wanted her to go. He gave her a
mile and finished off his scrubbing with the mop, which
he handled with quite surprising skill for a young
man who seemed more at home in the saddle than any-
where else.

" I 'm awfully glad he came, anyway." Billy Louise
pulled down a budded lilac branch and sniffed at it.

" I^ won't have to stay all night, now. I was going

" In that case, the young man is welcome as a gold
mine. Here they come— he and Mn, Martha. You '|1

have to introduce me, BiU-the-Conk ; I have never met
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the lady." Ward hastily returned the mop to its comer,
rolled down his sleeves, and picked up his gloves. Then
he stepped outside and waited beside BiUy Louise, look-
ing not in the least like a man who has just wiped a
lot of dishes and scrubbed a floor.

The nephew, striding along behind Marthy and show-
ing head and shoulders above her, seemed not to resent
any little mischance, such as muddy water flirted upon
him from a broom. He grinned reminiscently as he
came up, shook hands with the two of them, and did
not let his glance dwell too long or too often upon Billy
Louise, nor too briefly upon Ward.

" You We got a splendid place here, Aunt Martha,"
he told the old woman appreciatively. " I »d no idea
there was such a little beauty-spot down here. This
is even more picturesque than that homey-looking ranch
we passed a few miles back, down in that little val-
ley. I was hoping that was your ranch when I first
saw it

;
and when I found it was n't, I came near stop-

ping, anyway. I'm glad I resisted the temptation,
now. This is worth coming a long way to see."

" I ain't never had a chance to do all I wanted to
with it," said Marthy, with the first hint of apology
Billy Louise had ever heard from her. " I only had
one pair of hands to work with— "

" We 'U fix that part. Don't you worry a minute.
You 're going to sit in a rocking-chair and give or-
ders, from now on. And if I can't make good here,
I ought to be booted all the way up that spooky gorge.
Is n't that right ? " He turned to Warren with a cer-
tain air of appraisement behind the unmistakable cor-
diality of his voice.
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" A man ought to make good here, all right," Ward
agreed neutrally. " It 'b a fine place."

" It ain»t as fine as I 'd like to see it," began Harthy
depreciatingly.

" As you will see it, let 's say— if that does n't sound
too conceited from a tenderfoot," supplemented the
nephew, and laid his hand upon her shoulder T^ith a
gentle little pat. " Folks, I don't want to seem too
exuberantly sure of myself, but— " he waved a care-
fully-kept hand eloquently at the luxuriance around
him, "— I'm all fussed up over this place, honest.
I thought I was coming to a shack in the middle of
the sage-brush; I was primed to buckle down and make
good even in the desert. And bumping into this sort
of thing without warning has gone to my alleged brain
a bit. What I don't know about ranching would fill

a library; but there 's this much, anyway. There won't
be any more ditch-digging for a certain game little lady
in this Cove." He gave the shoulder another pat, and
he smiled down at her in a way that made Billy Louise
blink. And Marthy, who had probably never before
been caUed a game little lady, came near breaking
down and crying before them all.

When Ward went to the stable after Blue, half an
hour later, Charlie Fox went with him. His manner
when they were alone was different; not so exuberantly
cheerful— more frank and practical.

" Honest, it floored me completely to see what that
poor old woman has been up against down here," he
told Warren, stuffing tobacco into a silver-rimmed, briar
pipe while Ward saddled Blue. " I don't know a hell
of a lot about this ranch game; but if that old lady
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can put it across, I guess I can wobble along some-

Aunt Martha as good as told me he was n't much force
so maybe I can play a lone hand here as easy as icould have done with him. Live near here ?

»

"Fifteen miles or so." Ward was not in his most
expansive mood, chieHy for the reason that this man was
a^ stranger, and of strangers he was inclined to fight

" Oh well -it might have been fifty. I know howyon fellows measure distances out here. I 'm likelv
to need a little coaching, now and then, if I live up towhat I just now told the old lady."
"From ail I know of her, you won't need to go out

of the Cove for advice."

" Well, that '8 right, judging from the looks of thingsA woman that can go up against a proposition like she
did to^ay and handle it alone, is no mental weakling-
to say nothing of the way this ranch looks. All right
Warren; I '11 make out alone, I reckon"
Aiterwards when Ward thought it over, he remem-

bered gratefully that Charlie Fox had refrained from
attempting any discussion of Billy Louise or from ask-
ing any questions even remotely personal. He knew
enough about men to appreciate the tactful silences of
the stranger, and when Billy Louise, on the way home,
predK=ted that the nephew was going to be a succe*
Ward did not feel like qualifying the verdict.

A u \r^"^ *" "* * ^^""^ *° *« »M lady," he
said. He seems to have his sights raised to making
things come easier for her from now on."

' Well, she certainly deserves it. For a coUege young
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man— the ordinary, smart young man who comes out
here to astonish the natives— he 's almost human. I
was so afraid that Marthy 'd get him out here and
then discover he was a perfect nuisance. So many
men are."

.t

1

'11
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blanket of solitary living. You are shown an effect
without being given the cause of that effect. You pro-
nounce the West wild, and you never think of the long
winters that bred in silence and brooding solitude those
storm-periods which seem so primitively savage ; of the
days wherein each nature is thrown upon its own re-
sources, with nothing to feed upon but itself and its
own personal interests. And so characters change, and
one wonders why.

There was BUly Louise, with her hands and her mind
full of the problems her father had died still trying to
solve. She did not in the least realize that she was
attempting anything out of the ordinary when she took
a half-developed ranch in the middle of a land almost
as wild as it had been when the Indians wandered over
It unmolested, a few cattle and horses and a bundle
of debts to make her head swim, and set herself the
problem of increasing the number of cattle and elimi-
nating the debts, and of wresting prosperity out of a
condition of picturesquely haphazard poverty. She
went about it with the pathetic confidence of youth and
Ignorance. She rode up and down the canyons and over
the higher, grassier ridges, to watch the cattle on their
summer range and keep them from straying. She went
with John Pringle after posts and helped him fence
certain fertile slopes and hollows for winter grazing.
She drove the rickety old mower through the waving
grass along the creek bottons and hummed little, con-
tented tunes while she watched the grass sway and fall
evenly when the sickle shuttled through. She put on
her gymnasium bloomers and drove the hay wagon, and
felt only a pleasurable thrill of excitement when John
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Pringle inadvertently pitched an indignant rattlesnake
up to her with a forkful of hay. She killed the snake
with her pitchfork and pinched off the rattles, proud
01 their size and number.
When she sold seven fat, three-year-old steers that

fall and paid a note twice renewed, managing besides
to buy the winter supply of " grub " and a sewing-
machine and a set of silver teaspoons for her mother,
oh, but she was proud I

Ward rode down to the ranch that night, and Billy
Lomse showed him the note with its red stamp, oblong
and imposing and slightly blurred on the " paid »

side
Ward was almost as proud as she, if looks and tones
went for anything, and he helped Billy Louise a good
deal by telling her just how much she ought to pay
for the yearlings old Johnson, over on Snake Kiver,
had for sale. Also he told her how much hay it would
take to winter them -though she knew that already

J-
and just what percentage of profit she might expect

from a given number in a given period of time.
He spoke of his ovm work and plans, as well. He was

going into cattle, also, as fast as possible, he said. In
a few years the sheep would probably come in and
crowd them out, but in the meantime there was money
in cattle— and the more cattle, the more money. He
was going to work for wages till the winter set in. He
did n t know when he would see Billy Louise, he said
but he would stop on his way back.

'

To them that short visit was something more than
an incident. It gave Ward new stuff for his dreams
and new fuel for the fire of ambition. To Billy Louise
It also furnished new dream material. She rode the
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hills and saw in fancy whole herds of cattle where now
wandered scattered animals. She dreamed of the time
.when Ward and Charlie Fox and she would pool their

interests and run a wagon of their own, and gather their

stock from wide ranges. She was foolish, in that ; but
that is what she liked to dream.

Mentioning Charlie Fox calls to mind the fact that
he was changing more than any of them. Billy Louise
did not see him very often, but when she did it was
with a deepening impression of his unflagging tender-

ness to Marthy— a tenderness that manifested itself

in many little, unassuming thoughtfulnesses— and of
his good-humor and his energy and several other quali-

ties which one must admire.

" Mommie, that nephew goes at everything just as if

it were a game," she said after one visit. " You know
what that cabin has always been: dark and dirty and
not a comfortable chair to sit down in, or a book or
magazine or anything? Well, I'm just going to take
you over there some day and let you see the difference.

He *6 cut two more windows arid built on an addition

with a porch, if you please. And he has a bookcase
he made himself, just stuffed with books and maga-
zines. And he made Marthy a rocking-chair, mommie,
and— she wears a white apron, and has her hair

combed, and sits and rocks I Honest to goodness, you
wouldn't think she was the same woman."

" Marthy always seemed to me more like a man than
a woman," said her mother. " She did n't have noth-
ing domestic in her whole make-up, far as I could see.

Her cooking— "

"Well, mommie, Marthy cooks real well now.

1 1\

^ '
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Charlie praises up her bread, and she takes lots of paini
with It. And she just fusses with her flowers and letshim run tho ranch; and, mommie, she just worships
Charlie I The way she sits and looks at him when he 's
taIJcmg-.you can see she almost says prayers to him.
She does let her dishpan stay greasy- 1 don't suppose
you can change a person completely- but everything
18 lots cleaner than it used to be before Charlie cameHe 8 going to buy more cattle, too, he says. Young
stock, mostly. He says there 's no sense in anybody bemg poor, m such a country as this. He says he in-
tends to make Marthy rich; Aunt Martha, he calls her.
1 m certamly going to take you over to see her, mom-
mie, the very first nice day when I don't have a million
other things to do." Billy Louise sighed and pushed
her hair back impatiently. " I wish I were a man and
as smart as Charlie Fox," she added, with the plaintive
note that now sometimes crept into her voice when
she realized of a sudden how great a load she was
carrying.

" A man can get out and do things. And a woman—
why, even Ward seems to think it 's perfectly wonder-
ful, mommie, that we don't just about starve, with me
running the ranch! I know he does. Every time Ido a^tbng right or pay off a note or anything, he looks

" I would n't be a mite surprised, Billy Louise," said
her mother, with a flash of amused comprehension, « if
you kinda misread Ward sometimes. Them eyes of
his are pretty keen, and they see a whole lot; but theyam t easy to read, for all that. I guess Ward don't
think it s anything surprising that you 're getting along
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90 well, Billy Louise. I surmise he knows you're «
better manager than a lot of men are."
"I'm not the manager Charlie Fox is, though."

Hilly Louise was frankly envious.
"He didn't have any more to do with than

1 ve got and he's accomplished a lot more. And
besides, he started in green at the whole business."
She rested her chin in her cupped palms and stared
disconsolately at the high-piled hills behind which the
.flun was setting gloriously. "He's going to pipe
water mto the house, mommie," she observed, after^
silence. " I wish— "

in"*,^'"'!,^.!/" r^''"""* ^
^""'* ^'»°* °« ^«t^' piped

in here, Billy Louise, and tastin' of the pipe. Pd
rather carry it and have it sweet and fresh. Don't
you go worrying because yon can't do everything Charlie

IZT . f^^
'' ""* ^''' ^'^'°' "P '^' debts in-

stead of paym' 'em off as yon 're doing."

"^
I don't know

;
I don't believe he is, though. I thinkhe 8 just managing right and making every dollar count.He got calves from Seabeck, up the river, cheaper than

1 did from Johnson, mommie. He rode all over the
country and looked up range conditions and prices. He
did nt say so, but he made me feel foolish because I
just bought the first ones I saw, without waiting to
look around first. But- Ward said it was a good buy,
and he ought to know; only, the fact remains that Char-
lie has done better. I guess it isn't experience that
counts, altogether. Charlie Fox has got brains I

"
'Land alive I I guess he ain't the only one, Billy

Lomse. You're doing better than your father done,
and he was n't any Jase Meilke kind of a man, but a

J
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good, h.rd worker alw.yg. You don't want to get .11out. conce., „,th you,«lf ju« bec.u.e Ch.rlie Fox

i»S'"\; ?
"" "«'•••

^
**»"'' '"'"' »' i' '» "> won-

derful M.rtby w.. dw.y8 foreh.n(led, .nd she mademoney there and never spent any to speak of. Though
I^should n't carry the ide. ri>e 'a a.ingy, after the wfy

If Billy Louise had not been so absorbed with herown d.seontent, she might have wondered at hermother, sudden silenee. But she did not even notiee
•t. She was comparing two young men and measuring
them with certain standards of her own, and she was
Dot quite s.tisfied with the result. She h.d seen CharlieFox .pnng up with a perfectly natural courtesy and

hi? . w ^' "'"'' "'""' *<> ^^^'^J 'he room wherehe had been discussing books with Billy Louise. Shehad seen him stand beside his own chair until Marthvwas seated and then had heard him deftly turn the
conversation into a channel wherein Marthy had also.n interest. Parlor poUteness- and something more^
something infinitely finer and better thu. mere obe^
aience to cert.in conventional rules.

She had seen that and more, and she had a vivid pic-
ture of Ward, sitting absorbed in . book which he never
afterwards mentioned, an! letting her or her motherWt heavy pieces of wood upon the fire within arm's
reach of hnn; sitting with his hat tilted back npon hishead and . cigarette gone cold in his fingers, and per-haps not replying a', .11 when he was spoken to. Sheh«d never considered him uncouth or rude; he was Ward
Warren, and these were certain individual traits which
he possessed and which seemed a part of him She
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had Honsed dimly that some nLturcs arc too b,> and
too strong for petty rules of deportment, and that Ward
might Mt all day in the house with his hat on his head
and still be a gentleman of the finer sort. And yetnow that Charlie Fox had come and presented an ex-
ample of the world's standard, Hilly Louise could not,
for the life of her, help wishing that Ward was differ-
ent. And there were other things; things which Billy
Louise was ashamed to recognize as influencing her
in any way, and yet which did influence her. For
instance. Ward lived to himself and for himself, and
not always wisely or well. He was arrogant in his
opinions -- Billy Louise had rather admired what she
had called his strength, but it had become arrogance
now— and his scorn was swift and keen for blunder-
ings. And there was Charlie, always thinking and plan-
ning for Marthy and putting her wishes first; want-
ing to make sure that he himself had not blundc-ed
and with a conservative estimate of himself that was
refreshingly modest. And—

"Ain»t that Ward coming, Billy Louise? Seems tome it looks like him— the way he rides."
Billy Louise started guiltily and looked up toward

the trail, now piled d>ep with shadows. It was Ward
all right, and his voice, lifted in a good-humored shout'
brought Billy Louise to her feet and sent her down
the slope to the stable, whero he had stopped as a
matter of course.

When he turned and smiled at her through the dusk
and said, " 'Lo, Bill," in a voice that was like a spoken
kiss, a certain young woman hated herself for a weak-
souled traitor and mentally called Charlie Fox a popin-

Is
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jay, which was merely shifting injustice to another
resting-place.

"Are you plumb tickled to death to see me, Wil-
liam ?

** '

" Oh, no; but I guess I can stand iti
*'

A smile to go with both sentences, and a strong un-
dercurrent of something unnamed in their tones— whc
wanted the pasteurized milk and distilled water of a
perfectly polite form of greeting? Not Billy Louise
If one might judge from that young woman's face and
voice and manner. Not Ward, though he was perfectly
unconscious of having been weighed or measured
or judged by any standard at all.

And yet, when Charlie Foa rode down to the Wol-
verme a week or so later, tied his horse under the shed,
and came up to the cabin as though he knew of no
better place in all the world; when he greeted mommie
as though she were something precious in his sight,
and talked with her about the things she was most
interested in, and actually made her feel as if he were
immensely interested also, Billy Louise simply could
not help admiring him and liking him for his frank
good-nature and his kindness. She had never before
met a man just like Charlie Fox, though she had known
many who were what Ward once called " parlor-broke "
She felt when she was with him that he had a strength
to match Ward's strength ; only, this strength was tamed
and trained and smoothed so that it did not obtrude
upon one's notice. It was not eveiy young man who
would come out into the wilderness and roughen his
hands on an 7.rigating shovel and live a cramped, lonely
life, for the sake of a harsh, illiterate old woman like
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M.rthy Meilk. She did not believe Ward would dothat. He would have to feel some tie stronger thanthe one betw^n Marthy and her nephew before he wlu^^change h.s hfe and his own plans for anyone.

It was not until Charlie was leaving that he gaveBilly Lomse a hint that his errand was not yet ac^comphshed She walked down with him to whe^ ht

1.1. V '"°^ pathetic eyes of hersmate me ashamed to bother her with a thing. But I.m worried, Miss Louise. I came over to ask you

f
^«»'ve seen anything of four calves of ours Iknow yon „de a good deal, through the hills. Thevdisappeared a week ago, and I cL't find ^y ^.i

d^r^°"«»-''^''e-".""n>essy„rb::!

iJ7\^"' "''^ *" "«'"• I* "« •«» Friday I

above the house, you see. I was away that night andAunt Martha is a li.tle hard of hearing. She ,^uld n'hear anytning unless there were considerable noise I

and the bars were in place then. Aunt Martha had notbeen up the gorge, nor had anyone come to the ranch
-^hile I was gone. So you see. Miss Louise, here 's awry pretty mystery I

" ' * ' '



88 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
He laughed, but Billy Louise saw by his eyes ihat

he did not laugh very deeply, and that he was really

worried. " I must have made a mistake and bought
mountain sheep instead of calves," he said and laughed
again. " They could n't have gone through those bars

or over them; and I did have a spark of intelligence

and looked along the river for tracks, you know. .They

had not been near the river, which has soft banks alo^g

there. They watered from the little creek that comes
down the gorge. Miss Louise, do you have flying cat-

tle in Idaho?"
" You think they were driven off, don't you ? " Billy

Louise asked a question with the words, and made a

statement of it with her tone, which was a trick of

hers.

Charlie Fox shook his head, but his eyes did not com-
plete the denial. " Miss Louise, I 'd work every other

theory to death before I 'd admit that possibility ! I

don't know all of my neighbors so very well, but I

should hesitate a long, long time— "

" It need n't have been a neighbor. There are lots

of strange men passing through the country. Did you
look for tracks ?

"

"I— did not. I did n't want to admit that possi-

bility. I decline to admit it now." The chin of Charlie

Fox squared perceptibly, so that Billie Louise caught

a faint resemblance to Marthy in his face. " I saw a

man accused of a theft once," he said. " The evi-

dence was— or seemed— absolutely unassailable. And
afterward he was exonerated completely; it was just

a horrible mistake. But he left school under a cloud.

His life was ruined by the blunder. I 'd have to know
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absolutely before I 'd accuse anyone of stealing those
calves, Miss Louise. I 'd have to see them in a man's
corral, with his brand on them— I believe that 's the
way it 's done, out here— and even then "

" Where have you looked ? " There were reasons why
this particular subject was painful to Billy Louise.
" And are you sure they did n't get out of that pas-
ture and wander on down the Cove, among all those
willows ? It 's a perfect jungle, away down. Are you
sure they aren't with the rest of the cattle? I don't
see how they could leave the Cove, unless they were
driven out." She caught a twinkle of amusement in
his eyes and stopped short. Of course, a mere girl
should not take it for granted that a man had failed to
do all that might be done. And Billy Louise had a
swift conviction that she would never think of talking
like this to Ward. She flushed a little ; and still, Charlie
Fox was a tenderfoot. She was justified in asking those
questions, and in her heart she knew it.

" Yes, I thought of that— strange as it may seem."
Charlie's voice was unoffended. On the contrary, he
seemed glad that she took so keen an interest in his
affairs. " It has been a week, you know, since they
flew the coop. I did hunt every foot of that Cove,
twice over. I drove every hoof of stock up and. cor-
raled them, and made sure these four were not in the
herd. Then I hunted through every inch of that wil-
low jungle and all along the bluff and the river; Miss
Louise, I put in three days at it, from sunrise till

it was too dark to see. Then I began riding outside.
There isn't a trace of them anywhere. I had just
bought them from Seabeck, you know. I drove them
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home .nd becauae they were tired, «.d «, wa, I, IWleft them m that upper meadow aa I came dow thegorge. I had n't branded them yet. I-Ikn!ri'™made an awful botch of the thing. Misa C^" Z
confessed turning toward her witf'an hont"d^;J
and a .elf-flaying humility in hie eyea that wip^W
topt But you see I'm green at this ranch game.And I never dreamed those calves weren't perfecUyafe ,n there The fence was new and strong; ISt new ,h,3 t^a. you know. And the bars are .to-lately bars to any stock larger than . rabb" Ot

calves are only four calves. But -it's the sense offaJure that gets me hardest. Miss Ionise. AuntTrtht

me flrta'r
*"'' "" "' ''"^- ^» --^i^«tme fairly ta>: , my nerve. And losing four fine biirheifer calves .: one whack is no way to get rid! fIt, Miss Louise?" He lan<?Iio^ •„/ ".»*• "™. "

AiA ^„» J
'augned. and again the lauehdid not go deep, or reach his eyes

you to think I have come whining for sympathy " hesaid, after a minute of moody silence. ^CL^they were not branded yet -with our brLT-^lbought perhaps you had run across them and paid noattention, thinking they belonged t -'.abeck »B^y Louise smiled a little to ..<,rself. "if he hadnot been quite so " green at the ranch game," he wou^dhave mentioned brands at first, as thermos 1^7^^point instead of tacking on the information Z^y
after ten minutes of other less vital details.

'

Were they vented?" she aaked. aupp«,.iug the
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smOe 80 that it wa« merely a twitch of the lips which
might mean anything.

"I— yes, I think they were. That 's what you call
It when the former owner puts his brand in a diflFerent
place to show that his ownership has ceased, isn't it?
Seabeck puts his brand upside down— "

" I know Seabeck's vent," Billy Louise cut in. There
yras no need of letting such a fine fellow display more
Ignorance on the subject. " And I should have no-
ticed It if I had seen four calves vented fresh and not
rebranded. Why in the world did n't you stick your
brand on at the same time ? " Billy Louise was losing
patience with his greenness.

" I did n't have my branding iron with me," Charlie
answered humbly. « I have done that before, when I
bought those other cows and calves. I "

" You 'd better pack your iron, next time," she re-
torted. " If you can't get a little bunch of calves
ten miles without losing them— "

"But you must understand, I did I I took them
home and turned them into the Cove. I know— I 'm
an awful chump at this. There are things that I can
do," he declared whimsically, <' or I should want to
kick myself to death. I can ladle out money the year
round through a bank wicket and not be shy a cent
at the end of the year. And I can strike out man after
man— when I'm in good form; why, I've pitched
whole games and never walked a man I And I can—
but what 's the use ? I can't drive the cows up from
pasture, it seems, without losing all the milk. And
I can make a little, gray-eyed girl out here in the
sagebrush look upon me with pitying contempt fop my

ii

i
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asinine ignorance. Hang it, why does a fellow have
to learn fresh lessons for everything he undertakes ?Why can t there be a universal course that fits one for
every trade ?

"

" There is," said Billy Louise dryly. « You take
that in the School of Experience, don't you?

"

He laughed ruefully. "Horatio! It certainly does
cost something, though. I Ve certainly paid enough— "
"In worry, maybe. The calves may not be abso-

lutely lost, you know. Why, I lost a big steer last
sprmg and never found him till I was going to sell
a few head. Then he turned up, the biggest and fat-
test one in the bunch. You can't tell; they get them-
selves m queer places sometimes. I 'U come over to-
morrow, if I can, and take a look at that pasture and
al around. And I '11 keep a good lookout for the
calves."

Many men would have objected to the unconscious
patronage of her tone. That Charlie Fox did not, but
accepted the spirit of helpfulness in her words, lifted
him out of the small-natured class.

" It 's awfully goou of you," he said. " You know
a lot more about the bovine nature than I do, for all
I put in every spare minute studying the subject. I 'm
taking four diflFerent stock jcarnals now. Miss Louise.
I il bet I know a lot more about the different strains
of various breeds than you do. Miss Cattle-queen. But
I 'm beginning to see that we only know what we learn
by experience. I 've a new book on the subject of
heredity of the cattle. I 'm going home and see if Sea-
beck has n't stumbled upon a strain that can be traced
back to your native mountain sheep."
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BiUj Louise laughed and said good-by, and stood
leaning over the gate watching him as he zigzagged
up the hill, stopping his horse often to breathe. The
wagon road took a round-about course, longer and less
steep. At the top, just before he rounded a huge pim-
ple on the face of the bluff, he stopped and looked
down, saw her standing there, and waved his hat. Ilia
horse stood sidewise upon the trail for easier foot-
ing, and the man's head and shoulders were sUhouetted
sharply against the deep, clear blue of the sky. Billy
Louise felt a little, unnamed thrill as she stared up
at him. Her lips curved into tenderness. Clean, frank,
easy-natured he was, as she had come to know him. It
was like coming into a sunny spot to be with him. And
then she sighed, with that vague feeling of dissatis-
faction with herself. She felt crude and awkward and
dull of wit. Her mother, Marthy, Ward— all the per-
sons she knew— were crude and awkward and ignorant
beside Charlie Fox. And she had had the temerity,
the insufferable effrontery, to criticize him and patron-
ize him over those four calves I

" He can strike out three men in succession," she
murmured. " And he pitched whole games and never
walked a man." She gave him a final wave of ihe
-hand, as he turned to climb on out of sight. " And I
don't even know what he was talking about— though I
think it was baseball. And I was awfully snippy about
those calves he lost."

She began to wonder, then, about those calves.
Vented and not rebranded, they would be easy game for
any man who first got his own brand on them. She
meant to get a description of them when she saw Char-
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lie again- it w„ like hi, i^^^ ^ ^

open. If Oiarhe were right about the calve, notW2 anywhere ,n the Cove, then they had been drive!

from the fence and went down to a .had, nook Zthe creek where .he had alwaya liked to do her woTrying and hard thinking.

c„r^'"^'^
""* *"*^ *° =•'*'' ' '"I'y *""" in her

wafi "mi T-^".'
'"'"^' "«" "»'™' then d.ere

tZ1 ,'" ""' ~"""3'. And if there were,then no one's stock was safe. The deduction was ter^

t7™ 'n T,*^ f '^'"" " "' '™«"«" """n i" addi-
tion. And Billy Louise could not afford to pay toU toa rustler out of her forty-seven head of cattle
The next day she rode early to the Cove and learnedaome things from Marthy which she had not gleanedfrom Chjjrhe. She learned that two of the calvfs werea deep red, except for a wide, white strip on the noseof one «d white hind feet on the otherfthat a.oth^w« spotted on the hindquarters, and that the fourthwas white w.-: large, red blotches. She had known

catUe an her life. She would know these, if sheZthem anywhere.

She also discovered for herself that they could nothave broken out of that pasture, and that the riverbank was impa^able, because of high, thick bushes andmiry mud in the open spaces. She had a fight with

^^IT.'^T '""" P'""*' "'"^ ''^o-'trated beyond
doubt that they were miry, by getting him in to the
knees in spite of his violent objections. They left deep
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tracks behind them when they got out. The calves had
not gone investigating the bank, for there was not a
trace anywhere. And the bluflF was absolutely unscal-
able. Billy Louise herself would have felt doubtful ofdunbmg out that way. The gray rim-rock stood
ttraight and high at the top, with never a crevice, so
far as she could see. And the gorge was barred, so
that It was impossible to go that way without lifting
heavy poles out of deep sockets and sliding them to one
Bide.

*/7'''^^V° '^^* *^"* * «**« ^^^^" Cl»arfie con-
fided suddenly. <' There won't be any more mysteries
liie tills I m going to fix a swinging gate in place
of these bars, Miss Louise. I shall have it swing up-
hill, like this; and I '11 have a weight arranged so tha^
It will always close itself, if one is careless enough to
ride on and leave it open. I have it aU worked out
in my alleged brain. I shall do it right away, too.
Aunt Marthy is rather nervous about this gorge, nowEve^ evening she walks up here herself to make sure
the bars are closed."

" You may as well make up your mind to it," said
Billy Louise irrelevantly, in a tone of absolute cer-
tamty. « Those calves were driven out of the gorge.
That means stolen. You need n't accuse anyone in par-
ticular; I don't suppose you could. But they were
stolen."

Charlie frowned and glanced up speculatively at the
bluff's nm.

" Oh, your mountain-sheep theory is no good," Billy
Louise giggled. « I doubt if a lizard, even, would try
to leave the Cove over the bluff." Which certainly wm
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. sweeping rtatement, when you consider . Ii„,d',

iney re hummora to climb "

jJJf'^'i^r"'*'^'-^^^' Not like that You

«VTf '^? "''' "^^^^^^ ^^y '^ot »dniit it? "
Would that do any good -bring them back?" hecountered, looking up at her.

«! ne

" N-o, but I do hate to see a person deliberately shuthis eyes m front of a fact. We may as well admit tn
ourselves that there is a rustler in tL coZt *^^^^^
we can look out for him."

^

Charlie's eyes had the troubled look. "I hate tothink that. Aunt Martha insists that is what we a^up against, but— " *'®

When she rode oyer the Wert upland she caught her-

But winter was comag, and she would drive her stockdow» mto the fields she had ready. They woulHe
safe there surely Still, she wishedVard would 1^
a^drT *° *'"' '1°™' '''^ " ""^ 'ho understoo,^
and who knew more about such things than she did.



CHAPTER VII

WABO HURT8 WOLVIB

THE fate of the four heifer calves became per-
manently wrapped in the blank fog of mystery.

Billy Louise watched for them when she rode out in
the hills, and spent a good deal of time heretofore given
oyer to dreaming in trying to solve the riddle of their
disappearance. Charlie Fox insisted upon keeping to
the theory that they had merely str- ycd. Marthy grum-
bled sometimes over the loss, anr' Ward— well. Ward
did not put in an appearance again that fall or winter
and so did not hear of the incident.

November brought a long, tiresome storm of snow
and sleet and chill winds, which even the beasts would
not face, except when they were forced. After that
there were days of chilly sunlight, nights of black frost,
and more wind and rain and snow. Each little ranch
oasis withdrew into itself and settled down to pass the
winter in physical comfort and mental isolation. Even
Billy Louise seldom rode abroad unless she was com-
pelled to, which was not often. The stage which passed
through the Wolverine basin twice a week left scanty
mail in the starch-box which Billy Louise had herself
nailed to a post nearest the trail. Now and then a
chance traveler pulled thankfully out of the trail,

stopped for a warm dinner or a bed, and afterwards
went his way. But from October until the hills were
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green, there wa. never • ,ight of Ward, ami Billy LouiseohMged her mood and her opinion of him three or four
timet a week.

Ward as a matter of fact, had a very good rea«,n
for hi. absence He was working f.,r a rancher overon the other side of the mountains, an<l when he got
leave of absence, it was merely that ho might ride to
lus claim and sleep there a night in compliance with
the law, and see that nothing was disturbed. He wasearamg forty dollars a month, which he could not af-
ford to jeopardize by any prolongc-d absence; and hewas to take part of his pay in cows. Also, he had made
•rrangrments to keep his few head of stock with the
ranchers for a nominal sum, which barely saved Ward
from the humiliation of feeling that the man was giv-
ing him something for nothing. Junkins, the rancher
was a good fellow, and he had a fair sense of values!He knew that he could pay Ward these wages and lethim winter his stock there- 1 believe Ward had seven
or «ght head at that time- and still make a fair profit
on his labor. For Ward stuck to his work, and he
worked fast, with the drive of his nervous energy and
the impatience he always felt toward any obstacle Jun-kms considered privately that Ward was giving him^e work of two men, while he had the appetite of one.So that It was to his interest to induce Ward to stay
until spring opened and gave him plenty to do on hisown daim; and such was Ward^e anxiety to acquire
some property and a certain financial security, that he^t behind him the temptation to ride down to the
Wolverine until he was once more his own master. He
had sold his time to Junkins. He would not pHfer the
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honn it would uko to ride twenty mile, .nd btck enin«.» .0 .ee Bill, touise; whichV~ .h.t ^^2mowJ wedding, whatever elM> he might be.
Then, in April, he left Junkin. ,cd dtwe home .

yearling. One ot the cow. h.d . week-old c.lf, „dthere would be more before long. W.rd ..ng the ;h"eof Chuholm Traii .» the top of hi. voice, ..he drifted
the oettlc .lowly up the long hill to the top oi7.dmde, from whore he could look down over lower hill,into hi. own little creek-bottom.

I 11 quit puncliing cow. to tlie >WMt by-Md-by,"

he finished ^nbcrantly luid . oraiwd him.elf that bewould ride down to the Wolverine the very next d.yMd «e how the folk, came through the winter." Hew^ted to tell William I^ui.. that he wa. .ome cow!

2« ':^\'^ *'^"- ^« *''»"8'" ho hod made a
pretty g«>d showing in the lart twelve month. ; for whenhe first met her, at the Cedar Creek ford, he bad n't

nght and he didn't lose hi. nerve, he might tdl Wil-ham louisa something else I It wemed to him that hehad earned the right now.
He rode three mile, oblivion, to his .nrronnding.

while he went carefully over hi. acquaintance- no, hU
friendship -with Billy Louise and tried to gue.. whashe would say when he told her what he had^^ant^ .,'

her. Sometunes he nuUed a little, Mid «,metime. he
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looked gloomy. He ended by hurrying the cattle down
the eanyon «> that he might ride on to the Wolverine
that mght. It would be tough on Rattler, but then,WMt 8 8 range eayuse made for, anyway i Rattler hadhad a snap, all winter; he could atand a hard deal once,for a change It would do the old skate good to lifthmiself over fifty miles once more.
Whether it did Rattler any good or not, it put new

jmt of the cabin window once more. He smiled sud-denly to himself, threw back his shoulders, and lifted

^tlT " *''\<'''«8«'«1 that had come to be a sortof bond between the two.

Beat blamed eowboy that ever pulled a gun,"

he Shouted gleefully. A yellow square opened in thecabms sjde and a figure stood outlined against theshming background. Ward laughed happify.

Biily Louise turned her head toward the interiorof the cabin and then left the light and merged into"h"darkness without. Ward risked a broken neck ,udwent down the last bit of slope as if he were trying
to head a steer. By the time he galloped up to the^te!

^o'^^tTthZ
'^"'"^ "''' "• ^' -'<^ - ^^r

,J1
'^',^"''"^ ^"^ ™f"y ""d slid out of the saddleand went „p to her. " How you was, already?" Againhis voice was like a kiss.

"^

"'to, Ward!" (in a tone that returned the kiss).
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not We Ve quit taking in tramps. Where the dick-
ens have you been for the last ten years ? » And that

r !\ A ^"° conviction in Billy's Louise's mind
tha she did not care whether Ward ever crossed her
trai again, and that when he did, he would have to do
a lot of explaining before she would thaw to anything
approaching friendliness. Oh, well, we all chan^ oufminds sometimes.

^

" I felt like it was twenty," Ward affirmed. " DoI get any supper, William? I like to have ridden my
horse to a standstill getting here to-night; know that?
1 Hope you appreciate the fact."

" It 's a wonder you would n't have started a lit-
tie sooner, then," Billy Louise retorted. " Along about
Christmas, for instance."

" Was n't my fault I did n't, William. Think I Ve
got nothing to do but chase around the country calling
on young ladies? IVe been a wage slave, Bill-LooCome on while I put up my horse. Poor devil, I drove
cattle from Junkins' place with him, and they were n'twhat you could call trail-broke, either. And then Icame on down here. IVe been in the saddle since

«w ; ^tT^
^^^^'' ^°^ ^"^""'« ^^^ "°^er it."

WeU, I m very sure that it is not my fault," Billy

stablT
'°''^' ^' '^^ "^^^^^^ ^«i^« ^^^ to the

Jfi'V '" T "^ *^'*^
^ °^^^^* P'^««« «ome

pretty strong evidence that the last twenty miles isyour fault. Say, you did n't know I 've gone into thecow business myself, did you, William? IVe been
working like one son-of-a-gun all fall and winter, and
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I 'm in the cattle-king class— to the extent of twelve
iwad. I knew you were crazy to hear the glad tidinmw I tried to kill off a horse to get here and tell you!
You and me ni be running a wagon and tull crew in
another year, don't you reckon? And send reps over
mto Wyoming and around, to look after our interests I

»
He laughed at himself with a perfect understanding
of his own insignificance as a cattle-owner, and Billy
Louise laughed with him, though not at him, for it
seemed to her that Ward had done well, considering
nis small opportunities.

To be sure, in these days when civilization travels
by milhon-dollar milestones, and ihe hero of a ten-
dollar story scorns any enterprise which requires less
than five figures to name its profits, Ward and Billy
Louise and Charlie Fox -and all their neighbors

-

do not amount to much. But it is a fact that realmen and women in the real world beyond the horizon
work hard and fight real battles for a very small suc-
cess compared with Big Interests and the modem story-
man. And I'm telling you of some real people in
a real world out in the sagebrush country, where not
even a story hero may consistently become a million-
aire m ten chapters. There is no millionaire materialm the sagebrush country, you know, unless it is planted
there by the Big Interests; and the Big Interests do

ri/ '""V^. '°
''"• ^" '^ *^^^^^ ^'^^ «f cattle

look too trifling to mention, I can't help it. Ward
worked mighty hard for those few animals, and saved
and schemed, and denied himself much pleasure. There-

IZaa rjf '' '°^ "^"'^ "^^^' '^' circumstances
could do and be honest



WARD HUNTS WOLVES io8a did not do sojery well when it came to telling

had to adm. to h.mself that the play came rightto teU her. AM both times Ward ehied like . hoLm the moonlight For all that he sang about half theway home, the next day, and for theLt of the w.;

tniSi-;''^ ''- '^" ^^» ^-^ ^^ -
He rode out into the pasture where his cattle weregrazing and sat looking at them while he smoked^

cigarette And while he smoked, that small herd «ewand multipli ; before the eyes of his imagination,She needed a full crew of riders to take Tare of t^mHe shipped a trainload of beef to Chicago before Z^w away the cigarette stub, and he lauded to him!^If when he rode back to the log cabin In the gro^of quaking aspens.
*^

^Z^i^^f'^
my money's worth out of that bunch,jnst in the fun of planning ahead," he realized, whilehe wbtUed shavings from the edge of a craie'w

the best daydream material I've struck yet: wish Ihad more of the same. I 'd make old oL^Zne
rll Ti '"""'* "" "*' P""""- She could epdl

llTrih?"^'''"*'':''"''"'*'*^'"'''*''-
"'^'^M right, he mused, when the fire was hot and crack-Img and he was slicing bacon with his pocket-knife,

n»nL^V "^"""'y"'- ^°'J-" Hiscoffee-n ^^t
'"'". ""• interrupted him. He burned hi,

fingers before he slid the pail to a cooler spot, andafter that he thought of the joys of having , o^rZ
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gray-eyed girl for his housekeeper, and for a time he
forgot about his newly acquired herd.
And then his day-dreams received a severer jolt, and

one more lasting. He began to realize something that
he had always known: that there is something more to
the cattle business than branding the calves and sell-
ing the beef.

When the first calf went to dull the hunger of the
wolves that howled o^nights among the rocks and stunted
pmes on Bannock Butte, Ward swore a good deal and
resolved to ride with his rifle tied on the saddle here-
after. Also, he went back immediately, got a little
fat, blue bottle of strychnine, and returned and " salted "
the small remnant of the carcass. It was no part of his
dreams to have the profit chewed off his little herd
by wolves.

When the second calf was pulled down in spite of
the mother's defense, within half a mile of his cabin
Ward postponed a trip he had meant to make to the
Wolverine and went out on the trail of the wolves. In
the loose soil of the lower ridge he tracked them easily
and rode at a shuffling trot along the cow-trail they
had followed, his eyes keen for some further sign of
them. He guessed that there would be at least one
den farther up in the gulch that opened out ahead, and
if he could find it and get the pups— well, the bounty
on one litter would even his loss, even if he were not
lucky enough to get one of the old ones. He had a
shovel tied to the saddle unj^r his left leg, to use in
case he found a den.

So, planning a crusade against these enemies to his
enterprise, he picked his way slowly up . side of



WARD HUNTS WOLVES 105

the deep gully that had a little stream wandering
through rocks at the bottom. His eyes, that Billy
Louise had found so quick and keen, noted every litUe
jutting shelf of rock, every badger hole, every bush.
It looked like a good place for dens of wolf or coyote.
And with the sun shining down warm on his shoul-
ders, and the meadow larks singing from swaying
weeds, and rabbits scuttling away through the rocks
now.and then. Ward began to forget the ill-luck that
had brought him out and to enjoy the hunt for its own
sake.

Farther along there were so many places that would
bear investigation that he left Rattler on a level spot,
and with his rifle and six-shooter, went forward on
foot, climbing over ledges of rock, forcing his way
through green-budded, wild-rose bushes or sliding down
loose, gravelly slopes.

One place— a tiny cave under a huge bowlder—
looked promising. There were wolf tracks going in
and out, plenty of them. But there were no bones or
offal anywhere around, and Ward decided that it was
not a family residence, but that the wolves had per-
haps invaded the nest of some other animal. He went
on hopefully. That side of the gulch was cobwebbed
with tracks.

Then, quite accidentally, he glanced across to the
far side, his eyes attracted to something which had
moved. He could see nothing at first, though from the
comer of his eye he had certainly caught a flicker of
movement over there. Yellow sand, gray rocks and
bushes, and above a curlew circling, with long beak
outstretched before, and long, red legs 8tret-3hed out
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the point of climbing farther 0?^! ? '"'' "" ""

« yawning hole in1 hi^l:^''. ;7„f^'
'" ""-

«nd trampled. Then an o„fi- *^^ '^'''K P«wed

«»ongajL.bIeof ^k, head "; '^°'''' ''««-<' "^«
fo' eara. It might U a ;<S1;«TL^

'^''' '7° P"'"*"

^^."l^"5tt!^'t:rnt^^^^^^^^^^^^^
-' -f -».

h" eye, he would not haTtet1 v^l '"«^' "''^

«!«•!.« at an anim.1. He p^LTk
'•""•* ^ """>

ateady caking of hi, fo^sfln'^ 1„dV^T, ''* '
clamored with the noise Th. „K- .

''"'® 8^"''

high, came down hZ> .^^ ^?!f
°'" "'«'« '««•«<»

hill to another levdwh
""*.""«> '» f«t down the

toe, convXve^T iil r/ ^""'*^ ""« " f»"
tiU behind a Infh.

'' ^'** ^''^"' «d Uy

fool ™ pCi;:ri'°" °" '^*' " y- <»« "early

did,eeld'e:^^dZTt£''w''''*""^'7-" Ward'

place, imnpe^ Z^Z^J^ :''^T^' « "a^w
''here the ^f i.v S<> •f'".'^

^^"'""'tly to

open and glazed ft,t^pard-^*' '" "^^ '"^
Ward grinned al'«. aa^hl ,S ."t" 'S""" «tcarcass a iwke wit>, »,;„ u .

"^^ ««v« the

hill toward t£^ ""' '^*-*°^ "^ 8'«»"<1 -p the

he'S'!^arthrai!r^.r- ^" ^ ^^,"
with a family;ZT^^Z^T ""'* '^'=«' »P
yonrpnpsyefLtiufJ^'^* ^^1 '°r.'^'*

''^«'
juainow. leaving the wolf where
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8he lay, he climbed to the rocks where he had first
seen her. They lay high piled, but he could see day-
light through every open space and so knew there was
no den The base rested solidly on the yellow earth.
Ward stood and looked at the slope below. To the

right and half-way down was a ten-foot ledge, and be-low that outcropped a steep bank of earth. He conld
no see what lay immediately below, but while he was
still stanng, a pointed, gray nose topped by pert, gray
ears poked cautiously over the bank, hm^ered there
sniffing, and dropped back out of sight.

"You little son-of-a-guni " he exclaimed and dug in
his heels on the sharp descent. « I Ve got you right
where I want you, now."
The den was tunneled into the earth just over an-

other ledge, which underlay the bank there, and gave
a sheer drop of ten or fifteen feet to the slope below
where a thick fringe of blossoming cherry bushes grew
close and hid the ledge so completely that the den had
been perfectly concealed from across the gulch It
was a case where the shovel was needed. Ward
flagged " the den by throwing his coat down before^e opening and went back to where Rattler waited.He was jubilant over his good luck. With an average

litter of pups, and the old wolf besides, the bounty
would make those two calves the most profitable ani-
mals m the bunch, reckoned on the basis of monev in-
vested in them. \
With the shovel he enlarged the tunnel, and between

strokes he heard the whimpering of the pups. The
sound sobered his face to a pitying determination. Poor
little devils, it was not their fault that they were bom
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huddled .gai^t the frrtit^^'S'oft
*" ^""'^ ""^

worked fMt that he mieht thl
**"' "*'*• ^e

fort, ,nd hia fo«h.r/ T°" ""^ "«' <li«»m-

».pped\t hi, g,o"^td 0n7 ""'^ ''«'" '^'
them out, whininl wT- ' ''^ »"« ^^ hauled

ages they we« Sne'h"*'
''™««''"« "'k^ '•'^ m. J.

big enough to make IM °
•

•"" """'
""'s'"- J"'*

the den when autas ^^L""wT"^ '"P' ""'''<'«

fonnd them J^ZaT' I .
""' «'"'' ''^ """i

i.<i not been pleasim^" °'" "' *^''*^"-' "« "

that exertion.
"» need of « smoke, after all

It was while he was .moking and resting t). . ..first became conscious of the nile ^VT ^ "' ''*

"ore than the obstacle befw^ limsei/ndT^rpnps. He blew a little cloud of31X11V "''""

leaned and lifted a handful of sa"d „,H """"•'

Putofit,.ndl.kedatitinten«rH;^:?Hr;ft
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the ledge above and to the right of him, twisted bUtaround and scanned the steep slope inunedi.tely above

I^'he^! '1', "" "P"'**
^"^ ''" "P»' "»'«»' " Well,I U be darned I and put it back again. With hisW

finger he tnnied over a small, rusty lump the size ofa pea, wiped it upon his sleeve, and bent over it eagerly
holding It so that the light struck it revealingly. His
face glowed. Save the want of tenderness in his eye.he l«,ked as though Billy L„„i,e stood before him; thesame guarded gladness, the same intent eagerness,

and L 'P'f^W over that pile of gravel and sand

found one other small lump that he kept, but beyondthat his search was barren of result. Still, that glowremama^ ,n his face. Finally he roused himself „though he realized that he was behaving foolishly. Hemade himself another cigarette and smoked it fastkeeping pace with his shuttling thoughts. And by the

Zh T IT '"'1.'"" •'""^ ''o™ 'o " "'Wong

cJ^'.t, \
"""^

'"f"'
"' """^'^ "^ imperturbabi;

cato only his eyes betrayed a hidden excitement.

.r,^ 7 ^ J *, T '" """"'y '' ™'''<' ^^ »«W aloudand laughed a little. " Old Lady Fortune, you want
to watch ou^ or I 'm liable to get the best ^f'you ytt

vIh a X r^ imperturbability exploded in the
yell, and after that he moved briskly.

wJ/'r ^\^/t^ ''^^ "» thi'." he warned himself,whJe he scalped the last of the pups. " No use getting
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«nd pile „d filled ^„„^^ 5""j""' ""™«1 to the
"o '«• Then he ^JlZtol" fl"

" "« ~-"
"eek with hi, Ioad_aI3 1 l'^^"^' '"-"P^ **»>

wted . dij;;iij' t^^-"
-if..ki„, .„d w.rf

*d not
'."ept^atiently " „rj''

"""• »' "-^
*% home, and he .nJJTZ """^'f'"'?

delay in get-
»f .«» n>ood. RattlerX^t" T""*

'*'«''" «'^«
^"' n Ion,, rabbit,-J^ fTs^L^'V" '""^ 'J-'^

«"d hw master's bone. ,m„fc ,. / ' "''"»« hi. own
pace Pleased W.J:rdr.h:S,»"<^ -"'•^J. The

f' !",—'acting hi, .T«^it „^T "»;'''"«'"•

-^"« now «.d then to hi^eK. ' """
and
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HHJ POB THB OOW BnSIREn

T¥E had no goldpan of his own, since this w« not

.A^ ^ u°*
'^"""y- '""' "'» »"»'>itio„ had r,i„ in

. d ffwent channel. He, therefore, took the tin IS^n down to th. creek and d„mp;d the sand in^

t

Then, squatting on his boot-heels at the ed-Ze T,u
IT' "X

"^^ '''' ""'- -"• - e n^'fockld :

around and apounH tt^ «• u j ,
sluggishly

oru, h, one Z^^^^^^f^l^, 't'^""-

fingers. " " mineral in his

" Co.™ gold, and not snch a hell of , lot," he pr^



"2 ftANCH AT THE WOLVERINE

that had the «li?hf ? '" "J*^""* "'^-y P^^'Wlity

with d.„ge..„, fuel £ wo^dle"!";
""?"""""'

LI'S rt? n'''"''-''^*
^-^-^^^^^^^^^

»methi„g else. And if the wh ,e tl^g w^^ts ^fluke, . stray deposit of a little gold that dLT^ .

louise exposed to that pain
^'"^

wafir'V'!? '" ''^"* *'^ "^'-«' «^ --rse. Itwas pretty hard not to tell her everything f»,«f

tHe sole weak ^int which^^^Z^^^t
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a barrier to full confident, still he knew that he would
keep this from her if he made up his mind to it.

He would not tell anj^body. He raised his head
and looketl at the hills where his cattle would feed,
and pictured it cluttered with -old-hunters, greedy, un'
desirable interlopers doomed to disappointment in the
long run. Ward had seen the gold fever sweep through
a community and spoil life for the weak ones who took
to chasing the will-o'-the-wisp of sudden wealth. Tramps
of the pick-and-pan brigade— they should not come
swarming into these hills on any wild-goose chase, if
he could help it. And he could and should. This
was not, properly speaking, a gold country. He knew
it. The rock formations did not point to any great
deposit of the mineral, and if he had found one, it

was a fluke, an accident. He resolved that his first

consideration should be the keeping of his secret for
the mental well-being of his fellows.

Ward did not put it quite so altruistically. His
thoughts formed into sentences.

" This is cattle country. If men want to hunt gold,
they can do their hunting somewhere else. They can't
go digging up the whole blamed country just on the
chance of finding another pocket like this one. I 'm
in the cattle business myself. If I find any gold, it '11

go into cattle and stay there; and there won't be any
long-haired freaks pestering around here if I can help
it, and I reckon maybe I can, all right.

" I 'd sure like to talk it over with Billy, but what
she don't know won't worry her; and I don't know yet
what I've gone up against. Maybe old Dame For-
tune 's just played another joke on me— played me
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sleep."
^'°" ""« »°y'hi"g to ipoil her

ti-'Sle rr^ri tf
;' '"' -''" ^ '^^^

him well. He hJZZt^'";'^'' ''" " -«"ed
dugout, montha a«, whel^l °^' ^'^'^ """^d-i"

had camped whii:t IrZT:^"''"'^ '"^^"^^
and stream, hereabout Ward bT^ "' ""^ •••"»

gianeed into the cavelike h„t It .ftrrrH"*
""""

a few monthfuls of dinner !,« J .

^"^ ^'«''

that dugont and irot th? 'm
°^' "'''«^* »^« to

have Jn ther" uJtZtl ''f
'^"'-'--d to

course. It was batterTandCnt bu^V ""ff"°' ''^

the present. '' ''"' " ''oi'd do for

By the time he reached the wolf H.„ .i,nearing the western rim of hnJ [ f^ *'"' ""' "as
to examine the Ioc.i;!r '

"'"' ^ard had time
done at first JrwLhTlT'f^ *''» "^^ ''ad

The test elated him Tl^mT]:^^^ it
""'''

not seem to be the makinL of a !,m ' **"" <'<*

pave] bant, he judged ronKtLrh^""""M '" *•""

plumber's wages if he worIrS k j
^''^^ ""*« «

looked pretty g«Ki to .It"^
''"•' «»<">gh-and that

We for forty' Srra iS "^J^^llO'^^ all his

alK.ut," he put it to himsef" And l^r:
" '""'' ^'^

the dirt down here to tb» „, i. ,.
' '"™ '" Pa<*

««fe hunch of caTtl o't „n. 1
*"" ^'" "^'^ « "i"*

snow iiies, or I m mvL ^''^'' •«"* ^fo«>
> "1 A miss my guess a mile "

'-pon that .edge, ir;:jsi*i7rj^
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what little gold it had carried down from the mountain.

Then he gave it up in self-defense. " I Ve eoUo watnhmj dodgers," he admonished himself " or I^ I T t
loco and imaffinp T 'm « •„ .

®' ^ " ^ Plumbuu imagine 1 m a millionaire. I 'H pan wh^fI can get at and let it go at that. And I4 J
'

count what gold shows up in the sack-.!!/!.
^

Good T nrri f T ». «. ,
— ^^^ ^^ move.

a"iXoLrarxXe™J:.:rriltT"

thp PflK,'« TXT J 1 ,
^ another room on to

all in one small room But t tT""' r**
'^'^°8

ti!tr-?-™S"iX:tiSs.^

»7 h.;
. team and tool, if he meant to put up
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sional tiny „„„L ^,11 l"
P'"' ""^ 'h" <«<^a-

""e couM ; aS TdXVhK' "'"'
"f

"'™'

.

And he could dream «lZtT ^ * '""*''^ t" do-

girl for hi, witw" htt Jr^i" '^''"'' ^'-y-y^'J

ward.
' •" """'"e '""self namea after-

witt%traroXLd^rrrarr '^-^ ^•"'^'

«ttle find. He hovelerthc dirt .
""™' "^ ^'^

«"»»y sack, threw the sack a,T "'"' .«"""' '"*» "

the ledge at the end, wire it was nVh-.^'
""" "^^

tered with the cherrv tV T '"^''^° "'"' «'"*-

•"d when it stoS Xr'h""'" S^'"'-'
•^'-'

of the way Th^H/ ^'. ^ """''^'' '' the rest

watching iL a hTwk J " " ""' ''«'« "™k.
It was fack-breakinrw I"X Jt .f

'"'' «°''''

every cent he got BuT,L .
" *•"" *« ™™^

g«Id. and he wt perflv ^'if
"^'^ *''«'«' '" good

he received in this wo^S^
^ "'"'"« '» "»* f"' what

"ilea farther up inThe hiH ?"' .'
""'" "^ ^o^y

he e^changed r^of/ h'atstttiS^T
But he bought a te.m "

""^ ""^ '° the hilis.

»oney, andfe hadZglTf^'^"-™- ^'^ »•«>

grubstake and plenty of Durht I'd
" '"°""""'*'"'

magazines. That left I,;- ^'P"^" «»<' « few
Rattler's bill atlh'; I ^ sCbl"?^;"^" *" ""^
but «ill no. bad- that wiftn^d. "* "'""'"^
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He had a lot of trouble getting his wagon to hi,

o/17 .' ''yi'^^-^ou. driving fnj »,„ Zrll tof . Vcham f.,r a rough iocic, he managed to land th^whole ontht m ibe little flat before the cabin ^Lutany m.shap. After that he settled down to w^rk Zthing systematieally.
*""

One day he would pan the sandy gravel, and the next

twLr ' r?" ••"'^ digging post-hole, or some-thing comparatively easy. He worked from daybreak
until It was to» dark to see, and he never left his cuTrn

?hTw t""
''^'^"" '" "''^•' sold „p in the 5rThe world moved on, and he „ci:hor knew norVar^Ww It moved; for the time being his world h d na^rowed amazingly. If Billy Louise had not been do™here m that other world, he would scarcely have I™

.t . thought, so absorbed was he in the delightful Ikof putting a good, solid foundation nnder his flrt

f
P"\»f h.s hunger to see bor and talk with her andwatch the changing lights in her eyes and the fleeting

expressions of her face.
neeting

always He put it stronger than that: Some day hewould have her with him, there in that little valley hehad chosen
.
riding with him over those hills that smid

"thT'',*° "'""i
''"'"' ""'"-^ f- '••eir invasions!with the echoes ready to fling back his exultant voie^when he caUed to her or sang for her or laughed a^

tVTt'l" '"'"'*^ ^""""^'^ •"« -»i» when she

soon and so with days and hours and minntea he be-came a miser and wonld not sp..„d them in the luxu^
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had for work, that aummer
™°"' 'PP*«" ^^

times it was rich enougMo l^h! !
"^^^ ^°"^

Ms temples; s„„.etimes it wasloto't'^'T""'''"'*
'"

gusted to the point of abando" n^rw»k bT ""

and^LT:u:^^^rdtXr^^' -^^ --^^
ley. There was no road, ™ «t2 h

"" ""*" ""^ ™'-
to hav: them in a was^n rtt T ^* "" ""mpelled

.ure never meant fouT^elft^^i"H "I-'^ ^for a month— one of fh^^ • ^ ^® '"'^^ « man
works for a welkofa

11^''^'""^ '"^"<'"«'« 'to
wanders „n til, his ZL^TL^ "! fTJ^' '"-
man as relentlessly as he I?!

7.*°^ ''^ ^""'^ 'h"
tW accomplished mu^wttIheTf' >''''
den under a buck brnsh anlwa ^, „ J"°

'"^ '"
were filled with an uneasy sl^/ *^"* '"'»»«''*«

it was for the good of h f u
"''^'^ '''"e- Still,

ai-astle that hTfoiltlt StLl' andT^ "^ '^^
«ary that he should put ud wh.f i, T " "'" "««»-
«'ouId be calves to ?1 L« '^ '' ~"''^- ^l-e^
when the hardest sto^'eam^ TT '* ''"P^' ""d
''tie. The rest of thHrk w u u°"'

''°"" -««» »
that was why he had hosl Z"" "T *» ™»««; and
-e. the Wind would rp^iTl- ^^o^
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C:;;tUele^:f^„f;'
'""" «*- «"«="- with thei,

satisfying length and he.It tI
"'""' "*' "^ «

kind to the grass-grotth S h^h
""°™' ^-"^ •""»

than he had exneetel A * .
'^ "°P ''»' '"««•

the month, .nd^f.,,t.V''^' """ regained of

«> as to rive mo« „,1 ^ *" '^'""'^ ••'' ^^-"^

weather. ^IrTatt"^ T ''' ""'^^^ '" ""'<•

•0 the neaff;„ n'o' r .at^
"""

''T^-
''""

thanis that he was al™. •
*^ °''^' """^ •"•<'«t''ed

his plan of diggT; a ZST'r," ^ """^ '»

that bank bef^^nowTJ ** °* "'"'^ »« "^
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WHBH lUOTIOHS ABB BOTTLID

O^f./fiU "5"! '^^ '""' '" ^"^ "-•J the breezeW that ffltered down the gorge was pleasantly cool

I^J f'^f ^^ """-e back, waded out to7nr

«;«„^ . • ,
®^' '° '"e work had oozed steadily

m hTC' r' ^'^ ""«'"« •"« "-^ back-breakington. He had found a nugget the size of a hazelnut in

r atd'Sct'^f tSTnT ~-'' ^^liu reluctant. Until he had smoked half the

S"":;'' rr'i "if
°°* "^"^ ''*»' 't - thai

Hlv a^'
'"^ """^ "P l"'^ '>«''<J 1"ito sud-denly and gave a snort of understanding.

Hang the gold I I m going visiting for a change "

sacks in the dump «f service berries and chokeh^rries

tt^e more r f "« ""' '''^ P^^ ^'^- ^bat did not

farther h,lls.de. It was not a good trail, and except

den It at a walk. Now he made Rttler trot whereoptng was too risky; and so he came clattering do^the steep trad .nto the little flat beside his cabin He
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^TJZ T'""-^'
*^ ^^*' '"^^ '^^ ^«"ler a lit-ue nay, and then ride on to the Wolvpr;«« a j

that he had gelded to hi, knZrtfj'Z on

"'"'

m the world for whom he felt a„7tonde™e,; heIT."eveiy minute that separated hL fron ler ^1^
rLtft '""r " '-^""^-^ 'e^t th! aX
eia mllrt id'lf p^Th'

"•"'' '^'"' ""'

carry him a for1,f„w J ,x ^ ' *"" '" " ^««" «»<!

bother to etart ^1 ^^^ k^,'
*''""«'" ••« "»"'<• »<«

the creek in half an 1 ,t' w " '""* <'»"

extremelv »»„«li
^^ imagined himself anextremely sensible young man and considerate of hUi tortr;'°Tr '™ ""^'^ p--"!it

tiert rl^TfortZ-r-'"''''?'^ ''"^^^"^' ««'-

another mouth7ul To f» '.r''"''
"^ '^'""'^ ''"•'»'"«

was siLni? k!^
' "' "*' "»' concerned. Ward

a"d :7notSrt"'/r'"^""^ "•™'"—
in the siZt'See IT tT '•' *'"' """^ °^ "-
J-e was ce^inl/Sedt .Te rughHr; ^T

r

one long ago, he told himself v rtuour H ^7 ^^'?

dirt all day the Fnn«l,
"V , ,

•'^' "^ ''"'' P^""*^

belieyed And h.Ti^ '^' *'"'* "" '''^' ^^t, he

lars either W.*^ "''* """^^ "<"'« th" two dol-

wi-S^i^^SruLtr"^'"'''"^^''"-^--

hiiid'^' T'"* '

"
.
^"'y ^""'^ '"•d !««» standing be-hH.d the door, and she jumped ont at him, latghi^^^
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Ward tried to say, " *Lo Bill " ;« ,« t

Drought he close against bis ponnding heart W.^
Z tT,i r'

'/'"' ^''"«^*^'" "•'•"e hadSbut he held her closer and closer, until Billv Lon?*'

son and laid themselves upon the parted, pantine lin,

^^7 Iou.se, as though that was wieL th^yt

.ikSt,'rh:5htfa't™S ""* "'^^ ""^"'"^

at what is inr.r J :" rf" "si::'?^^'^ ^thersplf fr.^^ J 1 ,
^ °"® *"6<i to pullHerself free, and when she could make nn i«,r.^ •

u^n the g^ip of .Hose anns- ther'ad"C^:;;^mu«;les of iron manipulating that goldpan,^^
tol®^'

'^*'^' ^""-I-you haven't any right

'• Well, give me the right, then." Ward manaeed to

Mssed her many times before he attempted to sav .«^her word I^rf, b„t h, h., ^^ i^^Z^b^these last three months I

e-y lor ner,

" Ton 11 give me the right, won't you, Wilhemina! "
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he mnrmured .gainst her ear, brushioR a look of h.;

Vou kU'.Hatdon.t'^^T "CLTwS "" -"•"•

the world w«8 made T i. •* .
" ®''^'' «»"<^«

you think vou Wn ,i. ,v i. ^ ^* ^^«* do
« Ak! t.

'^ *^"*' anyway?

"

About the way the world was made " W«r^ i

heminafyoa W-'V^itr •• 7'' '^"

l,g«
'

''"^™ "'^t- Ihere never will

«r.o/i * L-
^»"^" iiKe a man who has lust wat.ened to h,a surroundings. "I i„„eked off worl.little while ago, and I was going to see von T u ,

stand it any longer. And- here
°
Tis7"^ 1 1""

f
'

reckonT"
"'"' " ""^'e thought/ don't you
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Billy Louise, by a visible effort. broiKrht fh. .-.

tion down to earth. She twisted her„^T "» "tua-

over to the .tove and /avj. f„in / ""•"
from burning to a crip

^"^ '~"'°"
*I don't know about your soul " «»,« — -j i .

back at him " T »,ar,« . I ' ^® ***^' glancing

to a girl when .hi-
"^ ^ ^"""^ ""' ""'kos loTO

l.i» prot^^tfot " She /"""Tf'^ '*''""' «<» ">"J"

«iiu iwisr ner mouth humorouslv « TKo fk- jthought i« that if you don't behave I shall J ! [home and never h« n!™. ,^
"^'»™, i stall go straight

getting baXof^hrro&V^:;.. tl'l'^"
''"^

"the rest of m, .
™««e-pot— which looked new—

tion-m rks Tf^ " ""* S"^"' "k '''»'' of ques-

you r; tju me'^^'rhirw '""/* ••^ """" «-'
If you can't I'ntl .

" ""'•"*'7 " •" "'•out-

even n,y curiosity it 1;':r "V"" <'™^'' -»«

.ny lon'ger." "I ^u^ paTo'f
1"'H '""""^

oven, lifted them out onl at a Le '".T?-^'"'"
*'"'

nabs because they werhot .1^.7 ''"""^ "«'^

-^then at J^I ^^2^Xr^lLf"- "-

auT:i:*::^^e""^Hr::^
b":ei:r-

™'" '^^ ^- -
hie jaws were set htt/f .^ °* ""naturally, and

box up to": ta ,e and^rd"
"^"-""^ ^"^"^ »

her elbows on the oiWoth JdTJT "' """^ '^'^
with her chin n«tJ • I

''^^''' ''"'8''* «* h™
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bunk. I lunda overplayed my hand, anyway. Imoat humbly ask your pardon 1 " He b„„,.j ^,„Llly
^.d^took up the wa^-baain from it, beneh just outaide

" You see, William Louisa," he went on quizzicallywhen he had seated himself opposite her and was heJmg h.mself to the potatoes, " when a young lady i^
vades strange territory, and hides behind strange doors,and jumps out at an unsuspecting but terribly well'meaning young man, she 's apt to get a surprise. When
emotions are bottled— "

potatoes ,f you don't want them all. I see you have n'tthe famtest idea how to treat a guest. Charlie Fox

«et ac n the dish away out of my reach. You could

make him be rude to a lady."

JJJr'^ "'*
*f'."

"""'"'"^ ^"-^ ambiguously andhanded her every bit of food within his reach.

So ten me what you 've been doing .11 this while."B% Louise spoke lightly, even flippantly, but her eyeswe,« makmg love to him shyly, whether she knew itor not.

« Working
';

answered Ward promptly and briefly.He was thinking at the rate of a million thoughts ammute It seemed to him, and he was afraid to letgo of himself and say what he thought. One thine
he knew beyond all doubt, and that wa. that he must
be careful or he would see his air-castle blow up in
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i»« him even . Se 8„ L? ^;Z '" "<" P-
.io«. Which ,„.„„et Md ht tii hefn h"

"" '"'
safetv: He wouW «« "* ™ignt help him win to

«- h. reo:^rir,^•.?;J"''^-'«'.t
show 8ome human ,•«««; •*• "^ ^'^^ ^^^n't you

.t tr-^ ^- '^ -"''• -- h" Sou?:.;-

of aubject
'""^' ""^^"1 fo' the change

'0 th.t e.e„e. Wh,4Lon,f.X"" '""'^

-;::ss,e,r;:ur-:^^^^^

pestered the life „„, „f ^e for ,J7\ ^°"""'* •"«

i»« you might be sick „r L,«
'* °"»'"'' '""k-

-ndin,|,Hi/:j;;Xir'> ^-^

t^.t I'Zi^:^srr: \ ""•-'«
™ ^"^e g«d to know that
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•omebody take* an intereit in me—„ if T „-„ . . ,

hujn^j." Ward', eye. w..ch«i furt" f,LTL bul

m„Z ^, J *r '"'"" '**"'•«' "'^'" Vou knowmommie hkea to have you."
" How about mommie'e child ? " Ward', look w»dangerou. to hi. good rewlutioua.

"
"Lttten here. Ward." BUly Louiae took refu~

woS lit; ""'t"',/"'^'"'"-
" « '- -•k' <-t^

aThettT ? ':
'''"• """'' JO" know tiat

Wain he T "^ '^ ?'^ *'" "' P«''-<' Wardwarren, te—-he never made love?" A ^i™,.i * • j
to .how i..elf in her cheek anVZLta^t ".t

was lovely; he liked me to piece, but he never came

ject Billy i^„,^ illustrated the .katimr procem

cup '"Hfm'd 'r'""" '" ' "'•« -«'« •-'^-
mTwith Lr '»"*-:'"" •" «y"—"d he ki..ed

wordl^'
'"-'•><»-'>« he never .polled it with

chlp";^.
'^'*'

" '""^ """• «""«''<1 like "dam.

" Nothing of the kind I " Billy Lo„i,e flew to thedeteuM of her " nretend " " u. i •

a .rirl lit.. . V ^^^T";
He knew just exactly howa giH lUces to be made lov« tn a„j . .

^n doing the ^fsame^r, ^^^J^Zlti:'en, tiU just now. And— "
" Oh, have I ?

"

tha7tr ^In ^r:;
"^^ ^ °^^«^* ^^'^ ^^'^ better
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first time, when I thrpw ^ko* u-
on „.e-» The vow Baiv t'"'

•^°" """^"^ * «""

It
'8 all right. IVegot it comine" Tt•f a n...k had dropped before WaT", ^a.u- V

"'

-tri. showe! t^ tfe "rfeeXthintir^f

"tare who watch fro^ the doeWhilfa Tjf " ^^
farther and farther awav „„ ! In f ''°' ""P*
there „.y be no ret„™7<;; BiZT """ "'"''

one to watch and do nothi;g2 ^ ""* "" ""'

voil'^:'oS'<,Sa'";'"^-" J'' '"^' » -

-to the tenJdTu e
• T" ff •"""'^""^

"Ward, behave yo"V I,r *^\^' "P*"'

She hold hi, ,traC! L *^ '"'"'8''t J-ome!"

« ^^-p^ttr,:frenhe7,r;ine: "7 f .^.'-

- far a, any response came toW oTa"p~thrfi .'"^
middle fingers yellowed a little fr„r'- *"* "'"'

-i.s soft and pink fro» n>::M»rirr;.:r:
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A tale they told, if Billy Louise had been payimr
attention.

f j ^
"Ward, you certainly are— the limit! You know

as well as I do that that does n't make a particle of
diflFerence. If I had been a boy instead of a girl, and
had bucked the world for a living, I 'd probably have
done worse; and, anyway, it doesn't matter I" Her
voice rose as if she were growing desperate. "I—
I— like you— to pieces. Ward, and I 'd— I 'd rather
marry you— than anyone else. But I don't want to
think about that for a long while. I don't want to
be engaged, or— or any different than the way we 've
been. It was good to be just pals. It was like my
pretend Ward. I— I always wanted him— to love
me, but I wouldn't play that he— told me. Ward.
Oh, don't you see ? " She shut her teeth hard together,
because if she had n't she would have been crying in
another ten seconds.

" I see." Ward spoke dully, evenly, and he stiU
stared at the coffee-pot with that gimlet gaze of his
that made Billy Louise want to scream. " I see a
whole lot that I 'd been shutting my eyes to. Why don't
you feel insulted— "

"Ward Warren, if you're going to act like a—
a— " I suspect that Billy Louise, in her desperation,
was tempted to use a swear word, but she resisted the
temptation. She got up and went around to him, hesi-
tated while she looked down at his set face, drew a long
breath, and blinked back some tears of self-reproach
because of the devils of memory she had unwittingly
turned loose to jibe at this man.
"This is why," she said softly; and leaning, she
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dishes, and then bring BherT™^ T ""• **
18 n't goinif to 8.V » .,^T !t- ^ ''<'"'«• "><> he

ti.i^Kl7t;„'2^J"« ™- about-an,.

-^.tn;'z.;fttt-r^- '--

-

e.e.'::r°„!:rc-:r:Hrv""V""''' =''
water. ^ ^"^ *^^ ^*«»ned asking for

" I like you two little hitu " T»-ii t .

f.« between her two mi1 . / ^ .^'"" '°°' •*
bra-Iy, with the lure'c ndor It""""'

"""^ "* "^
"But I don't w.nt nstot *1"" 1^"* "^ "'"•

"d»-w^^^J;:^'«-?^X1H;n^^^
--ou..Cer^7T':tr;ti ;::.--
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Ward .till l«,ked . her wia. hi, heart in his eye,.Oh, no, « won't I You Ve had lot, of practice "

the few dishes in a neat little pile. " An4 anywlT

tuat , made up already. So the neit thine on theprogramme i, to bring . bucket of water. Did you

thought you bragged to me about being ,uch a -oodhousekeeper I Why, you had n't sweptTheTl e^smce goodness knows when. And I've mal „n
°'

u^dttht
^"'

'rf/"'-*'
'"' ''^'^ '""''^ nd

and?.. ""r-
^""^ '" •»» "«» tki" evening

When I was a kid and went to «e Marthv and T.«.I used to promise them cookies with ' ra sin« • ;; ^r^jniddle. I thought there was nothingS i^ Zworld. I was just thinking— I 'U mavlv* KoU

r^ -"- """ "i'ings of top to bS^t,^'^ y^"

Tms triL
•" r ''"^ sourdough bread: that

rCdaj r;:kr'r,awV'
'"- ^"^ '°-«-

«ajr, X recKon
, i saw some empty cans nntaiA^Wt you ever feel like coming down to'^^herlnch ndgetting a square meal ? "

wJk^u'
^""^ ^'"'*°' ^^'^ Conqueror I" Ward stoodwith the water bucket in Lis hand, and looZ\tt
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^1 -."kr"' '"'r
^•"' '«"'"» «• «P» and W.ejes. You sure sabe how to malcp fK,'«

way, don't you?" He stlrt^ f M T '°°'' ^^"'

house before to-morr w nghtP'Tf "V^-^
«t the start she «,ve "Tl f

"^""^ S''"''^

William I«uisa W^ ,
"' '»" '« "« -J^tor,

that he w»t :« t„l~ "*" *"^'"^'
'
" ^'«"

He was gone at least four times a. !«„»
necessary, but he came back whistui Id h! T,

'*!
make lo,e to her except with his ey^

' ''"^ •""
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THIS PAL Busiirsas

"
V^T^I^f ^ *'""' " '"' "^ """y P"' "P. I O^."L BiUy Lomse remarked, when they were leaving.
Sure. I told you I Ve been working." Ward's

tone wa, cheerful t„ the point of exuberate. He^!
.» though he could work day and night now, wUh thememory of Billy Louise's lips upon his ow;.

bluntly, " and you need n't try to make me believe youdid. I know better."
^

"How do you know?" Ward glanced over hisshoulder at the stack, then humorously at her Herecognized the futility of trying to fool Billy iou^
but he was in the mood to tease her.

'

"Humph
I

I We helped stack hay my. If, if you

dlr^ou^ger^t^rTuTs'?^/''-^-^^ ^
he^lVonS""*''

'"'" ' ™ •^'- ' ""^ "-

-.Jl°5.'./r
**""* y°" ^"^ ^o"" «l>ereJ They

wel informed as to Ward's resources. She was evT

dtfilL 7'"f ^ '°''"='' ^*' '^"<"''«'8e of their well-
defined hmuations with what she saw now of pros-penty m ito first stages.
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Billy louiM pondered a minute " w. a
?" n't going into debt, are y„„7'° Her tonT

'
'""

ions. " It 's so hPMti,, I. J .
"^ '"" «•«-

^1 „
t s so beastly h,,^ ,0 g„t „„,^ ^^^ y^^ ,^

Hlest""''
"' ""^^ * "^ ««. William Louisa.

Ward laughed oddlv " T '„« k
liam. last spring I h. . / ^™ ""'''"« Wil-

ones and deT C~d ^n ^ *'^ •"''''^' "^
-0, and I got ou air tt i I """'Y "^ '»'

U^^J^ty counts „p ,r^;Z, 'T^r "' ^''

-/r^rriooar:^:^';''--^'-
'<»« line of new. wire fenT and at t?

f*' T
""^

^O-" The smaeir'ii-n^tbi^^^:-^. ''"-«"«

•nd threatening to come boX t„T .
"'" '*''''Wt bothered you .nriCper'

'"''''"• "^"^^

tai^Ti'ifthltasSsmtrt '^" '» " --
"he spoke in perfect in^Zee Thr "/ "'''"'*'

deceive ourselves sometfeT W.J .^r*'''*
"^ "'

he could not fool BilJ Uuise thoT*.
'"''' ''""'"

Perience of the cost of r^^^^'
'^ "•"*»"• «"me cost of ranch improvements and could
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fignre almoet the exact number of wolf-bountie, it wouldtiAe to p.y for what he had put into hi, cl,i„,. Still

yond a oertam pomt. She wemed to have reached that

.rtCS^'^""^'^'"""' »'-"—"''
" ^«» «"

'» l^en happening in the world, anyway? "
he aaked, when they had exhausted eome very trivial
subjects "Your world. I me,n. Anythingne^ or
startling taken placeV ^ ^ '

" Not a thing. Marthy was dowr last week and-pent the day with us. I never saw anybody chr«
Bs much as she has. She looks almost neat, these ^^And she ean't talk about anything but ChaHioL h^
Z^L TVT'^- .

^'^ '"• ''™ •J" -«'» "f the mZ
tb.. sprmg, and has put it into cattle. He bought quit^

hlttl ^^'""'.^"''y »7»- I P«««d «»me ofms cattle coming up."

"Going to have a rival in the business, am If »
Ward laughed. " I was figuring on being the only thriv-i»g young cattle-king in thi, neck of the woods, my-

T JT»''-??'^''' " ' ^'" '"y ti beat yon to it.I w«h,» sighed Billy UnUe. " some kind perL would
leave me a bunch of money. Don't you? Cattle arecoming up a little all the time. I M like to own alot more than I do."

"iZ'fi.
''"" '^"^ '*»P'^ ""» "considered.

If wolfingcontmues to pay like it has done," he said,wth a twiteh of the lip.. "I inu,nd to stiA my litUe
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-iJ^'i "'j^l'"?'
''"" "*'" «" •» "•"•'I " Billy Louisedecl«jed hgbtly, „d for . „„„der Ward w„ Xenough to let that elose the subject

TfetMr" „?<'«^°"«"y<>"tl>«t. Down the river

Me signed Pretty soon there won't be any more

inat will stay wild forever, won't it? They ean'tplant spuds on those hills, anyway.

of"f^''\r'^'i
^°" '"'"' ^^'"'" Seabeclc a.,J someof the other, have been losing stoek, they say You

Oharhe lox was terribly worried about it, thouirh it

someone had taken them, and I think so still Andr *'"' .»"-,<J''7 one of Seabeck's men sapped "tthe ranc, and he told me they're shv snm.«d calves. They can't imagine^haTirrtC

;^w!;rdr""''''™'''
'"''' "'*^" -''•''«. have

"IVe stuck so close to the hills I haven't heardor seen anything," Ward affirmed. "It's amazinlhe way the days slip by when a fellow 'sbus;. the

IZ ^T '"' '"" '"P' "" "'^ other - " t

" Hardup
1 That 's where the bank was robbed, a few
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week* .go, isn't it? The .tiyMrive, told me .bout

"I don't know; I h.dn't heard anything about it

eaaijy Nearer two months, come to think of it I

^' Oh[» «'„' r"" "' '""'^ »<' "»« '"«•"

added «,veral more wolvea to the number .he had mentally put down to Ward's credit
Ward twisted in the saddle so that he faced herand h.s eyes were dancing with mischief. "

HonestWilliam, I 'm not wading into debt. Every cemT'leput into that place this «.imm«. t j ^ .

That 's a fact' miZ^^^^' ' """^ ''"""°« ^'''^^

"I wish you 'd tell me how, so I can do it, too,"Billy I^uise sighed, convinced by his tone a^d flit

perfectly plain ,nd simple to the crs, and to the rea-K>n utterly impossible.

he"aruL\'"'~"n° ^°^''" "'""«'' P'V"'* P«'«."He assured her cruelly. Ward did not know womenverr well, but he believed curiosity to be one JZ
..rongest tr«ts in the sex « ThatV . bar^ n WH^ Louisa, and I'll shake hands on it if*^ou Hke

I 11 show you how I dig dollars outa wolf^dens." He^nned at the puzzled face of her. It was a riddk

ofIS, "f °^ »? •'• Tbere was a little screakof den^ent in Ward, and happiness w., uncoveri:^
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squelched h,m promptly. "Not that criuy, anywayI-Uhve quite M loog without knowing, I X^''She Jmoatwon her point- becau«, Ward did notknow womeu very well. He hesitated, gave her a quick,ue.t.omng glance, and actually oponefhi, lip. ^ teriher . 1 about it. He got a. far a., " Oh, wel^^pose ni hare to-" when Billy Loui« ..w i ratUesnake ,n the trail ahead and .purr«l up to kill it with

t thT..,^''K
""'^ '" "'^ «" l'-- the ««w^to ^e nddle. but a ra.tlesndce wUl interrupt ^.ythilfrom « proposal of marriage to a murder

^
Ward . fingers had gone into the pocket in his shirtwhere the nugget he had found that morning wa, ,^P»8 the doth a little. He had been on thf p,Snt^P-rng .t to Billy I^ui^e, but he let it stay T^ tw». ,nd .natead took down his own rope to^H^terthe .n«ke, that had crawled under , bmh aS tl»«showed a deposition to fight. And since Kue wHno fonder of rattlesnakes than he w.. of mud, BiUyLoujae could not bring him clo«, enough for a'df,::^

clf'l'^f' 't
^ '" '^ y°" 'V I named this«ynse RatUer," Ward shouted. « I 'U bet I Ve killed

five hundred snakes with him— "
" Almost as many as yon hare wolves I " Billy Louisesnapped ack .t him and so lost her point just whe^ sl^

tnCShaS ' ^"-^ "'-''^^^ --^^ -

IS never heard without a tensing of nerves. He sighted
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^J^'X^'^ "^ ""^' ^°' "" '" ""« •"'»11 -hade

f«J^^A "^^ "* "•"'«• '^« •?»* "'rily. hi. headturned «dew,«,, ,nd hi. eye. fixed upon the iUtU^

^tt nufi V
"'"'"' "' ' <'"'-8^ougu.

"""''
W«d puBed hi. gun, " threw down » on the .nakc»nd cut off it. head with a bullet

'

>^ 3ou!;r
*""' "" """"'" ^"^' ^""« -

Aoo ng. I w.. going to show you how Rattler hel™He U crcle around ju.t right so I can n.akc one s^i'n,of the rope do. But Mr. Snake stuck too clow tothat rabbit brush; and I was afraid if I dr^rhim

« r^^'
^'"'«'°"'«- I did n't think."

time » It r •" ^ »'"'ke-shooting I want, anyfame. My Louise laughed good-humoredly. "I^^h you'd g,ve Blue . few lesson. -the dk .in

th."!!?^.'"' ^T^'""' ^ "»"''•" '"^a"' '""ned from^e .addle, packed up the .nake by the tail, pincMoff the ra tie., and dropped the repulsive thiig to ,1^pound wrth a slight shiver of relief. He «ve he

malT'^
""' """'^'- ^^'"' "« it doesn't

wal'iln^T"'! '"I'*"* ^'"^ ^"'«- ""d there

Z « tI
" '""" *" """^^ Ward's heart give a

.k? A, ^r ?
*""' "^ ^f'^l-y'' ™«'e right ahead "

.he added hurriedly, seizing the first trifle tithwhiito neutralize the effect of that tone.
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est him a keener look. " Pretty good condition " h.

«rub «.t.e« W.U h.ve to hunt new nnge, won't

« mueh « , erippled e.If,» Billy Loui«, answered

^. They broke through the upper fence into the^falfa and .tarted to fill „p, of course. They wldead when I found them." x

'

" Next time I cash in my wolf— » W.rd rf.^.>j .
promise, but she cut him short

^
" Do yon mind if we stop at the Cove, Ward f Mom-mae wjmted me to stop and g.t «,me eu;rants. \i,ZXrdXX^ """ '"* '" ""-^ "- -^ ^o-

^|I don't mind -if y„„.„ dead sure it's the cnr-

My Uuise protested, laughing. "Ton can't jSp
Irf^r, ""/"" '""' ™'"*y- Charlie Fox Hperfectly Wdy young man, but he's got a gir in

. SpTf tha?b ";r!""I
'"'' there^nevefL^

*"P "> that he didn't take , letter from the Co^e
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miDg. So you needn't try—

»

^> 'V""

"Nice, mouthy .t^nlriver." W.ri ,„ented.

" Well, I knew it before he told me. M.rthv ,«idI"t wnter th.t Ch.rlie ', engaged. He', tryL oget prosperon. enough to marry her and bring her „atto the Cove; .t will be his when M.rthy dice, any-way. I muataay Charlie '.a hustler, all right Hekeep, a man all the time now, .ince he boufht more

Uetlri^T
"<"":-«>'• -^-K for him'. Ch."

^tLT^ \"^^'^ •» '=•"'«' «> he «.d Peter caneither them a one; and he offered to look after mine,

rf^he » a rah-rah boy. And he is n't a bit in love with

"I. it poaeible," grinned Ward, " that any human

ZiZmZ:,-'^"' "" "^ ''" - '- -* «"<•

^' Ward Warren, do yon want me to— »

the-Conk I » Ward persisted. « No story-sharp wZdever stand for . thing like that. Don't^ou Z. ttohe mce young man from college always tribes notice

lautvlTttt-T' 7: '^' '"'"' ^« « ««'«tieauty I u, the third, and from there on till the wind-unspends m<«t of his time running around indX^
M"e;e^^"Hfr:T °i

'""^ ""'= -^-^rtt
TL/ll K ?! r""^ '"'""''« " "'o saddle, took
. h,lf-h.tch w«h the «ina around the «iddle-hori, ^d
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proceeded to manufacture a ciearette .J..1 i.
onjfith the burlesque.

^ •"'' '"' ^"^
" It opened out according tn Hnvi« . _

liam. Nice vonn<. ».„ ^ ' * '*" '*»' W»l-

thp B.„ 1 r^ ° """" '«»* Finds Flower ofthe Ranclio first ratUe of the hn» ..-.i. v
'""'*' "I

bnckaroo riding herd on ».! . f'
"" •""* y»""»

I^ks like there's nrih°J^;
*" '*'" ^»" °* » «»<«

backaroo has" Wetrffrtr:^'"""- ="-
Ward paused Ion, enoni fn r .

'
''<"«^"-"

blow out the ZImIv t?'' r'
""'""'"'''

the trail, "_at th« hTl,
^""^ ^'"^P'^'f " i"

nonth. That k.!«
"™"'' '"" °^ ^»''y <>»"•" per

porarily. ^ticiT.T 'T '*" »" *« i«^ t«™-

on the P.rt!fIrvetcS- '^
"^'^^''^

*'^jS"^z':;^:!'""
'"-' ^"'^ ^-^. who wa.

" Oh, he had 'em, far as that soes B,.„ k i.W heart-burnings enough for a^urf t r -.T
~«."ce. All according J h'vI^" Vot""

^'""^^
Say, Bill, what '. the maLwS. JT* '"'™-
H"n't he got g«„ eyelgro^wh^^ntT^j'Ob;;-? see he's overlooking'a Urw:^-"''*"*

''"

a ril-ni^IZ^Tselt
' L ^"'^ ^"* ""^ «

«c.red Blue "Th.T^T^^ '^'^ •*' l^it ""d

•bout itl You think w?,w ^;' ••? "»!*'•« '<> »«y

for «,mebody to man h.?*
""^ '""'* "<1 ""«

Yon- " ^ '''
•"' ^f^' "^ we jnmp at him t

"Did n't I say there ,„^j ^^
the hauj^ty beauty keen. «n. I

chapters where

<». -na the brave bnckareo can't figure «„(
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^Jher he ought ,o bu, . rf^ „ „„„ ,^^ f„ ^^

.J'i^!'\''*
'''*'"*°'* *•"" •'« «»P» into hU .m, in

"Oh, you BiIl.the<3oi.kI It would be the b,.vebuck.roo m the last chapter then, would it?" Warfk«>ed doje swift tendeme™ putting .he teasing li^kle to flight from his evfia " n»,
«*ug iwin

. briar, VVilhemin^mine

"

""" '""' ™'"'"

nope to hide behind a coat of tan. " Tl,e,B •» Int. „*

.f^.,, *" ""J— n» fair skipping! "

Wilhemina-minel'- Ward repeatj the newly in-vented appellation, which seemed To appr^ch sa'k^tonly dose to the line of forbidden euSearment"
Oh, for pity's sake I I never knew you to act so »B>% Uu.se scowled unconvincingly at hL fromt Ze

h.r.n "T^l'" ''"*^ '*^°"'" "nrted Ward fool-hardily, kicking Rattler closer.

" WeU, if that 's what ails you, I '11 see it doe. „'.

Ward , self-assurance was not great enough to lift himover the barrier of that rebuff.
They came upon Charlie Fox sitting on his horsebeaide the crude mail-box, reading avidly a letter rf

7Z rn'TtoidT'"T
'"'" ^"''^^^«8ra an l-told-^ou-so giauce.
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are things up your w.y, Warren ?

"

"Fine .8 eilk." Ward's eyes swung briefly towardwhat he considered the ehief bit of fineness.
'

isn't iT ir". \"'i'' • ""'^ •»"»' ^" th^e,

Ihey ve got a new gate down here," said BUlyU«« tr.v.any. «I t,,^, ^,, ,^^^^^^ ^f^

U
,"
T*"

'• "' '1 ™P»"*°»- '0 M Covers," smiled Char^l.e, glanemg baek at them. " No more bar, to be^Mdown .cc.dent.Ily. This gate shuts itself, in c^someone forgets." ' ""*

The^quest.on w„ . statement, after Billy ll„i«,.,

" ^?\ °"t of tio Co'e, at any rate. I_ can't speak
«.^P«.t..ely as to the outside stock -of coui,!"'^"'Tou ye missed some?" BUly Louise never oer-mrtted a tone to slip past her without taggingit Z-mediately with pW„ English. Ch.rlie's Te had saTd«»>eth.^ to which hi. word, made no r^erj.

I don t like to say that. Miss Louise. Very likelv

home^nch. Peter and X cn't keep c.«. .ety close^:

puUed her eyebrows together. " If you think you 'velost some cattle, for heaven', sake why don't y^u «T
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sol" (Ward smiled to himself at her tone.) "If
there's anything I hate, it 's hinting and never com-
ing right out with anything. Have you lost any ?

"

Charlie turned with a hand on the cantle and faced
her with polite reproach. « Peter says we have," he
admitted, with very evident reluctance. «I hardly
think so myself. I 'd have to count ttem. I know,

Well, Peter knows more about it than you do."
Billy Louise told him bluntly. « If he has missed any.
they're probably gone."

T
"^ r^i'' ^P^ ^""^ "^^^^^ ^ o'^ ^7 side. Miss

Louise.' Charlie smiled deprecatingly. « I Ve argued
with Aunt Martha and Peter until— But I did n'tknow you were a confirmed pessimist as well I

"

" You did n't neglect to put your brand on them,
did you ? " asked Billy Louise cruelly.

Charlie flushed under the sunburn. « Really, Miss
Louisv, you 've no mercy on a tenderfoot, have you ?

"

he protested. "No, they are aU branded, really they
are. Peter and Aunt Martha saw to that," he con-
fessed naively.

^^

"It seems queer," said Billy Louise, thinking aloud.
Ward, there certainly is rustling going on around

Here; and no one seems to know a thing beyond the
mere fact that they 're losing cattle. Seabeck has lost
some— "

"Oh, are you sure?" Charlie's eyes widened per-
ceptibly. "I had n't heard that. By Jove! It sort
of makes a fellow feel shaky about going into cattle
very strong, does n't it ? It- it knocks oflF the profits
like the very deuce, to keep losing one here and there "
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proud of cmvlhtk' """ "*' *"* "« ^^«" ««>

and acL™ t tL
""''' ^''«'*' i>»t to look .. it

and she thinka .hlT," a it ^""^^yo" ^now.

on . . ahe can lockS^^ ^J^'.^l^:'

^eroerua— so named u^cause he iruardfl thp «.

to please hin. .a ^eU a. an' o^^
?^°** "'' **""

"Rbt, I think" it/i, ij
"*«— and he will be all

ride thro„r.ndt« t/'*"
"" «"^ '»' """ ">

baShltJ: Heir :l*"* 1--^ ^•'^ ""'«

be could not anit,. l,«„„ v '?! '' ^°^' •>"«

tuL ftteSaVr'^" "" '""'•' '- '^ •™'-

latll^:?;;^..'^^,'''*' *"« ««'^ "•«. and
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and^ Surbus make a gpecial pilgrimage up here every

"She mnrt be pretty nervoug." Ward could not
qmte see why such precautions were necessary in a

worid"^

where no man locked his door against the

JlT^^^k^^^ "' ^^''''^ ^'^'^ '"''"'^ °'* «"«I^ it, would
you? When one thinks of the life she has lived, andhow she pioneered in here when the country was straight
wilderness, and all that. Of course, I did n't know
her b^ore Uncle Jason died -do you think she has
changed smce. Miss Louise?"

"Lots," Billy Louise assured him briefly. She was

Charlie FoJ^^
^""^ """ '' '*'^ ''"'^ "^**"'*^ ^^'^

"I think myself that the shock of losing him must
have made the difference in her. There's Surbus-
how s that for a voice? And he's just as blood'
thirsty as he sounds, too. I 'd hate to have him tackleme m the gorge, on a dark night He's too savage,
though It's only with strangers, and we don't s^
many of them. He almost ate Peter up, when he fir^t

didn't he. Miss Louise?"

J**^l'^,r\^^^'''
**" """ ^^ «^"^"^ *»»« >>««d shot

olf, Billy Louise qualified laconically. " Marthv
came out just in the nick of time. I absolutely refuse
to be chewed up by any dog; and I don't care who
ne belongs to."

" Same here, William," approved Ward.
Charlie laughed. " I ^ Surbus is not going to be

popular with the neighbors," he said easily. « I do

m
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one I Lkl.'- *; "'"'' • **"°" offe'^J me thi.

". til t:^i,"^r,-.::sr«"r """• "«

" Wflll Tir- r . ^^ ^°^^ ^»8« Louise."

Billy Loni„ . T^ J •Pologetic abont that," «ud

wT^^.rt.rr"?"""''^"'^-it was not a threat, as she snoltp i* k«* i .

;..<^ment Of . f.„. " Tou M trt^;^1"^
.in!: n<." tLir^:^:-- '' 'r - '^^ ^'
He wa. e^uehed. Jur^^rS-:j^^my gun out— when "Mar^uJ!

*' "6 ana 1 had
« i_ ,

JJlarthy saw us and Mve a v*»i]

^^
t. That a how doao he c«ne to being a dead

She^anced at Ward and then furtively at Charlie

T« re pretty fair fnenda now." she aaiA « a*

Armed neutrality
' fit, our eaae fine."

" I ni Si j^'"
^J""'«'' -nder your flag," said Ward
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.on.jnd rode p«rt them to meet the great be.vvjojrteddog. "Be .till, S„b„, We'^Tf^,]
The dog lifted a noii-committ«l dance to W.«l'.face, growled deep in hi, chct, and d" pp^ |!wndnoemg the track, of Blue and iat.L „The^„ld^ntafy them and fi, them in hi. memory f^S

.}It'5
"""^

"f"" "*° "'* ^^ w "'"»"'«'• He looked

nW '"r"r''' """"= •" «•«' atmosphere ofS& ^",*'' "?'^' ^*"~ •""'8 fmit-laderbl'L

plum, in the air, and the hum of bees. Somewheren the orchard a wild canary wa. singing. If ^e I^M
other near^ he would ask no odd. of the world or of

theret'th "bt
'«"•"<"'«-> P'- of hU^^wn itte« m the lulls. He could set out fruit and plantaand thu^p and have a little Eden of hi. own- tbo^h

.td''a"g^"l:f,Jil-l-"«-'--a thought

He looked at Billy Unise and saw how the beauty

cded to study horticulture so that he could raiw nlnm.•nd apple, and hoUyhock. and things
^ '

i
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WIS IT THS OOot

<<

T^tn''^^ .f
°'^ ^"""^ ^^^^ *^^^ « lot Of you,

WiUiam." Ward had closed the gate and was
preparing to remount

"Well, is there any reason why she shouldn't?"
The tone of Billy Louise was not far from petulant

J«ot a reason. What 's moUa, Bill ?

"

"Nothing that I know of." Billy Louise lifted
her eyes to the rock cabbages on the cliflF above them
and tried to speak convincingly.

" Yes, there is. Something 's gone wrong. Can'tyou teU a pal, Wilhemina ?

"

There was no resisting that tone. Billy Louise h ked

" No, I can't tell a pal- or anybody else. I don't
know. Something's different, down there. I don'tknow what it is, and I don't like it" She thought aminute and then smiled with that little twist of the
lips Ward hked so much. " Maybr it 's the dog." she
guessed. " I never see his „gly nmg that I don't feel

eral thing. He 's got a wicked heart I I know he has.He d like nothing better than to take a chunk out
of me."

" I '11 go back and kill him ; shall T, Bill Loo ?

"
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to meet if one w«ntprl („ i,
"" ''"*

qnesSg. ^ '"""'' """' '"<' "" '-iu, further

"Oh, nothing I I JMt wondered."

But^you don't hke him. Y„„ „„„ ,, ,,,^ ,„^.

"• xn mat case I Ve no businmia fn iw. <r^ i

.ng .round here when the« ', worktrdone Tr.tCove down there h„ ron^ . ^^.p ofhLZ win^e W.,he„,„. Oo«. h.ve .n orchard „p on m"

th^di^lf «"
^'i*

''^ • ^"^ e*"*™ ""d thing,that dunb Jl oyer the house and smell nice G„^

catUe «d hol^^/a vr"""
"'"' '^"^' "" -»~

«;« •
"". 7^^» "»a a yellow canary n a yellow paop

^e one «,n^f...p,„, win,„.„, ^^ ^j, thos/thTn^and get em qn.ck, m I can .tand some show of-«ft.i« what I really do want."
***"

"Well, am I keeping yon ? " Billj Ionise was «.,.tamly w a yilWnous mood.
°*'^

yo7lZ U'l^:^-'' fr"^ '''"*' '^'""y- "Only for

•''•««d<«." He,«.kedatKth''thtS;£:;^
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iart Wind hi. lip. ,nd hi. eye.. And behind the
«mile, If one', iwight were ke«i enough to Me it

rtnto to the other «nn«nd .poke igtin-

rcr^M* •''

^l""*"'"'
SometUng'. bothering

yoj. Ctn't you teU. fellow wh«t it i.f"
"No,IcMi't'' Billy LouiM .poke c«>Mly. "I've

got . heedeche. I 've been riding ever .ince thi. mom-««jnd I rf.onld think that '. re«on enough. I wi.h
to goodnew you 'd let me .lone. Go on b.ck to work,
f you re ^ cr«y .bout working; I 'm .ure I don't w.n

L i?*f r° '" "y "^ '"" get-rich^uick 8cheme.l "

:^n •
^" ',.''* '"«'"'" "'"' • """k. jerked Blue

«gr.ly mto the tr.il when he h.d merely .tepped

«. conwiou. of her mood .9 was W.rd

•trtMsht diesd. He gl,noed down .t the p,il of car-

kng ,nd lonely He twisted hi, lip, in brief ..r-«»m-fo, he h,d . temper of hi, own-„d rode

r»r^.. v"*"''
"" ^^'y ""^ ««> >« «7« a trifle

h.rder thM, they h.d ever been before when Billy Louiw
K;de .long..de He did not turn off .t the ford- .nd

S. k ^IZ '"^*^ ^y * <"•''•' 8i.nce ,t him th,t
•he hml h.lf ejipected him to desert her there -butooMed It beside her and rode on up the hiU
He had made up his mind that he would not meak

to her .gam nnt.1 she wiped out, by apology oV a^ange of manner, that last offensive remark of her,.He hoped she reali^d that he was only goimr withher to earry the currants, and he hoped sC«al^
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•Iw^ that, if Ae h«d been .ny other person who had
spoken to him like that, he would have dumped the cur-
rants on the ground and ridden oflF and left her to her
own devices.

He did not once speak to Billy Louise on the way
to the Wolverine; but his silence changed gradually
from stubbornness to pure abstraction, as they rode
leisurely along the dusty trail with the sunset glow-mg before thom. He almost forgot the actual pres-
ence of BUly Louise, and he did actually forget her
mood. He was planning just how and where he should
plant his orchard, and he was mentally building an
addition to the cabin and screening a porch wide enough
to hang a hammock inside, and he was seeing Billy
Louise luxuriously swinging in that hammock while
he sat dose, and smoked and teased and gloried in
his possession of her companionship.
His thoughts shuttled to his little mine, though he

seldom dignified it by that title. He speculated upon
the amount of gold he might yet hope to wash out
of that gravel streak, though he had held himself sternly
back from such mental indulgence all the spring. He
felt that he was going to need every grain of gold he
could glean. He wanted his wife— he glowed at the
mere thinking of that name— to have the nicest little
home in the country. He decided that it woul '

be
pleasanter than the Cove, all things considered ; he had
a fine view of the rugged hills from his cabin, and he
imagined the Cove must be pretty hot during the days
mth that high rock wall shutting off the wind and
'eflfictiiig the sun. His own place was sheltered, but

J
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.J^T»^L°T.'^jr "' ^ Muff -d down th.^ T f° "" ^o'"'"'"'- However dondy the.tmo.phe« between th. two, the ride h.d .e«»^ .hort

S«1he v,n
•' ^""•' «"«^ *">" h" »mh.r face

little. He WM not deeply concerned by her mood H.
understood her too woll t« A j •

"*
„/ J J .

*" descend into iny louifaof despondence bec.nw .he w„ cro«. Then b^T
«<« W.eved ., the time. They were down by the g.^

„i." P,.'^ '"^! ""''*' W""*"'" he "ked, in the tone

wl,^ _
B'lly I^m-e. .nd did not loolt .t him.W.rd w., mwardly skeptic.), but he did not tellh*r so. He swung off his horse, set down the i»iof enmnts, .nd took Blue by the bridle.

^

quietTr ^d'sni V"
"°"1"''" •* ™"""*"'^«J >>«'quietly And Billy Louise, .fter . perceptible hesits-tion^beyed him without looking .t'timVspJ^

If W.rd resented her m.nner, which w.. nnr..«.n.bly uppish, he could no, h.™ chosen I" or. !
fective revenge. He t.Iked with Mrs. M.cDomW .11through supper .nd p.id no .ttention to Bil^ UuiHAfter supper he spied a fairly fresh Boise paper ,Td

cvemng, 80 tar aa he waa concerned. If
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he Md Billy Louiie had been on the be.t of ternw, it
1. doubtful if .he could h.ve dragged his attention
irom tnote papers.

Several time. Billjr Louiw looked at him as though
she meditated going over and anatehing them away
from him, but she resisted the temptation and con-
tinned to behave as a nice young woman should behave
toward a guest. She left him sitting inside by the
lamp, which her mother ha !

' ^^l.^ed for his especial
convenience, and went out and -n* on uu -ioorsten and
atared at the dusky line )f liills nnd nt e Big Dip-
per. She was trying t. M.in; .at fl... lu , le of tiny,
threadlike mysteries t.'.ur Lo] '.;mus»,-d 1 er thoughts
and tightened her nei 8 mu ,lo could not speak a
decent word to anyone.

She felt that the lives of t].,.. - r,.ua.( ler were weav-
ing puMle-pattems, and that .ixc a;a«t guess the puz-
ties. And she felt as though part of the patterns had
been left out, so that there were ragged points thrust-
ing themselves upon her notice— points that did not
point to anything.

She sat with her elbowi on her knees and her chinm her cupped palms, and scowled at the Big Dipper
as if it held the answer away up there beyond her
reach. Where did Ward get the money to do all the
things he had done, this spring and summer? If he
expected her to believe that wolf story— I

What became of the cattle that had disappeared, by
twos and threes and sometimes more, in the last few
months? Was there a gang of thieves operating in
ine country, and where did thry stay ?

Why had Ward hinted that 'she did not like Charlie
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Fox, JUKI why-didn't ho hinuelf like Ch.,lie? WhyW rte felt th.t weight of dep«„i„„ ,^ „J^,when they were leaving the Cove » Whvf WhvT
BJly Loui« tried to hring her cold, common ,em»

for in«t mood^ Now it «.„red her impatiently th.'every que.t.on-„ve one-h«l been bom in her oJn.npe«en«t.ve «lf. Th.t one definite qnertion w»the fi™t one .he h.d tried to .n.wer. It'ktjt «lZ
went to bed Md tried to forget it in deep.
Somewhere .bout midnight -.he h.d he.«l the

mother by ..tting up suddenly in bed .nd exel.imin.

"W.ke upl For the lad'. .Ae, wh.t .re youdreuningabout?" Her mother .hook her Xrflvlythe,™. « Billy Louii^i Write upl"
'

" AU ri^t, mommie." Billy Loui« lay down .nd»ugged the light blanket over her .houMerT Shebid been .w.ke u>d thinking, thinking till d,e thou,ht

She went to deep .nd dre«ned .bout poisoned wolve.
tdl It .. . wonder .he did not have . «,.! nightm.re.The quction w« .nswerod, .nd for the time being
the uuwer ..tiafied her.

°

of BiUy touue, or .nything .t M out of the ordin..^
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Billjr Louiw had prepared heraelf to apoloirize—m some roundabout manner which would effect a recon-

cihation without hurting her pride too much- and she
was rather chagrined to discover that Ward seemed
neither to expect or to want any apology.
"Sony I gotta go, William," he volunteered whim-

sically soon after breakfast. " But I gotta dig. Say,
Wilhemina, if I gtay away long enough, will you come
after me again ?

"

" A wise man," said Billy Louise evasively, « may
do a foolish thing once, but only a fool does it twice.-

I don t believe it 's the dog." Ward shook his head
at her in mock meditation. « It -would n't last over-

Tk iI'm'^
** ''" ^'"'' *^' ^^-^ ^« l«>ked at her with

Uie hidden smile. " Are you sure— "

r
" ^

)°«mI*
^""^ ^"^"^ ^"""^ ^"^ P*^**'>" * P«"on

'
" The

lips of Billy Louise twisted humorously. « Lots of
things bother me, and you ought to help me out in-
stead of making it worse." She walked beside him

^iT *^
^h« «>"•«! where Rattler was waiting, sad-

dled and bridled for the homeward journey
"Well, tell a fellow what they are. Of course,

if It's the dog—

"

'

J\^u^ Y*"?»'y««''«
-^^"n It isn't the dog.

Well, It IS but there are heaps of other things I want
to know, that I don't know. And you don't seem to
care about any single one of them."
Ward leaned up against the fence and tilted his hat

to shade his eyes from the sun. " Name a few of them,
VMIham Louisa. Not even a brave young buckaroo
can be expected to mind-read a girl Tf he could~ "

Wall, is it poison you use f " BUly Louise thought
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L.»t mght u ,u,t cme to me ,U ,» once th.t vou

.lur „n h ?'. "L ^* """<^ • ""«" P^vokingsiur on the last word. " No Wiiw.». » tt- .

kled .t Ko,. « T. • , .
'
William. His eyes twin-Wed at her. " It is n't poison. What '« the other thinirjou want to know ?

"

*°*

rebuff^w^?^"" ^~T^'
'^^"^^^' •°^' *«»P«»« therebuff, went on to the next question •

*- *^ "«

ChLr*' ""'i'
^l^^^S^'-^k'* ««ttle, and Marthy andCharlies and all the other, that have disappeared?

r!:Lr' """ '^ "" '^ •" *^'* ^»^- -- o ^nwtling going on around here "

^_
W.rd gave her . ,„ick look. Hi. tone chwged ,

" I don't know th.t there i. my. i „„„ , jj,^m . cow^nntry where there w.an't more or Ie«tttof- n«U.ng. You don't »,nt to ..k. go«ipZ^tooMnounIy. Anything morel"
«^ P "« uut

Billy I^ui« glanced at him .urreptitioualy and

«;:^h.7lX"-
^'-"^-"«'-^— -ually

" Well there ', Mmething about the Core. I don'tW.eve Marthy '. happy. I could n't quite get hold o

2 rttr Tr"''.'""' «*™ ™ the blue.!! bntl.".

•he .changed ..nee I can remember. You noticed

r^J-- "
'*"' ^"" "»^^ -"»•" »-' -4^

"I"i<l«liethink.alo.ofyou.Wilhemin.."
Ward',

tone and manner were natural again. " I n^i^ t^.
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looking ,t you when yon did n't Imow it She think,
. he.p of yon, I ,h«nld .,y, „d d.e '. worryi,! .i^w«me,h.ng. M.yhe .he 'd ,.,ber h.ve yon i

'
th'cS

^^^,1 ^r'?**"
"• '*''""'"'• Oo"'' yon reckon

of'Z''''A'rr*'
P~' »"'"«' I neve, thoughtof th.t. And here yon hit the n,i| „„ .h. Lead justwuh . eh.nce thought. Th.t show, wh.t i, mJX

brain,! She l.nghed .t him. but behind her ban-tering w., a new reapoct for Ward', ,.tutenc«,. - Goon. Tell me why yon don't like Charlie Fox, or whyyou refuae to admit how nice and kin.l he y and - "
" But I don't refute— "

whlT!'e/„''"T ',
""'"'"^' "' ""'"'' ••"' y- knowwhat I mean Tell me your candi.l opinion of him."

I have nt any." Ward wnoked imperturbably for

no?',Ti
"

k"
^'['^ '""'*<' *"«»" '0 •'•''"' h' wouldnot tell her what ,hc wanted to know. Ward couldb. a^Iutcly, maddeningly dumb on «.me ..biec.r'

"Ha. it ever struck yon, William Jane, that after
.1 Foxy ,, not saorifieing such a hell of a lot ? " He

Billy Lou.« took no notice, he went on: " He's ^t a
pretty g.„„| ,|.i„g, d„„„ ,fc„,, jf y^^ ^^

>^

«W la.ly »t,n't live always, and she 's manage.! to build

;:i'JLr"i
"«

'•r-
^'-.-FoxyTnhandt

- r, - ^v her, don t ^uu tinnk i He 11 hare a pretty
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fine rttke out of it. F.r « I know, h« ', Jl rf^,. in»rely f..l to ^ where he ', got . rigkt to w.„ .„yWo on h.. m^y brow. He 'a got . g.«l h«^ ;„ ,^g«ne, «,d he', pl.yi„g it_, h„p t^,^, ^^
of men would. Dot ', ,11, Wilhemin.." He turned

« •.!"
I.

"""" ''•'"™ '^ ™''J~*- " Don't run
off with the notion th.t I 'm out after the heart', blood
of our young hee-ro. I lilc him all right- far a. he
goea. I like him a heap better," he owned franklv,
.ince I glommed him devouring that letter from Mii,^

Gertrude M. Shannon.
" Don't you want to ride a waya with me ? " Hi.

Dont? ' (When ahe shook her head.) "You're
a pretty meui young person sometimes, aren't you!Wha .moll. Did I give youmore mood than I wiped
off the slat-^ ?

"

'^

" I don't know Ton say a sentence or two, and it '.

if^. ifJ^ \^'^' ''"° • """*•'"• Yo" 'how all
^inds of things that were nicely covered before." BillyLou.« spoke gloomily. "I'll «e Marthy a. a poor
old I«dy waiting to be wddled with a bos., f«m, Zy,

L"te.4u'and
-"^"^ ^"" ""'^" '"""« "" '^ <>-

"Now, William I"
" Oh, I can see it myself, now."
" Well, what if he is ? We 're .11 of u. working forour own mtere.ts, aren't wef " He saw the gloom

rtill deep m her eyes and flung out both hand, imp.-
tiently. " All right, .11 right ! I '11 plead the cau^
of our youn^ hee-ro, then. What would old Marthy
do without him ? He 's made her more -mfortable
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I W f^
"""" """

u°
^^ "^"^ P'^«"y- I noticed

« b,g difference ,n the cabin, yeateitlay. And he '« do-ing the work, and taking the reaponaibility, and making
the ranch more valuable~ even put a wire on the g.^that nngs a bell at the house, ao she '11 know when Sm'

Zl a l!lTS'
"' ^ ^' ^^ *^^»^«° -«Pt. He 's

" For himself I " In her disillusionment Billv Ix)uisewent too far the other way. " And the cabin is more
comfortable for that girl when he brings her there tonin over Marthy f

"

"Well, what of it? You don't expect him to putm his time for nothing, do you? In the last analysiswe re all self-centered brutes, Wilhemina. We'rethink-
ing once for the other fellow and twice for ourselves,
always. I m working and scheming day and night
to get • «take-so I can have what means happiness
to me Marthy 's letting Foxy have full swing in the
Cove because that gives her an easier life than she 's
ever had. If she did n't want him there, she 'd mighty
quick shoo him up the gorge, or I don't know the old
lady. We 're all selfish."

"I think it 's a horrid world I » rebelled the youth-
ful Ideals of Billy Louise. " I wish you would n't say
you 're just thinking of yourself— "

" I 'm human," he pointed out. « I want my hap-
piness So do yon, for that matter. We all want to
get all we can out of life."

"And at the other fellow'g expense I"
" Oh, not necessarily. Some of us want the other

fellow to be just as happy as we are." Hi« look pointed
the meaning for him.

i*i

t^.^v * -^-^0
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briljl""'
~"! I '^ "'•"»« of Ch„Ii. F« to

" M.yb. not The ohinoe. .» the yoniig Udv willtjk. to hou»work like . be.^c»b to . .^p Jf I^
perfecU, heppy with the two of them. Cheer up, BuI

I wuA he .dded ,ui«ic.ily, " you 'd .p,„ Ze „meof th.t .y»p,thy you -ve got going to w..te. I 'n, Ipoor l«oo»me devil working ,w.y to get . rt^e. ,nd

word, ttd I don't h.ve no fun nor nothing, nohowCome on and ride a milo or two I
"

wal'LmT *""" """"""" "'" ^"^' ^''-' -««*

dnl^*"'lT ?"''• ''•"' "' '*'"'''
'

" Ward reacheddown, caught her hand, and «,uee»d it, taking a chan«on b.,ng .een. '- Qott. go, Wilhemina-min. Ad!«!
"

^ 'tay away «, long next time." He turned away
to h„ hone, .tuck hi. foot in the s.irrup, and wentup mto the .addle without any appa^nt eSort. Thenhe .wu , Rattler clo«, to whe«i .he .tood be.ide the
gate.

"Sim you want to be ju8t p.l., Wilhemin..mme f

"

ne 88ked, bending close to her.

"Of course I 'm sure," g«id BiUy Loui-e quickly-
a shade too quickly.

"^

den. -All ri^t," he .aid, in the tone which r ie
plain hi. opinion of her deoi.ion. "You're the

Billy LouiM watched him up the hill and out of .ight

r.'v^^iXK
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.^dled h.mj then, with her gun buckled .«>„„d her

^H<S BOOK BLLOmmm ktjuiiij m
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tarn LITTLI DIVIU OF DOCBT

WOLVERINE canyon, with the .un .hining down

in ,1. t,^ -T '" ''*P""' "" • picture*,^ g^m the hJls, wUd enough in ,11 con«ience. but to^"°™ P*""" »»t i" the le^t deg«„ gloo^^ The w!Ung crjjg,. were .unlit .nd warm. The cherry thicketowhupered m a light breeze and .heltered Wrd. 1^1

t™Z„^ r* ';'"'''*<'» '•""oke. down over th^
trail to tempt a rider into loitering. The creek leaned

nr'^L'''''
""" "•"'^ of 'wift currenrbetw^

^higher bowlde„ „d crept etealthily down into h^;poo ., where speckled trout lay motionless except for th^gently-moving uil and fin, that held them statC^i^
»n.e deeper shadow. Not a gloomy pl«», s„„ly 7henthe^peaoe of . .unny morning laid it, spell „^„ Z

Billy Louise, howeyer, did not respond to the can-yon , micemento. She brooded over her own di«on^

W ! ,r '^^ f"""""* ""'* P'"^'^ "hich some

ti™. She was in that condition of nervous deprewionwhere she saw her finest cows dead of bloat in the'Smeadowy^ how would she pay that machineiy notj^then
»

She „• .John Pringle ealliuR unexpectedly ,n^.„„,e«.y fo. his " time " - ^d whe« wo^d riie find

V^-^^
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MoUier m.n whom ,be could .r„.t out of W .irf,f,John Pringle wu .low, uid he wu .tnnW j *^ '

»t poor Phfflbo till Bill„ r .
P"* '^ P"*led

Her mother h.d C mo«.^^" "«"'"''•

-ny „ the hot we.r^. 7Z " CC r""^-
*"

over small thinim »,-^ ^i.
* "®v her anxiety

.. if nothing mattered ml^ "' '^ "^l^^ f'cave with a mere irUnn^
»
«»«yway. ^Ue passed her

ofgoldendeysThefiralldT.::^ L^* ---t She p,«ed Minervy's^tc ,^
'^.t dung .round

-Hi. ~if-pity hec.u«, th.t cwri''';i:'^r™'^she must not wiwte h*^-
"uuooa was gone, and

tend.." butiirmrurhSkrrr"" "'"-
for " settlinir » »nA fk °Y * *"° ""^'^ «> much
.il overtVt."lifi"'totr' 7' '"'''

W .he had to winter t^'e'^^tngr""^"'''
kenelf riiridly to fact. .„^ . j x

®''* """» •">''!

«»ting dit^hJ, «d pt?nt« f
*"*' •'"' ""* '"'

»^ «. b. .^-^^ .ctLlTtati:?^-:^
experienced judgment But W.«1 i,.^ • •

^""^
thought, into 8t^« ch.nn!l. .^ t

P'"'P'*«««1 her

•"waned her co^t^ trnSa^^rrjwanted to talk thing, over with M.Tll^ « * ''"'

J A.oui8e With uneasiaesa and donKt tr.\.i i
-

'^V concerned herself.
^*''*^ '° "^
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Thew doubts pemisted, and so did the t««t«li«ng

litUe puzzles. They wewed Bill^r Louiso'. thoughts
from her own rtnch worries and nagged at her with
the persistence of a swarm of buffalo gnats.

" Well, if he does n't use poison, for goodness* sake,
what does he use? " she asked indignantly aloud, after
• period of deep thought. " I don't see why he wants
to be so terribly secretive. He might be human enough
to tell a person what he means. I 'm sure I 'd tell him.
•II right. I don't believe it 's wolves at all. I don't
see how -and still -I don't believe Ward would
really he (o me."
She was in this particularly dissatisfied mood when

K l"^,^ ,T, !^ '**' '*"^°" "' '^' "PP^' ^°d» where
the hills folded softly down into grassy valleys where
her cattle loved best to graze. Since the grass had
sUrted in the spring, she had kept her little herd up
here among the lower hills; and by riding along the
higher ridges every day or so and turning back a wan-
dering animal now and then, she had held them in a
comparatively small area, where they would be easily
gathered m the fall. A few head of Seabeck's stock
iiad wandered in amongst hers, and some of Marthy's
And there was a big, roan steer that bore the brand
of Johngon, over on Snake River. Billy Ionise knew
them all, as a housewife knows her flock of chickens
and If she missed seeing certain leaders in the scat-
tered groups, she rode until she found them. Two old
cows and one big, red steer that seemed always to have
a followmg wore bells that tinkled pleasant little soundsm the alder thickets along the creek, as she passed by.
She rode up the long ridge which gave her a wide
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weiy one; but t<H|,y thev f!l!7?"
^^ '"""• ""•»'.

«»»« deep content :^;tf,:wch T.*""
''"•" '»

door. c.n give to one wh„ I..
"'" """ «"'' °"'-

beyond the pine^otted ridl .r?. .

*"" '" '"'" «'•'"'

"rrowerTnd tpT"
""'"' ™««'' '"* "-o vX".

j:«w .b.n .nT:i.,^::„"- -w- «•... ..

j

directnew, thev prowntiv K-„.
' P'^Powful

»«""o- They mu.t h.ve ^in k" ^""' ' '^"'^
h^ horse in the midrt of thTv u

"""« "'" "I^"

proved. At lea,t oZTf lu
P"'''ablyj ,„d «, ,hey

Floyd C.r»n tl hJd ..lltr T/ *"'^'' ""--
•»d h.d told hTr of ,K„

"'"• ''" '•" <"™ Wte
•«W n.,„ w„ ; X iTT*^ fat.le.te.ling. ^,
M^ Birken. ^ """" ^'"J'' '""-oduoed u
TW W^n "prowH^ .„^,„ ^^^ ^
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168 RANCH. AT THE WOLVERINE
Floyd, trying to see what they could see. Floyd was
one of these round-faced, round-eyed, young fellows
who does not believe much in secrecy and therefore talks

freely whenever and wherever he dares. He said that
Seabeck had turned them loose to keep cases and see
if they couldn't pick up the trail of these rustlers who
were trying to get rich off a running iron and a long
rope. (If you are of the West, you know what that
means; and if you are not, you ought to guess that
it means stealing cattle and let it go at that.) It was
not until he had talked for ten minutes or so that
Billy Lowise became more than mildly interested in
the conversation.

" Say, Miss MacDonald," Floyd asked, by way of
beginning a new paragraph, "how about that fellow
over on Mill Creek ? He worked for you folks a year
or so ago, didn't he? What does he do?

"

"He has a ranch," said' Billy Louise with careful
calm. " He 's been working on it this summer^ I be-

lieve."

" Uh-huh— we were over there' this morning. Them
Y6 cattle up above his place are his, I reckon ?

"

" Yes," said Billy Louise. " He 's been putting his

wages into cattle for a year or so. He worked for

Junkins last winter. Why ?

"

" Oh, nothing, I guess I Only he 's the only stranger

in the country, and his prosperity ain't accounted

«

for— "

"Oh, but it isl" laughed Billy Louise. "I only
wish I had half as clear a ticket. When he is n't work-
ing out, he 's wolfing; and every dollar he gets hold of he
puts into that ranch. We 've known him a lo^g time.
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low,t^
"'' """ '" """'^^' yo" «» J*e -ost fel-

noyd found occasion to have « slight argument with

ouplaslltlVh-td":""'"""^''^'
'-""-

" ^®"» of course, if you know he 's all straight
that settles it. But it sure seems queer~ »

^^ '

" That fellow is straight as a string. Don^t you sup-pose It ^s some gang over on the river, Floyd ? I M ilkaround over there, I believe, and tr^ to get a line onthe unaecountables. There 's a lot Jr^.r^vJ
in ,•«=* ' .-L . ^ ^^ °®^ settlers come

«;iT '! " '"'' ^'" " *™' •""» *''ere might be

ITf r\T '"'"*''''' "'""8'' *•« •>«"-»• Bettersee If there has been any cattle shipped or driven through
that way, don't you think ?

"

^
"We can try," Floyd assented without eagerness.

^,f>!5
"! °*" " ™ "^^ *'«<>•«, it 's too much of adnb^rab proposition for that. A cow and calf hereMid there, and so on. We got wind of it first whenwe wm out to bnng in a gentle cow that the deaconwanted on the ranch. We knew where she was, only

she was n't there when we went after her. We huntedAe bills for a week and couldn't find a sign of heror her ea^f. And she had stuck down in the creek bot-
trai all the spring, so it looked kinda funny." He

SrHge!'^
'''''' ^^' '--''' '-' «* ^^« P^-

*' There 's a Y6 calf up there that 's a dead ringer for
the one weVe been hunting," he observed. " But it 'snuming with a cow that carries Junkins^ old brand,
so— He looked apologetically into the calm eyes of
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Billy Louise. " Of courae, I don't mean to say there 'sanything wrong up there," he hastily assured her. " But

feSow." '"""° ^ """*'"* ^'^ •"= y»" «to»' 1«t

^J'*?^ 'X'^'^^'^y
"ght to make sure of every-S ™B f ^'"^ «"r " ^ '-^ 0" «"« «"- '"^«

fW w f ^ " ^"^ everything's all straight up
^

re. We know .U ahout him, and how and whT« hegot h.9 few head of stock, and everything. But of«ou.e_you could ask Junkins, if^ou^avfUy

to Know, he 8 a stranger to our outfit. I 've seen him

Sftal^'o^^f/^^-^ " ^^"^ ^^ *» -set »7
"He is awful quiet " assented BUly Louise carelessly.
iJnt he 's real steady to work." ,

ken'
"^^ '''''^' *'"""' «'''*'»"y »"'" P"' i° Mr. Bir-

^nali J^""
™° '*"' '" '"" *~' «'» yo". Misa M:::

failth!" "f
,°'': """^"^ BiHy Louise-.nd smiled

SoothUl t^
''^^^'^^ them back here intnese foothill» this summer. Do you want tn l^v

through the bunch?"
' *° '°*

Mr. Birkin blushed. "Oh, no, not at all! I ,„wondering if you had lost any."
"Nobody would rustle cattle from a lady, I hope?

t^^r"^'^ ""T"'
"'"^ -y y^*- The folk, d!^m the Cove have, though."

"Yes I heard they had. That breed rode over
toseeifhecouldgetalineonthem.

It'shardlu^;
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;t"S"^" '*""" • «""' "»"«-*«« bo,, don't

<8 8he spoke.
^' ''P ««'f-<on8ciou3ly

and pennitted herself a liw! ^ f '^''"™'' 'y*'

wonMbethen.o„A\:tXt1tS "^
her st.tenient concerning Ward .tV T " ™'"^

.M:'ir,r ""^^"^^' - -

-

transparent heartiness hi« ^^; ^
"eciared Floyd with

J^es, I must be coinir." gftW !,„
self-consciousty. « I .^ ^ te a cilt J'S T"?hope you locate the rustlers «L v.^ ? ^^- ^
I can do-if I sZTl ' ..^ ""^^ « "ythi"?
« clew- 1.u tr °' ?:" -"y^ing .hat seems to bf

keeping my V^J^L^"^ "^ ''"y- I Ve beenf 6 "ij ej^es open for some frana «.f *i.

80 has Char- Mr Fox » tT u .f
^'"' °"^-

with a twist of herXs 1 t'
^°" '""' " «'"' «"<!'

them. "rou-;:^r ri77;" -a.
^r"ound Ward's place, just as if- Warf 'ifTar
"^

at them if he eafnhoa *i. •
" *^^^ a shot

She scowled at awn T"* '^""^ '"'' '^k! "

if
*'i

If^
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she watched the animal go lumbering down the hill
toward the Wolverine. « Just because he 's a stranger
and doesn't mix with people, and minds his own busi-
ness and IS trying to get a start, they^re suspicious

-

as If a man has no right to- Well, I think I man-
aged to head them off, anyway."
Her satisfaction lasted while she rode to the next

ridge. Then the little devils of doubt came a-swarming
and a-whispering. She had said she knew all about
Ward; well, she did, to a greacer extent than others
knew. But -she wondered if she did not know too

She turned, upon the crest of the ridge, and lookedaway toward the pine-dotted height locally knowm as
the Big Hill, beyond which Ward's claim lay snug-
gled out of sight in its little valley. ." I 've a good mind
to nde over there right now, and make him tell me ''

8he said to herself. She stopped Blue ard sat there
undecided, while the wind lifted a lock of hair and
flipped It across her cheek. " If he cares- like he says
he cares -he '11 tell me," she murmured. "I don't
believe it's wolves. And of course it isn't— what
those fellows seemed to think. But -^ where did he
get the money for all that ? " She sighed distressfully.
I hate to ask him; he'd think I didn't trust him,

and I do. I do trust him I " There was the little head-
devil of doubt, and she fought him fiercely. "I do'
1 do

!
She thrust the declaration of faith like a sword

through the doubt-devil that clung and whispered.
Dear Ward

!
I do trust you !

" She blinked back tears
and bit her lips to 3top their quivering. «

Jut, d^nj
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it, I don't aee why you did n't tell met" ti,^, •.

T: 7"'r "-' """* "« •'"^beenXTn^.r.X "! '°"^' ''^"^« """ '™ perfectly a7ritwhatever ,t was, but she felt that she had a Ihft^demand facts, so that she could feel more sure of he^
•
ground. And there would be more questZ- BillyLon.se was bright enough to see thus far^nto thefuture Unless the rustlers were caught, the"ISbe queshons asked about this silent stfanger who kS

even Billy ixt^^]:^:::^^^

Z *' P^P'' '""' "<" ••«•• faith in him- aidthey were not blind. They would wonder-

sJ^"!,T °° ""' """ ™y' ""d *!>« ridges weresteep and the canyons circuitous. But Blue was a Zdhorse, with plenty of stamina and much eZrie^B^ earned his lady safely, and he carried herSi
ner m which he climbed steep pitches, slid down sWs

Z^f i'lt °^ *""*'"« «'I^'« »' over wide»^tches of shale rock and lava beds. He was weTto

t vt.'"
^^"^ ^' ^-ffl^*" '-"' War-d's traTupa.e creek bottom; but he breathed evenly, and heJ

ward when the corral and haystack came into view
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around a sharp bend. He splashed both front feet into
tne cr«>k just before the eabin and stopped to drink
while Billy Louise stared at the silent plaee
By the tracks along the creek trail «he knew thatWard had eome home, and she urged Blue aeross the

ford and up the bank to the cabin. She slid off andwent in holdly to hide her inward embarrassment- andsue found nothing but emptiness there.
Billy Louise did not take long to investigate. The

coffeepot was still warm on the stove when she laid
her palm against it, and she immediately poured herself

li^,^ir^"': Ap'"' '"'^ • ""P »" "« "We indi-
cated thit Ward had eaten a hurried meal and had nottaken time to clear away the litter. Billy Louise atewhat was left, and mechanically she washed the dishesand made eve^hing neat before she went down to lookfor Rattler. She had thought that Ward was out some-
where .bout the place and would return veiy soon,
pi^baby. Blue she had left standing in plafn sigh
before the cabin, so that Ward would see him and knowshe was there— a fact which she regretted.
While she was washing dishes and sweeping, she hadteen trying to think of some excuse for hef presence

there. It was going to be awkward, her coming thereon his heels, one might say. She remembered for the
first time her statement that she had to help mommie and

^ could not take the time to ride even a mile with him IJJemg a young person whose chief amusement had al-ways been her "pretends," she began unconsciously
aiding an imaginary conversation between them, like

Ward would eome out of the stable -or somewhere
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dishes into neat Hftl« r.;i • u
""' ^'""'»« *^o

in tho doorway and say-Zu X'
™"" "'"P

«Wu greeting. butRnf7 •' .
"^ """ "'•'''<"•''' P™"

«e being the moat probable AnA »!,«„ .,

,

np and take b», ;„ i,"
° ''^ '""•''' ""'"e

and she ^^:.:oZJ7- ^°''' ''"' ""' '"'"''"•

h.dest.blished7rr^;den. tj".™'^- '"'' "'""'

JJ.J

not obiected r::r;;rer.rr;!!!" a'T'-(I m going to tell on Billy Um^. She w"ld a kniT

;;

I did n't expect to see you here, Wilhemina-mine »
Oh, I was just riding around and T o.r^

see how von ^iV ^ n
"^""^^j and 1 came over to

,, ^®^ dig dollars out of wolf-dens V.^„ -j
you M show me."

wou-aens. You said

dens wl, J " ^^ '"' "^"8 ^o""" »"t of wolf-dens when she was through with wanting f„ k
friends. That pnt it up to BilTvT ^^ ^"''

would be engag^l ^iZ.^'ry^Z'Zlll
'"'

was not ready to say that Z be hat He
' ''

soul hung back from that decis ™ Snt S
""""7;

M-Mehwetryrrry7^ru:i-~-

i
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Louise did not put it that way, of course. She only
reiterated again and again: "I like you, but I don'*
want to marry anybody. I don't want to be engaged."

Well, that would probably settle Ward's telling her
about digging dollars out of wolf-dens or anything else.He had a wide streak of stubbornness; no one could
see the set of his chin when he was in a certain mood
and doubt that. • Billy Louise began to wish she had
not come. She began to feel quite certain that Ward
would be surprised and disgusted when he found her
there, and would look at her with that faint curl of
the hp and that fainter lift of the nostril above it,
which made her go hot all over with the scorn in them.
She had seen him look that way once or twice, and
in spite of herself she began to picture his face with
tnat expression.

Billy Louise was on the point of riding away a good
deal moi. hastily than she had come, in the hope TatWard would not discover her there. Then her own
stubboniness came uppermost, and she told herself that
she had a perfect right to ride wherever she pleased
and

Jhat if Ward did n't like it, he could do the other

She went to the door and stood looking out for a
minute, wondering where he was. She turned backand stared around the room, which somehow held the
imprint of his personality in spite of its rou^h
simplicity. °

There was a little window behind the bunk, and be-
side that a shelf filled with books and smoking mate-

n7 W Ti? '^- ^^' ^^'^ ^^ '^' ^''y arrangement
of that shelf and window that Ward liked to lie there
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on the bunk and read while the light lasted. Well hewas not there now. at any rate. She went over 'and
looked at the t.tlea of the book., though ahe had ex-amined them with interest only yeaterday. There wa.B«™s; and ahe knew why it waa he could repeat TamOShanter so readily with never a momenfa hesitation.
There were two volumes of ^tt- Lady of the Ukeand other poems, much thumbed and with a cigarettebum on the front cover, and Kenilworih. There were
^veral books of Kipli„g.,, ^^^^y ,,^,^ .„^ ^.^^ .^

Morgan s Anccnl Society, with the comers broken, anda fine-print volume of Shakespeare's plays. Then therewas a pile of magazines anJ beyond them a stack of
books whose subjects varied from Bahac to strange
scientific-sounding names. At the other end of the
shelf, within easy reach from one lying upon the bunk,
was a eigar-box full of smoking tobacco, a half^oad
books of cigarette papers, and several blocks of the small,
evil-smelling m.atches which men of the outdoors carr^
for their compact form and slow, steady blaze.
At the head of the bed hung a flour-sack Iialf full

of some hard, lumpy stuff which Billy Louise had not
noticed before. She felt the bag tentatively, could not
guess Its contents, and finally took it down and untied
It. Withm were irregular scraps and strips of stuff-
hard as bone-a puzzle still to one unfamiliar with
the frontier. Billy Louise pulled out a little piece, nib-Wed a comer, and pronounced, " M-mm ! Jerky I I'm
going to swipe some of that." which she proceeded to
do, to the extent of filling her pocket. For to thosewho have learned to like it, jerked venison is quite as
deairable as milk chocolate or any other nibbly tid-bit
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tom.toe. .nd niUk «,d pe^he.. A box of cmuJpe.che. .too.1 at the head of the bed. .„d upo^n
. c^ of tom.toe.. W.rd u^ them for , tMe ,„d..t U.e ,,^te™ the™ when he w.uted to read in 1^'

diet oJ B-n' T"^ "^ '"PP'y "^ 8'"'''" ™» 'he ver-

.hf Lf'.
^ ^.'""' ''""8 "P ">« -sortment while.he nibbled at the piece of jerky. " I wonder wher^

M h"' "T'Z ' ^'^'^ ""»""*»' '•'"= " He oughtn"
to hang h» best elothee up like .h.t , they 'II be alfwrfn'Wed when he wants to put them on."
She Went over and disposed of the best elothc, toher I,k.ng, and shook out the dust. She had to ow^

1 Tf ]^"'/°' ' '""'"'''" Ward was very orde'rhough he did let his trousers hang down over the iloul'

:ntdrffe:e:tur'''" '"^^ '-'- ^-^ --^ «-

.b.!m"TT ^"^^ ^'"y ^"« Rethought herthat Blue deserved something to eat afte^ that ha^ ride,

^r1«. f^.*° *" ''"'"^- T*"*" "" no signof Battler and Billy Louise wondered anew at Ward^absenee It did not seem eonsistent with his h^ste toeave a.e Wolverine and his frequent asirtion hhe must get to work. P„m the stable door she eouM Wkover pracfcjJly the whole ereek-bottom within hisWand she could see the broad sweep of the hills on eithe;

A^«!:r \T ' """^ ''™"' stock-trails leading in
different directions, and the soil was too dry to leaveany distinguishing marks.

^

She waited for an hour or two, sitting in the doo^
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jou Ve a bit ninn \vu i ,
'^"'*'' ^ "on t think

.nd put in .he cig..W of .obSU'wa:^;'^"'
It never once occurred to her that Wa«T Z u ^l "l

»^$^;r„n7:;trh-^:—-^"-h^:j

.h.n evrrtl?h"r "^' ''"^ "- "^P-"""

to .cknowledge, even to heraelf.
""''' ""^ '"^



CHAPTER XIII

THE OOBBAL IN THE CANYON

WHERE the creek trail crossed the Big Hill and
then swung to the left that it might follow the

easy slopes of Cedar Creek, Blue turned off to the

^.{•\^ '''''' ^''''^' ^' '^ ^' t^k it f«r granted
that lus lady would return the way she had come. His
lady had not thought anything ahout it, but after a
brief hesitation she decided that Blue should have his
way; after all, it would simplify her explanations of
too long ride if she came home by way of the canyon.
She could say that she had ridden farther out into
the hills than usual, which was true enough.

Billy Louise did not own such a breeder of Jblues as
a la^ liver, her nerves were in fine working order, and
her digestion was perfect; and it is a well-known fact
that a trouble must be bom of reality rather than imagi-
nation, if it would ride far behind the cantle. Billy
Louise was late, and already the shadows lay like long
draperies upon the hills she faced: long, purple cloaks
ruffed with golden yellow and patterned with indigo
patches, which were the pines, and splotches of dark
green, which were the thickets of alder and quaking
aspens. She could n't feel depressed for very long, and
before sb. had climbed over the first rugged ridge that
reached out like a crooked finger into the narrow val-
ley, she was humming under her breath and riding
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- down that ridge andt^^^^̂ '"elU^ !" *'

i^ long ago, when she was seven or so

:

^

The 8UQ •, low down the Aj. Lore™-.

ouftt.^/'T'^
''''"^" '^"'*' »•«> i""Ped a wash-out three feet across and goodness knows how dLTndjarred that melancholy melody quite oT of bm?

vyuiue-au ye, and with a twmkle of eve anrl K«*v,dimples showiiiff dppn w^^f -x^
™ ^ "^^'^

eruption in ^er^If "° '"'' ' ^'^^ "'«^' -

that ''^iL^B^'^'rouTo.^" " '°''^^»"" «"<"« '

-

,-«iL^.tsit:mr;^^rt::
Xdrd^:,^--/----^^^
dope and murmured while she watched: "ZoliZZ
It from some honest-to-goodness poet? Blue if f^

^d wh^
"^?f *" ^-^ " '''7»« for alfalfa, mTyte•^d where would yon be, you old skate ? If the lZ>

outteflies m the comers, and embroidering corset covers

"unie wouiant let me sew. I wonder if
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Ward— Maybe he *d have liked me better H I M lived
up to the Louise and cut out the BiUy part. I '4 be
home, right now, asking mommie whether I should use
soda or baking-powder to make my muffins with— Oh,
gracious

!
" She leaned over and caught a handful of

Blue's slatey mane and tousled it, till he laid his ears
flat on his head and flipped his nose around to show
her that his teeth were bared to the gums. Billy Louise
laughed and gave another yank.

" You wish I were an embroidering young lady, do
you ? Aw, where would you be, if you did n't have me
to devijl the life out of you ? Well, why don't you take
a chunk out of me, then ? Don't be an old bluffer.
Blue. If you want to eat me, why, go to it; only you
don't. You 're just a-bluffing. You like to be tousled
and you know it; else why do you tag me all over the
place when I don't want you ? Huh ? That 's to pay
you back for jumping that washout when I wasn't
looking." A twitch of the mane here brought Blue's
head around again with all his teeth showing. " And
this is for jarring that lovely, weepy song out of me.
You know you hate it; you always do lay back your
ears when I sing that, but— oh, all right— when I
sing, then. But you 've got to stand for it. I 've been
an indigo bag all day long, and I 'm going to sing if
I want to. Fate made me a lady cowpunch instead of
a poet-ess, and you can't stop me from singing when I
feel it in my system."

She began again with the " Ten-dollar boss and forty-
dollar saddle," and sang as much of the old trail song
as she had ever heard and could remember, substituting
milder expletives now and then and laughing at herself
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for doing it, because a self-confPM*»^ « i j
iB after all hedged ajf^eS li'ffr^"'^^"-atter of both speech and coX TTT ^" '^'

it all, but she sang enou^rh tnVT' ' "^'^ °^' «^°«

«oing, and she did nThavl ti
* "" * "^^^ ^^ ^"^^

do it.
^ ^^'^^ ^^^ '«P«at «»anj verses to

^lue, because she still Uft !,« • i

own trail, which waa easiefth! 7.'"' 'r^'
''''°"' •'

taken ia the foreZn w *' "'^'"^ '^'^ '"«'

Louise, observing ir he .vlded ""f"""*' ^'"^
went considerably out of ).

"^^^ P"''''" «"<»

».^t soil, stop^^irt'h:ii::^ r..t^f;.
^- -

ask him solicitouslv if h
^^^ *^ ^^ to

and promisedSew davsTiftf-^
'^"^•"^~*«'

'

after she encouraged the ro!;^.!
'""'"'• ^^'"^

though she knew ifwouldCl "•
"l"^"'

"^
<J«k, for she was JisMyTiof B^' 'f

""'"

She was dreamingTntXlt "T^*^ ""''^'•

for «i easy wavIT/ ' """^""""^i «anyon, looking

lUtened wfth^ eZ^'h !"/'"' ^^ "P ^^^ head

widened ros^rST Fr„ 7 ""'' '"'* »'*«» -'*
-ight lieXd'ofS '"irr*

'^"' "^'"^
POMibiKties would;,nT °1 ^""* **'*'^ of the

around ao Z^r's^Z. ""
*""'^ •*' ^-'«'t
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hiU. In rough country, whatever you want to see is

nearly always around a sharp bend
; you read it so in

the stories and books of travels, and when you ride out
in the hills, you find it so in reality. Billy Louise rode
for three or four minutes before she received any inkling
of what lay ahead, though Blue's behavior during thai
interval had served to reassure her somewhat. He was
interested still in what lay just out of sight beyond a
shoulder of the hill, but he did not appear to be in
the least alarmed. Therefore, Billy Louise knew it

could n't be a bear, at any rate.

Thev came to the point of the hill's shoulder, and
Billy Louise tightened the reins instinctively while she
stared at what lay revealed beneath. The head of the
gulch was blocked with a corral— small, high, hidden
from V' w on all sides save where she stood, by the
jagged V". ;ls of rock and heavy aspen thickets beyond.
The corral was but the setting for what Billy Louise

stared at so unbelievingly. A horseman had ridden out
of the corral just as she came into sight, had turned
a sharp comer, and had disappeared by riding up the
same slope she occupied, but farther along, and in a
shallow depression which hid him completely after that
one brief glimpse.

Of course, the gulch war ^usky with deep shadows,
and she had had only a g.. ^se. But the horse was
a dark bay, and the rider was slim and tall and wore
a gray hat. The heart of Billy Louise paused a mo-
ment from its steady beating and then sank heavily
under a great weight. She was range-bom and range-
bred. She had sat wide-eyed on her daddy's knees and
heard him tell of losses in cattle and horses and of cor-
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k^™ ri. '"'r T' "" """«« places and of un-

^r^^T7!^ disappeared mysteriously i„t„ tTeMs. She had heard of these thin^; they were a nln

.ipr^dair^ter-dS;-»-^^^

he was slim and tall RilW T •
*"'*/"'' «">«. »»d

was cIo«« f„7 .
^ ^•"'* """J^ » soand thatJ^asjose^to a groan and set her teeth hard together

weS'lTlf^ "'\^j""''^ •''"' '"^^^ «•« "O"-!- There

Tado^ Ofrho
'"' "T^ ""'""y »•»>« - the

insVT!' !
''""eman there was of course no si<m •

Td ot zt'ur^ " '^"^ "'"^ «'"«<' 'hut inX:imd on the hilltops a soft, rose-violet dow and i„the sky beyond a blend of purple and aS
show where the sun had W? nl^-/""/""

*"

she stood looking do^ . Me ^. K^"*" ^' "
wistfully ' ^'y ''"^ twittered

-S^ BufCC"*f^
hills and dee^gashed

precious had died/ st sto^t H^f^ d':^ff•nvestigated and turned those cattle loL thT'^she dar^. WeU, she dared; it wli^Si/ttl'eld



186 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
"Oh, GodI " she said once aloud; and there was a

prayer and a protest, a curse and a question all in those
two words.

So trouble— trouble that sickened her very soul and
choked her into dumbness and squeezed her heart so
that the ache of it was agony -- came and rode with her
through the brooding dusk of the canyons and over the
brighter hilltops.

Billy Louise did not remember anything much about
that ride, except that she was glad the way was long.
Blue carried her steadily on and on and needed no
guiding, and though Wolverine canyon was black dark
in most places, she liked it so.

John Pringle was standing by the gate waiting for
her, which was unusual, if Billy Louise had been nor-
mal enough to notice it. He came forward and took
Blue by the bridle when she dismounted, which was
still more unusual, for Billy Louise always cared for
her own horse both from habit and preference.

^^

" Yor mommie, she 's sick," he announced stolidly.
' She 's worry yo maybe hurt yoreself. Yo better co,
maybe."

Billy Louise did not answer, but ran up the path to
the cabin. " Oh, has everything got to happen all at
once ? " she cried aloud, protesting against the implaca-
bleness of misfortune.

" Yor mommie 's sick," Phoebe announced in a whis-
per. " She 's crazy 'cause you been so long. She's aw-
ful bad, I guess."

Billy Louise said nothing, but went in where her
mother lay moaning, her face white and turned to the
ceiling. Billy Louise herself had pulled up her re-
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«rves of strength and cheerfulness, and the fingers she

^Z I T
""'"^ •" 'P"" *•« ««»»"Vee of her

rr? .
""" ^""'^' """' '»»«I. and Blue'sP«tty tender, so I cased him along, and i 'n, fearfu ,y

«L hann"^'
'"" '" '"^^ '"'""8 "" ""O' of d^asters happening to me." She was n«,.m„ k «

-thingi, over her mo.her's^rhr11 1"^Plamed, and she saw that her mother did not moL ^'
mueh as when she came into the room.

then,^ ™"T ^ T""^ ^ ^'"^ yo" "ould n't takethem long rides. Oh, I guess it 's lumbago- mostly-but seems like it ain't, either. The pain seeZ tl bern^tly in my side." She stirred restlessly .ndloan^

to h.?fnv J"""^^ ^"'"^ '»' "
' ^°" "J""'* «eem

I'll r« ^ •
"">"""*«-and that's . good thing

was soft and had a broody sweetness when she wishedt so, that soothed more than medicine. Her mZ,t
ofLr T"'^ "'"^ ""^ «'' ""k«i; themiof her face relaxed a little from their look of pX

.f J
^
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Billy Louise bent and laid her lipa lightly on her moth-

er 8 cheek. « Poor old mommie I I 'd have oome home
a-nmning if I »d known she was sick and had to have
nasty, soppy stuflF."

In the kitchen a very different Billy Louise meas-
ured spices, and asked a question now and then in a
whisper and breathed with a repressed unevenness which
betrayed the strain she was under.

PI," If ^f^ ^ '*^^^ "P "°^ ^ ^«^ *I^e doctor,
Ph(Bbe, and don't let mommie know, whatever you do.
This 18 n t her lumbago at all. I don't know what it
18. I wonder if a hot turpentine cloth would n't be
better than this ? I 've a good mind to try it ; her eyes
are glassy with fever, and her skin is cold as a fish.You tellJohn to hurry up. He can ride Boxer. Tellhim I want him to get a doctor here by to-morrow noon
If he has to kill his horse doing it

"

"Is she that bad?" Phcebe's black eyes glistened
with consternation. « She 's groaned all day and shook
her head like this all time."

" Oh, stop looking like that I No wonder she 's sick
If you ve stood over her with that kind of a face on
you. Yo" look as if someone were dead in the house I

"

shivers"
'' "'"^ ^'^^'' ^'""'''^ '' «i^- -^

" Well, keep out then. Make some fresh tea, Phoebe- or no, make some good, strong coffee. I '11 need it,

L """^ci^^^^*-
^«^« i* «tro«g» Ph«be. Hurry,and— She stopped short and ran into the bed-

room, called there by her mother's cry of pain
That night took its toll of Billy Louise and left a

seared place m her memory. It wp » night of snap-
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ping fire in the cook-stove that hot w.tcr mieht be al-ways ready, of tireless struggle with the pain ?h t eame.nd tortured, retired sullenly from Billy U„i.,e.s , „Tbora fighting with poultices and turpentine cloths Zevery homely remedy she had ever hird of, and eame.ga.n just when she thought she had won thJ fight

thalh'ad,'!!? °V™' '" «'^* "'»"8'" «» the trmiblehat had ndden home with her, though its presence washke a Mack shadow behind her whHe she'worked andn th"!" ,
" '"'"^'' ^'"""^ *"<' ''""'en, andlought that tearing pain.

She met the dawn hollow-eyed and so tired she couldnot wor^ very much about anything. Her moth^slept uneasily to prove that the battle had not gone altl

through. She had her reward in full measure when thedoctor eame, in the heat of noon, and after terrible
minutes of suspense for Billy Louise while he counted

he Th^fh^tiT'"""""
"'"' '"<"*'' symptoms, tdher that she had done well, and that she and her homelvpoult^es had held back tragedy from that house

^
BiUy Louise lay down upon the couch out on the

Phfflhe and the doctor watched over her mother.

and the dream had taken from her cheeks what little™Ior her night vigil had left. She had dreamed ha

I«T^r.' !.\''"'^"' ""'* °'^° ^'"^ '"'°«»g him forwhat he had done at that corral. The corrfl seemeJthe center of a fight between Ward and the men. She

him away and save him. But though she took him to
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Minervy', cave, which was wcret enonirh fo, t...

„" '" "omething— some menace.

the dl^/i? "*''l~5"'
"'» *'"' '»"'«. "P'oed to

qu^et with h """"'f'
"""' "•"* "" "'««''« lay

fj:f^rhr;i:iritra:i.t

Jhe wen. into her own room. ..ill walking on her

;ri/-^n:re:%Li?jtti^^

Yellowstone Park, « LTof l^n rb„^t'/T
H.d worn to a St. Patrick', D^an^ t^^:' ;.";

verses that had caught her fancv And hoA k
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enod it immedutely, and read it reluct«,tly from .h.

S«r"it w«'1r"-
A •»"«"?• ="tf«.mS

p.per, n wMj yellow and frayed from contact withother object., telling of things—
Billy ionise bit her lips until thev hurt K... i.

couM no. kc.p back the te.« that came hot ^ J^while she read. She slid the little heap of o^dTl?end, to the m ddle of the bed, crushed the cl pS^ into

e..i::;iyt itoriifSt^s^z
wZ'"f •'.V'''''

•'"' ^'^ ""«'' "'o brighZr She

rf atet tS'";"'""""""
»»""•«- not fven a piLhof ashes; the dipping was not very large. When it

toXaw/ th"" "f '!" <""''' " B'"y I^-i-e went

n.ng. Farther down was a grassy nook -on, beyondthe road She went there and hid behind the wilkw.where she could cry and no one be the wiser C»he could not cy the ache out of her heaTnorl
.^belhon agamst the hurt that life had given her Ifhe could only h i,„„,, ^^f

-!-•«
hat chpp,„g! She could still believe and be hary>f only she could forget the things it said.

^^^'

PhoBbe called her, after a long while had passedB.1ly Loutse bathed her face in the cold water of theW*e„„e used her handkerchief for a towel, Lwntback to take np the duties life had laid upon her Thedoctor's team was hitehed to the light bu^gy he dro^

''I

ill

4iml
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tnd the doctor wti standing in the doorway with his
square medicine-case in his hand, waiting to give her a
few final directions before he left

He was like so many doctors; he seemed to be afraid
to tell the whole truth about his patient. He stuck to
evasive optimism and then neutralized the reassurances
he uttered by emphasizing the necessity of being noti-
fied if Mrs. MacDonald showed any symptoms of an-
other attack.

" Don't wait," he told Billy Louise gravely. « Send
for me at once if she complains of that pain again,
or appears— "

" But what is it ? " Billy Louise would not be put
off by any vagueness.

The doctor told Billy Louise in terms that carried
no meaning whatever to her mind. She gathered merely
that it was rather serious if it persisted— whatever
it was— and that she must not leave her mommie for
many hours at a time, because she might have another
attack at any time. The doctor told her, however,
in plain English that mommie was well over this attack— whatever it was— and that she need only be kept
qniet for a few days and given the medicine— what-
ever that was— that he had left.

" It does seem as if everything is all muffled up in
mystery! " she complained, when he drove away. " I
can fight anything I can see, but when I We got to go
blindfolded— " She brushed her fingers across her
eyes and glanced hurriedly into the little looking-glass
that hung beside the door. " Yes, mommie, just a min-
ute," she called cheerfully.

She ran into her own room, grabbed a can of talcum,
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and did not wait to see whether she applied it evenly
to her telltale eyelids, but dabbed at them on the way
to her mother's room.

"Doctor says you're all right, mommie; only you
mustn't go digging post-holes or shoveling hay for
awhile."

" No, I guess not I » Her mother responded uncon-
sciously to the stimulation of Billy Louise's tone. " I
could n't dig holes with a teaspoon, T 'm that weak and
useless. Did he say what it was, Billy I^uise? " The
sick are always so curious about their illnesses!

" Oh, your lumbago got to scrapping with your liver.
I for^t the name he gave it, but it 's nothing to worry
about." Billy Louise had imagination, remember.
"I guess he'd think it as something to worry

about, if he had it," her motner retorted fretfully, but
reassured nevertheless by the casual manner of Billy
Louise. " I believe I could eat a little mite of toast
and drink some tea," she added tentatively.

" And an egg poached soft if you want it, mom.
Phoebe just brought in the eggs." Billy Louise went
out humming unconcernedly under her breath as if she
had not a care beyond the proper toasting of the bread
and brewing of the tea.

One need not go to war or voyage to the far comers
of the earth to find the stuff heroes are made of.



CHAPTER XIV

EACH IN HIS OWN TSAIL

SINCE nothing in this world is absolutely immutable— the human emotions least of all, perhaps—
Billy Louise die' not hold changeless her broken faith
in Ward. She saw it broken into fragments before the
evidence iof her own eyes, and the fragments ground
to dust beneath the weight of what she knew of his past— things he had told her himself. So she thought there
was no more faith in him, and her heart went empty and
aching through the next few days.

But, since Billy Louise was human, and a woman—
not altogether because she was twenty I— she stopped,
after awhile, gathered carefully the dust of her dead
faith, and, like God, she began to create. First she
fashlmed doubts of her doubt. How did she know
she had not made a mistake, there at that corral ? Other
men wore gray hats and rode dark bay horses; other
men were slim and tall— and she had only had a
glimpse after all, and the light was deceptive down
there in the shadows. When that first doubt was
molded, and she had breathed into it the breath of life
so that it stood sturdily before her, she took heart and
created reasons, a whole company of them, to tell her
why she ought to give Ward the benefit of the doubt.
She remembered what Charlie Fox had said about cir-
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tXttd^idr «"«-•<»- -'-he .i.

So she spent other days and long, wakefnl nights.A^d smce it seemed impossible to bring her faith toWe agam jnst as it had been, with the glamorTr^mance and the sweetness of pity and the strength of h"

romance and created something even sweeter than her

str^nlel"'^ t' ^"- '"^ *""* » "^ ^'—
*

*»strengthen .t She knew that she loved Ward ; she had

Khrhit:-
''' """ ^' '"^ ^-° -- - '-

That was the record of the inner Billy Ionise which

wLlTl.""
"'^-

J^" ^'"^ ^"''^ "«-='> her little

detaas^r
'»' her way „„ehanged, except in small

details that escaped the notice of those nearest her. Aook m her eyes, for one thing; a hurt, qnestioning lookftat was sometimes rebellious as well; a droop of hermouth also, when she was off her guard; a sad, tiredUMe droop that told of the weight ofresp^nsibili y a^worry she was carrying.
'

tra^lr^'^T"'
'"*''' *' "''"'"' >« »' her on the

he mi^! t T' """^ ™™"y «" '^ chance thatshe might be nd.ng out that way, and he had come

in the hail
*' ^^' ""^y """^ """"^^

held'hLSf ' " !?'
""''' ''"° ''^ ™' "J"'** <='<»«- »"!

pment
'' ""*' '''"'*'™' """"^ «^« ""'ght

She turned her head quickly and looked at him, and

>l'l

m
ii'i

i!>l
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the hurt look was still in her eyes, the droop stiU showed
at her lips. And Ward knew they had been there
before she saw him.

" Wha 's molla, Bill ? " he asked, in the tone that was
calculated to invite an unburdening of her troubles.

" Oh, nothing in particular. Mommie 's been awfully
sick, and I*m always worried when I'm away from
the ranch, for fear she '11 have another spell while I 'm
gone. The doctor said she might have, any time. Were
you headed for our place? If you are, come on; I
was just starting back. I don't dare be away any
longer." If that were a real unburdening, Ward was
an unreasonable young man. Billj Louise looked at
him again, and this time her eyes were clear and
friendly.

Ward was not satisfied, for all the surface seemed
smooth enough. He was too sensitive not to feel a
difference, and he was too innocent of any wrongdoing
or thinking to guess what was the matter. Guih is a
good barometer of personal atmosphere, and Ward had
none of it. The worst of him she had known for more
than a year; he had told her himself, and she had
healed the hurt— almost— of the past by her firm
belief in him and by her friendship. Could you expect
Ward to guess that she had seen her faith in him die
a violent death no longer than two weeks ago ? Such
a possibility never occurred to him.
For all that, he felt there was a difference somewhere.

It chilled his eagerness a little, and it blanketed his
enthusiasm so that he did not tell her the things he
had meant to tell. He had ridden over with another
nugget in his pocket— a nugget the size of an almond.
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He had come to give it to Billy Umse and to tell herhow and where he had found it.

It is too bad that he changed his mind again and kent
that lump of gold in his pocket. It wild Ztt
put in her blue plush treasure box. It would even have

told him_ one never can foresee the lengths to whicha womms confessional mood will carry her- about that
corral hidden in the canyon, and of her sickening ce"
ainty that she had seen him ride stealthily away from.t If she had, he would have convinced her that shewas mistake

,
and that he had that afternoon been

washing gold a good ten miles from there, until it wastoo dark for him to work.

thafh'^t^*''* TT^ ^^ """"' "'"' ••« '"o"^ it sooner
than he had intended to return. He also carried backa fit of the blues which seemed to have attacked him
without cause or pretext, since he had not quarreled
with Billy Louise, and had been warmly weWmed bymommie. Poor mommie was looking white and frail,and her temples were too distinctly veined with purpleWard told himself that it was no wonder his WilheX.
acted strained and unnatural. He meant to work harder^ ever and get his stake so that he could go and makeHer give him the right to take care of her
He began to figure the cost of commuting his home-

stead right away, so that he would not have to "
hold

It down for another three years. Maybe she would
not want to bring her mother so far off the main road,in that case, he would go down and put that Wolverine
place m shape. He had no squeamishneas about living
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on her ranch instead of his own, if she wanted it that
way. He meant to be better " hooked up »

fipancially
than she was and have more cattle, when he put the
gold ring on her finger. Then he would do whatever
she wanted him to do, and he would not have to crucify
his pride doing it.

You see, they could not have quarreled, since Ward
carried castles as well as the blues. In fact, their part-mg had given Ward an uneven pulse for a mile, for
-Billy Louise had gone with him as usual as far as the
corral, when he started home. And when Ward had
picked up his reins and turned to put his toe in the
stirrup, Billy Louise had come close— to his very
shoulder. Ward had turned his face toward her, and
Billy Louise- Billy Louise had impulsively taken his
head between her two hands, had looked deep into his
eyes, and then had kissed him wistfully on the iips.
Ihen she had turned and fled up the path, waving him
away up the trail. And though Ward never guessed
that to her that kiss was a penitent vow of loyalty to
their friendship and a slap in the face of the doubt-
devils that still pursued her weaker moments, it set
him planning harder than ever for that stake he must
win before he dared urge her further toward matri-
mony.

It 's a wonder that the kiss did not wipe out com-
pletely the somber mood that held him. That it did
^ot, but served merely to tangle his thoughts in a most
hopeless manner, perhaps proves how greatly the inner
life of Billy Louise had changea her in those two week-^
She changed still more in the next two months, how-

ever. There was the strain of her mother's pr«^arious
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to detect t.e fi„. ,^p,J7.^X^J,t

had „..de plaSto her
^^' """** '^^ ''^'o'

and^^rtri'ste'lH
''T'""'™-'* "^ «»-'P

at the ranch. It w^^^dBtlvr"*' ' ""'° ''"^P*''

rebuilt belief in W^ n IT.' '" 'P"" "^ ''«'

lanri'ill T
"P!''-''«''ded custom of the range-lana. ijiiiy Louise did not talk miti, i,-

°^

f:M:"n'^-^rirr4'--^^^^^^^^^
to h m But jL%'^:' "! "^^ » "o'^-* ""'like

i^^w^prowii^a^^iT^i^trarat;!

The stock inspector stopped again, on hi. way back
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to the railroad. Billy Louise was eo anions that she
smothered her dislike and treated him nieely, which
hawed the man to an alarming amiability. She ques-
tioned h.m artfuUy -trust Billy Louise for th.U-
and she decided that the stock inspector was either avery poor detective or a very good actor. He did not
for instance, mention any corral hidden in a blind can-
yon away back in the hills, and Billy Louise did not
mention It, either. He had not found any worked
brands he said And he did not appear to know any-
thing further about Ward than the mere fact of his
existence.

. "Jn'o
''

f ,ff
'"' '"'"'"S down a claim, away over

on Mill Creek," he had remarked. " I 'II look him upwhen I come back, though Seabeck says he 's dl right."
Ward IS all right," asserted Billy Louise, rather

unwisely.

" Have n't a doubt of it. I thought maybe he might
have seen something that might give us a clew." Per-
haps t^ stock inspector was wiser than she gave him
credit for being. He did not at any rate pursue the
subject any farther until he found an opportunity to
talk to Mrs MacDonald herself. Then he artfully
mentioned the fellow on Mill Creek, and because she did
not know any reason for caution, he got all the infor-
mation he wanted, and more, for mommie was in one
ot her garrulous humors.
He went away in a thoughtful mood, and I may as

well tell you why. Do you remember that evening when

twi. Vr "' ^"^ *'''°'''"e so intently of a man

wl w ,
..'^" ? ^"'^ ^"'^^ ''^"^ "I'e startledhim? Well, this stock inspector was the man. And
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ttiisman went away from the Wolverine tWnkinir r,tW.M ,u.te as intently as Ward sometiml'l^S* :
^i ' ^""^ '"'^ ^^ « chip and hit the

ttfr^u r *'"' ^"^ "^ ">» ''^. i' " very k W
tL ^'ry^^'^'^o ?""«<• a gnn, al,; I Ve L Tdt
ttw a ^cht':^^z r;r'""«--^
h«f «],. ^ • 1 ,

^^ ^°^ ^"own who he was •

h'itrtnee"'
'^^' ""' ''" »'^'" ««' --<'-"-

grew'Sir t' '""L'
'"^ """^"y ^"^ « -»""' ""d

^ t fall was getting ready to paint the wooded ^s
tr,S?/:inr'""^''^'

»-»—-"
It was some time in the latter part of September thatBJIy Ion.se got up in the middle of a froTtrn 1because she heard her mother moanint ^K ,

^
the berinnin^ «i, ^ t ,

niooning. That was

rt! ^«T"«- °''« 'f^nt John off before daylight forAe doetor. and before the next night she sto^ whh

drew in ITt.ZVX'^Zt IrZT' "b'studied the thermometer ItteZrT ""^ '^

her t"Z ^fr/t" 1.
°' «°"« '» --^ f™ -loes and of watching the clock with « • j x

medicine-civinir T>,n,. • ,
* ™^°^ *^

nights whS.«K' T" ^^^^'^ ^^^ "^g^^« «nd

info tJ clt f r?'"^
^^^ ^^^« « «*«' f«"-^^e coulee, from dusk to red dawn Ward mAn

Z °br;j:r •",>"*' """ --' -omellfsirags because he could not do a thing.
There was a week of fluctuating hope, and a time
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when the doctor said mommie must go to a hospital-Bo«e «nce she had friends there. And there was a

Ihel W TT"'"""* ^"""^y *" *"« ""'ooa. And

no B% Lomse to taunt or tempt him. John Pringleand Ph^be told him in brief, stolid sentences ofThe

iim'aW Tu'r"/ ^™ ^^ " -«»• ""i offeredHim a bed, which he declined.
When the suspense became maddenine, after thathe would ride down to the Wolverine for^'netr Andthe news was monotonously scant. Ph<ebe could read

a letter now and then, saying that mommie was about

8«.d. Ward gathered that she would not.
Once when he was at the ranch, he wrote a letter toBJ y Louise, and told her that he would come to Boi«If there was anything he could do, and begged he^

that he worked and worked, and tried to crowd the lone-«.meness out of his days and the hunger f„mh^dreams, with complete bone-weariness. *^e d°d noXLrhHT n
''"'««—<" l-Bt he told him'

a thin little letter more precious in his eyes than thebiggest nugget he had found.

she^Slf™r ^'^-i:^
""'"' """<*' »''« ^-P'o'-ed that

slent M ^
"'"^^}' " ""' "' ^'"' while mommie8kpt Mommie was about the same. She -^id not think

him for offering to help. There was nothing, she said
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p.theti«dly, that anybody could do; even the do^

"4 you iu'tThe ^^:.tt,rr^r -r*an. It did not sound in th^ least iike ffiH r."""*

to write and ^^Z^ """ ^ ""^^"'^ """«
tie spelling' TL^T.^^.^TT^J ™^'"'"''" ^^
she could see it and tZIZJ t °" ^'^^ "^""^

he said it, e7en if -t duT I.

''"'' " """'<'^'' ^^
started to cTh r Bilili kTIV f"'"'"

"'«>»« he

stituted lady GW rw tw: v ,T'''*''
'* ""' ""'' »»•-

^tter thanXelTlTSe BiZt'-''
'''

when she read it nn^ 1,0 / T ^ """•'« "7
nnderherSand^l""^' "l"

^"^ "J'™' ^ardl"

some things; for life ^as a hTrd du"f dth p -^^
with nothing to Ii<.hten !t ,.? • •

'° ^''«'

dM not comfort. ' ^' " "'=''™"'
''»P« ^at

v.Si!:?zZor.:nTt-d''\''''' *-'-^- '-^

for her hills that ^foit ,i ,1^'' *:""' ™ '""'g'?

her fists, l^cause ty d d
'
thtt":! \'T"

''""'

•nie well enough to go home «f
' ^" """"•

nu.e and herleutrafchr^lness:
^^" *<* ^"'^ *"«



CHAPTER XV

" YOU won't get MS AGAIN "

ONE day late in the fall, Ward was riding the hills
off to the north and west of his claim, looking

at the condition of the range there and keeping an
eye out for Y6 cattle. He had bought another dozen
Head of mixed stock, over toward Hardup, and they
were not yet past the point of straying off their new
range. So^ having keen eyes and the incentive to use
them, he paid attention to stock tracks in the soft places,
and he saw everything within the sweep of his vision •

and, since the day was clear and fine, his range of
vision, when he reached a high point, extended to the
Ihree Buttes away out in the desert.
By sheer accident he rode up to the canyon where the

little corral lay hidden at the end, and looked down.
And since he rode up at an angle different from the
one Billy Louise had taken, the corral was directly
beneath him -so directly, in fact, that half of it was
hidden from sight. He saw that there were cattle within
It, however, and two men at work there. And by chance
he lifted his eyes and saw the nose of a horse beyond
a juttmg ledge sixty yards or so away, and the crown
of a hat showing just above the ledge; a lookout, he
judged instantly, and pulled Rattler behind the rock
he had been at some pains to ride around.
Ward was a cowpuncher. He knew the tricks of
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tho tr.de «, veil that he did not wonder what wa.going on down there He knew. He was to„,p,ed 'odo as Billy L„„,« had done -ride on and pass nn
knowledge which might be disagreeable; for Ward wasnot one to spy upon his fellows, and the man whom hewould betray into the hands of a sheriff must be guilty
of a most heinous crime. That was his code: To letevery fellow have a chance to work out his own salva-
tion or damnation as he might choose. I don't sup-^^t^here was anything he hated worse than an in-

He got behind the rock, since he had no great desire
to be shot and he discovered that his view of the corralwas much Plajner than from where he had first seen
t. He looked behind him for an easy retreat to the

skyline, and then Wore he turned to ride awav, he
glanced down again curiously.

'

stood there in the revealing sunlight. Ward's eyes bored
1 ke gimlets through the space that divided them. In-
rtinetively his hand went to the gun on his hip. Itwas a long pistol shot, and he was afraid he mi«ht
miss; for Ward was not a wi.ard with a gun, much
2

I should like to misrepresent him as a dead "hotHe was hmnan, just like yourself. He could shoot
pretty well, a great deal better than lots of men whodo more boasting than he ever did, but he frequently
missed. He measured the distance with his mind while

^k at Ward's face, you would have sworn that theman was doomed; but something held Ward's fingerfrom crooking on the trigger; the man Lad his hack
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I'Tl-J^'""''
'""'"^ *'"' «""• W.rdw,ited. The

^en he opened hi. lip, ,„ .h„„t. And when hU «™

He lowered the gun. He eould not .hoot when he

from that future where .tood hi. ,ir castle. BillyUnm had talked to him very .eriously one day aW
h.. ver, poMibility. She had made him «eZ ,w"

He let down the hammer with his thumb, .lid thegun back mto it. holster, and dismounted, with a dance

^rii ;r r/'^'.^'^
'""'°'" "" ''"tionZ h"

behind a sphnter of rock and watched. He had no plan

olj!'
'"'""" '""^^"'^ '"" *" <"»«'^ "'"«•' B"*

Another man came into view, down there in the co,^™
.

He al«, stood plainly revealed, and Ward gavea^ttle .nort of contemptuous surprise when he^^ed h,m. After that he studied the situation wi^«»whng brows. This other man either upset his J^n-

Burn, " ^r'""*^''
•" °"'™' of dealing ^h

ond alK.ut putting the sheriff on the trail of Buck, b^

nes. down there m the corral were lawful, then he
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tftJl fln/i »««« .
°^' *^° ^88 slim andlaii, and wore a gray hat.

Ward glanced at RatUer standing half asleen wi.h

Ward stood np, where he could aee the r!™ .t .1,
Wuff over the ledge of lava rock. Heti^ ;^r.:oL':view a^d see who was the lookout, and h^milTZ»een; for that contingency he kept hi, &rZtlxtto h.8 gun. He heard their scrambling pro3 Tl
aown into the canyon, whereat the cattle in the cnrr.lmoved restlessly around the small indosu.^

""
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if the man knew he lived in this part of the country-
if he did, it might easily be—
"I '11 keep cases some myself, you damned reptile "

he muttered under his breath. « You won't get me
again, if that 's what you Ve got in mind."
They went on, and presently Ward was looking at

their backs as they rode over the ridge. He stood for
some time staring after them with what Billy Louise
called his gimlet look. He was breathing shortly from
the pressure he had put upon his self-control, and he
was thinking— thinking.

The silence came creeping in on the heels of the
^tamt, interrupted sound of their voices. Ward took a
long breath, discovered that he was gripping his gun
as though his life depended on hanging to it, and rubbed
his numbed fingers absently. After a minute or so
he mounted and rode down to the corral.

Five dry cows and two steers snorted at his ap-
proach and crowded against the farther rails. Ward
gave Rattler a touch of the spurs, rode close to the
fence, and stood in his stirrups while he studied the
bunch.

" Hell I " he said, when the inspection was over, and
dropped back into the saddle while he gazed unsee-
mg^y at the canyon wall. It was a very real hell
that his mmd saw; a hell made by men, wherein other
men must dwell in torment because of their sins or
the sms of their fellows.

Seabeck's brand was a big V, a bad brand to own,
since it favors revision at the hands of the unscrupu-
lous. These cattle were Seabeck cattle, and their brand
had been altered. For the right slant of the V had
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been extended a little and curled into a 6, so that in time
the brand would stand casual inspection as a Y6 mono-
gram— Ward's own brand. The work was crude—
purposefully crude. The V had not been rebumed
enough to make it look fresh, and the newly seared 6
had been added with a irx!*.volent pressure that would
make it stand out a fr.ah brand icr a long time— in
case of a delay in the <r<..ceeding£

, as Ward knew per-
fectly well.

*^

^
So he sat there and looked over the fence and saw

himself a convicted « rustler." There was the evidence,
all ready to damn him utterly before a jury. They
would be turned loose on the range near his claim,
and they would be found before the scabs had haired
over. It was a good time for rustling; round-ups were
over for the winter, and the weather would confine
range-ridmg to absolute necessity.

Of course, the work was coarse— so coarse as to
reflect against his intelligence; but when brands are
worked over and the culprit has been caught, the law
18 not too careful to give the prisoner credit for brains
Ward stared at the altered brands and wondered

what he had best do. He bethought him that perhaps
It would be as well to put a little scenery between him-
self and that particular locality, and he started back
up the hill. Once he pulled up as if he would go back
but he thought better of it. It was out of the question
to turn those cattle loose. He could not kill them and
dispose of the bodies- not when there were seven of
them. He might go down and blotch the brands so
that they would not read anything at all. He had
thought of that before and decided against it. That
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would put th^e three on their gu,ml and would prol^ably not benefit him in the long run. They could work
the brands on other cattle.

He hunched forward in the saddle and let Eattler
choose hia ow^ trail up the hiU. Though he did notfaiow It, trouble had caught Billy Louise in that same
place, and had sent her forward with drooping shoul-
ders and a mind so absorbed that she gave n^ atten-
tion to her horse; but that is merjy a trifling coin-

> plicated than Billy Louise's problem.
Should he go straight to Seabeck and tell him what

^ h« 1, iJt *T' ^* ^'^ ""' ^"^ Seabeck, except
as he had taet hmi once or twice on the trail and ex-changed trivial greetings and a few words about the
weather. Besides, Seabeck would veiy soon find out-
There it stood at his shoulder, grimiing at him malevo-

ir^iTj"", ''?l*-
^' ^'"^ "' """"l'- Buck OIneyhe could deal with single-handed ; for Olney had the fear

15'b u .<'" "i
°^ ' ^"*y conscience. He could

send Buck "oyer the road " whenever he chose to tellsome things he knew; he could do it without any com-
pm.ct.ons, too. Buck Olney. the stock inspector, de-
served no mercy at Ward's hands; and would get non-
.fjver they met where Ward would have a chanee at

Olney he could deal with, alone. But with the evi-
dence of those rebranded cattle, and the testimony oftwo men^ together wUh the damning testimony of his
past! Ward lifted his head and stared heavily at the
pine s^ope before him. He could not go to Seabeck
and tell him anythmg. In the black hour of that ride
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he oould not think of anything that he could do that
would save him.

And then quite suddenly, in his desperation, he de-
cided upon sometiing. He laughed hardly, turned
Battler back from the homeward trail, and returned to
the corral in the canyon. « They started this game,
and they Ve put it up to me," he told himself grimly,
and they needn't squeal if they bum their own

fingers."

He hurried, for he had some work ahead of him, and
the sun was sliding past the noon mark already. He
reached the corral and went about what he had to do
as if he were working for wages and wanted to give
good measure.

First, he rebuilt the little fire just outside the corral
where the cattle could not trample it, but where one
might thrust a branding iron into its midst from be-
tween the rails. When it was going properly, he
searched certain likely hiding-places and found an iron
stiU warm from previous service. He thrust it in to
heat, led Rattler into the corral, and closed the gate
securely behind him. Then he mounted, took down
his rope and widened the loop, while his angry eyes
singled out the animal he wanted first.

Ward was not an adept with a " running iron " • he
was honest, whatever men might say of him. But he
knew how to tie down an animal, and he sacrificed
part of his lariat to get the short rope he needed to
tie their feet together. He worked fast— no telling
what minute someone might come and catch him—
and he did his work weU, far better and neater than
naa his predecessors.



212 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
When h, left that corrij, he raUed. Before he

domcal^. One could read their brandsIsTfZwhere he sat on his horse. They were noTb etc

W

h^r™r£"'- ^''"'^y-renotYesX'

of a^«// r-og'an., by the judicious additionof a mark here and a mark there.

tr„l?T:^''T
^"^'- "''™ "" ""«' "^hilel " he apos-troph.zed the absent three. He turned away and JXback once more toward home.

Rattler turned naturally into the trail which ran

old timer » I, .1 '","
'
«"'"« *° "^"'"^'^ ""y b-ts,OM t mer,

»,„ said grimly and crossed the creek at a^mt^.hcre it was too rocky to leave any hZjltsbehind them. He rode up the lower point ofXf
beyond «id followed the crest oTil2T -^ " ^'^

and slipped their chains over the saddle-horn llhe went forward afoot to reconnoitrf He
t"

careMto avoid rock or gravelly patches and to Zm 7^Zon the soft grass which muffled his steps.
^

in this wise he made his way to the ton nf fj. -j

»rco^a,rirT r- '^'^^-^ ^tat
" corrals and see also the creek fpflil f^^ o j

quartc, of a mile. The little vaty JX ffi'team fed undisturbed by the creekL for frtmfh^ml which reassu,^ Ward more than anThin;Still, he waited until he had made reasonaWrsuS
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that the bluff held no watcher concealed before he wentback to where Battler waited patiently.

JlT" -If'
'^'''°'' P""* *" "" '^i^ -P tiU theygot those cntters planted where they wanted them^^he mused, while he rode down the bluff to his eawLBut when they visit that bunch of stock aratn Ireckon things will begin to tighten I

"

He was wary of exposing himself too much to viewfrom the bluff while he did his chores that night Zhe kept Eattler in the stable. Also, he 3 v"JhtUe, and before daybreak he was up and awav 7«had a roU^ army blanket tied Whind the laTdle Isack of g^b and a frying-pan and a bucket for ^LBut he did not go any farther than the wolf^len,M
»P«.t a couple of hou« removing as well as he"
«.y suspicions traces of having dug anything morethan wolf pups from the bank on the ledge
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" I 'm ooiuo to tam Tor out ahd haso too "

T^nT"* "'k/
""" '*" ^"* Ol-^y " that

it wilf^ rr ^ ""^ °* ''•' °"'*'««J. «<»P' that

^^w!n'
'"^"^'y-''-' 'ad known Buck OIneyvery weU oace upon a time, and in his unsuspecting

youth had counted him a friend -tried to gueHowBuck would proceed when he went down to that coSand ound how those brand, had been retouched.

rieht" hi J*.™?'°?."°"""' '" """^'^ f<" awhile, all

bSs t vf^t
""' "" "' "^ ""'""'y- " Blot bedbrands he d know was my work; and he could haveput It on me, too, with a gm,d yam about trailing me

80 close I got cold feet As it is-" Ward smokedtwo cigarettes and scowled at the scene/ ]! Twas
1-"^^" 'T """ ^"•''^ «'-y -»" "".

-

cept If he makes a guess I did that, he '11 knowI m wse to the whole plant. And he '11 ^et me, surj

» L b L"""*
'" " ''«'' '^<'««' "' tl-at moment,

^bind b.t
'•' ""* ^^^"^^''^ ""^ '"P-^- to look

"Buck don't want to drag me up befor a jury"be reasoned further " TT^ '^ - k ,
^ •^'u xurcner. He d a heap rather pack me



" I M GOING TO TAKE YOU " 213
in ril wrapped up in a tarp, and «,y how he 'd caughtme with the goods, and I resisted arrest."

^
The assurance he felt as to what Buck Olney woulddo did not particularly frighten Ward, even7hldW

d^v^ itf
'° "^ " '" """" <*"-« «»« "«t fewdays. That was common sense, born of his knowledgeof the man he was dealing with. He went to thoSwanly, just often enough to give it an air of occupancr

lll^ V"'
"'"' """" *""'»? ""-l watched a la^thread of smoke weave upward from his rusty stovepi~

blanket, and he never crossed a ridge if he could maZhis way through a hollow It i. „„» i

which ^=1,
"""ow. It is not always cowardicewhich makes a man extremely careful not to fall intothe hands of his enemy. There is a small matter „fpnde involved Ward would have died aC a^^

anM!7 *r"
^" « f^-^^oy^ he was cautious asan Indian on the war trail, and then his patience fra^-ded out under the strain.

^""ence traz-

At sunrise one morning, after a night of shiverinem his blanket, he hunched his shoulders in d s^frfhn. caution. If Buck Olney wanted anylnlgThimhe was certainly taking his time about comig ad;
nd t^ ""^J^ ^ ^" «™' J-" 'tubbly jawand the micomfortable prickling was the last small d^tad of discomfort that decided him. He was L.t

hmrwhfl\°',"'"'.^ """" ^''^' »« P'o-i'^iumself while he slapped the saddle on Battler.

^ where the grass was g«>d and there was a spring
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It was a mile and more to his claim, straight across
the upland, and it was his habit to leave Rattler there
and walk over to the ridge, where he could watch his
claim; frequently, as I have said, he stole down be-
fore daylight and lighted a fire in the rtove, just to
make it look as if he lived there. There was a risk
in that, of course, granting that the stock inspector
was the kind to lie in wait for him.
Ward rode to the ridge, with his blanket rolled and

tied behind the cantle. His frying-pan hung behind
his leg, and his rifle lay across the saddle in front of
him. He was going home boldly enough and recklessly
enough, but he was by no means disposed to walk de-
liberately into a trap. He kept his eye peeled, as he
would have expressed it. Also, he left Rattler just
under the crest of the ridge, took off his spurs, and
with his rifle in his hands went forward afoot, as he
had done every time he had approached his cabin since
the day he found the corral and the cattle in the
canyon.

In this wise he looked down the steep slope with the
sun throwing the shadow of his head and shoulders be-
fore him. The cabin window blinked cheerfully in
the sunlight. His span of mares were coming up from
the meadow -in the faint hope of getting a break-
fast of oats, perhaps. The place looked peaceful enough
and cozily desirable to a man who has slept out for
four nights late in the fall; but a glance was all Ward
gave to it.

His eyes searched the bluff below him and upon either
side. Of a sudden they sharpened. He brought his
rifle forward with an involuntary motion of the arms.
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He stood 80 for a breath or two, looking down the hill.
Then he went forward stealthilj, on his toes; swiftly
too, 80 that presently he was close enough to see the car-'
bunc e scar on the neck of the man crouched behind
a rock and watching the cabin as a cat watches a mouse-
hole. A rifle lay across the rock before the man, the
muzzle pointing downward. At that distance, and from
a dead rest it would be strange if he should miss any
object he shot at. He Lad what gamblers call a cinch
or he would have had, if tho man he watched for had not
been standing directly behind him, with rifle-sights in
a I;De with the scar on the back of his thick neck.

Throw up your hands I" Ward called sharply
when his first flare of rage had cooled to steady
purpose. ^

Buck Olney jumped as though a yellow-jacket had
stung him. He turned a startled face over his shoul-
der and jerked the rifle up from the rock. Ward raised
his sights a lUtle and plugged a round, black-rimmed
hole through Buck's hat crown.

t^r^lT"'"
"^.^'"' ^^""^'^ ^ *"^^ y°"-' " ^^ ««id> while

the hills opposite were still flinging back the sound of
the shot, and came closer.

Buck grunted an oath, dropped the rifle so suddenly
that It clattered on the rock, and lifted his hands highm the quiet sunlight.

" Get up from there and go on down to the shack-
and k^p your hands up. And remember all the rea-

TJ ""'t^I i""
""^""^^^ *" ''' ^^" "^^^^ a <^rooked

sTmV; ' " 'r '" ^^^"^^ *^ «^-*-" Ward came
still closer as he spoke. He was wishing he hadbrought his rope along. He did not feel quife easy in
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kept thinking of what Billy Lomse had ,a.d to him.bout shooting .hi, man, and it was tl.c- first tiT
since he had known her that ho disliked the thought of

Buck got up awkwardly and went stumbling down
the steep slope, with his hands trembling i„ the airupon either side of his head. From their nervous quiv-
ering It was evident that his memory was good, and
that It was working upon the subject which Ward had
suggested to him. He did not give Ward the weakest
imitation of an excuse to shoot. And so the two ofthem came presently down upon the level and passed
around the cabin to the door, with no more than ten
feet of space between them -so inexorablv had Wardcrowded close upon the other's stumbling progress.

'Hold on a minute I" = ^ b

a ^klT"^ " '"" "" *'"'"«'' ^^ ^'^ S""" "gainst

Ward came closer, and Buck flinched away from
«be feel of the rifle muzzle between his shoulder blades.Ward reached out a cautions hand and pulled the six-
shooter from Its scabbard at Buck's right hip.

Got a knife? You always used to go heeled with
one. Speak up— and don't lie about it."

.„'i^''"lM°'?
"""'" «™'"'^ ^"*' «"-* Ward's lip

curled while he reached around the man's bulky body
and found the knife in its leather sheath. Evidently
Buck was still remembering with disquieting exactnessw^at reasons Ward might have for wanting to kiU

" Take down your left hand and open the door."
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Buck did so and out ki> Ko-j

being told.
^ '^'* "P •S"™ "ithout

the wall, just u t thf vr'T'dtT"f *"^«"

in^^,p„.ionwHieh^;:;Xl^^^^^^^^^^

shoulders until ho'tad hif.Td th! Tnif "-T""^
'^"*'

leaned, and laid it, ^.Z •

""^ ™'*^» '«<> <">« hand,

" Feel that T II K TT ^"''''' '''^'^'^

BucV sat down, and WarH A{A . r*ii
work. ^ ® "tt'e more pope-

'"

Shut l„° p!
^°"

''" ?*'"« » '''8 "'^take if you- "

Don't pi it l:Z'^ ;t^;'
»^; ''«^t of you,

I heard you once too oftel ari'tlr
""'" ^O" ""t.

low its kee^r
'^"' '^ ' '"^^ «"»«' fol-

helghled'HreanTr- ';?"""" ""P'^'^'^ -"ile

the hard set of hU ^"^''/T
"""^ """'o "offee, but

eyes pmvS hi 1^°^
""l

""^ »'^ "tentness of his

"^'ve « h« body quiver with the hatred helelt fS



r I

220 P^SCH AT THE WOLVERINE

fee hl.il. r *^ ^^® ^'*"^ ^owf cups of cof-

hfrn .Se^Th.TrS"? "
T"^-""'

"'-'"'-die
.hLL u . '" "'"' "" o^e' B»'k food or drinkshowed how intenBe wm hi, hatred ., TtZ I

He row and inspected tho rope, to make .ure th..

to mlr. / u '""' " '"° "'* «''« '""'o Old, ius

eurUrrentCtXr''""^'"'-'^^^^''"

nothing tre* htlSr ""
''^'~""' '^"'

awav frnm^1

,

"^^ ^® ^^^^ ^^lieved to be

Still, that would have defpflfp.1 »,;o •

™'

ward was not cruel by nature- i>f lo».. i,

more cmel than the rest oft but i^T T/°'
Battler and Buck's h„J ;, i . .^ ^ ''"'* "f*"'

Buck Olne, wlf
t e rnd'a^ t^h'"T '""

tW he wa, .ek With dread^-yrat- tht-i"'^,^

Ward was gone an hour. He did not huny; there
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-« no need Buck could „„, get away, and a little•uapeiue would do him good.
" " • "'"e

Buck', face w«, p,„y when Ward ope^.d the doorH.. eye. were a bit gla^y. And frorthe Z^^.ppcrance of hi. hand., Ward judged that he h.1te.^ to the full hi. helpline In hT. bond.. Wardo^ked .t h.m a minute and got out the making, of a.moke. H.. mood had changed in hi. absencl He

.tead he .bowed .ymptom. of wanting to talk.

. IJ ,^
'"".yo" looM, Buck, what will you do? " heasked at last, in a curiou. tone.

Thii-
""" ^"" '™ «"' """ I «-''• I never don^

" No, of cour.e not." Ward', lip curled. " Thatw« my m,..ake, maybe. You alway. u.ed to .ay youwere my friend, when "

" And that '. the God', truth, Ward ! " Buck's facewa. becoming flu.hcd with hi. eageme... "I don"everythmg I could for you. Ward, but the way tLcard, laid I couldn't— " '

eJL'^^\ •^'J"'T\ ^ '""'' y"" ""« tri^d hardenough I" Ward puffed hard at hi. cigarette and thenp. that held it trembled a little. OtheU he .I'e^perfectly cool and calm.

<"
f!'!'

^"^' *''*°' '«"ye" lied to you."
Oh, cut it out. Buck. I've .een you wrieele«m,ugh a .nake-hole before. I believe you "„'l

fnend ju.t the way you 've alway. been."
^

That . right. Ward, and I can prove it."
Ward .nortcd. " You proved it, old-timer, when you

^

i|!

•
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laid up there behiiul a rock with your sights on this
shack, ready to get .ne when I came out I sabe nowhow It happened Jim McQuire was found face downm the spring behind his shack, with a bullet hole in
his back, that time. You were Lis friend, too I

"

" Ward, I— "

^- Shut up. I just wanted to see if you M changed
any in the last seven years. You have n't, unless it 's
for the worse You've got to the end of the trail,
old-timer. When you went laying for me, you fixed
yourself a-plenty. Do you want to know what I 'm
going to do to you ?

"

"Ward, you wouldn't dare shoot me! With the
record you 've got, you would n't stand— »

" Who gave it to me, huh ? Oh, I heap sabe
; you 've

left word with your pardners that you were coming up
here to arrest me single-handed. They will give the
alarm, if you don't show up; and I '11 go on the dodge
and get caught and- " Ward threw away his cigarette
and took a step toward his captive; a step so ominous
that Buck squirmed in his bonds.

" Well, you can rest easy on ore point. I 'm not
going to shoot you." Ward stood still and watched the
light of hope flare in the eyes of his enemy. « I 'm
going to wash the dishes and take a shave -and then
1 m going to take you out somewhere and hanir vou »

" My God, Ward I You -- you— »

ilJ'«.^^?7?."'
'^''^'' ^'^'' ^'" ^^°* «° Ward stead-

ily, that I d see you hung beiore I was through with
you. Remember? By rights you ought to hang by
the heels, over a slow fire I You're about as low a
Bpecimen of humanity as I ever saw or heard of. You
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know what you did for mr, Buck. And you know what
I told you would happen; well, it 'a going to come off
according to the programme.

" ^ f^
^think of running you in and giving you a

taste of hell yourself. But, as usual, you 've gone and
tangled up a couple of fellows that never did me any
particular harm and I don't want to hand them any-
thing if I can help it. So I '11 j„8t string you up-
after awhile, when I get around to it— and leave a
note saying who you are, and that you 're the head push
in this rustling business, and that you helped spend
the money that Ilardup bank lost awhile back; and
that you 're one of the gazabos— »

" You can't prove it I You— "

" I don't have to prove it. The authorities wiU do
all that when they get the tip I '11 give them. And
you being hung up on a limb somewhere, can't very
well give your pardners the double-cross; so they'll
have a fighting chance to make their getaway.

" Now, I 'm through talking to you. What I say
goes. You can talk if you want to. Buck; but I'm
going to carve a steak out of you every time you open
your mouth." He pulled Buck's own knife out of its
sheath and laid it convenient to his hand, and he looked
as If he would do any cruel thing he threatened.
He relighted the fire, which had gone out long ago^d set the dish-pan on the stove with water to heat.'He remade his bunk, spreading on the army blanket

which he took from the saddle on Rattler. He swept
the floor as neatly as any woman could have done it
and laid the two wolf-skins down in their places where
they did duty as rugs. He washed and wiped his few
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disheg, keepiDg Buck's knife always within reach and
sending an inquiring glance toward Buck whenever that
unhappy man made the slightest movement, though
truth to tell, Buck did not make many. He brought
two pails of water and set them on the bench inside

.
and m the meantime he had cooked a mess of prunes
and set them in a bowl on the window-sill beside kis
bunk, where the air was coolest. He stropped his razor
painstakingly and shaved himself in leisurely fashion
and sent an occasional glance toward his prisoner from
the looking-glass, which made Buck swallow hard at
nis Adam's apple.

And ^uck, during all this time, never once opened
his lips, except to lick his tongue across them, and never
once took his eyes off Ward.
"I Ve sure put the fear of the Lord into you, have n't

I, Buck?" Ward observed maliciously, wiping a blob
of hairy lather upon a page torn from an old Sears-
Roebuck catalogue. « I was kinda hoping you had
more nerve. I wanted to get a whack at you, just to
prove I 'm not joshing."

Buek swallowed again, but he made no reply.
Ward washed his face in a basin of steaming water

got a can of talcum out of the dish cupboard, and took
the soap-shine off his cheeks and chin. He combed his
hair before the little mirror- trying unavailingly to
take the wave out of it with water, and leaving it more
crinkly over his temples than it had been in the first
place— and retied the four-in-hand under the soft
collar of his shirt.

"I wish you 'd talk. Buck," he said, turning toward
the other. He looked very boyish and almost hand-
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wme, except for the expression of his eyes, which gave
Buck the shivers, and the set of his lips, which was
cruel I ve read how the Chinks hand out what they
call the death-of-a-thousand-cutsj I was thinking I'd
like to try it out on you. But— oh, well, this is Fri-
day. It may as well go as a hanging." He made a
poor job of his calm irony, but Buck was not in the
mental condition to be critical.

The main facts were sufficiently ominous to offset
Wards attempt at facetiousness. Indeed, the very
weakness of the attempt was in itself om'nous. Ward
might try to be coldly malevolent, but the light that
burned m his eyes, and the rage that tightened his lips,
gave the lie to his forced composure.
He went out and led up the horses to the door. He

came back and started to untie Buck Olney's feet
then bethought him of the statement he had promised
to write. He got p magazine and tore out the fron-
tispiece -- which, oddly enough, was a somber picture
of Death hovering with outstretched wings over a bat-
tlefield -- and wrote several lines in pencil on the back
of It, where the paper was smooth and white.
"How's that?" he asked, holding up the paper so

that Buck could read what he had written. " I ain'tm the mood to sit down and write a whole book, so
1 had to boil down your pedigree. But that will do the
business all right, don't you think ?

"

Buck read with staring eyes, looked into Ward's face
and opened his lips for protest or pleading. Then he
followed Ward's glance to the knife on the table and
shut his mouth with a snap. Ward laughed grimly,
picked up the knife, and ran his thumb lightly over

I

I
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xwr me, nun f he commented. " WpU w« t«-
wel get surted. I ^k„„. j ,„ gettijl^hr.^'of seeing you around."

""'gnty eiok

He loosened the rope that bound Buck to tl,» „»,.•
and stjKK. scowling down at bin., draw"!I a cot^'

Hghth d,,.-ir--^^^^^
e>tick your hands out in front of ^^^ » i.

manded " Vnn 'll i,n / .^ °°* ®^ y<>"» ^e com-

ganor-f^Trwit; rir^'^ '^^^ ^^ -'' -^
For God's sake. Ward f " P««i,»

Tlio r.1 '

«*^c, vvarai buck's voice was hoarseThe plea came out of its own accord TT« hZT'

«n^4::.tit,s::and"-"---,-^^
h.m pr.ct.ce on tin cans, long ago when the J^*^:^

made the other suck in his breath. « Ho d rtiU PmhaWe to cut your throat if I ra^, . J^k »
"

nwe The thing Itself was nothing. He merelr J^
permuted the point to scratch through the skin b.r.lvenough to let out a thin trickle of bill. A pfnSWe hurt worse. But Buck groaned and bfliev7hfhad lost an ear. He broathed in gasps, but did not sT;

" Go aiead; tdk aU yon w«it to, Buck," Ward in-
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Tited, and wiped the knife-bUde on Buek's shoulder
before he returned the weapon to ita aheath in his
inside coat pocket

BuA flinched from the touch and set his teeth.
Ward tied his hands before him and told him to getup and go out to his horse. Buck obeyed with abject

submissjvene^ and Ward's lip curled again as hewalked behind him to the door. He had nof the slight!
»t twinge of pity for the man. He was gloatingly glad
that he could make him suffer, and he iiTwardly cuLd
his own humanity for being so mereiful. He ought
to have cut Buck's ear off slick Mid clean instead ofmaking a bluff at it, he told himself disgustedly. Buck
deserved it and more.

He helped Buck into the saddle, took the short rope
in his hands and hobbled Buck's feet under the horsT
grasped the bridle-reins, and mounted Rattler. With-
out a word he set off up the rough trail toward Hardup,
leading Budt'a horse behind Mm.

^
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"so-touo, buck!"

" R^J^^^/T «"• *"*' I """ t» tell you that

I wrote; and ,h^„./! T 7°" °°"'^ '•""

where in fZ
"'*'*'''" « ««>•«? of my writing any-where .n the country to catch me up-" Ward',thoughts went to Billy touise v,h„ UaA

'

-ampH ,and he JpM^ilX T" "T
*^

not to think of BiUy'^Ioui^.TJiy "ZZ wh"'^mehody hapj^ns to ride th/a way'and ^"V-^
^

won t be anywhere around."
'

" This is the tree," he added, stopping under a cot

Tj^iT ""* • *"« '""""' ""t ovfr"; ;«::
*loyd W.U be «nblu« around this way in a day orwo, he sa.d hearteningly. " He can tend to the la"[sad ntes and ,alee charge of your horse. He'riiaWe

reckon that wJl make a great deal of difference. You 'IIget buried, all right. Buck."
Ward dismounted with a most businesslike manner «,d untied Buck Olneys rope frem the sldLTjcan t spare mine," he explained laconicallv wl I,

J

™me treuble in fashionin/a hangman'r^. S h^'

Z^^t '"""'" "^ '^"'^ 'o «-" '^^' the
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Buck OIney moiatened hi, dry lip,. Ward glancedat h« face »nd looked quickly away. Starin/aW^t
terror « not nice to look upon, even though fCrn

determination were weakening T),ot, i,« i^ ,

-e .hing,, hunched his shotldel'^'';^^:^
merciful impulse, and began the knot again. A„ oldprospector had shown him once how it wa! done.

all rSit^'T ".f^lfP-^"" *-"" "i" «>« b-^me™«U nght, he said. " But I '11 try and give von the

Ward, for God's sake, let me go I

"

Ward started. He did not know that a man's voice«.» d Change so much in so short a time. He ™ve^would have rec^i^ed the tones a. coming fn,mSOlney'a loose, complacent lips.

«,f7r!',.V" °f™'-I'« leave the countr,-- 111
8°,*° South America, or Australia, or- "

You '11 go to heU, Buck," Ward cut in inexorably.You've got your ticket."
^

Jll ?.i!"™
"•' *° ever^bing. 1 11 ,ell y„„ „i,ere

Im ri.t.
^"^"^ " '^'"^ '" ^™- I know prettywell, right pow, di you could tell. And if I wanted
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to «nd your pardnen, up. I wouldn't need your helpIt s p.rtJy to pve them . chance that I >„ .ending youout th« way my«If. I d„„,t ,j, ,y „„^ 1^"
I m ,av.ng the State a lot of time and trouble tKall, and your pardners the black eye they'd «et for

t^rir: ^tr- ' "^-^ '"-"'"' -^^^^^push. You got them in to take whatever dropped so

'ZTyof-fo:-"^'
""' """'" '-' " ^-'- ^'o-

Tnd a hi!^^T '"" ^"^ °™' "^'"''^•y .nd wrongand a blackened fut, re for years, without storing un
« good nv.ny things that he means to eay to the friend-ho has played him false. Ward had b^n at^^^cky young fellow who had faith in men andiS
W, T ^" ^"'"*- ^« •»<• '"«d through bla*hopeless days and weeks and months, because of t^
Tartnet:

"" "' '"^ ™"'^ ''"" «» '''^ of wl

Ward stood up and let the rope trail forgotten fromh s hands wh,.. he told Buck Olney all thfthTuTh"

.t al. H r" '" ""'"*"• ^» '"«' »-« to'^eep
t all down but .t was another instance of bottled e^tions and Buck, with his offer of a fresh bit ofVrerh

ne talked and his face grew paler and paler as b»

he\T;r ''^ '""'^^' ^^ »f *^^ P««'' -«1 whenhe finished he was a tanned white. He waL shaking al

lean r' '"^ '" """ ^ '""^^^ ^ *« tree and

Xa^T " ''""^' """^ "^ ^"""^ f" '»•»-

In the saddle Buck sat all hmiehed together as if
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W.rd had la,hed him with rawhi,I„ i„„e.d of with

XV. A u! ^^ """* 8™"'"* bloodshot.
Ward spilled two papers of tobacco before he «,t ...ga^tte ro led and lighted. Ho wondered a 1 .tfatthephysteal reaction from hi, outburst, but he wo"dered more at Buck Olney sitting alive ;nd unhun onAc horse before him -a Seabeck horse which WarShad seen Floyd Carson riding once or twice. He wondered what Floyd would do if he saw Buck nowTd
«rA"'"'''' ""^ •'»"« '«'» I'^ing P"t.Ward finished the cigarette, rolled another and

Mon him and hold ,t reasonably steady. When hefelt fairly sure of himself again, he lifted his hat towipe off the sweat of his anger, gave a bi/.L a

When he finally had it fixed the way he wanted it

bv .n -^1 ^ T?^ '''*''™ "P"'"'^' "^k Buck's ho,«e

Buck wt"d^:f
'^^''" ^''™''«' « f- "ops so .h«

^^ZjaTn l"
' "" ''™"""'«i»e limb. Then,with the coU of Buck's rope in his hand, he turned back

tT'S^H "'
'"rr-'™'*

until he had reacMthe hmb. He crawled out until he was over Buck'sbullet-punctured hat-crown, sliced off what rope he

Jl'J*!!*
*!"* ""' *"•' '•""g h™ bset here!" Ward"^ shortly, and gave a twitch of the rope as . hint.

h
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MechamcJly Buck obeyed. He did not know tUtthe rope was not yet tied to the limb

to keep Buck from choking prematurely. He fussed a

dome humor. Then he crawled back to the trunk „f

JXrnZ^;r»'™-'«^""^«>'^«--ouidVo:
He went up and took the hobble off Buck OIncv's

feet, felt ,n the seam of his coat-I.pel, and pulledZfour p.n, w,.h which he fastened Bu;k's "^i'el.'

^lT\"f' '''"•*''« shoulder-blades. Therhcatood off and surveyed his work critically before hewent ove. to Rattler, who stood dozing In th:su„!

Jict^y' ''"xrcrtoT;"'" '' ? ^-^
take vn.,- „™ .• r *' y°" 8» "'""^ ""dtaxe your own time about starting. As lone as th«t
cayuse st^ids where he ia, you 'rf safe as f cLrcAnd you Ve got the reina; you can kick off any tim<;

marked face pitilessly.

»r I°v'^!r'
''^"" ""' "•""<* '" » ""'ion that you

tv!*' "^f
po; «* °""°'P'"*''^'y- " I '» willing topve you that chance, such as it is. And if you 're luckyenough to win out on it- well, I 'i advi^ you to do^me going! South America is about as close as you '1

tfl t Tf ^r ""^ «"»« *» '^"»" «'> "boutC orlor
"'**" "'^ ^' ^'^ '^"'^ "'""

'» - y-'

" And, on the other hand, it 's a million-toono shot
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2^
you U land where your ticket tp^Ab i ^a v .

Me on th.t hor« sLdin^t o^t. for ^o^r'days, woudn't vouf" TT»
l^'ior two or three

to follow," he said " T „."r : .^ " '''"" "y
to think aboutr /l,- T ° , '"" '" ''*™ * "«'" '""e

W^ .!!r K V ."*' ^ '"'' '° ?»"• Well, «>.|o„g."

he.ri*1„ek'or'
"'"''"'

' '"""''"' ^--J' Wore heHeard iluck Obey scream hysterically for heln ir!^mned «,urly with his eyebrows pinched t„itfer a"dthat hard, strained look in hfs eyes still CpTv
holler awhile! » he nitted "11^1! .

"
him I"

^ "" '"'" SPod, damn

^-onldnofhrhS^^r^Tair--'
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MBTUWB KICKS AOAIW

Mon. Mechanically he twitch«l .^^ • .
^ P"""

tier do^ the Ia«, Ih If o" btl^ ard'T 'r/"" f"'
-P to see i„,t .here he wl ItVrt ^.t ,U

' •""^
horse, since he was War^'. w • f *«"-t™"i«i

"d stepped offTtwX^
He obeyed the rein signal

piled roekMhafsHH , t^ "^ '"^ ' "«« »f '«««-

footedTo ,lfc I,

'"'*'*«'»»»l7 ""der his feet. Sure-looted though he was, he etumhied and feU • and S, ZT
fheer instinct that took Ward's feetW iJ^ .
in time.

"""" '«it from the stirrups

Ward sprawled among the rocks d»»^ tl i. ,

of the fall took him om othT^tt ^ '^'"^

he pulled away from C^aMh rLtrT'b?
7°'

^st»d shaking ..fore bim. He^.SoTrat!^ „7

-at^c-^Sji^'ttfit'rr^
an unnatural atid-I^ tt .1. f ' ^"™^ °"* «*

haH h.A ^ ^^ *^°"«^* resentfully that he^ad had enough trouble for once, without hlTbroken leg on top of it *11
' ^"* ^'^^^^ "

"l^ow thia is one hell of a fixl" he stated dispas-
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.^ of hi, ::t::^::"''rrjtr? "'"^' "^'"«
Ho eo^d get .he„ ,, c^.H^.n 'J^.f

'""-

mile^ And thaf wj. Ll, ,'""" P'"™ "«» "'<*«

He glanced «».7„T.h *^'- "* "'^ *"» » <"'"'<"•

now, what would wL .V T """^ """^ ^""o'.

circnn..e.nJr ""^ '"" *" •*» ""do' 'he

He reached down and folf i,:- i

«« he could tell Tt TJ ^ -^ ^''^'^'- ^ f"
.napped .i.on'iLir.ra^ir.jrtT

.till. What el« 7mke2l '^ "^'^''- ^-^
He reached out, took the reina o«^ i j i^ ,

nearer, so that he rvu?W
'^^°«» «nd led liattler a step

.lipped off the bridirflul^h'r ; '"'f''™'''-
I^"

«.ve Battler a slap on "f ^l"" Th"r'"''"^'
"'"'

away, and Ward sta'-^l after W^with ^t I'r .fT""way, you can look after your^If^ i. V'
'^''^-

anced upon his rieht le^ ^t^Tl' ^ ""^ """J W-
faced the cabin, f.w I^^n^t t T""^

""'"'"' ""''

«>und legs A h„L ,

""'/a'— to a man with two
W.J A hundred yards, perhaps.Ward crawled there on hi» hands anLne knee, drag.

r

Pfj
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ging the broken leg after him. It was not a nice ex-
perience, but it served one good purpose: It wiped
from h,8 mind all thought of that black past wherein
Buck had figured so shamefully. He had enough to
think of with his present plight, without worrying over
the past.

^^
In half an hour or so Ward rested his arms upon

his own doorstep and dropped his perspiring face upon
them He lay there a long while, in a dead faint.
After awhile he moved, lifted his head, and looked

about him dully at first and then with a certain stoical
acceptance of his plight. He looked into the immediate
future and tried to forecast its demands upon his
strength And to prepare for them. He crawled farther
up on the step, reached the latch, and opened the door.He crawled in, pulled himself up by the foot of his
bunk, and sat down weakly with his head in his hands
Like a hurt animal, he had obeyed his instinct and had
crawled home. What next?

If Ward had been a weaker man, he would have
answered that question speedily with his gun. He did
think of it contemptuously as an easy way out. If he
had never met Billy Louise, he might possibly have
chosen that way. But Ward had changed much in
the past two years, and at the worst he had never been
a coward. His hurt was sending waves of nausea over
him so that he could not concentrate his mind upon
anything. Then he thought of the bottle of whiskv
he kept m his bunk for emergencies. Ward was nJt
a man who drank for pleasure, but he had the Western
man s faith in a good jolt of whisky when he felt a cold
coming on or a pain in his stomach— or i^Tthiiig }ike
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a.t. He always kept a botUe on hand A quart lasted
nun a long time.

He felt along the footboard of the bunk till his fin-
gers touched the bottle, drew it out from its hiding-
place- he hid it because stray callers «rould have made
short work of It -and, placing the uncorked botUe to
his trembling lips, swallowed twice.
He was steadier now, and the sickness left him like

fog before a stiflF breeze. His eyes went slowly around
the cabin, measuring his resources, and his needs and
limitations^ He puUed his one chair toward him- the
chair which Buck Olney had occupied so unwillingly—
and placed his left knee upon it. It hurt terribly, but
the whisky had steadied him so that he could bear
the pain He managed to reach the cupboard where
he kept his dishes, Pnd took down a bottle of liniment
•nd a box of carbo.zed vaseline which he happened

\^Cl u !
"""' ''""' *^" '''' ^'«> "°« ^ater pails

which he had filled that morning just to show Buck
Olney how cool he was over his capture, and he be-
thought him that water was going to be precious in
tne next few weeks.

He lifted down one pail and swung it forward as
far as he could, and set it on the floor ahead of him.
Then he swung the other pail beside it. Painfully he
hitched his chair alongside, lifted the pails and set
them forward again. He did that twice and got ihem
beside his bunk. He went back and inspected the tea-
kettle, found it half full, and carried that also beside
the bmk. Then he took another drink of whisky and
•^ted awhile.

Bandages I Well, there was a new flour-sack hang^
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ing on a n.a. He rtood up, leaned and got it, and while

Z ""
""'f'-K' ''^'*«l>ed for the cigar-box where

be Iiept hw bachelor sewing outfit; two spools of very
coarse thread, some large^^yed needles to carry it anawortment of buttons, and a pair of scissors. He cut
tte flouMack into strips and sewed the strips together:

,

his stitches were neater than you might think.
When the bandage was long enough, he roUed it ashe had seen doctors do, and fished some pins out ofa» cigar-box and laid them where he could get his

across to a box of camied milk, and pried off the lid.
1 m haljle to need you, too," he muttered to the rows

nl^T'J'."/ Pf«* "" '»" <='»»«• He took Buck

?^M^ T'^ f'"'"' ^°"' ^''y '='«'"''"« 'Plintsfrom the thin boards, and rummaged in his " warbag "

S." !pi
^" ''*'"^*'^"^' "'" 'Wch to wrap

When he had done all that he coald do to prepare
for the long siege of pain and helplessness ahead ofhim he moved along the bunk until he was sitting near
the head of It with his broken leg extended beforfhim,

an, and threw it back upon the bed. Then he turned
his head and stared, frowning, at the black butt where
It protruded from the holster suggestively ready to hishand. He reached out and took the gun, turned it
over, and hesitated. No telling what L'ne ^^
fever might bring upon him-and still -no^^Hwwhat Buck Olney might do when he disco^red tUhe was not m any immediate danger of hanging.
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If Buck came back to have it out with him h.would certainly need that g„n. He klew B^.':b«ken leg wouldn't save him. On the other ha;d

fiddlesticks I "he told himself at last "IfTe.*
enough for that, the gun won't cuTmuch ce^ne ".^» the other There are other ways of bumpi^T^^i^
So he tucked the gun under the mattress at the head

:L^"cl1.
"'^"' '' ~"'' ^"' "^ "'««' -Po- it « the

dutrng the legs with Buck's knife, bared his brokeneg ,n the same mamier, swaUowed again from th„ WtU, braced himself mentally and Xai^, ^itt^'his teeth, and went doggedly to work
*^

A man never knows just how much he can endnm

rbr:trb:it:-r:^-f'-;::s

i-^.:^in%r.:r:hi-t^Kw« . straight, clean break «.d .hat the flesh ^""n;'

wJt^r h*:S^^:* ""- «« '-^ -<> <'*'' •"'' care

cnSv°lfd 1'^' °* ''^'' "^'«'' "''''''' Ward livedcmily and lost count of the hours as they passJ
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Wl of .tewed pn„.e,. They looked g«>a, wHMhe
kledjriimda m the smaU se. of brown juiee ^rf
^«1^ out with hi, left h«.d-he wa,'g^"pi^ hi

mo«el of food .mce the morning when he had tried

n^T^' .T" .
'""^'^ °"' ""o"^' •"•<» ""Other.He forgot his feverish hallucination that Buck OInev

guard. He lay back on his pillow, his fingers relai«)upon the gun. He closed hi. eyes «d lay fu"tp^
1|«P8 he slept a little.

^

'

^^
When he opened his eyes he r/a. in the dark. The

sT^ w"/ '"Tr-' "•* "^^ -priced ^th

bS^ T
'""

r**""^
**"" '"'"'«• He thought of

Tst^ fl^r *?? ""r
""""' -^"S^' "-oy «P«»<ed

Ks^ Mm-t::^, ^d^T"* "' ''^
'r*"

'•"> "'"'

-„. 1. J . ' ° " ""^^ <"™ ««<»fd- She wouldno have done it, either time, if he had asked heTHo

to oWV ""y^ '" """• Sh^ m-t be left re

A riri'l,-^
'""'"r "^ '^'" ""^ •'™^ "^'rt o{ hers.

Uu!^ V ?"»""«"" •»<' »«« Ie«. fine would haveblushed «.d simpered and acted the fool genenUly at
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Billy Lou.« h.d been tender a. Christ Himself «,d« sweet and pure. Was the« another girTTik; W

I ^f ,-^T
'" P'"*'"' ^^ '•d "id •«• WardUnghed a little in spite of his throbbing leg " S«^

other girl would have said, ' Ward, I&.„ >^Zgnnned. " Wilhemina is different."
He lay there looking up at the star, and thinkingh^ing. Once his lip, „„ved. He was saZ
Wilhemina-mine " softly to himself. His eye.S

while he fell asleep, still thinking of her. A late moofcame up and touched his face and showed it thin a^dsunk«i^yed, yet with the little smile hidden behind his
lip«, for he was dreaming of Billy Louise.

cigarette, which was a sign that he was feeling a littlemo»,J^ himself He was feverish still, .„d fh^ wll!

"5. M \ f ** "" "•ddening. But hi. brain

1Z^\ rf"^- ^' ""»'«» « «"'« of the
cigarette he made from the supply on the .helf behindt^ bunk, and after that he looked about him for ,omt""ng to eat.

fore, and had brought back supplie, for the winter.And because his pay streak of gravel-bank had yielded

he h'k^T*"''. t'*" r*
"'"'^ '"""*" °» the thing,he Uked to eat He lay looking over the piled boxes

J^nst tl^ farther wall, and wondered if he Llw ^^the box of cracker, «,d drag it up beside the bunk. He
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™ Z^ir^f
*" '"°™ •''> "" 'Sony. WeU, the»wuthe didi of prone, on the window-«iU.W^ ate . d««,n or so-but he wanl^d the cr.ck-««. He leaned «» far as he could from the bed and^ U» wa. ,tiU two feet from hi. ouutretchediL^,'

jnd beneath that the ca«, of canned tomatoes, ZTo
fu^^. chewing a corner of hi. underlip. He did not

Z:Zt:. "' '""""^ ^'"' *''^°' "0 '-"^ «"-

He took Buck OIne/. knife-he wa. finding it amo^ful «,uvenir of the encounter!- and p^ed off
» board f«,m the peach box Two naUs .tuck out

1"^ each end of the board. He le«.ed a^n f

2

tib. bed cached out with the board, and cf^htX
He dragged the box toward him until it caught acainst
. ndge m the rough board floor, when the nailfZoutward and dipped away from the crack. W«d Uv

^tJ^Tt "'"' "" '«»'* '•« •'.d made a^,^^mented with the pain in his leg
After awhile he took the piece of board and managedIf "

T"*"'
""" ^ '«"°8 « corner of hTtAe ndge. That was hard work, harder than you woTubehe™ unless you tried it yourself after lyingZ«day. asting, with a broken leg and a fever' leT^

tt.r. rr '^*°" *" *~'' «« """e' ™d of the boarfthat^W the good nails, and pulled the box upS
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fii . few minute, he u.ade another effort ^ prfed

C^ the »ver off the cracke^box with the knife.

drmk hdf a dipper of water, and felt better.
In an hour or so he believed he could stand it to 6x

wrapped, or something. It felt aa though it weredij^g^^yen mto his leg, and he could .5t stand" Z
He pulled himself up until he was sitting with hi,backjgamst the wall at the head of his bunk andsmoked a cigarette before he went any farther. Then

that hurt the worst, and gently massaged the crease inthe brmsed, swollen ffesh where the narrow board hadprewed so cruelly. .

Jl "T^''^'^
!«'™"y. ""'I it wa, too «,re toMra ch. Ward cussed it and then got the carbolizedv«ehne and rubbed that on, wincing at the p2 ofh 8 hghte,t touch. He did not hurry; he had rthe.me there was, .nd it wa, a relief to 'get the band^

off h« leg for awhile. You may be sure he was ve^

ntllt!,""7 *•"•" *'""'«° •»"« " h-r-B breadtM

blister^!S*
"° *'

I'^i"''
^^"""8 '^ ""'"^t would

and L^ ""^ •"'' <»'««»»f<"t, and replaced ,plint

l«in ,?T ^* ^"^ *^'""y "-^ afterward, and

ftLr^i ^ ^^'*"'''°''8""'''- He realized keenly

^anced to nde that way and so discovered his pliriifw^ch wa, so unlikely that he did not build an/hJ,'

Ho had held himself doof from the men of the

^i-
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talked a httle with Floyd Carson two or three times,
and had met Seabeck himsell He knew Charlie Foxm a purely casual way, as has been related: and PeterHowlmg Dog the same.

None of these men were likely to ride out of their
way to see him. And now that his mind worked ra-
tionally, he had no fear of Buck Olney's vengeful
return. Buck Olney, he guessed shrewdly, was ex-
tremely busy just now, putting as many miles as pos-
sible between himself and that part of Idaho. Unless
iiilly Louise should come or send for him, he would
in all probability lie alone there until he was able to
walk. Ward did not try to comfort himself with any
delusions of hope.

As the days passed, he settled himself grimly to the
business of getting through the ordeal as comfortably
as possible. He had food within his reach, and a scant
supply of water. He worked out the question of diet
and of using his resources to the best advantage. He
had nothing else to do, and his alert mind seized upon
the situation and brought it down to a fine system.
For instance, he did not open a can of fruit until

the prunes were gone. Then he emptied a can of tonia-
toes into the bowl as a safeguard against ptomaine
poisoning from the tin, and set the empty can on the
floor. During the warm part of each dsv he slid open
the window by his bunk and lay with the fresh air fan-
ning his face and lifting the hair from his aching
temples.

'^

He tried to eat regularly and to make the fruit juice
save his wator supply. Sometimes he chewed jerked
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Sr«U t"?!."^
""« "™' "^ '"•'•• •»" -«" »e'y often-

W He did not .uife, £^11:^^/";

k.iJ7i.- t
*"*' ^"' 'e^'We time wlion itJielped h.m tlirongh . aevere orde.L

He had liia few books within reaoL TT. » j
deal, to keen *».m »i • i

• "" "^ » ««xlo~, lo itecp from tliinking too much «nH K. . • j
to meet the davs with ^KaL l- .

"* ""^
ewily be a ^^ .

P'"''*'P'"'' "'"• He might™uy DO a great deal worse off than he wu K„ /

in derisTon rf h'i.

'"'
'"T

''"* ^Incy laughing

.««««.f .0 co^rndTinTlS- "^' '^'-^

toward re,^"! 1, ^ "T"'' "* "' »'«"'^'' W««overy. 4 j,^, jedious p««esa it was, of
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tried to keep count of the weeks m they pwKd Wll

~K he cut . little notch on the window*ll «^h»orn.ng w.th Buck', knife, with eveiy «venth d.Ta

weefa. The first three day, had been w h««r that ho«^»ght them only two and marked them «,7b„t h.put h.m only one day out of hia reckoning.
iie lay there and saw snow slither past his windowdriven h^ . whooping wind. It worrL him tot.;that hi, calves were unsheltered and unfed whiirhklong stack of hay stood untouched- unle« le catt

tr^d-'z^^'^r"'"''^''- He hot:;would but he was a thorough workman, and in hisW he knew that fence would stand.

whfr ^"u""'*^ 'I'"'
""^ ''«*• Then there were day,

7Z mulh
7"" •"'" ^' ""^*'' »'' -»W hat

water We il .h"
"?, "1 *"" ~*"' '^'y' '"'» "-ewater froze ,n the paiU beside the bed— what little

a'^^lTell-'"''.''!.*""'"^ "^ •"«- '"nd
matoe. and peaches were frozen in the cans, «> thatho chewed jerked vem«,n and ate crackers rathe" tianchill his stomach with the icy stuff

reachi farth'^
""".

l'"'t
'"""'"^ ""'^ '^ '""S^' o"-re^hed farther and farther along the window-^, until

a nittr ; T!. ""^ •™^ "''^" '"' »"«' ""t

eWW^r^ u?
""^ ''"^ "' cheek-bones g«w moredearly defined, his eyes bigger and more wisSuL Dav
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knitting .heC ^Zf ''
"""^ "'"'' ''" •""''

healthy flesh TKn„T u ® ^^'"^ ^^ *»aJ was

not grown morbid IIo If ^, '""'' ''" "'"'"l '"«'

BurM yer^TiJ ,'?"""*' ""o™ "^ "«' Bobbie

Three^X "
hf r"" T" ^*" ****** "/ '^-^

sometimes: The Chiaholm
"^

^;
^^^ *°P °^ *»« voice,

of it«lf T/'heZ fl/'-S ««»• «- •«? would he.I

l.e wouldS ittaZ Her" T"" ""'""' «W its own little b.,r^u!l Sol f"'
"".'^ '*'"



CHAPTER XIX

THS SBAVB BUOKABOO

u-D -^
"
Boisi, Idaho, December 23.

•DBAVS BUOKABOO,

—

" I wonder if you ever in your whole life got a Christ-
mas present? I \e been cultivating the Louise of me.

that s th^ way they say it. I Ve spent so much time
sitting by mommie when she»s asleep, and I get tired
of reading all the time, so a nurse in this ward-
mommie has a room to herself of course, but not a spe-
cial nurse, because I can do a lot of the little things-
well, the nurse taught me how to hemstitch. So I irofwme silk and made some nice, soft neckerchiefs- on.
for you and one for me.

" This one I made last. I did n't want your eagle
eyes seeing all the bobbly stitches on the first one I

.r iT i'l' i''
^"^- ^"^'7 ''^''^ stands 'for

a thought of the hills and our good times. I Ve brougbf
Minervy back to Ufe, and I try to play my old pre-
tends sometimes. But they always bi^ak up into pieces.
1 m not a kid now, you see. And life is a lot dif-
ferent when you get out into it, isn't it?
" Mommie does n't seem to get much better. I 'm

worried about her. She seems to have let go, some-
how. She never talks about the ranch much, or even
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»d .bou. wit .n^ldt"wetH * ""'" '^'''

get. on my nerve, to L K ?'**'»' ">""«<i. It

in .ickne». She ..rnouw ^
" "'°""""' ""'"«^'

moj^ie would ,».„,,,i, "-""."
oL'-^rI m .wfuUy honie.ick for a eoorf M .jT »^'

I miw him terribly n..l * ^ '"** """ ^'"e-

Cove folk, c^rJriirr" ••'•^'"^' -^ "«'

"wW- I hate t^Jr^ " '^"""' '"<
' the

limit for dir- 3*?' «: •'
:
'—

'
i the

«i-8readytodo«.r.hifgTw^;T.n'"7 ".' "" '' ^'-

longer. Mommie .leep. mcT ,f ,

' " """'''

"ey dope her with Zeib^ LV"""- ^ ''"'"'

.wfui pain «. had. 80";^ h.ta
t^ ''

' j-:; t«..t around and read and «w and 1^ r 1' '^'' ''"'

op and want «methi«^
"^ "" ^'" •" '» »«ke

d.y and .hootS holt'iCrfh™
'" •''^~""" "-^

you ever live ^th o^e Vr^'/ t'T
""'",°"' ""

they drive me wild raZ X J^'"''
"°'y thing,;

for juat one hour in flft of ^\r '" "" ''"«=''

coyotes. HonJ.t to Ljnl^^Vd??r' J"'
""'" ''"'

Wl than „y n-usir^Trlh^u"'" '"L*
~''"*

you Mneinir > t™J„ii ,
'"' ""'ess mayhe it was

I'd like Xft^ "I";*^
,'" « '"'•Hollar ..ddle.

would, Ward I M lit "k
"""? "'^ »»«• I '"re

Wolverine™ Oh t ? "'^'"« ^o"" «"""yon. Oh, I JUS, cn-t „„j .^ ^^^
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longer. I 'm liable to wrap mommie in a blanket and
crawl out the window, some night, and hit the trail

for home. I believe I could cure her quicker right

on the ranch. I wi«h I'd never brought her here; I
believe it *b juat a scheme of the doctors to get money
out of us. I know my poultices did just as much good
as their old dope does.

"And this is Christmas, almost I wonder what
you 11 be doing. Say, Ward, if you want to be a per-

fect jewel of a man^ send me some of that jerky you 'vc

got hanging at the head of your bunk. I swiped some,
that last time I was there. It would taste mighty good
to me now; after all these hospital slops.

'* And write me a nice, long letter, won't you f That 's

a good buckaroo. I 've got to stop— mommie is be-

ginning to wake up, and it's time for the doctor to

come in and read the chart and look wise and say:
* Well, how are we to^ay f Pretty bright, eht * I 'd

like to kick him clear across the corridor— that is, the

BiUy of me would. And believe me, the Billy of mc
is sure going to break out, some of these days t

" I hope you like the neckerchief, I want you to

wear it ; if I come home and find it has n't been washed
a couple of times, there '11 be something doing! Don't
rub soap on it, kid. Make a warm lathery suds and
wash it And don't wave it by the comers till it dries.

Hang it up somewhere. You *l\ have my stitches look-

ing worse frazxled than my temper.

" WeU, a meny Christmas, Pal-o*-mine— and here 's

hoping you and mommie and I will be eating turkry

together at the Wolverine when next Christmas comes.

Nummy-niimt Wouldn't that taste good, though?
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" Now remember and write a whole tablet full to

" William Lottua,
" WlLHlMIKA,
" BiLL-Loo,

" BiLL-THB-Coirz,
" BiLLT Louise,
" Flowib of THi Banob-oh/'

Ph«be put that letter on the mantel over the fireplace

^fttZ
•^^^^^-^--• Fi^uentl^ she felt it7puT;

wnat ^illy Louise had sent to Ward

l.».. ..J u .

^''^ '* '»«»'' to look for (

•^ of entang notche. in the window^Il be.ido hi.

let^to Ph«Jw" *?' '"^'"" ««^ Billy Louise-,

"W »h« d.y w« Chri.tm«. Under the noteh To«r.tched . word with the point of hi. knife l7h.d

hi/LrJJ*
'''\*^'" """ "'"'» S"'«=k "d one of

tufi^lt f f"""'
T'thcticlly on the little gr.„tuft, that .tuck up out of the .now. Ward wa. iLi

.^. «d » did not «e then, un.i, he rai^ThZiT^p
tto coulee by the line fence to the farther hill,. He

r

m

f
.fe.

P
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opened the window and ahouted after them, but the
wind was blowing keen from that direction, and they
did not hear him.

^

Seabedc had been studying brands and counting, and
he was telhng Floyd Carson that everything was stokight
as a string.

®^

J'?t m"'* ^ °"* ''*''^^°« *^" ^°te'- I should
think he d stay home and feed these calves. The cows
are loolpD<5 pretty thin. I guess he is n»t much of a
Stock hand; these nesters aren't, as a general thing,
and If It 's as Junkins says, and he puts all hemZ
into this place, he 's likely hard up. Mighty nice little
rancli he 's got. Well, let 's work over the divide and
back that way. I did n»t think we M find anything

They turned and angled up the steep hillside, and
^ard watched them glumly. He thought he know why
they were prowling around the place, but it seemed tohim that they might have stretched their curiosity a
little farther and investigated the cabin. He did not
faiow that the snow of a week ago was banked over
the doorstep with a sharp, crusty combing at the top,
to prove that the door had not been opened for some
ime. Not did he know that the two had ridden past
the cabin on the other side of the creek and had seenhow deserted the place looked ; had ridden to the stablo
noted there the unmistakable and permanent air of
emptiness, and had gone on.

Floyd Carson alone might have prowled through both
bmldings, but Seabeck was a «low-going man ofsober

fTT' *u r ?
""' '"""^^ '^' ^'^"^^"^ «^ another

farther than he thought it necessary. He had hpar,!
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whispers that the fellow on Mill Creek n,ight bear in-

Il!l?
%""?.'* """^ '"-"8.t«l- There w„ Za diadow of evidence that the Yfl cattle had been got-ten dishonestly. Therefore, Seabeck rode away and did

getting help from the outside.

«.?LT^' ^, *" ^"^ P'*"y ''«" " it was
; but hewouW Uve welcomed the chance to talk to someone

Taciturn «, Ward was with men, he had enough ofhfsown company for once. And he would have asked them
to make him a cup of coffee and warm up the cabin

riX""^"*.^'"'*
"""^'"^ «* *" «"• ''« "i'^'l ter-

ribly. If the room had not been so clammy cold, he

he stayed in bed to keep warm, and even so he hadbeen compeUed to drag the two wolf-skins oif the floorand upon the bed to keep from shivering through the
coldest nights and days.

^
Ctoe day he did crawl out of bed and try to get overto the stove to start a fire. But he was so weTk thathe gave it up and crawled back again, telling himself

that It was not worth the effort

.Z^'a
'!"*'

""I"
"" '"'' ""kerchief inside gath-e«d dust upon the mantel, down at the Wolverine.When the postmark was more than two weeks old, an-

with fingers that trembled a little. Ph<ebe had a letter"fh^r own, that day. Both were thin, and the ad-dre«ea were more scrawly than usual. Phcebe's Indian
instinct warned her that somethine was amiss
Thu was Ward's letter:

ii

*
f

i

=f
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nilf\^' Y^'t'
°"'"™'*'' ^«^- She died l«t

r, «
I bought ,he w„ „)eep till the none c«nc in

• tl Sr f'^u ^ " '"' •'"" "«' I "i""'' know wh."to do. I w«h you could come, but if you don't get

.^home « ««» „ I c^ Oh, W»d. I h.te life „<1God and everything. Bittr Lorat"
• Pleaw Ward, Stay at the ranch tm I come. I wantto «e you. I feel aa if yon -re the only fri«.d I"

^en IvT TlT'' '' '^"'- ^'^ '""^-^ •» P^'^'f"'

WoL t^^r
•'"'-"«' «> ««*.. I did n't

ter at all -rand there i» ,„ch «» awful gap in myWe -maybe you'U understand. You alw^. da»

of rt! k'' *^* '""*' '" '^*'«"' ^"d drew a planof the houM he meant to buUd .ome day, with a wide

fortably. He figured upon lumber and ahingl^Td~ck foundation, and mortar for a big. dceplrTpCHe managed to put in the whole forenl pUnn.^g „d
ft« he whjatled and aang, and later he tied a piece ofjerky on the end of . «ring and teased a fat field-mouse, whose hunger made him ™».. ^
would fl,»>„ ,1, ^^l .

venturesome. Wardwould throw the jerky «, far as the string would kt-m.t and wait till U>e mouse came out to nibble atT^n he would pull the meat closer and closer to th

Z.r^ l""*V'
.""' ""^ «"<'^'" perturbation of themon«, For the time being he was a boy indulging hUWe of teasing something.

^^
Aad while W«,l played with that mouse, Biily
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l^ilZ" ,'°°'^ ^'" *"" «>n,f«rting p««„ce while-he f«ced .lone one of .he bi.,e«». thing, i„ „folwhich „ de,.h He h.d no pre«n.iment of her Ld
lately poweriew to help her.

p
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CHAPTER XX

WB buk bobbt fob tou ft

BILLY LOUISE, having amred unexpectedly on
the stage, pulled off her fur-lined mittena and put

her chilled hands before the snapping blaze in the fire-

place. Her eyes were tired and sunken, and her mouth
drooped pitifully at the comers, but aside from that
she did not seem much changed from the girl who had
left the ranch two months and more before.

"m take a cup of tea, Phcebe, but I 'm not a bit
hungry," she said. " I ate just before I left town.
How hare you been, Phoebo ?

"

" We been fine. We been so sorry for you— "

" Never mini that now, Phoebe. I 'd rather not talk
•bout it. Has - anybody been here lately?

"

" Charlie Fo> he come las* week— mebby week be-
fore las'. :,fartliy, she got rheumatis in her knee.
Charlie, he say p - been pretty bad one night I guess
she 's better now. I tol' I wash for her if he brings
me clones, but he says he wash them clones hisself. I
guess Charlie pretty good to that old lady. He 's awful
p*lite, that feller is."

" Yes, he is. I '11 go np and see her when I get
rested a little. X feel tired to death, somehow; maybe
it's the drive, rhe road is terribly rough, and it

was awful tiresome on the train. Has— Ward been
around lately!"
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" Ward, he ain't been here for long time. I guess
mebbe it 's been six weeks I ain't seen him. . Las'
time he was here he wrote that letter. He ain't come
no more. You let me drag this couch up to the fire,

and you lay down and rest yo'self. I '11 put on more
wood. Seems like this is awful cold winter. We had
six little pigs come, and four of 'em froze. John,
he brung 'em in by the fire, but it 's no good ; they die,
anyway."

Billy Louise dropped apathetically upon the couch
after Phoebe had helped her pull off her coat. She did
not feel as though anything mattered much, but she must
go on with life, no matter how purposeless it seemed.
To live awhile and work and struggle and know the
pain of disappointment and weariness, and then to die

:

she did not see what use there was in struggling. But
one had to go on just the same. She had borrowed
money for mommie's sickness, and she would have to
repay it; and it was all so purposeless!

"How are the cattle wintering?" She forced her-
self to make some show of interest in things.

" The cattle, they 're doing all right. One heifer,
she got blackleg and die, but the rest they 're all ri#it.
John, he could n't find all; two or three, they 're gone.
He says mebby them rustlers got 'em. He looked good
as he could."

"Are— has there been any more trouble about losing
stock? " Billy Louise shut her hand into a fist, but she
spoke in the same tired tone as before.

" I dunno. Seabeck, he told John they don't catch
nobody yet. That inspector, he come by long time ago.
I guess he stopped with Seabeck. He ain't come back

I

PifdPlTC TV
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yet. I dunno where he '« gone. Seabeck, he did n't mv
nothing to John about him, I guesa. Maybe be went
out the other way."

" I— did you do what I told you, Pkebe. about—
mommie'g things?"

For once PhoBbe did not answer garrulously. « Yea
I done it," she said softly. " The boxes is in the shed
when you want 'em."

" All right, PhoDbe. Is the tea ready ?

"

While she sipped creamy tea from a solid^iilver
teas^n which had been a part of mommie's wedding-
set, Billy Louise looked around the familiar room for
which she had hungered so in those deadly, monotonous
weeks at the hospital. The fire snapped in its stone
recess, and the cheerful warmth of it comforted her
body and in a measure soothed her spirit. She was
chilled to the bones with fpcing that bitter east wind
for hours, and she had not seen a fireplace in aU the
time she had been away.
But the place was empty, with no mommie fussing

•bout, worrying over little things, gently garrulous. limommie had come back weU, she would have asked
PhoBbe about everything in the house and out of it
Ihere would have been a housewifely accounting goinir
on at this minute. Phoebe would be apologetic over
those grimy windows, instead of merely sympathetic
over the sorrow in the house. Billy Louise wondered
wherein she lacked. For the life of her she could
not feel that it mattered whether the windows were
clean or dirty; life was drab and cheerless outeide them
anyway. *

Billy Louiae in the last few m^iths had tried to

•^'.'"'W^'.^^W^s'.^v
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picture herself .lone, with mommie gone. Her imagi-Mtton w„ too .live «.d ..w too cle.rly the po«ibm.

TJ^l-^' r" !" •"" ''"''" "P"" "•" ^-7 cri.i.

f ,J !" ,?"' "''*'*''*' '•^ ""^ «"«) «» think wh.t

her dividing her from dre.ry det.il, .nd lightening

felt .nre ,h., W.rd wonld ride down every week fornew, of her .nd ,he h.d expeeted to find him therew«ting for hCT, .fter th.t l.rt letter. Wh.tever oouldhe the m.tterl H.d ho left the country?
Billy LoniK-, f.ith h.d compromiwd definitely with

her doubt, of h.m. Guilty or innocent, ,he would b.

r*. 1 ? J *^' ""' "'" •''« «>'"««'»' her f.ithhad l.,d down eh.llengingly before her doubt.. But
unleu he were innocent .nd proved it to her, ,he would
never m.ny him, no m.tter how much ,he loved him.

donM,"" *
~°'*"'"'' ^" ^"^^ •>*<* "'de to her

Billy Loni« h«d . wire little br.in, for .11 ,he idcl-Md life «,d her .nrrounding, out of dl proportion
lo reJuy She told herself th.t if ,he m.rried W.rd
with her doubt, .live, her mi^ry would be f.r gre.ter
th.n If ,he g.vc him up, except u . friend. Of course,
ber .de.l, stepped in there with .n impr.ctie.ble com-promw. She brought b.ck the W.r.l W.rren of her
pretend " life. She dre.med of him .s . mutely

adoring friend who stood and worshiped her from .f.rand b«.u« of hi. sin, could not cross the line of
inendsnip.

If be were a ni«tkr, ..he would shield him and save
iutt, If that were possible. He would love ber always
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- Bniy Lo„i„ could not oonceive of W.rd tnntteniBgh.. .ffecfoa, to Mother Ie» encting womtn- „^2f
would b. p.teful fo, he, f,iendd.i^ She could huiUUmg, lovely ^ne, where friendline« w„ put ,0 the

P*eped out th«>^gh the eye. now ^ then. She didnot, of cour*. pl,n JJ thi. i„ „ber rewon; .he Zdreun«l it with her eye, open.
'

W.^^'"1'*!S '?
•""'' ' *P'"' ""•' ••» »'«d written toW.rd; (Aough he would undoubtedly h.ve re.d love

mng of th.t hou« with the wide porch in fK,nt I ShiUd dre«„ed .11. the w.y home of^Lin^ wTrf .t !h^end of the jou^ey. Perhap. he would^mrout^d
help her down from the ,t.ge, when it rtopped ,t^
n* K

"•" ^' BiU.Lx>_ never once C W.ri

« twm of hi. own which m«de it different, .Umnedwith hi, own individu.li,y-.„d he would wK..de her to the hon«, ,nd comfort her with U. ey«ttd never mention mommie tiU .he herwlf opened^te

mine in that kiuing w«y he had—
Someone came upon the doorstep Mid .tood there fora moment, .tamping .now off hi.%eet. Billy ^JL

iZt, t ^ If,
"P«=""'"y- A little color camemtohr cheek.. Ward had been delayed „mehow, b„I

wanJIlhr-'^
""" •"'"'* "" "^"^ •'» "^ "e

miM T" .°°'' "'°'" ^"'«'*' heavy-bodied, heavy-mmded, who came in and «,ueri.ed the d^r shm
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sei
behind him. Billy Uniie give him « d,„„ .„j
d~PP^ Ijer he«i Uck o„ .hT^ cu.h?of" Hdr„John I " ihe greeted tonelewly.

'

r^S'. .^' ^'"•! ""* •^' P'*' ^<" l"" "ouble. Hi.i^l^ ' ""'^ "'"'- '^ '-^' ^'^
"Hello

I
You got bwk, hey? She', party cold

»«?;": ?"«" "k" if. goin- .torm «me mor^" l"puHed off h.. mitten, .nd tugged .t the ice7»J„t.t the comer, of hi. lip.. " You come on ,„ge, hoyf

hfn^ i° t-^'
•"' '""""y ''«'*° '»'«'» <=Ia.ped be-hind h.m h.. f,oe .till nndecided .. to the moT.ut

u. to." ' ^°" '""« " y»" w»n«

.«iLf?ir "!"' ^?'"'-" ^"'y ^"'•o "' •>" «P«•g..n.t . .udden ,mpnl« to tear.. It w.. not W.rd

1 ^L,
*^ exi)en.ive flower, that had boon

. .deed upon mommie'a cotfin. She h.d felt terrZ.lone m Bo.«. But her chilled «,«! was beginning »

wrvante. Even without Ward, her home^ming w^not^ abwlutely cheerle.., .fter all.
^

" Well we make out to keep thing, going " John

much One he.fer, .he die- blackleg. Four pig,they froze -leetle feller.. I ..ve the rest. .11 riZOle Mooley, she goin' have a calf purty queeU now ^
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got her in leetle shed by hog-pen. Looks like it storm,
all right."

.

'

" Felt like it, too." Billy Louise made an effort
to get back into the old channels of thought. " We '11

milk old Mooley, John ; I feel as if I could live on
cream and milk for the next five years. You ought
to see the watery stuff they call milk in Boise! Star
must be pretty near dry now, is n't she ?

"

" Purty near." John's voice was beginning to ooze
the comfort that warmth was giving his big body.
" She give two quart, mebby. Spot, she give leetle
more. I got that white hog fat. I kill him any time
now you say." i

" If it does n't storm, you might kill him to-morrow
or next day, John. I '11 take a roast up to Marthy
when I go. I '11 go in a day or two." She glanced
toward the kitchen end of the long rooir. Phoebe was
busy m the pantry with the door shut. "Have you
seen or heard anything of Ward lately?" she asked
carelessly.

" Ko. I ain't seen Ward for long time. I thought
mebbe he be down long time ago. He ain't come."
John shifted a little farther from the blaze and stood
teetenng comfortably upon the balls of his feet, like a
bear. « Mebbe he 's gone out other way to work."

" Did he say anything ?
"

"1^0, he don't say nothin' las' time he come.
Ihat s -- John rolled his black eyes seekingly at
the farther wall while he counted mentally the weeks
I guess that mus' be fo' or five weeks now. Charlie

Fox, he come las' week."

" John, you better kill a chicken for Billy Louise.
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I bet she ain't had no chicken since she 's gone." Pha3be
came from the pantry with her hands all flour. " You
go now. That young speckled rooster be good,
mebby. He's fat. He's fightin' all the chickens, any-
way."

"All right. I kill him." John answered with re-

markable docility. Usually he growled at poor Phcebe
and objected to everything she suggested.

His ready compliance touched Billy Louise more
than anything since her return. She felt anew the
warm comfort of their sympathy. If only Ward had
been there also ! She got up from the couch and went
to the window where she could look .cross at the bleak
hilltop. She stood there for some minutes looking
out wistfully, hoping that she would see him ride into
view at the top of the steep trail. After awhile she
went back and curled up on the wide old couch and
stared abstractedly into the fire.

John had gone out after the young speckled rooster

that fought the other chickens and must now do his part
toward salving the hurt and cheering the home-coming
of Billy Louise. John returned, mumbled with Phoebe
at the far end of the room, and went out again. Phcebe
worked silently and briskly, rattling pans now and then
and lifting the stove lids to put in more wood. Billy
Louise heard the sounds but dimly. The fire was filled

with pictures; her thoughts were wandering here and
there, bridging the gap between the past and the misty
future. After awhile the savory odor of the young
speckled rooster, that had fought all the other chickens
but was now stewing in a mortled blue-and-white gran-
ite pan, smote her nostrils and won her thoughts from

•i if

i >i
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dreaming. She sat up and pushed back her hair like
one just waking from sleep.

"I '11 set the table, PhcEbe,-when you »re ready," she
said, and her voice sounded less strained and tired.
" That chicken sure does smell good I

" She rose and
busied herself about the room, setting things in order
upon the reading>able and the shelves. Phoebe was
good as gold, but her housekeeping was a trifle sketchy.
"Ward, he borried some books las' time," Phoebe

remarked, lifting the lid of the stew kettle and letting
out a cloud of delicious-smelling steam. "I dunno
what they was. He said he 'd bring 'em back nex' time
he come."

,

"Oh, all right," said Billy Louise, and smiled a
httle. Even so slight a thing as borrowed books made
another link between them. For a girl who means
to be a mere friend to a man, Billy Louise harbored
some rather dangerous emotions.

She picked up the two letters she had written Ward
brushed oflF the dust, and eyed them hesitatingly. It
certainly was queer that Ward had not ridden down
for some word from her. She hesitated, then threw
the thm letter into the fire. Its message was no longer
of urgent, poignant need. Billy Louise drew a long
breath when the grief-laden lines crumbled quickly and
went flying up the wide throat of the chimney. The
other letter she pinched between her thumbs and fin-
gers. She smiled a little to herself. Ward would like
to get that. She had a swift vision of him standing
over there by the window and reading it with those
swift, shuttling glances, holding the handkerchief
squeezed up in his hand the while. She remembered
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how she had begun it— " Brave Buckaroo "— and her
cheeks turned pink. He should have it when he came.
Something had kept him away. He would -come just
as soon as he could. She laid the letter back upon
the mantel and set a china cow on it to keep it safe
there. Then she turned brightly and began to set the
table for Phoebe and John and herself, and came near
setting a fourth place for Ward, she was so sure he
would come as soon as he could. Mommie used to
say that if you set a place for a person, that person
would come and eat with you, in spirit if not in reality.

Phoebe glanced at her pityingly when she saw her
hesitating, with the fourth plate in her hands. Phcebe
thought that Billy Louise had unconsciously brought
it for mommie. Phoebe did not know that love is

stronger even than grief; for at that moment Billy
Louise was not thinking of mommie at all.

/



CHAPTER XXI

BEVEN LEAW mVB

AND you looked good, all up above here ? " Billy
,
Louise held Blue firmly to a curved-neck, oi^

chng stand, while she had a last word with John before
she went off on one of her long rides.

" All up in the hills, and round over by Cedar Creek,
and all over." Join's mittened gesture was even more
sweeping than his statement. " I guess mebby them
rustlers git 'em." j ^

" Well, I 'm going up to the Cove. I may not be
back before dark, so don't worry if I >m late. Maybe
I 11 look along the river. I know one place where I
believe cattle can get down to tbo bottom, if they 're
crazy enough to try it. You didn't look there, did
you ?

"

'

" m, I never looked down there. I know they can't
git down nohow."

"Well all right; maybe they can't." Billy Louise
sackened the reins, and Blue went off with short,
stiff-legged jumps. It had been a long time since he
had felt the weight of his lady, and his mood now
was exuberant, especially so, since the morning was
c ear, with a nip of frost to tingle the skin and the
glow of the sun to promise falsely the nearness of
spring. The hill truil steadied him a little, though
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he went up the steepest pitph with rabbit-jumps and
teetered on his toes the rest of the way.

Billy Louise laughed a little, leaned, and grabbed a
handful of slatey mane. "Oh, you Blue-dog I" she
said, for that was his full name. "Life is livable,

after all, as long as a fellow has got you and can
ride. You good-for-nothing old ten-dollar boss I I—
wonder would it be wicked to sing? What do you
think. Blue? You 'd sing, I know, at the top of your
voice, if you could. Say, Blue I Don't you wish you
were a donkey, so you could stick out your neck and
go Fee-ec-hawl Tec-ec-haw? Try it once. I believe

you could. It 's that or a run, one or the other. You '11

bust, if you don't do something. I know you 1

"

At last on the high level, seeing Blue could not bray
his joy to the world, Billy Louise let him go. She
needed some outlet, herself, after those horrible, dull

weeks weighted with tragedy. She had been raised on
horseback, almost; and for two terrible months she
had not been in the saddle. And there is nothing
like the air of the Idaho hills to stir one's blood and
send it singing.

Through the sagebrush and rocks, weaving in and
out, slacking speed a little while he went down into
deep gullies, thundering up the other side, and racing
away over the level again, went Blue. And with him,
laughing, tingling with new life, growing pinker-
cheeked every minute, went Billy Louise. Her mother's
death did not oppress her then. She thought of her
as she raced, but she thought of her with a little, tender
smile. Her mother was resting peacefully, and thei«
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was no more pain or worry for the Htfle, pale, frailwoman who had lived her life and gone h*; way!

oreata. Your kid m almost as happy as you are

I m gomg to break my neck. Blue and I have justsimply got to work off ste«n. Tou.Bluel" She leanedanother inch forward.

Blue threw up his head, lifted his heels, and ranlike a scared jackrabbit over the uneven ground. Thevwere not keeping to the traU at all; trails were to^ame for them in that mood. They ra'n along
""1^

mk at the last, where Billy Louise could gl.L dov^.now and then, at the river sliding like a brfght-blue rib-bon with ley edges through the gray, snow-spotted hills.

rei„» " n\y"' ^"'y ^"'« P'^'^'l °P 0" the
re-ns. "Quit it, you old devil 1 A mile ought tobe .enough for once, I should think. There's cattledown there in that bottom, sure as you live. And wemy dear sir, are going down there and take a look atthem. She managed to pull Blue down to stiff-legired
jmnps and then to a walk. Finally she stopped^» that she cou^d the better take in her sui^d^
and the possibilities of getting down.
In the eomitry it is as in the cities. One forms

habits of jounieying. One becomes perfectly familiarmdi eveiy hill and every little hollow in certain direc-
10ns, while some other, closer part remains practically
unexplored. Billy I«nise had always loved the Wol^
verine canyon, and its brother, Jones canyon, which
branched off from the first. As a child she had ex-
plored eveiy foot of both, and had ridden the WlJs



SEVEN LEAN KINE 269

bejond. As a young woman she had kept to the old
playground. Her cattle ranged at the head of the
canyons.

The river bottoms came as near being unknown ter-

ritory as she could have found within forty miles of
her home. For one thing, the river bottom was nar-
row, except where was the Cove, and pinched in places
till there seemed no way of passing from one to an-
other, "^.ittle pockets there were, tucked away under the
rocky bluff with its collar of " rim-rock " above. One
might climb down afoot, but Billy Louise was true to
her range breeding; she never went anywhere afoot if

she could possibly get there on a horse. And down there
by the river she never had happened to find it neces-
sary to go, either afoot or a-horseback. Still, if cattle

could get down there—
" I guess we '11 have to ride back a way," she said,

after a brief inspection, during which Blue stood so
close to the rim that Billy Louise must have had a clear

head to feel no tremor of nerves or dizziness.

She turned and rode slowly back along the edge,
looking for the place where she believed cattle could
get down if they were crazy enough to try.

" Don't look very encouraging, does it, Blue ? " Billy
Louise stared doubtfully at the place, leaning and peer-
ing over the rim. " What d 'ye think ? Reckon we can
make it ?

"

Blue had caught sight of the moving specks far down
next the river and up the stream half a mile or more.
He was a cow-horse to the bone. He knew those far-

off specks for cattle, and he knew that his lady would
like a closer look at them. That's what cattle were
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m.de for. to h.«, out of bru.h .nd rook, «,d gullie..nddnve ^mewhere So far a. Blue knew, oattl, were.game. You hunted them out of ungodly plr..e., «.dhe game wa. to make them go «n,ewhero el«, .Ainet
he.r wiBhe.. He prided, himself on being able tTpIay

.K 1^ J"!
'**? "' ""* • '"*•« «°d looked down atthe bluff beneath him. The game wa, beginning He

dme hem .^mewhere. He glanced up and down the
bluff to ree if a better traU offered. Billy Louiselaughed understandingly.

'

.• "J*'/
""'^ °' °°*'''8' ^'"«- ^^' P«"7 fierce, allnghMoe. n't it ? Of course, if youJgoing to m.^a perfect lady get off and walk— "

rim l!!!tT!'^
"* *?? ^'^^ "'" '•» °«k ""««1. Thenm-^d. had crumbled and sunk low into the bluff,ake a too nch p.e^jrnst when the oven is not quite hot

bere to a three-foot ledge. And below the rocks and

tte» w 77 "<" """""y ?"«• »» top of one «other;aere were clear spaces where a wary, wise, old cowhorse might possibly pick his way.
>
o a cow

Blue chose his trail «.d crumpled at the knees withh.s hoofs on the very edge of the ledge; went do^with a cat-jmnp and landed with aU foir feet pla3dose t<«ether. He had no mind to go on slid'^^t
.p.te of himself, and the bluff was certainly Xenenough to excuse a bungle. ^ ^
"So far so good." Billy Louise glanced ruefr'lybKk at the ledge. " We 're down ; but how the deuM

do yon reckon we 'U get up again?

"
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Blue was not worrying about that part. He went
on, picking bis way carefully among tbe bowlders, with
his nose close to earth, setting his hindlegs stiffly and
tobogganing down loose, shale slopes. Billy Louise
sat easily in the saddle and enjoyed it all. She was
making up in big doses for the drab dullness of those
hospital weeks. She ought to walk down the bluff,

for this was dangerous play; but she craved danger as
an antidote to that shut-in life of petty rules and regu-
lations.

It was with a distinct air of triumph that Blue
reached the bottom, even though he slid the last forty
feet on his haunches and landed belly-deep in a soft
snow-bank. It was with triumph to match his perky
ears that Billy Louise leaned and slapped him on the
neck. " We made it I " she cried, " and I did n*t have
to walk a step, did I, Blue? You 're there with the
goods, all right I"

Blue scrambled out of the bank to firm footing on
the ripened grass of the bottom, and with a toss of his
head set off in a swinging lope, swerving now and
then to avoid a badger hole or a half-sunken rock. They
had done something new, those two; they had reached
a place where neither had ever been before, and Blue
acted as if he knew it and gloried in the escapade quite
as much as did his lady.

The cattle spied them and went trotting away up the
river, and Blue quickened his stride a little and fol-

lowed after. Billy Louise left the reins loose upon his
neck. Blue could handle cattle alone quite as skillfully

as with a rider, if he chose.

The cattle dodged into a fringe of bushes close to
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the river .nd di«ppe.,«l, which w« queer, .ince the

^rlt^ J"
"^"^ '" "" •'"* " «'•' P» It. Blue

^,.,1^/ L^
W'llow-frmgo, .tuck hia „o«! .traiRhtout bofo^ h.m, and went in confidently. The cttlewore J„,t .head. He could ,„,ell them, '„d hi, 1

."
»!'ng ear, caught their heavy breathing. It wa. ve^^ky then, i„ the „illow,, and he n,L pick h" llywith much care. But when ho crashed through on the

low T' T^ ^'y """« "™'8h'«"«' f™-" I-n n^ow along ,.., „eck to avoid the stinging branche., the

wtgT rivT
"" ""' "^'""-* """• '*'" *«•

This wa, anothei- ,mall, gr«„y bottom. Blue went
g»IIop.ng after them, indignant that they should Jenatt^npt to elude him. They were making for the healof
hat pocket. «nd Billy Louise twitchedThe rein, ,nZ-

t.vely. Blue obeyed the hint, which proved that thehu-manbram .,gre.terin,trategy than is brute instinct, andrac3d in an angle from the fleeing cattle. Billy I^niwM and called to him aharply for more ,pei,^Z
cattle went into and out of with great Innge,, fartherdown toward i. mouth. They gained a Ktt^e T^
rle^l'S '"' "^"^ ''-' ^^"^ ""- ^
The cattle tegan to swerve away from them, closer

to the river. Blue pulled ahead a little, swerviit also

circled them craftily until they huddled on the rteep

Blue down to a walk as she drew near and ey^ the
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cattle sharply. They did not look like any of hers,

after all. There were five dry cowa and two steers.

One of the steers stood broadside to Billy Louise.
The brand stared out from his dingy red side, the
most conspicuous thing about him. Billy Louise caught
her breath. There was no faintest lino that failed to
drive its messhge into her range-trained brain. She
stared and stared. Blue looked around at her inquir-

ingly, reproachfully. Billy Louise sent him slowly for-

ward and stirred up the huddled little bunch. She read
the brand on each one; read the story they shouted at

her, of bungling theft. She could not believe it. Yet
she did believe it, and she went hot with anger and dis-

appointment and contempt. She sat and thought for

a minute or two, scowling at the cattle, while she
decided what to do.

Finally she swung Blue on the down-stream side and
shouted the range cattle-cry. The animals turned awk-
wardly and went upstream, as they had been going
before Billy Louise stopped them. Blue followed watch-
fully after, content with the game he was playing.

Where the bluffs drew close again to the river, the

cattle climbed to a narrow, shelving trail through the

rocks and went on in single file, picking their way
carefully along the bluff. Below them it fell sheer to

the river; above them it rose steeply, a blackened jum-
ble, save where the snow of the last storm lay drifted.

Billy Louise had never known there was a trail up
this gorge. She eyed it critically and saw where bowl-

ders had been moved here and there to make its passage

possible. Her lips were set close together and they
still bore the imprint of her contempt.

w
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w!!!!v°''!i'°*^'"^-
M»t«"y "he abased her«,lftefo« hun because of her doubts. How had she dared«m4 h.m . thief

» Her brave buckarool And .heh«i dared thiuk he would steal cattle I Her very ~!

patient of their cautious pace.
When finally they clattered down to the level amin

It was to plunge into willow thickets whose brZhes'reached out to sweep her from the saddle. Blue wen
carefully, stopping now and then at a word from Js

branch out of her way. She could not see just where

tte cattle, and that they seemed familiar with the trdlKow and then she caught sight of a rough-haired rump«.d switching tail in the thicket before her. S
ZS Sh!

"'!",^''y *'"'8'-' "'"'W'.g high above

cattle close ahead, and the gurgling clamor of the riverfather away to her right. But she could not see Z
Ww7l '}'^'"'^^e willows, and she did notknow whether it was near or far to its encircling wall.Then, just as she was beginning to think the willowswould never end, she came quite suddenly out into t^open, and Blue lifted himself and jumped a dry dit t



CHAPTER XXII

THB BILLT OF HEB

SIITCE she had closed up on the cattle and had read
on their sides the shameful story of theft, Billy

Louise had known that she would eventually come out
at the lower end of the Cove; and that in spite of the
fact that the Cove was not supposed to have any egress
save through the gorge. What surprised her was the
short distance; she had not realized that the bluff and
the upland formed a wide curve, and that she had cut
the distance almost in half by riding next the river.

She seemed in no doubt as to what she would do when
she arrived. Billy Louise was not much given to in-

decision at any time. She drove the cattle into the
corral farthest from the house, rode on to the stable,

and stopped Blue with his nose against the fence there
and with his reins dragging. Then, tight-lipped still,

8h6 walked determinedly along the path to the gate that
led through the berry-jungle to the cabin.

She opened the gate and stepped through, closing
it after her. She had not gone twenty feet when there
was a rush from the nearest thicket, and Surbus, his

hair ruffed out along his neck, growled and made a
leap at her with bared fangs.

Billy Louise had forgotten about Surbus. She
jumped bafek, startled, and the dog missed landing.



276 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
When lie sprang again he met a thirty-eight calibre
bu^et from Billy Louise's gun and dropped hart
had been a snap shot, without any particular aiming;
Billy Louise retreated a few steps farther, watehing
the dog suspiciously. He gathered himself slowly and
prepared to spring at her again. This time Billy Louise
being on the watch for such a move, aimed careful
before she fired. Surbus dropped again, limply-a
good dog forever more.

Billy Louise heard a shrill whistle and the sound of
feet running. She waited, gun in hand, ready for what-
ever might come.

A 'l^'^' ,?^t!'"^^
Somebody's come; the bell, she

don t reeng." Peter Howling Dog, a pistol in his hand,
came running down the path from the cabin. He saw
Billy Louise and stopped abruptly, his mouth half
open.

From a shed near the stable came Charlie, also run-
ning. BiUy Louise waited beside the gate. He did
not see her until he was close, for a tangled gooseberry
bush stood between them.

"What was it, Peter? Somebody in the Cove ? Or
was it you— "

^
"2^0, it wasn't Peter; it was me." Billy Louise

informed him calmly and ungrammatically. « I shot
Surbus, that 's all."

" ^^/ ™y. Hiss louise, you nearly gave me heart
failure I How are you? I thought—

"

"You thought somebody had gotten into the Cove
without your knowing it. WeU, someone did. I rode
up from below, along the river."

" Oh- er— did you ? Pretty rough going, was n't
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it ? I did n't think it could be done. Come in: Aunt
Martha will be—

"

"I don't think she ^1 be overjoyed to see me." Billy
Louise stood still beside the gooseberry bush, and she
had forgotten to put away her gun. " I drove up those
cattle you had down below. You're awfully care-
less, Charlie I I should think Peter or Marthy would
havevtold you better. When a man steals cattle by
working over the brands, it 's very bad form to keep
them right on his ranch in plain sight. It— is n't done
by the best people, you know." Her voice stung with
the contempt she managed to put into it. And though
she smiled, it was such a smile as one seldom saw
upon the face of Billy Louise.

"What's all this? Worked brands! Why, Miss
Louise, I— I would n't know how to— "

" I know. You did an awful punk job. A person
could tell in the dark it was the work of a greenhorn.
Why did n't you let Peter do it, or Marthy ? You could
have done a better job than that, couldn't you,
Marthy?" "^ '

Poor old Marthy, with her rheumatic knees and a
gray hardness in her leathery face, had come down
the path and stood squarely before Billy Louise, her
hands knuckling her flabby hips, her hair blowing in
gray, straggling wisps about her bullet head.

"Better than what? Come in, Billy Louise. I»m
right glad to see ye back and lookin' so well, even if
yuh do 'pear to be in one of your tantrums. How 's

yer maw ?

"

Billy Louise gasped and went white. " Mommie 's

dead," she said. " She died the ninth," She drew an-
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other gasping breath, pulled herself together, and went

«1 !r V .°'^" "=""'"' '^S*" «>« «' »P««*™ ofsympathy which the announcement seemed to demand.

,h ^riT^ '"""'*•"*' °°^- I'm talking about
those Seabeck cattle you folks stole. I was telling
Charlie how horribly careless he is, Marthy. Did youknow he let them drift down the river! And a blindman could te 1 a mile off the brands have been worked I

»

BiUy Louises tone was positively venomous in its con-

TIa ^''y.f
<»'»'' y«" ""J"' Charlie practise on acowhide for awhile first ? " she asked Marthy cuttingly.

Marthy ignored the sarcasm. Perhaps it did not
penetrate her stolid mind at all. "Charlie never

« ^' ^ ^^ ^'^ ^"''^^°' ^
'™ ^"'^ ^ ^i<J you ?

"

:^o I never done such a thing, neither. I don't
*u.ow what you 're talkin' about."

"Well, who did then?" Billy Louise faced the
old woman pitilessly.

"
w^, "f '" ' ^"^ "^ *« '»"««« ''i^P^ of hsir.
'WeU,ofdlthe-" The stem gray eyes of BillyI^mse flew wide open at the effronteryVthe word.If they expected her to believe that I

" That 's it, Mi-
, mise. That 's the point we 'd

like to settle, ourselvtn. I know it sounds outrageous,
but It s a fact. Peter and I found those cattle up in
the hills, with our brand worked over the V. On mvword of honor, not one of us knows who did it"

^^

But you 've got them down here— "

" ^™'~ " ^"""''e threw out a hand helplessly.
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His eyes met hers with appealing frankness. " We
oouldnt rnb out the brands; what else could we do?
1 tigured that somebody else would see them if we left
them out in lie hiUs, and it might be rather hard to
«)nvince a man; you see, we can't even convince you I

iJut, so help me, not one of us branded those cattle, Miss
i^uise. I believe that whoever has been rustling stock
around here deliberately tried to fix evidence against
lis. I m a stranger in the country, and I don't know
the game very well ; I 'm an easy mark I

»

" Yes, you 're that, all right enough I
" Billy Louise

spoke with blunt disfavor, but her contemptuous cer-
tamty of his guilt was plainly wavering. " To go and
bring stolen cattle right down here -— "

" It seemed to me they 'd be safer here than any-
where else," Charlie observed naively. " Nobody ever
comes down here, unknown to us. I had it sized up
that the fellow who worked those brands would never
dream we 'd bring the stock right into the Cove. Why
Miss Louise, even I would know better than to put our
brand on top of Seabeck's and expect it to pass in-
Bpection. If I wanted to steal cattle, I would n't go at
It that way !

" ®

Billy Louise glanced uncertainly at him and then at
Marthy, facing her grimly. She did not know what
to think, and she showed it.

" How do you mean— the real rustlers ? " She be-
gan hesitatingly; and hesitation was not by any means
a mental habit with Billy Louise.
"I mean just what I said." Charlie's manner was

becoming more natural, more confident. " I 've been
nding through the hills a good deal, and I Ve seen a
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few things And I Ve an idea the fellow got a little
uneasy. He saw her wince a little at the word «

fel-
low, and he went on, with an impulsive burst of con-
fidence. "Miss Louise, have you ever, in vour riding
around up above Jones Canyon, in all those deep little

tTere ?"
^'''' ^""'^ '^'^ ^""^^^ ""^ * "" *^"*^' "P

*2K^vf u^^^v
' ^'^^ ^'"'^^ "^^^y ^^"^ «*»rti°g at this.

She bit her lips so that it hurt. " Whereabouts is it ? »
she asked, without looking at him. And then- "I
thought you would go to any length before you would
accuse anybody."

« I would. But when they deliberately try to handme the blame- and I 'm not accusing anybody- any-
body in particular, am I? The corral is at the head
of a Steep httle canyon or gulch, back in the hills where
aJJ these bigger canyons head. Some time when you 're
nding up that way, you keep an eye out for it. That,"
he added grimly, «is where Peter and I ran across
these cattle; right near that corral."
The heart of Billy Louise went heavy in her chest.

Was It possible? Doubts are harder to kill than cats
or snakes. You think they 're done for, and here they
come again, crowding close so that one can see noth-
ing else.

"Have you any idea at all, who— it is?" She
forced the words out of her dry throat. She lifted her
head d^antly and looked at him full, trying to read
the truth from his eyes and his mouth.

^

Charlie Fox met her look, and in his eyes she read
pity -yes, pity for her. " If I have," he said, with
«u air of gently deliberate evasion, " I 'U wait till I
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am dead sure before I name the man. I »m not at all
sure I'd do it even then, Miss Louise; not unless I
was forced to do it in self-defense. That 's one reason
why I brought the cattle down here. I did n't want
to be placed in a position where I should be compelled
to fight back."

Billy Louise ran her gloved fingers down the barrel

« T I "n^"'
"°^ '*"^^ *he weapon back in its holster.

1 killed Surbus, Marthy," she said dully. « I had
to. He came at me."
Marthy turned heavily toward the spot which Billy

Louise indicated with her downward glance. She had
not seen the dog lying there half hidden by a berry
bush Marthy gave a grunt of dismay and went over
to where Surbus lay huddled. Her hard old face
worked with emotion.

"You shot him, did yuh?" Marthy's voice was
harsh with reproach. " What did he do to yuh, that
you had to go t' work and shoot him ? He warn't your
dog he was mine

! I raust say you 're gittin' high-an'-
mighty, Billy Louise, comin' here shootin' my dog and
accusin' Charlie and me to our faces uh bein' thieves
And your maw not cold in 'er grave yiti I must say
you re gittmg too high-an'-mightyfer old Marthy. And
me payin' fer your schoolin' and never gitting so much
as a thankye fer it, and scrimpin' and savin' to make
a lady out of ynh. And here you come in a tantrum,
callin me a thief right in my face! You knowed all
along who worked them brands. If yuh don't, I kin
mighty quick tell ye— "

"]^ow. Aunt Martha, never mind scolding Billy
Lou.3e; you know you think as much of her as you do
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of me, and that ^s throwing a big bouquet at myself I

"

Charlie went up and laid his arm caressingly over the
old woman's shoulder. « You don't want to let this
upset you. Aunt Martha. Surbus was a mean-tempered
brute with strangers. You know that I don't blame
Miss Louise in the least. She was frightened when
he came at her, and she hadn't presence of mind
enough to see he was only bluffing and wouldn't

"Bluffing, was he?" Billy Louise roused herself
to meet this covert attack upon her courage. « So areyou bluffing. And so is Marthy, when she says she
paid for my-" She stopped, confronting an accus-
ing memory of mommie's mysterious silence about the
school money, and her own passing curiosity which had
never been satisfied. " Even if she did, I don't knowwhy she need throw it up to me now. I never asked
her for money Nobody ever did. And that has noth-
ing to do with Surbus, anyway. He's a nasty, mean
brute that ought to have been killed long ago. I'm
not a bit sorry. I 'm glad I did kill him."

" Yes, I know yuh be. You 're hai d as— »

X ri, T""wf *'^^ '*^"' *^*^^^^««' i^ I ^ere you,

Ii I T. T ^'' '^^"^^°^ *^«^ «««!« had been
Stolen? They're in the Cove, with your brand on.And unless you pay Seabeck for them, you 're stealing
them If you keep them. It doesn't matter who pmthe brand on; you 're keeping the cattle. What do you
call that, I'd like to know? They're down he/in
the big corral now. If you mean to do what 's square,
you 11 take them up to Seabeck's and explain --/»
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" Explain who it was ran our brand on ? " Charlie's

voice was silk over iron. « I »m afraid if I were forced
into explanations, I 'd have to tell all I know, Miss
Louise. Do you advise that— really ? "

"I don't advise anything." Baffled and angry and
hurt to the very soul of her, Billy Louise opened the
gate and went out. " It strikes me you Cove folks
are not wanting advice these days, or needing it If
you know anything to tell, for heaven's sake don't hold
back on my account 1 It's nothing to mc, one way
or the other. I 'm no rustler, and no friend of rustlers,
If that 8 what you 're hinting at." She left them with
a proud lift to her chin and a very straight back, went
to Blue, and mounted him mechanically. Billy Louise
was seeing red " just then. She rode back past the
gate, the three were still standing there close together,
talking. Billy Louise swung round in the saddle so
that she faced them.

"You needn't worry, Marthy, about that school-
money, she called out angrily. " I '11 take your word
tor it and pay you back every cent, with legal rate of
interest. And I 'm darned glad I did shoot Surbus ! "

Oh, say. Miss Louise! " Charlie called placatingly.
Please don't go away feeling— "

"You go to the devil!" Billy Louise flung back
at him and touched Blue with her heel. " I hope that
shocked some of the politeness out of him, anywav "
she added grimly to herself. " Oh, I hate everything— Ward and God and all I I hate life— I hate it I

"
She pulled Blue down to a walk and rode slowly for

a couple of rods, fighting against the reaction that crept
inexorably over her anger, chUling it and making it
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"*em weak and unworthy. With a «ii,I^.„

« would be to « person to find those cattle dowL hTBut I know yon 're honest, and so is Charlie AndTW y„„ ^, do what 's right. I .„. sorry I t'ld^hl

'

i>e to go to the devil, and I 'm sorrv T i„. 7
Marthy."

.
ia 1 m sorry I shot your dog,

fore M„thy could do n.ore than open her'grim Up,



CHAPTEE XXm
BILLT LOUISE OSTS 8UBFBI8B

FRIGHTENED, ^rried, sick at heart because
her crowding doubts and suspicions had suddenly

developed into black certainty just when she had thought
them dead forever, Billy Louise rode up the narrow,
rocky gorge. She had come to have a vague compre-
hension of the temptation Ward must have felt. She
had come to accept p'tyingly the possibility that the
canker of old influf ees had eaten more deeply than
appeared on the su' .ace. She had set herself nanchly
beside him as his friend, who would help m win
back his self-respect. She felt sure that he mu«t suffer
terribly with that keen, analytical mind of his, when
he stopped to think at all. He had no warped ethics
wherewith to ease his conscience. She knew his ideas
of right and wrong were as uncompromising as her own,
and if he stole cattle, he did it with his eyes wide open
to the wrong he was doing. And yet—

" That 's bad enough, but to try and fasten evidence
on someone else I " Billy Louise gritted her teeth over
the treachery of it. She believed he had done that
very thing. How could she help it ? She had seen the
corral and had seen Ward ride away from it in the
dusk of evening; or she believed she had seen him,
which was the same thing. She knew that Ward's pros-
perity was out of proportion with his visible resources.
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And she knew what lay behind him W.. i.-

P«.<^aph ,heW bu^ed been nothing^^tht :h':

vornhJ^.^",''*
^"'"«'" ^^ •'"" f'-gtt with her .tern

^r i^fsr :^;tt^:'th'"„r:r""'*-

"

under.„ain«„fh„»„;jlt^^^^^^^^

the othe w^ tfntifth^"'" """f
'''"' ''"P"'"'^'^

«o «ei. v;:^; b'^rirhrc^^t^tihr^r'
J?r

against Blue,', neck, .he^ 1' ^^^^^ '^

-h:i:TaXi:iXn!^:-'«'r-
H.pp.in.oorth.ho:r.?I\rjtBrtZ

fni: of hi«eme» .nd d" .S;..!^ 1;:::^^
^

had .eouMd innocent pereon. of . crime wL i j

giveZ':f;:a Z^T!r'Vr^\'^z' "-

":rw.:s%rh:'^-f?srh^::!j
Wo,^ .

^^'^ ^*"^® 0^ that humiliation • ar,A

"^t;nri^i^i:--^--^oK
of S^fidd Tr'.*"^

dispiritedly ,t the lowert comer

tt ;intlt;he'7oZ'''th'"''rr '^ *"« --
oil *i. 1. , ,

Storms, their ribs showimr With^ the hay he hed put up, Ward might .t Uut ^4p
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hii hones in better shape, Billy Louise censured, as
she passed them by. A few bead of cows and calves
wandered aimlessly among the tl innest fringe of wil-
lows along the creek; they showed more ribs than did
the mares. Billy Louise pulled her lips tight. They
did net look as though they bad been fed a forkful
01 hay all winter; your true range man or woman gets
to know these things instinctively.

Farther along, Billy Louise heard a welcoming nicker
and turned her head. Here came Rattler, thin-flanked
and rough-coated, trotting down a shallow gulley to
meet Blue. The two horses chummed together when-
ever Ward was at the Wolverine. Billy Louise pulled
up and waited till Rattler reached her. He and Blue
rubbed noses, a.. Blue laid back his ears and shook
his head with teeth bared, in playful pretense of
anger. Rattler kicked up his heels in disdain at the
threat and trotted alongside them.

Billy Louise rode with puckered eyebrows. Ward
might neglect his stock, but he would never neglect
Rattler like this. And he must be at home, since here
was his horse. Or else . . .

She struck Blue suddenly with her rcin-cnds and
went clattering up the trail where the snow lay in
shaded, crusty patches rimmed with dirt. The trail
was untracked save by the loose stock. Where was
Ward? What had happened to him ? She looked again
at Rattler. There was no sign of recent saddle-marks
along his side, no telltale imprint of the cinch under
his belly. Where was Ward?

Blind, unreasoning terror filled Billy Louise. She
struck Blue again and plunged into the icy creek-
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crowing „e.r the stable. She stopped there j„,t Io»genough to see how empty .fid desolate it ias,.Jhow the horses and cattle had huddled against ita shel-

was shut and fastened, so that they could not get in.She opened it and looked in, and shut it again. Thenshe turned and ran, whitcfaeed, to the cabin. Wl^I^was Ward? What had happened to Ward! ThS

°^.^TiZT
'""''^""'

"
""^-"'"" •»" •""-

Billy Louise ,aw the doorstep banked over with old

still. She felt her knees shake under her. Her faceseemed to pu,eh together, the flesh clinging close to

A . T .^"^ "'"''* "^'"S seemed to contract withthe deadly fear that gripped her. It was like that chillmorning when she had crept out of her cot and Zeover to mommie's bed and had lifted mommie's hand
that was hanging down. ...

.w!!'/'""'.^? ""T"' ^' ™' """'"g "P the creek,away from the cabin. Eunning and stumbling ove;
"cks, and getting tripped with her riding^kirt She
stopped, as soon as she realized what she was doing;
she stopped and stood with her hands pressed hard
against each side of her face, forcing herself to calm-

She d herself so, many times. « You Ve got to goback! she repeated, as if to a second person. "Y^can t be such a fool
; you Ve got to go back. And you Ve

got to go mside. You Ve got to do it."
So Billy Louise went back to the cabin, slowly, with

shaking legs and a heart that fluttered and stopped.
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fluttered and jumped and stopped, and made her stag-
ger as she walked. She reached the doorstep and stood
there with her pahns pressing hard against her cheeks
again. You Ve got to do it. You Ve got to 1 » she
whispered to herself commandingly.
She never doubted that Ward

*

was inside. She
thought she would find him dead -dead and horrible
perhaps. No other solution seemed to fit the circum-
stances. He was in there, dead. He had been dead
for some time, because there were no saddle-marks on
Kattler, and because the snow was crusted over the door-
step with never a mark to break its smooth roundness,
bhe had to go in. She was the person who must find
him and do what she could. She must do it, because
he was Ward— her Ward.

It took courage to open that door, but Billy Louise
had courage enough to open it, and to step inside and
close the door after her. She did not look at any-
thing in the cabin while she did it, though. She kept
her eyelids down so that she only saw the floor directly
in front of the door. She had a sense of relief that
It looked perfectly natural, though dusty.
"Throw up your hands I" came hoarsely from the

bunk. Billy Louise gasped and pulled her gun, and
dropped crouching to the floor. Also she looked up.
fehe had not recognized that voice, and while she had
never except in imagination faced an emergency like
this, she had played robbers and rescues too often not
to have formed a mental habit to fit the situation. What
she did she had done many, many times in her "

pre-
tend world, sitting somewhere dreaming.
From her crouching position she looked into Ward's
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fever-wild eyes. He was sitting up in the bunk, and
he was pointing his big forty-five at her relentlessly.
Get up from there I" he or(^«red sternly. "Don»t

try any game like that on me. Buck Olneyl Get up
and go over and sit in that chair. I Ve got a few
things to say to you."

Billy Louise somehow grasped the truth, up to a
certain point. Ward was sick; so sick he did n't know
her. She thought she would better humor him. She
got up and went and sat in the chair as he directed.
Ward, keeping the gun pointing her way, sneered

at her m a way that made the soul of BiUy Louise
crimple. She faced him big-eyed, too amazed at the
^ange m him to feel any fear that he would harm her.
He had whiskers two inches long. She would n't have
known him except for his hair -- and that was terribly
tousled; and his eyes, though they were wild and angiy.
His voice was hoarse, and while he glared at her, he
coughed with a hard, croupy resonance.

" So you came back, did yuh? " he asked grimly at
last. « Well, you did n't get a chance to plug me in the
back. How long did you lay up there on the bluff
this time, waiting to catch me when I wasn't looking?
I ve been wishing I 'd left that rope so it would have
hung you, you damned 1 " (Billy Louise lis-
tened round-eyed to certain man-sized epithets strange
to her ears.)

^

"I suppose you and Foxy and that halfbreed have
been fixing up some more evidence,. huh? You figure
liiat I can't catch 'em this time and work the brands
over, so they '11 stand Y6e8, and I '11 get railroaded t»
the pen. Well, you 've overplayed your hand, old-timer.
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I let yon fellow, down easy, last time. I don't reckonFoxy objected mucl. to those few I turned back to himand I don t reckon you did «,y kicking when you found'

You cant let well enough alone, though. You thought

back «id try another whack at me behind my back.You knew damned well I was n't the kind of man thatwould jump the country. You knew you 'd find me right
here, attending to my business like I 'vc always done

iJut you ve overplayed your hand. This time I 'mgo.ug to get you- and Foxy and the breed along with

« L l,T " ^*""^' ™"'^" «"*' """ing Y6e8 over
Seabeck's brand. If I hadn't caught you in the Ttyou d have planted them cattle where all hell could n'thave saved me when they were found. I I hadn't
caught you at it and run MK monograms over the wholechee^, I 'd have been up against it for fair. So nowyou re. going to get what 's coming to yuh. I won't
take any chances on your not trying it again. I 'mgoing to protect myself right

" You throw that gun on the bed." (Billy Louise
did so, her eyes still upon Ward's flushed face.) " Nowgt down that tablet from the shelf. Here's a pencil

"'

wLr-"".!^™"
""""^ "' P"'"'' """J *'«'«<' it to-ward her. "Now you write the truth about all this

^,^\ 1 '
?,

^'^'' *'"« """^ '•"'^^ "ebt in this
neighborhood. I know that. And I know too that Fonyhas been pulling down some on the side. He never
paid for all the stock that 's running around vent.,^d ^branded MK. I've got that sized up. Pretty
smooth trick, too; a heap better than working brands.
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He ought to have been satisfied with that- but a crookneve, . satisfied. I knew he was n't the tenderfolHe

rtl\^ ^"^ '° ""' * **" ^'•''^" '' "" opened,I knew he was a crook. But he made a big mistakewhen he threw in with you, you-
u'J '"^\^''y «"•"« ^omi the truth about thatHardup deal

;
who was in with you. I know, all rightbut want it down on paper. And I wan't to knowhow long Fo^cy 's been in with you, and who 's workingthe game on the outside. Get busy; write it all downI U give you all the time you need; don't leave out-y^^mg. Dates and all, I want rte whole ^aftDont try to get away. I've got this gun loadld tcthe guards, and you know I 'm achin| for an ex-

""T~, ^^ ^*°P^ *'"^ <^«n^ed again, hoarselv

cXd :tz^: "^ ^"'^'' --^' ^°' ^ '-^i
Billy Ionise, with the tablet on her trembling kneespretended to write. From under her lashes shewaSWard curiously. She saw his attention waver, saw hiseyes wander aimlessly about the room. She sat vei^

still and waited, making scrawly marks that had nomeaning at all. She saw Ward's fingersW Z^e revolver, saw his head turn wearily on the pillowHe was staring out through the window at the brilliantblue o the sky with the dazzling white clouds drmfnghke bits of cotton to the northward. He had forgottef



CHAPTER XXIV

THE HOOKIN'-cOUGH MAW

B^l7y.^^T^ ""'*'=<' ""X"''^' "'-"te or twoweighing the possibilities. She saw Ward's fin'

h^heTr " -^^ «^' -/elghlt«1^^"-
haps her femuune assurance of her hoM on him mo^than her courage, kept her nerves fairly sla^' sZbit the pencil absently, watching hira

^'
'

vvard turned his head restleailv nn *i. -n
coughed aeain R,li„ T .

"^^''7 ""» t™ PiUow and

hTsteSC
"' "'" "^'^ '-'- --1 throbbing on

,oft7™? ,^"*'"^ sot a headache?" she queriedsofdy, stroking his temples soothingly. "ZX
«anelK.i,

!
Her voice was orooningly soft and sweetas li she were murmuring over a sleepy baby

'

Ward closed his eyes, opened them, and looked nointoher face One hand came up uncertainly aLdcll^

Snif"!•• " ^l-r'--- - " he said, nt'o.«e voice. His eyes cleared to sanity under her



294 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
Billy Louise drew a small sigh of relief and reached

un„btms.vely with her free h«.d for the gun. sCmU down away from his i5nge«, and when'le still p.idno attention, she pieked it up quite openly and laidn against the footboard. Ward did not say anyth ngHe seemed altogether oecupied with the amazipg realityof her presenee. He clung to hor fingers ani iXd
to hold her there by the sheer power of his will.

^ *

and rri

'

7 ^ ^'°« '" ^''^^^ y^" """1 f^d youand make you all eomfy, with one hand ? " asked BiUy
I->uise with quavering flippancy

^

"Kissmel",
'

Binv^T"-""'?*
•""* "" hookin'^ugh," banteredBilly Lomse, leaning a bit closer.

"Kiss mel"

Riilw
''""'

,^
'"'1'" "** ^"^ '»^« t» •» humored."BiUy Louise leaned closer still. "Mighty few kissv

places left," she observed with the same shaky fl'p^^
TiT '^'- " ^'y* W"<'' 70" look forKeworld like old Sourdough Williams ! " Sourdoug"

liams, It may be remarked, was a particularly hairy and

Like the lady who's going to get busy right nowmaking you well What have you been doingi yo^eef? Never mind; I don't want you talking you^

up when I came m? And yon made me start in townte a record of my sins. But that 's aU right, see-
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i^you Ve got tbe hookm'^„gh. I ')1 f„,give y„„ ,1.;,

TZ .fl ~ "f '"* «» "' •"»<•• I "•« to pua wet doth on your head "

"Did I— ''

"Tou did; and then some. Forget it. You've gota tembe cold; and from the Wb, „f thing,, Z^l
^11!"] yT '^ "'°""''-" ^'' ^y^' -"* co-^-

^W^ {
''^"' """ ^""^ "^ «"« •'"•'in, with the de-

a^tlt ? i''\''»'f-*'"P"^'i >»»« of peachesand tomatoes and the buckets that were all but emptyof water She was shocked at th3 pitiful evidence ofWhelple^ess. She did not quite understand. sTrey

f. i r'l*""^ "*" ^'P^ ''™ '°^ «» long.

brisll to »^!,"T ''T
^°'f

'"'' "' '""Shter," she saidbriskly, to hide how close she was to hysteria, "
since

It looks very much like 'the morning after.' FirsV

2rS *°f"f
*"" '"''' "' y«»"-" S*-* picked

the foot of the bunk, she confiscated the two revolver«d took them outside with her. She had no desireto be mistaken again for Buck Olney

>J^, '"IV^.
^'"^ ^""^'^ "y^ 'e^e ^ild again,

Cih^Tf•

"^
'"^ "'"' ^^""^ »' •'C'- Billy Juiselaughed at him and told him to lie down like a nic^

buckaroo,jmd Ward, recalled to himself by her voi^obeyed She got the wash-basin and a towel and p^
when .iT^'f''"'• H« -«»t»d « drink. Zwhen she heW a cup to his lips and saw how greedily

fit t' !
['"'' '"'• '"*^ '"'e--Peeledly from her lipsShe gritted her teeth after it and forced a laugh.

w»f ^''"J'r'^''
'""'' ^"''^'"'" 'he bantered andwet her handkerchief to lay on his brow. .
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" That '8 the first decent drink I Ve had for a month,"

he told her, dropping back to the pillow, refreshed to
the point of clear thinking. « Old Lady Fortune »« still
playing football with me, William. IVe been laid
up with a broken leg for about six weeks. And when
1 got gay and thought I could handle myself again I
put myself out of business for awhile, and caught this
cold before I came to and crawled back into bed. I 'm
-sure glad you showed up, old girl. I was -get-
ting up against it for fair." He coughed.

" Looks like it." Billy Louise held herself rigidly
back from any emotional expression. She could not
afford to "go to pieces " now. She tried to think just
what a trained nurse would do, in such a case. Her
hospital experience would be of some use here, she
told herself. She remembered reading somewhere that
no experience is valueless, if one only applies the knowl-
edge gained.

" First," she said cheerfully, " the patient must be
kept quiet and cheerful. So don't go jumping up anddown on your broken leg, Ward Warren; the nurse for-
bids It. And smile, if it kills you."
Ward grinned appreciatively. Sick as he was, he

realized the gameness of Billy Louise; what he failed
to realize was the gameness of himself. « I 'm a pretty
worthless specimen, right now," he said apologetically.mt I m yours to command, Bill-the-Conk. You 're
the doctor."

" ^ope, I »m the cook, rigb* now. I Ve got a Lun h.How would you like a cup of tea, patient ?

"

I'd rather have coffee— Doctor William."
" Tea, you mean. I 'II have it ready in ten minutes."
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Then she weakened before Ihq ,.«,>i^ •

-ui. oughtn't .„ d,S::t.:a iz ^::Bu^ m.ybe if I don't :„.ke it very st^ZJtlm lot, of ore^n_ We '11 take a chance. buckarooP'

weeks with the coffee-pot sitting in plain sight on thebade of the stove, twelve feet or so from hi .^ach«nd wuh the can of coffee standing in plain 51^!:'
«. rough lK,ard shelf against the ,fal, ,fZ ^fndU"

ct";hiskr " """' "^ ""^'^ '^ " ''^"'

mJ^T'^^ "^ '^ ^'^ ""PP'-S in the stove was like

brX to^h?h„T
'"' ^' "'^" °' *"« ~«- --ibriskly to the boiling-point made his mouth water wittdesire. And when Billy Louise jabbed two little II^

IreTaTv""'/'"'
''^ ^^' "' " ''"'<'''« ^n^e^poured a thin stream of canned milk into a big, white

otr'h::!'"^"
'""^'''^ "•'°'' «« -«* movements

"How much sugar, patient?" Billy Louise turnedtoward hun with the tomato^an su^r-bowlin W
.''ni?°^;, ^ 7"" *" '^''^ "« ~ff««. tb" trip."

of bu^'th'^ W.' ^* '' '.'" """"' '^^^ y»" ~"W think

wi, w ." ^' ''"^ "'"' * ?"'««"• P«tients alwayswant what they must n't have."
^

.Mlf'*~*f' "' "~-" '*^"<1 ^Pol'e l^tween longsausfying gulps "How's your other patient, wlhemma? How 's mommie !"

"Oh, Ward I She's dead- mommie 's dead I"
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Billy Louise broke down unexpectedly and completely,
fehe went down on her knees beside the bed and cr'txi
as she had not cried since she looked the last time
at mommie's still face, held in that terrifying calm
She cried until Ward's excited mutterings warned her
that she must pull herself together. She did, some-
how, m spite of her sorrow and her worry and that
days succession of emotional shocks. She did it be-
cause Ward was sick -very sick, she was afraid

-

and there was so much that she must do for him.
"You be 8-still," she commanded brokenly, fighting

for her former safe cheerfulness. " I 'm all right Pity
yourself, if youVe got to pity somebody. I— can
stand- my trouble. I have n't got any broken leg and

ruTv'^7"^^-" ^^^ °^*"««^^ * ^^^e^ then and
took Ward's hand from her hair and laid it down on
the blankets. " Now we won't talk about things any
more. You 've got to have something done for that
cold on your lungs." She rose and stood looking down
Ht him with puckered eyebrows.

" Mommie would say you ought to Lave a good sweat

"

she decided. " Got any ginger ? "

"I dunno. I guess not," Ward muttered con-
fusedly.

" Well, I '11 go out and find some sage, then, and
give you sage tea. That 's another cure-all. Say, Ward
I saw Rattler down the creek. He 's looking fine and
dandy. He came whinnying down out of that draw
to meet us; just tickled to death to see somebody."

'

" Don't blame him," croaked Ward. « It 's enomrh
to tickle anybody." Her voice seemed to steady his
straying fancies. " How 're -^ the cattle— looking ?

"
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" Ja»t fine," lied Billy Louw. " Yo- 're tlie .kin

-.«.« th.„g I Ve «en on the ranch. Now d^^ twlkyou cen keep your i«n.e,, while I go and nick «,„„mce. good meddy off a .age bush «

»

^ """
" I gucM «,." Ward .poke drowsily. " Qive me•ome more coffee and I can."

«.ff
?^' '?"'""•» PesfTingest patient! I told von

r^ir ?°^ *V"" '"'• y°»' •"" I suppose i."She poured hm «.other cup of coffee. weakeneVit withhot wate- and let him drink it straight. After al ~rhaps the hot drink would induce the perfp ration Zlwould break the fever. She pulled up th^wolCns andthe extra blankets he had tossed aside in his feverishrestlessness and covered him to his chin.

I U maybe give you another cup_ after you Ve filled

She did not spend .11 her time picking sage twi«A bush grew at the comer of theUin%itfi„ eXreach. She went first down to the stable and M Hue
Z rf •T''!"'

''"• ^"'" -" standing nearand she tr.ed to lead him in ako, but he fled fromher app^ch She found the pitchfork and manlZto cratch a few forkfuls of hay down from a corferof the sack; enough to fill a manger for Blue ZTZleave a httle heap beside the stable for Eattler
When she was leaving the stable to return to thehouse, however, she changed her plan a little. She went

St on^h '^"•. '^'^•' '"" "^"^ <'<"™ 'he wiregate of the ha^ corral and laid it flat alongside the
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which to cry w.tcr to him, if he wu too friZ Zled to the creek. Bill, Loui« w„ no cow,™ withbor.e., but .he rec<«„i«ed cert.in fixed limiUtToJ n

w.. noTft^'S^
" •""*' '•""« '*" Battler iSwa. not hko Blue, whom ehe could bully and tca«,

Bily Lo„.«, h.d never done more than ,at hi. .ho":der after he was caught and .addled and thereW
prepared for handling. She foresaw .ome j^rtSrnof .pint in regard to Battler.

perturoation

Ward was lying quiet when she went in, except thathe wa. waving her handkerchief to and fr^^T cotner. to cool it Billy Lc.isc took it from Um weH^.g.iu with cold water, and scolded him for gTuiThtarms from under the covers. That, die JtZ nom« way for a hookin'^cough man to do.
Ward meekly .ubmitted to being covered to bi, evesThen he wriggled his chin free and dem«,ded Zt'Iekiss him. Ward was fairly drunk with happine^t

^r/J" "" *'""' '" "« «»""• The drefry weetb^ind hun were a nightmare to be forgotten. lis w^hemma-mine was there, and she liked him to pie^Though she had not affirmed it with words, her^^when she looked at him told him so; and she Ld ki f^bim^hen he asked her to. He wanted her to rj^
" ^"^ yftnen, you 're a perfectly awful hookin'

last one- Oh, Ward, « is n't I" She knelt and eurv4
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«g«in. " I do loro you, Wird. I Ve been . wetj,-
kneed horrid thing, ,nd 1 'm «h.mcd to the middle
of my bone. You re my own brtve buckiroo .Iw,y8- ilway. I You Ve done what no other man would do.«nd you don't whine about it; and I 're been weak and-hornd; and I'll have to love you about a million
years before I can quit feeling ashamed." She kissed
him again with a passion of remorse for her doubts of
aim,

"Are you through being pals, Wilhemina? " Ward

hw do^r
^""^ ^^ *^ ann^ 80 that he could hold

" No, I »m just beginning. Just beginning right.
I 'm your pal for keeps. But— »

"I love you for keeps, lady mine." Ward stifled
another cough. "When are you going to -marry

" Oh, when you get over the hookin'-cough. I s'nose "

f^^dT f;"^ "^r ''' ""^^ of'her a^nt,
forced herself unto safe flippancy- that was not flip!
pant at all, but merely a tender pretense.

" Now it 's up to you to show me whether you arem any hurry at all to get well," she said. " Keep yourhands under the covers while I make some tea. That
fever of yours has got to be stopped immediately- to

She went over and busied herself about the stove
never once looking toward the bed, though she must
have felt Ward's eyes worshiping her. She wi er-
ribly worried about Ward; so worried that she put
everything else into the background of her mind and
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set herself sternly to the need of breaking the fever
and lessening the evident congestion in his lungs.

She hunted through the cupboards and found a bot-
tle of turpentine; syrupy and yellowed with age, but
pungent with strength.

. She found some lard in a snTall

bucket and melted half a teacupful. Then she tore
up a woolen undershirt she found hanging on a nail
and bore relentlessly down upon him.

" You gotta be greased all over your lungs," she an-
nounced with a matter-of-factness that cost her some-
thing; for Billy Louise's innate modesty was only just
topped by her good sense.

Ward submitted without protest while she bared his
chest— as white as her own— and applied the warm
mixture with a smoothly vigorous palm. " That '11 fix
the hookin'-cough," she said, as she spread the warm
layers of woolen cloth smoothly from shoulder to shoul-
der. " How does it feel ?

"

" Great," he assured her succinctly, and wisely omit-
ted any love-making.

"Will your game leg let you turn over? Because
there 's some dope left, and it ought to go between your
shoulders."

" The game leg ought to stand more than that," he
told her, turning slowly. " If I had n't got this cold
tacked onto me, I 'd have been trying to walk on it

by now.'*

"Better give it time— since you've been game
enough to lie here all this while and take care of it.

I don't believe I'd have had nerve enough for that.
Ward." She poured turpentine and lard into her palm,
reached inside his collar and rubbed it < * his shoul-
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ders. " Good thing you had plenty of grub handy.
But it must have been awful I

"

" It was pretty damned lonesome," he admitted lacon-
ically, and that was as far as his complainings went.

Billy Louise then poured the water oflF the sage leaves
she had been brp ."'ng in a tin basin, carefully fished out
a stem or tw

, and maiic Ward drink every "bitter drop.
Then she cc eitd hira j the eyes and hardened her
heart against hu di-^'omfort, while she kept the hand-
kerchief cool on his head and between times swept the
floor with a carefully dampened broom and wiped the
dust off things and restored the room to its most cheer-
ful atmosphere of livableness.

" Wan' a drink," mumbled Ward, with a blanket over
his mouth and a raveled thread tickling his nose so
that he squirmed.

Billy Louise went over and laid her fingers on his

neck. " I can't tell whether it 's grease or perspira-
tion," she said, laughing a little. "What are you
squinting up your nose for ? Surely to goodness you
don't mind that little, harmless raveling? If you
would n't go on breathing, it would n't wiggle around
so much

!
" Nevertheless, she plucked the tormenting

thread and threw it on the floor.

" Gimme— drink," Ward mumbled again.
" There 's more sage tea—<

"

"Waughl"
** I suppose that means you are n't crazy about sage

tea I Well, I miglit give you a teenty-weenty speck more
of coffee. You can't have water yet, you know. You 've— you 've got to sweat like a nigger in a cotton patch
first" (Billy Louise could talk very nicely when she
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wanted to do so. The Billy of her could also be hu-
manly inelegant when she felt like it, as you see.)
Ward grunted something and afterwards signified that

he would take the coffee and call it square.
The next time she went near him, he was wrinkling

his lean nose because beads of perspiration were stand-
ing there and slipping occasionally down to his cheeks.

" Fine I You 're two niggers in a cotton patch now,"
she announced cheeringly. " And Mr. Hookin'-cough
will have to hunt another home, I reckon. You were n't
half as hoarse when you swore that last time."

It was physically impossible for Ward to blush, since
he was already th^ color of a boiled beet; but he looked
guilty when she uncovered the rest of his face and
wiped off the gathered moisture. "I didn't think
you 'd hear," he grinned embarrassedly.

" I was listening for it, buckaroo. I 'd have been
scared to pieces if you had n't cussed a little. I 'd
have thought sur'^ you were going to die. A man,"
she added sententiously, " always has a chance as long
as he 's able to swear. It 's like a horse wiggling his
ears.**

The comparison reminded her that she intended to
shut Rattler in the hay corral; she dried Ward's hands
hastily, pulled the wolf-skins off the bed, and com-
manded him to keep covered until she came back. She
ran down bareheaded to the stable, saw Rattler indus-
triously boring his nose into the stack, and put up the
gate.

When she went into the cabin again. Ward gave a
start and opened his eyes like one who has been dozing.
Billy Louise smiled with gratification. He was better.
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She knew he was better. She did not speak, but went
over to the stove and pretended to be busy here, though
she was careful to make no noise. Wheix she turned
finally and glanced toward the bed, Ward was asleep.

Billy Louise took a deep breath, tiptoed over to the
bench beside the table, sat down, and pillowed her head
on her folded arms. She wanted to cry, and she needed
to think, and she was deadly, deadly tired.



CHAPTER XXV

THE WOLF JOKE

BILLY LOUISE stayed all night. She was afraid
to leave Ward until his cold was safely better,

and there was no one living near enough to summon;
no one whom she wanted to summon, in fact, however
close they might have been. She spent most of the
night curled comfqrtably on the wolf-skins beside the
stove, with a sack of flour for a pillow and Ward's fur
coat for covering. Ward slept more unbrokenly than
lie had done for a long time, while Billy Louise lay
cuddled under the smelly fur and thought and thought.

In the morning, if Ward were well enough, she meant
to ask him about those cattle he had mentioned when
he thought her Buck Olney. They were the same ones
which she had seen in the Cove, she knew. Ward had
told enough to prove that. He had, in fact, told nearly
all she needed to know— except the mystery of his

prosperity. He had not mentioned that, and Billy
Louise was more curious than ever about his "wolf
hunting."

At sunrise she rebuilt the fire and made fresh coffee

and a stew from the pieces of jerky she had soaked over-

night for the purpose. She wanted eggs, and bread
for toast, and fresh cream ; but she did not have them,
and so she managed a very creditable breakfast for her
patient without these desirables.
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"Say, that's great. A fellow doesn't appreciate
coffee and warm food until he 's eaten out of cans and
boxes for a month or so. You 're a great little lady,
Wilhemina. I wish you 'd happened along sooner—
about six weeks sooner. I 'd have got some pleasure
out of my broken leg then, maybe."

" Was it— did Buck Olney break it ? " Billy Louise
knew he had not, but she had been waiting for a chance
to open the subject.

" No. I broke it myself, pulling Rattler off a bank
into some rocks. I believe I could walk on it, doctor,
if you could rustle me something to use for crutches.
That 's what held me in bed so long. Reckon you could
manufacture a pair for me?" His eyes made love.
" You 've done everything else." He caught her hand
and kissed the palm of it. " Can't the Billy part turn
carpenter ?

"

" I '11 see. Say, Ward, do you think you could shave
off those whiskers if I got everything ready for you ? I
don't like you to look like old Sourdough. Or maybe
I could do it. I— I used to shave daddy 's neck, some-
times."

Ward ran his fingers thoughtfully over his hairy
cheeks. " I expect I do look like a prehistoric ancestor.
I '11 see what I can do about it. I set my own leg; I
guess I can shave myself. You 're a great doctor, Wil-
hemina. You knocked that cold up to a peak, all right.
But— I don't believe you 'd better tackle barbering,
my dear girl."

Billy Louise pouted her lips at him. She could af-

ford to pout now: Ward was so like himself that she
did not worry over him at all. She also felt that she

l|
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could afford to badger him into teUing her some of
the things she wanted to know.

" Where did you hang Buck? " she asked naively.
" Huh? " Ward's eyes bored into hers with his in-

tent look, trying to read.her thoughts.
" Where was it you hanged Buck Olney ?

"

" Nowhere. I put the fear of the Lord into him,
that 's all. How did you hear about it ?

"

" From you." Billy Louise was maddeningly calm.
" You told me all about it yesterday. And about those
cattle in the corral up here. I found them yesterday
myself, Ward— only it seems a month ago ! — down
in the Cove." ,

"Did you?"
" Yes, and I drove them up to the corral and read

the riot act to Marthy and Charlie Fox— "

"Huh I What did they say?"
" Oh, they denied it, of course I What are we going

to do about it. Ward?"
" Nothing, I guess. What did you want to do?

"

" I don't know. I don't want to hurt them, and I
don't want them to hurt anyone else. Do you know
Seabeck ? He 's an awfully square old fellow. I be-
lieve— " An idea formed vaguely in the back of
Billy Louise's mind. "I believe I could persuade
him— •'*

" I believe you could persuade the devil himself, if

you took a notion to try," Ward affirmed sincerely, when
she hesitated. " What do you want to persuade him
into?"

"Oh, nothing, I guess! Ho- do you feel. Ward?
We 've got to stick to the job of getting you fit to leave
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here and go on down to the ranch with me. \Vhen do
you think you could manage to ride ?

"

Ward looked longingly out of the window, just as ho
had been looking for six weeks. " I think I could man-
age it now," he said doggedly, because of his great
longing. "I set my own leg—"

" Yes, and I 'm willing to admit you 're a wonder,
and have gotten the stoics beaten ai their own game.
Still, there 's a limit to what the human body will stand.
I 'm going down to tend the horses, and if you think
you can walk without hurting your leg, I 'U hunt some
forked sticks for crutches. We '11 see how you make out
with them, first, before we talk about riding twenty
miles on horseback. Besides, you 'd catch more cold
if you went oui to-day."

While she talked, her plana took definite shape in the
back of her mind. She took Buck Olney's knife that
was lying on the window-sill and went in search of
crutches among the willows along the creek. Forked
sticks were plentiful enough, but it was not so easy to
find two that would support even so skinny a man as
Ward. She compromised by cutting four that seemed
suitable and binding them togf ther in couples.
When she went in with her makesLifts, Ward was sit-

ting upon the side of the bunk, clothed and in hisright
mind— but pitifully wobbly and ashamed of his weak-
ness.

"You shouldn't have tried to get up yet," she
scolded. " Do you want to be worse, so I '11 have to
cure you all over again? " Then, woman-like, she nro-
ceeded to annul the effect by petting and sympathy.* -

It was while she was sitting in the one chair, padding

f I
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the sticks crudely enough but effectively, that Ward,
gazing at her with the light of love in his eyes, thought
of something he had meant to tell her.

" Oh, by the way, I 've got something for you, Wil-
hemina," he said. " Put down that thing and come
over here. I want to shave before I take a try at walk-
ing, anyway. See here, lady-mine. How would you
like these strung on a gold eliain ?

"

Fr Ti under his pillow he drew out a tobacco sack
and emptied the contents into her palm. " Those are
your Christmas present, Bill-Loo. Like *em ?

"

" Do 1 1

" Billy Louise held up the biggest one and
stared at it round-eyed. " Gold nuggets ! Where in
the world— "

" That 's what I 'm going to tell you— now you 're

through being just pals. Oh, I 'd have told you, any-
way, I reckon, only the play never came right, after
that first little squabble we had over it." He put an
arm around her, pulled her down beside him, and rubbed
his bristly chin over her hair. " That 's the wolf joke,
William. I did make a lot of money wolfing— on the
square. I dug out a den of pups and struck a little

pocket of pretty rich gravel. I 've been busy panning
it out all the time I could spare, till the creek froze
up."#

"You found a gold mine?" Billy Louise gasped.
"Why, whoever would have thought— "

" Oh, I would n't call it a gold mine, exactly," he
hastened to assure her, before her imagination dazzled
her. " There is n't enough of it. It 's just a pocket.

I We denned up about eighteen hundred dollars, this

Bummer, besides these nuggets. Maybe more. And
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there *s some left yet. I found both ends of the streak

;

it lies along a ledge on the side of a gully. I could n't
find anything except in that one streak of gravel ; and
when that 's gone she 's done, as near as I can figure.
But it is n't all gone yet, lady mine. There 's enough
left to pay the preacher, anyway. That big fellow
I found along toward the last, just before I quit work-
ing." He kissed her gravely. " Poor old girl 1 She 's

dead game, all right, and she 's kind of had the cards
stacked i gainst her from the start. But things are
going to come easier from now on, if I 'm any prophet.
It's too bad— "

Billy Louise read his thought.

"Mommie looked so peaceful, Ward. At the last,

I mean. If I could have waked her up, I don't believe
I 'd have had the heart to do it. She never was very
i»appy; you know that. She could n't seem to see the
happiness in little things. So many are like that. And
she looked happier— at the last— than I ever saw her
look before. So— I 'm happier, too— since yester-
day."

**Are you?" Ward dropped his face against her
hair and h Id it there for a minute. It was not his
cold altogether that had made his voice break hoarsely
over those two words.

" Do you know— " Billy Louise was lifting the nug-
gets one after the other and letting them drop to her
lap --"happiness is like gold, Ward. We've got to
pan it out of life ourselves. If we try to steal it from
someone else, we pay the penalty, don't you think ? And
so many go looking and looking for great big chunks
of it all— all— whatever they do to it." She laughed
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a little at her ignoruace of the techr-'cal process. " You
see what I mcnn, don't you ? We get a streak of gravel

;

that 's life. And we can pan out happiness if we try—
little nuggets and sometimes just colors— but it keeps

us hoping and working.".

" Doctor of philosophy 1 " Ward kissed her hair.

" You 're a great little girl, all right. And I 'm the

buckaroo that has struck a mighty rich streak of pay

dirt in life, Wilhemina. I 'r panning out happiness

millions to the pan right now."

Billy Louise, attacked with a spasm of shyness, went

abruptly back to padding the makeshift crutches and

changed the subject.

" I 'm going home, soon as I fix you comfy," she said.

Whereupon Ward protested most strenuously and

did not look in the least like a man who has just an-

nounced himself a ii^illionaire in happiness.

" What for ? " he demanded, after he had exhausted

himself to no purpose in telling her that she should

not leave the cabin until he could go along.

" I want eggs— for you, you ungrateful beast. And
some bread for toast. And I want to tell Fhosbe

and John where I am."

"You think those Injuns are going to hurt them-

selves worrying? I don't want any eggs and toast.

I 've managed all right on crackers and jerky for six

weeks, so I guess I can stand it a few hours longer.

Still, if you 're crazy to go— " He dropped back on

the pillow and turned his face away.

Billy Louise worked silently until she had made the

crutches as soft on top as she could. Then she hunted

for Ward's razor and shaving-cup and after one or two
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failures— through using too much water— she man-
aged to make a cup of very nice lather.

" Now, buckaroo, don't be a sulky kid," she said,
firmly as she could. " You know it 's hard enough *or
me to go off and leave you here like this. But, as you
say, you Ve managed to get along for six weeks with-
out me, so— "

"Sure. I could do it again, I reckon." Ward turned
a gloomy pair of eyes upon her. « What 's the rush ?
Do you think it is n't proper— "

" It 's always proper to do what is right and help-
ful and kind," said Billy Louise with dignity, because
she had made up her mind and was trying not to
weaken. " I Ve lived in this country all my life, and
I guess my reputation will stand this little strain," she
went on lightly, " even if anyone finds it out. I 've
got to go, that's all. Those people in the Cove— "
It was eloquent of her stern justice that she could not
brmg herself to speak them by name.

" You are n't going to turn them over to the sheriff
are you, William? Good Lord, girl I If lean— "

'

" Your lather is getting cold," Billy Louise said
evenly. « I ought to have known better than mention
the subject at all. I 'm going to do what 's right. I
believe I have some faint idea of right and wrong,
Ward Warren. And I 'm not going to do anything
that I don't feel is right, or anything that I'll be
sorry for. You might trust me, I think. It 's earlv
yet— " ^

" You '11 come back before night, won't you ? " From
- "--le, Ward had yielded the point— and was minded

Id with what graciousness ..e could command. It

his

to
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. occurred to him that he was behaving like a aelf-

ish booby. Billy Louise should not call him weak-kneed,

whatever happened.

" No, I don't think I can, Ward. I might aend

John."
" You need n't bother. I don't want John."

" Well, I don't suppose he would be much comfort

I '11 make a pot of cofTee, Ward, and I '11 fill the lan-

tern and fix it so you can heat a cup when you want

to ; how will that be ? " She brightened a little at the

idea. " And I '11 fix your lungs up again before I go

and bake some nice, hot biscuits and put here, and but-

ter, and fix you ijust as comfy as possible. Or, if you

can manage to get around with the crutches, all the

better. I '11 leave things so you won't have to go out-

side for a thing.

"And, Ward "--she bent over him anxiously—
" I 'm going because I must. For all our sakes I

must ^u right away. And I '11 come back to-morrow

just as early as I can get here. So if you are real

good, and take care of your cold, and get a little strong

about walking, you can go back with me. And to-

morrow night you can sit in daddy's chair before the

fireplace, and we '11 have chicken and— "

" All right— all right !
" Ward laughed suddenly.

" Will you give me a lump of sugar and let me look

at all the pitty pittys in the album ? Oh, you William

the Conqueror ! " He caught her close, when he saw

that he had hurt her feelings a little, and held her a

minute. " When I get two good legs under me, Wil-

hemina," he promised softly, " I 'm going to stake my-

self to the job of taking care of you. Tour cheeks are
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pretty thin, little lady-girl. Damn the luck, any-
way I

"

> J

" Here 's the lather. I 'm goinj^down and saddle up,"
said Billy Louise. " When I come back, we '11 see how
the crutches work."

"Oh, say I " Ward called after her. "My saddle 's
behind a buck bush up along the trail where the bank
IS cut straight. I forgot about that. And would yoummd bringing the looking-glass, William? How the
deuce do you think a man 's going to shave without
a glass? And that old paper to wipe the lather on,
while you 're at it. I see the Billy of you has n't got
to the shavmg-point yet, at any rate 1

"

Billy Louise took down the glass and flung it on
the bed, threw the newspaper after it, and departed
with her chin in the air to find his saddle and bridle
and carry them to the stable.

Ward, sitting up in bed, stared at the closed door
remorsefully. When he was convinced that she did not
intend to return even for the last word which is so
tempting to a woman, he reached for the glass, held
it up, and looked within.

Sufferin' saddle blankets I " he grunted and dropped
the glass. " And she could kiss a mug like that! "

• i

jK



CHAPTER XXVI

" HM-MM I
"

FLOYD CARSON was a somewhat phlegmatic
young man, but Le swore an astonished oath when

he saw Billy Louise galloping along the lane that led

nowhere except to the womanless abode of Samuel Sea-
beck. He walked very fast to the stable, which was
the first logical 6topping^place, and so he met Billy
Louise before she had time to dismount, even suppos-
ing she intended to do so.

"Hello, Floyd! Is Mr. Seabeck at home?" Billy

Louise was not one to waste time in the superfluities

of speech when she had anything on her mind.
" Sure. Get off, and I '11 put up your horse. We 're

just through eatin', but our grub carpenter will rustle

something for yuh, all right."

" No, I can't stop this time. I 'm not hungry, any-
way. Just give a yell for Mr. Seabeck, will you? I

want to see him a minute."

Floyd eyed her uncertainly, decided that Billy Louise
was not in the mood to yield to persuasion, and tact-

fully hurried off to find Seabeck without shouting for

him— lest he brin,'* others also, who were evidently not

wanted at all. He took it that Billy Louise felt some
difiidence about visiting a strictly bachelor outfit, and
he set himself to relieve her of any embarrassment.

Presently Seabeck himself came from the dirt-roofed.
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rambling cabin which was his home and strode down
the path, buttoning his coat as he came. Floyd's facp
showed for a minute in the doorway before he effaced

himself completely, and not another man was in sight

anywhere. Billy Louise was grateful to circumstance

;

she had dreaded this visit, though not for the reason
Floyd Carson believed.

"How de do, Miss MacDonald? Pretty nice day,
but I 'm afraid it 's a weather-breeder. The wind 's try-

ing to change, I notice."

" Yes, and so I must n't stop. Could you ride part
way home with me, Mr. Seabeck? I— want to talk

with you about something. And I can't stop a min-
ute. I must get home."

" Why, certainly, I '11 go. If you '11 wait just a min-
ute while I saddle up— or if you 'd rather ride on, I '11

overtake you."

" I *11 ride on, I think. Blue hates standing around,
and he 'a a little warm, too. You 're awfully good, Mr.
Seabeck— "

" Oh, not at all !
" Seabeck stubbed his toe on the

stable doorsill in his confusion at the praise. " I '11 be
right along, soon as I can slap a saddle on." He disap-

peared, and Billy Louise turned and loped slowly down
the lane.

So far, so good. Billy Louise tried to believe that

it was all going to be as plain sailing as this fortuitous

beginning, but she was aware of a nervous fluttering

in her throat wliile she waited, and she know that she

positively dreaded hearing Sealwck gallop up behind
her on the frozen trail. " Why will ])eople do things

that make a lot of trouble for others ? " she cried out

I

a

'

I
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petulantly. And then she heard the steady pluck,
pluckety-pluch of Seabeck's horse, and twisted her lips
with a whimsical acceptance of the part she had set
herself to play. She might smash things, she told
herself, but at the worst it would be only a premature
smash. " Come, Bill," she adjured herself, pretending
It was what Ward would have said, had he looked into
her mind. "Be a Bill-the-Conk- and a good one I

Shove m your chips and play for all there is in it."
" You must have some lightning method of saddling,

Mr. Seabeck," she smiled over her shoulder at him when
he came up.

" We learn to do things quick when we Ve handled
cattle a few year^," he admitted. He had a diffident
manner of receiving compliments which pleased Billy
Louise and gave her confidence a needed brace. She
was not a skilled coquette; she was too honest and too
straightforward for that. Still, nature places certain
weapons m the hands of a woman, and instinct shows
her how to use them. Seabeck, from his very unac-
customedness to women, seemed to her particularly
pliable. Billy Louise took her courage in both hands
and went straight to the point.

" Mr. Seabeck, I Ve always heard that you 're an
awfully square man," she said. « Daddy seemed to
think that you could be depended on in any kind of a
pinch. I hope it 's true. I 'm banking a lot on your
squareness to-day."

" Why, I don't know about my being any better than
my neighbors," he said, with a twinkle of humor in
his eyes, which were a bright, unvarying blue. " But
you can bank on my doing anything I can for you, Miss
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thanMacDonald. I think I could be even better

square— to help a plucky little girl who— "

•' I don't mean just the ordinary squareness," Billy
Louise put in quietly. "I mean bigness, too; a big-

ness that will make a man be more than square ; a big-
ness that will let him see all around a thing and judge
it from a bigger viewpoint than mere justice— "

" Hm-mm— if you could trust me enough to— "

" I 'm going to, Mr. Seabeck. I 'm going to take it

for granted you're bigger Jhan your own squareness.
And if you 're not— if you 're just a selfish, weak,
letter-perfect, honest man, I '11— feel like— thrashing
you." Without a doubt that was the Billy of her
which spoke.

" I '11 take the thrashing if you think I need it,"

he promised, looking at her with something more than
admiration. " What have you done, Miss MacDonald ?

If I can help you hide the body— "

" There
»
" Billy Louise dared to wrinkle her nose

at him— and I don't know which of her did it. " I
knew you 'd play up like a good sport But what if it

isn't a body? What if— what if you found some
of your cattle with— with a big D— run over your
brand ? " She had a perfectly white line around her
mouth and nostrils then, but she faced him squarely.

" Hm-mm I " Seabeck gave her a quick, sidewise

glance and pulled thoughtfully at the graying whiskers
that pointed his chin. "I would have been glad to

lend you money, or help you in any way."
" Yes, I know." Billy Louise snapped her reins im-

patiently. "But what would

cattle!"

'

you
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" What could I do? What would jou want me to

doi I should do whatever would help you. I

"Would you^ be as ready to help somebody else?
bomebody I— thought a — lot— of ?

"

Seabeck, evidently, saw light. He cleared his throat
and spat gravely into a bush. « I see you don't trust
me, after all," he said.

" I do. I Ve got to; I mean, I M have to whether I
did or not. It's like this, Mr. Seabeck. It isn't the
big li brand; of course you knew it could n't be. But
It 18 n t yours, either. Someone was tempf>d and was
weak. They 're sorry now. They want to do the right
thing, and it rests with you whether they can do itYou can shut them up in jail if you like; you have
a perfect right to do it. Some men would do that
and be able to sleep after it, I suppose. But I be-
lieve you 're bigger than that. I believe you 're hift
enough to see that if a person goes wrong and then
sees the mistake and wants to pull back into the straight
trail a man— even the one who has been wronged—
would be committing a moral crime to prevent it To
take a person who wants to make a fresh, honest start,
and shut that person up amongst criminals and brandHim as a criminal, seems to me a worse wrong than to

SerLTk?"
'"' '' "*^'' '^'^'^ ^^" *^^^ -' ^'•

What Mr. Seabeck thought did not immediately ap-
pear m speech. He was pulling a little harder at his
whiskers and staring at the ears of his horse

^^

" That would depend on the person," he said at last,
toome men are bom criminals."



"HM-MMI It

821

.
" Oh, we are n't talking about that kind of a man.

Surely to goodness you don't call Charlie Fox a bom
criminal, or Marthy Meilke ?

"

"Charlie Fox I Is that the person you mean, who
has been— "

" Yes, it is I And he is horribly sorrv, and so is
Marthy, and they '11 pay you for the cattle. And if
you do anything mean about it, it will simply kill poor
old Marthy. You could n't send her to the pen, Mr.

. Seabeck. Think how she 's worked there in the Cove;
and Charlie has worked like a perfect slave; and he
was trying to get a start so he— could— get mar-
ried— "

"Hm-mml" Rumors had reached Seabeck, thanks
to Billy Louise's dropped lashes upon a certain occa-
sion, which caused him to believe he saw further
light.

" And if you 're going to be horrid— "

" Will the— lady he wants to marry give him an-
other chance ?

"

" Don't you think she ought to~ if she Moves him ? "

Billy Louise studied the skyline upon the side farthest
from Seabeck.

" You say he wants to pay for the cattle and— "
" He '11 do anything he can to make amends," said

Billy Louise, with conviction. '^He '11 take his medi-
cine and go to jail if you insist," she added sorrow-
fully. " It wiU ruin his whole life, of course, and
break a couple of women's hearts, but— "

" It 's a bad thing, a mighty bad thing, when a man
tries to get ahead too fast."

" It 'a a good thing when he learns the lesson with-

»:

III
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out having to pay for it with his whole future/* Billy
Louise amended the statement.

Seabeck smiled a little behind his fingers that kept
tugging at his whiskers.

" Did Charlie Fox send Miss Portia— "

" He does n't know I had any intention of coming,"
BiUy Louise assured him quickly and with perfect
truth. " They '11 both be awfully surprised when they
find it out "— which was also perfectly true— " and
when they see you ride up, they '11 think you 've got
the sheriff at your bfick. I have n't a doubt they— "

" There are a few points I 'd like to clear up, if you
can help me." Seajbeck interrupted. « All this rustling
that has been going on for the past year and a half :

are Fox and the Meilke woman mixed up in that ? I
want," he said, " to help the young man— and her.
But if they have been operating on a large scale, I 'm
afraid— "

" I believe Charlie must have been influenced in some
ways by bad acquaintances," Billy Louise answered
more steadily than she felt. "But his— rustling

—

has been of a petty kind. I won't apologize for him,
Mr. Seabeck. I think it 's perfectly awful, what he
has done. But I think it would be more awful still
not to give him a chance. The other rustling is some
outside gang, I 'm sure. If Charlie was mixed up
with them, it 's very slightly— just enough to damn
him utterly if he were arrested and tried. He is n't a
natural criminal. He 's just weak. And he 's learned
his lesson. It 's up to you, Mr. Seabeck, to say whether
he shall have a chance to profit by the lesson. And
there 's poor old Marthy in it, too. She just worships
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Ch^«lie «.d would do MythiBg-ercn sted for

watdied him unewily from -he t«l of her eye. To

hi 1
1,"^""

'"V*'
*" '•" *" • P-"^" »f f^" « whatshe had done. It had looked so simple M.d so prao-toMe when she had planned it; and now when' he^rds were out and the knowledge had reached Sea-

Deck and was beyond her control, she could not think
01 any good reason for telling him.

aJZ "j?*"*'
'IS'"

"'" '»y """'^ °P •>? the stove un-
der Ward's wolf-skin coat, this seemed the only pos-
sible way out: To tell Seabeck Mid trust to his k^d-
ness and generosity to refrain from pushing the case.To have Charlie Fox give back what he had sX
«• pay for it -anything that would satisfy Seabeck's
«nse of justice-and let him start honestly. Shehad thought that Seabeck would be merciful, if she
told him m the right way; but now, when she stole

15 "^ "l^'
'^''*' '"^'^ ^'"''' »•"« was fright-

ened. He did not look merciful, but stern and an«T.She remembered then that stealing cattle is the onecrime a cattleman finds it hard to forgive
Billy Loai^ might have spared herself 'some mentala^ish If she could have known that Seabeek was

brooding over the wonder of a woman's love that par-don and condones a man's sins. He was wishing thatsuch a love as Billy I«uise's had come to him! .ndhe was wondering how a man could be tempted to gowrong when such a girl loved him. He was labori^
under a misapprehension, of course. Billy Louise had
permitted him to misunderstand her interest in the

t:
f:

f
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matter. If he had known that she was pleading solely
for Marthy— poor, avaricious, gray, old Marthy—
perhaps his mercy would have been less tinged with
that smoldering resentment which was directed not so
much at the wrongdoer, as at fate which had cheated
him.

" I 'm glad you came and told me this," he said at
last. « Very glad, indeed, Miss MacDonald. Certain
steps have been taken lately to push this— wipe out
this rustling and general lawlessness, and if you had
not told me, I 'm afraid the mills of justice would
have ground your— friends. Of course the law would
be merciful to Mrs. Meilke. No jury would send an
old woman like th'at— By the way, that breed they
have had working for them— he is in the deal, too, I
take it."

" Yes, of course. They had to have someone to help.
Marthy can't do any riding." Jilly Louise spoke with
a dreary apathy that betrayed how the reaction had set
in. **She stayed in the Cove, in case anyone came
prowling down there. It seems there 's a wire fastened
to tne gate, and it rings a bell down at the house
somewhere when the gate is opened. And besides that
she had a dog that would tackle strangers. I don't
believe," she went on, after a little silence, "that
Marthy would have turned dishonest for herself. She
was grasping, and all she cared for was getting ahead.
It— sort of grew on her, after the years of trying
to dig a bare living out of the ground. I— can un-
derstand that; and I can see how she would go to any
length almost for— Charlie. But— "

"Well, let's not think any more about them until



« HM-MMI n
825

we have to." There was a certain crude attempt at
soothing her anxieties. " You Ve trusted me, Miss Mac-
Donald. I '11 try and not disappoint you in the mat-
ter, though, unless they are quite separate from the
gang which is being run down, it may be hard to pro-
tect them. Do you know- whether- any other cow-
man^has suffered from their- mm-mm- haste to get

r^J^^??/H°^
^^^'^ '* *°^°"® ^'^t y«">" Billy Louise

replied lifelessly.

« Hm-mm— do you know, Miss MacDonald, whether
there was any intimacy between -your friends -and
the man we had for stock inspector, Mr. Olney ?

"

" I -can't say, as to that." Billy Louise, you see,
did not know much about details, but the litUe she did
know made her hedge.

"There 's a queer story about Olney. You know he
has left the country, don't you ? It seems he rode very
hurriedly up to the depot at Wilmer to take the train.
Just as he stepped on, a fellow who knew him by sight
noticed a piece of paper pinned on the back of his coat.
He jerked it loose. It was a-m-m- very peculiar
document for a man to be wearing on his back." Sea-
beck pulled at his whiskers, but it was not the pulling
which quirked the comers of his lips. « The man said
Olney seemed greatly upset over something and had
evidently forgotten the paper until he felt it being pulled
loose. He said Olney looked back then, and he was
the color of a pork-rind. The train was pulling out.
Ihe man took the paper over to a saloon and let sev-
cral others read it. They- mm-mm- decided that
It should be placed in the hands of the authorities.

f-
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Have— m-m— your—'friends ever mentioned the
matter to you f

**

" No," said Billy Louise, and her eyes were wide.
" Hm-mm I We must discover, if we can. Miss Mac-

Donald, whether they are in any way implicated with
this man Olney. I believe that this is at present more
important than the recovery of any— m-m— cattle of
mine which they may have appropriated."

Billy Louise looked at him for a minute. "Mr.
Seabeck, you're awfully dear about this I" she told
him. "I haven't been as square as you; and I've
been— Listen here, Mr. Seabeck I I don't love Char-
lie Fox a bit. I love somebody else, and I 'm going
to marry him. He 's so square, I 'd hate to have him
think I even let you believe something that was n't true
It 's Marthy I 'm thinking of, Mr. Seabeck. I wai
afraid you would n't let Charlie oflF just for her sake,
but I thought maybe if you just thought I— wanted
you to do it for mine, why, maybe— with two women
to be sorry for, you 'd kind of— "

" Hm-mm
!
" Seabeck sent her a keen, blue, twin-

kling glance that made Billy Louise turn hot all over
with shame and penitence. " Hm-mm I

" he said again— if one can call that a saying— and pulled at his gray-
ing whiskers. "Hm-mmml"
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CHAPTER XXVII

MABTHT

BILLY LOUISE led the way down the gorge,
through the meadow, and along the orchard to the

little gate. The Cove seemed empty and rather forlorn,
with the wind creeping up the river and rattling the
dry branches of the naked fruit trees. Not much more
than twenty-four hours had slid into the past since
Billy Louise had galloped away from the place, yet
she felt vaguely that life had taken a big stride here
since she last saw it. Nothing was changed, though,
as far as she could see. A few cattle fed in the meadow
next the river, a fattening hog lifted himself from his
bed of straw and grunted at them as they passed. A
few chickens were hunting fishworms in the thawed
places of the garden, and a yellow cat ran creepingly
along the top rail of the nearest corral, crouched there
with digging claws and pounced down into a flock of
snowbirds. A drift of dead apple leaves stirred un-
easily beside the footpath through the beny bushes.
Billy Louise started nervously and glanced over her
shoulder at Seabeck. For some reason she wanted the
comfort of his presence. She waited until he came
up to her— tall, straight like a soldier, and silent as
the Cove itself.

"I'm— scared," said Billy Louise. She did not
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•mile either when she stid it "I- h«te empty-feeling
places. I 'm— afraid of emptiness."

" Yet you are always riding alone in the hills." Sea-
heck looked down at her with a puwled expression in
his eyes.

u rTu^^®
^""^ "® **'* empty," she told him impatiently.

They 're just big and quiet. This is— » She flung
out a hand and did not try to find a word for what
she felt.

" Shall I go first ? I thought you would rather— "
" I would." Billy Louise pulled herself together,

angry at her sudden impulse to run, as she had run
from Ward's quiet cabin. She remembered that un-
reasoning panic— 1^-as it really only yesterday ?— and
went steadily up the path and across the little ditch
which Marthy had dug. Why must sordid trouble
and dull misery hang over a beauty-spot like this? she
thought resentfully.

She stopped for a minute on the doorstep, hesitat-
ing before she opened the door. Behind her, Seabeck
drew close as if he would shield her from something-
perhaps he, too, felt the deadly quiet and emptiness of
the place.

Billy Louise opened the door and stepped into the
kitchen. She stopped and stood still, so that her slim
figure would have hidden the interior from the eyes
of Seabeck had he not been so tall. As it was, she barred
his way so that he must stand on the step outside.
By the kitchen table, with her elbows on the soiled

oilcloth, sat Marthy. Her uncombed hair hung in
wisps about her head ;• her hard old face was lined and
gray, her hard eyes dull with brooding. Billy Louise
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staring at her from the doorway, knew that Marthy had
been sitting like that for a long, long time.

She went over to her diflSdently. Hesitatingly the
laid her gauntleted hand on Marf»'-% stooped shoul-
der. She did not say anything. ! . » / did not move
under her touch, except to turn her dull glance upon
Seabeck, standing there on the doorstep.

" Cm in," she said stolidly. " What *d yuh come
ferf"

" Miss MacDonald will perhaps explain— **

" She ain't got nothin' to explain," said hard old
Marthy with grim finality. " I '11 do what explainin's
to be done. Cm in. Don't stand there like a stump.
And shut the door. It's cold as a bam here, any-
way."

" Oh, Marthy 1 " cried BiUy Louise, with the sound
of tears in her voice.

" Don't oh Marthy me," said the harsh voice flatly.

" I don't want no Marthyin' nor no sympathy. Well,
old man, you 're here to colleck, I s'poee. Take what 's

in sight; 'tain't none of it youm, far's I know, but
anything you claim you kin have, fer all me. I 've lived
honest all my days an' worked fer what I got. I 've

harbored thieves in my old age and trusted them that
wa' n't fit to be trusted. I 've alius paid my debts, Sea-
beck. I 'm willin' to pay now fer bein' a fool."

*'W-where's Charlie?" Billy Louise leaned and
whispered the question.

" I d' no, and I don't care. He 's pulled out— him
an' that breed. I '11 have t' pay yuh for seven growed
cattle I never seen till yist'day, Seabeck. You can set

yer own price on 'em. I aiii. i sure, but I *ve got an
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idee they was shot las' night an» dumped in the river.
You e'n set yer price. I Ve got rheumatiz so bad I
couldn't go V put a stop to nothin*— but— "

"Oh, Marthyl" Billy Louise was shivering and
crying now. " Marthy I

.
Don't be so— so hard. It

was all Charlie— "

" Yes," said Marthy harshly, « it was all Chariie.
He was a thief, an' I was sech a simple-minded old fool
I never knowed what he was. I let him go ahead, an'
I set in the house with a white apum tied on me an'
thought I was havin' an easy time. I set here and let
him rob my neighbors that I ain't never harmed er
cheated out of a cept, and soon 's he thought he was
found out, he -left ole Marthy to look after herself.
Never so much as fed the hogs or done the milkin'
first I

^

Looky here, Seabeck ! You '11 git paid back,
an' I '11 take your figgers fer what I owe, but if you
git after Charlie, I '11 -kill yuh. You let 'im go.
I m the one he hurt most— and I ain't goin'— " She
laid her frowsy old head on her arms, like one who is
utterly crushed and dumb.

" Oh, Marthy I " Billy Louise knelt and threw her
arms around Marthy's shoulders.

" You 've got to come and lie down, Marthy," said
Billy Louise, after a long, unbroken silence.

" Mr. Seabeck, if you '11 start a fire, I 'U make some
tea for her. Come, Marthy— just to please me. Do
It for Billy Louise, Marthy."
The old woman rose stiffly, and with a feebleness that

seemed utterly foreign to her usual energy, permitted
Billy T^uise to lead her from the kitchen. In the sit-
ting-room that Charlie had built and furnished for her,
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Marthy lay and stared around her with that same dull
apathy she had shown from the first. Only once did
she mamfest any real emotion, and that was when Billy
Louise came in with some tea and toast.

^

" You take all them books outa them shelves an' bumem up," she commanded. " An' you take them two
pictures oflf'n that shelf, of him an' her, an' brinir
'^1 t* me.'*

*

Billy Louise set the toast and tea down on a chair and
brought the pictures. She did not say a word, but she
looked a little scared and her eyes were very big, just
as they had been when Ward mistook her for Buck Olney
and BO let her see into another one of the dark places
of life. It seemed to Billy Louise that she was being
oompeUed to look into a good many dark places, lately.M thy took the two photographs and looked at the
first with hatrod. "The Jezebel I She won't git to run
It over ole Marthy," she muttered with sullen triumph
and twisted the cardboard spitefully in her gnarled old
Angers. « She can't come here an' take all I 've got
an' never give me a thankye for it. I 'm shet uh her,
Miyway." She twisted again and yet again, till the pic-
ture was a handful of ragged scraps of cardboard. Then
she raised herself to an elbow and flung the frag-
ments far from her and lay down again with glum
satisfaction.

Her fingers touched the other picture, which had slid
to the coucL Mechanically she picked it up and held
it so that the light from the window struck it full.
This was Charlie's face— Charlie with the falsely
frank smile in his eyes, and with hh lips curved as
they did when he was just going to say, " Now, Aunt
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Martha!" in tender protest against her too eager
industry.

Marth/s chin began to quiver while she looked. Her
lips sagged with the pull of her aching heart. For the
third time in her Ufe Billj Louise saw big, slow tears
gather in Marthy's hard blue eyes and slide down the
leathery seams in her cheeks, Billy Louise looked,
found her vision blurring with her own tears, and
turned and tiptoed from the room.

Seabeck was gone somewhere on his horse. Billy
Louise guessed shrewdly that he was down in the
meadows, looking over the cattle and trying to estimate
the extent of the thievery. She put Blue in the stable
and fed him, with that half-mechanical habit of attend-
ing to the needs of one's mount which becomes second
nature to the range-bred. She would not go on to the
(Wolverine; that needed no decision; she accepted it
at once as a fact. Marthy needed her now more than
anyone. Aiore even than Ward, though Billy Louise
hated to think of him up there alone and practicaUy
helpless. But Marthy must have her to-night. Marthy
was facing her bitterest sorrow since Minervy died, and
Marthy was old. Ward, Billy Louise reminded herself
sternly, was not old, and he was facing happiness—
so far as he or anyone knew. She wanted very much
to be with Ward, but she could not delude her con-
science into believing that he needed her more than did
Marthy.

Seabeck returned after awhile, and Billy Louise, who
was watching from the doorway, met him at the little

gate as he was coming up to the house.
" WeU, how bad is it, Mr. Seabeck ? " 'she asked
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sharply, just because she felt the imperitive need
of facts— she who had struggled so long in the quick-
sands of suspicion and doubts and fears and suspense.
"Hmm-mm— how bad is it— in the house! "he

countered. « The real crime has been committed there
It seems to me. A few head of cattle, more or less,'
don't count for much against the broken heart of an
old woman."

" Oh I » Billy Louise, her hands clenched upon the
gate, stared up wideeyed into his face. And this was
the real Seabeck, whom she had known impersonaUy aU
her life I This was the real man of him, whom she
had never known; a flawless diamond of a soul behind
those bright blue eyes and that pointed, graying beard;
poet, philosopher, gentleman to the bone. " Oh I You
saw that, tool And they're your cattle that were
stolen I You saw it— oh, you 're— you 're— »

" Hmm-mm— a human being, I hope, Miss MacDon-
ald, as well as a mere cattleman. How is the old lady f

"

^^

" Crying," said Billy Louise, with brief directness.
" Crying over the picture of that— swine. Think of
his running off and leaving her here aU alone— and
not even doing the chores first I " (Here, you must
know, was broken an unwritten law of the ranch.)
" And Marthy 's got rheumatism, too, so she can hardly
walk— "

" I '11 attend to the chores, Miss MacDonald." Sea-
beck's lips quirked under the fingers that pulled at his
whiskers. " You say— over his picture ?

"

" Yes, over his picture I " BiUy Louise spoke with a
suppressed fury. « With that honest look in his eyes—
oh, I could kill him!"
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" Hmm-mm— it does teem a pity that one can't

But if ahe can cry— "

" I we. You believe too that tears are a necessary
kind of weakness for a woman, like smoking tobacco
18 for a man— or swearing. Well, I can just tell you,
Mr. Seabeck, that some tears pull the very soi^l

out of a person; they're the red-hot pinchers of the
torturechamber of life, Mr. Seabeck. Every single,
slow tear that Marthy sheds right now is taking that
much away from her life. Why, she— she idolized
that— that devil. She had n*t much that was lovable in
poor old Jase; he was just her husband ; he was n*t even
a real man. And the never had any children to love,

except a little girl that died. And she 's worked here
and scrimped and saved till she got just fairly com-
fortable, and then Charlie Fox came and patted her on
the back and called her a game little lady, and poor
old Marthy just poured out all the love and all the
trust she had in her, on him I And she 's old, and she
had starved all her life for a little love— a little affec-

tion and a few kind words. I don't suppose Jase kissed
her once in twenty years; I could n't imagine him get-
ting up steam enough to kiss anybody 1 And Charlie
petted her and did little things for her that nobody
had ever done in her life. It meant a whole lot to
Marthy to have a mtn take the water bucket away from
her and give her a little hug and tell her she must n't
think of carrying water; oh, you 're a man, and I don't
suppose you can realize ; I did n't myself, till lately— "

Billy Louise blushed and then twisted her lips, wonder-
ing if love had taught her all this.

** And 00 Marthy just leaned more and more on him
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tnd let him take care of her and pet her; and she
never once dreamed he was doing anything crooked. I
thought she did, I know, Mr. Seabeck. I thought she
was in it, too; but I see now that Marthy has been liv-
ing the woman in her, these last two years ; she M never
had a chance before. And now to have him—- to know he *8

just a common thief and to have him go off and leave
her— Mr. Seabeck, I M be willing to bet all I Ve got
that Marthy would have forgiven his stealing cattle, if
be had just stayed. She 'd have done anything on earth
for him; and the bigger the sacrifice she made for him,
the more she would have loved him; women are like
that. But to have him go oflF— and— leave her —- and
not bother his bead about what happened to her, just
so he got out of it— Mr. Seabeck, that 's going to kill

Marthy. It 's going to kill her by inches."

"I— see," he assented, looking thoughtfully at the
flushed face and big, shining eyes of Billy Louise. (I
wonder if Seabeck was not thinking how he had known
Billy Louise impersonally all her life and yet had never
met the real Billy Louise until to-day I)

" And yet," she added bitterly, « she 's going to pro-
tect him if it takes every cent she *s managed to rake
together these last thirty years. Yon h.ard w^ at she
told you. She sai<! she 'd kill you if you hurt i larlie.

She 'd try it, too."

"Hmm-mm, yes I My life has been threatened st •-

eral times to-day." Seabeck looked at her with eye-
a-twinkle, and Billy Louise blushed to the crown of her
Stetson hat. "Do you think, Miss MacDonald, she
would feel like talking business for a few minutes t

"

" Oh, yea ; if she 's like me, she *1I want to get the
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igony over with." BiUy Louise turned with a twitch
of the shoulders. She felt chilled, somehow. She had
not quite expected that Seaheck would want to talk
about his stolen stock at all. She had rather taken
it for ^nted that he would let that subject lie quiet
for awhile. Oh, well, he was a cattleman, after all.

Marthy did not attempt to rise when Seabeck followed
Billy Louise into the sitting-room. She caught up her
apron and wiped her eyes and her nose, however, and
she also slid Charlie's picture under the cheap cushion.
After that she faced Seabeck with harsh composure
and waited for the settlement

" Hm-mm 1 I haye been looking over the cattle," he
began, sitting on the edge of a chair and turning his
black hat absently round and round by the brim. " You— mm-mm— you tell me there were seven head of
grown stock— "

" That they shot and throwed in the river, with the
brands cut out," interpolated Marthy stolidly. "I
heard 'em say that 's how they would git rid of *em,
an' I heard 'em shootin' down there."

" Hnmi-mm, yes I Do you know just what— "

"Five dry cows 'n' two steers— long two-year-oles,
I jedged 'em to be." Marthy was certainly prompt
enough and explicit enough. And her lips were grim,
and her faded blue eyes hard and steady upon the face
of Seabeck.

"Hmm-mm— yesi I find also," he went on in
his somewhat precise voice that had earned him the
nickname of "Deacon" among his punchers, "that
there are more young stock vented and rebranded than
^~ ®'— «oW your nephew. Fourteen head, to be ez-
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tct With the cattle you tell me which were -- mm-m— dispoeed of last night, that would make twenty-one
head of stock for which— mm-mm— I take it you arc
willing to pay."

"I ain't got the money now," Marthy stated, too
apathetic to be either defiant or placating. " You c'n
fix up the papers t' suit yerself. I Tl sign anything
yuh want"
"Hmm-mm— yes! A note covering the amount,

with legal rate of interest, will be— quite satisfactory,
Mrs. Meilke. I shall make a lump sum at the going
price for mixed stock. If you have a blank note, I— "

" You kin look in that desk over there," permitted
Marthy. " If yuh don't find any there, there ain't none
nowhere."

Seabeck did not find any blank notes. He found an
eloquent confusion of jumbled letters and acoounts and
papers, and guessed that the owner had done some hasty
sorting and straightening of his affairs. He sighed,
and his blue eyes hardened for a minute. Then Billy
Louise moved from the door and went over to kneel
comfortingly beside Marthy, and Seabeck looked at
the two and sighed again, though his eyes were no
longer stem. He pulled a sheet of paper toward him
and wrote steadily in a prim, upright chirography that
had never a flourish anywhere, but carefully crossed
t's and carefully dotted i's and punctuation marks of
beautiful exactness.

" You will please sign here, Mrs. Meilke," he said
calmly, coming over to them with the sheet of paper
laid smoothly upon a last-year's best-seller and with
Charlie's fountain pen in his other hand. "And if
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MiM MacDonald will also sign, as an endorser, I think
I can safely do awaj with any mortgage or other legal
aecurity."

Billy Louise stood up and gave him one look— which
Seabeck did not appreciate, because he did not see it

" I 'd ruther give a mortgage," Marthy said uneasily,
aitting up suddenly and looking from one to the other.
"I don't want Billy Louise to git tangled up in my
troubles. She 's got plenty of her own. Her maw's just
died, Mr. Seabeck. And I '11 bet there was a hospitalV doctor's bill bigger 'n this cattle note, to be paid. I
don't want to pile on— "

" Now, Marthy^ jon be still. I >m perfectly willing
to sign this note with you. If it will satisfy Mr. Sea-
beck, I'm sure it's the very least we can do— or—
expect." Billy Louise, bless her heart, was trying very
hard to be grateful to Seabeck in spite of the slump
he had suffered in her estimation.

" Well, I '11 want your written word that yuh won't
prosycute Charlie nor help nobody else prosj ate him,"
stipulated Marthy, with sudden shrewdness. « If me 'n
Billy Louise signs this note, we '11 pay it; and we want
some pertection from you, fer Charlie."

" Hmm-mm— I see I " He turned and went back
to the littered desk and wrote carefully again upon an-
other sheet of paper. « I think this will be quite satis-
factory," he said, and hande ! the paper to Marthy.
"Git my specs, Billy Louise— oflF'n the shelf over

there," she said, and read the paper laboriously, her
lips forming the letters of every word which contained
more than one syllable. Marthy, remember, was a
plainswoman bom and bred.
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" I gaess that »U do," she pronounced at last, puah-

ing the spectacles up on her lined forehead. " You read
it, Billy Louise, 'n' see what yuh think."

" I think it 's all right, Marthj," .aid Billy Louise,
after she had read the document twice. '"

It *8 a bill of
sale; and it also wipes the slate clean of any pos-
Bible— I think Mr. Seabeck is very c^lever."
Whereupon Marthy signed the note, with a splut-

tering of the abused pen in her stiftened old fingers and
a great twisting of her grim mouth as she formed the
capitals. Then Billy Louise wrote her name with a
fine, schoolgirl ease and a little curl on the end of the
last d. Seabeck took the paper from the tips of Billy
Louise's supercilious fingers, returned with it to the
desk for a blotier, hunted an envelope, folded the note
carefully, and laid it away inside.

" I believe that is all, Mrs. Meilke. I hope you will
suffer no further uneasiness on account of your—
nephew."

" I *m liable t» suffer some gittin' that five hundred
dollars paid up," Marthy returned with some acerbity.
I m much obleeged to yuh, Mr. Seabeck, fer bein*

80 easy on us. If ynh had n»t drug Billy Louise into
It, I *d say yer too good to be human."

" Hmm-mm— not at all," Seabeck stammered depre-
catingly and left the room with what haste his natural
dignity would permit.

That ended the Seabeck part of the whole sordid af-
fair, except that he remained for another hour, doing
chores and making everything snug for the night. Also
he filled the kitchen woodbox as high as he could pile
the sticks and brought water to last overnight— since
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Charlie *b plan to pipe water into the cabin had re-
mained a beautiful plan and nothing more. Billy
Louiie thanked Seabeck, when he was ready to go.
" I knew you were square, and you 're really big^

ouled, too. I *n remember it always, Mr. Seabeck."
" Will you ? " Seabeck looked down at her, with his

hand upon the latch. " Even if you are put in a posi-
tion where you must pay that note— you will still—
Hm-mml I see. Before I go, Hiss MacDonald, I
should like your permission to send a man down here
to look after things."

" No, you must n't" Billy Louise spoke with prompt
decision. « Marthy might think you were— you see,
It would n't da I *11 see about getting a man. If you
wiU take this note up nnd leave it in the mail-box for
me, John Pringle will come up to-morrow. We '11 man-
age all right"

" You 're quite right But, Hiss HacDonald, there
IS something else. I— er— should like to give you a
little— wedding gift, since you honored me with the
newsofyourapproaching— mm-m— marriage. As an
old neighbor, and one of your most sincere admirers,
who would feel greatly honored by your friendship, I— should like to have you accept this— " He held
something out to Billy Louise and pulled open the door
for instant escape. " Good night. Miss HacDonald. I
think it will storm." Then be was gone, hurrying down
the narrow path with long strides, his tall figure bent
to the wind, his coat flapping around his lean legs.
BUly Louise dosed the door and her half-open mouth

and let down her lifted eyelids. Standing with her
back against the wall, she turned that something—
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•n mTelope_ow twice, then ton, off the end .nd
pulled out the oontenti. It w« the note d>e .nd Marthv

uL"r^ ^ '<>»«•' th.n „ hour .go, „d written

udsJlZk..^ " '•"^ """^
= " ^^^' S""-

I.

".^•»-°"-'J"«»«l" •"<« BiUy Lou« „„der
her bmth ad went Mrught in to rfwrn it to M.rthy.

i



CHAPTER XXVin

ALL BIOHT AHD OOMTT

SEABECK was a fine weather prophet, for that
time at least. It did storm that night and the

next day and the next; a howling, tearing blijoard that
carried the snow so far and so fast that it almost wore
it out; so that when the spasm was over, the land lay
bleaker and raggeder than ever, with hard-packed driftsm all the hollows and bare ground between. Of course
it was out of the question for Billy Louise to leave
the Cove while the storm lasted, so she took care of
Marthy and the pigs and chickens and cows, and be-
tween whiles she tormented herself with direful pictures
of Ward up there alone on Mill Creek. Sometimes she
saw him raving in fever and wanting a drink which he
could not get, so that thirst tortured him; then calling
for her, when she could not come. Sometimes she saw
him trying to hobble somewhere on those crutches, and
falling exhausted— breaking more bones, perhaps; or
catching more cold, or something. She was a most
distressed Billy Louise, believe me, and she wished a
hundred times a day that she had stayed with Ward;
she wished that, in spite of Marthy's nied of her. She
was terribly sorry for Marthy; but Marthy had not
broken any leg, and besides, she was not in love with
Marthy.

On the second day John Pringle battled through the
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And BUly I*ni« g,ve bim iMtrnction. .bout findiiur
• m«n ud ending bim up to tbc Core .t once, .nd

fcinng Phabe acnd up »nie clothet for ber. Sbe fe
better when .he h.d .et the wheel, in motion .g.i„,

.tohd b.ck out of .ight on hi. homeward journey, .hem.de up her mmd tK.,' .be would .t.rt .t d.^lighl for

or not. She .im,,lv v„uld ,.„, .ye Ward there iJone

^rd r. V,
^ ''/" -- «"fi»h. "d .he wantedWard to her.u/; 3. ,h. KJ not «, much a. mentioned

hi. name to Seab<-ck.

imr^'l'^"!r' '?"
*';'V'" *

• '"""" "«^'' °«* »»"'
^^'. K v'"*'

''"' "'" "^ ^ -•»« •« '••™ their
nert. when die poured their breakfa.t into the trough

^, V JI*""!«
"«•* "^^ ~™«>- She made coff«

.hi !f '^J', *T* " '^ '" " ^' "d 'oW her that
Jhe would leare plenty of wood and kindling. .„d thatMardiy murt deep a. long a. .be could and not worrr
.bout a ..ngle liviug thing. She «.id d,e mu,t g^•n early .tart, becaure it migbt be " bad going " aid

^prlt'^alJ."*
^"^ •»•* "'•" "" « ^ '- '""

don t muid, I 'II bring him down here where I can iLk
•Iter the two of you at the same time. You 11 let mewon t you I Or ebe," ,he added hopefully, " I '11 take'you both down home. Would you r»">er— "
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d^ly. "But I donH want you should go t» any trouble
.bout me Billy I„uise. I Ve rustled fer mJfSlmy hfe and I guess I kin yit If it waVt fer my rheu-
matiz, I d ask HO odds of anybody. I ain't goin' f
leave, anyway. Charlie might come back, er-»

* Well, you need n't leave." Billy Louise told hei-
self that she was not disappointed, because she had not
hoped to persuade Marthy to leave the Cove. " You

iTr^y"^'
""

'
'""^ ^'^ ^^^ ^-' <^o yo->

"No, I don't mind nothin' you kin do," said Marthv
in the same dull tone, pouring her saucer full of cof-
fee and spiUing some on her pillow, because her hands
were not M steady as they used to be. " He kin sleepm Charlie's room, if yuh want he should." She took
two big swallows that emptied the saucer, handed the
dish to Billy Louise, and lay down again. " I don't
-eem to care about nothin'," she remarked tonelessly.Id jest as soon die as live. I wisht you 'd send word
to Seabeck I want t' see him, Billy Louise. Oh, it.mt about Charlie," she aded harshly. ""He's shet
uh me, and I 'm shet uh him. I- got some other busi-

rg^'h'Iw^ ^^^^^-^^'^'^-oupleuhmen

"Is there any hurry, Marthy? " Billy Louise stood
holding the cup and saucer in her two hands, and stared
down anxiously at the lined old face on the pillow. A
faint, red glow was in the sky, and the lamp-light
dimmed with the coming of day. " You don't feel-
badly, do you, Marthy!"

" Me? No. Why should I feel bad? But I want
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t' see Seabeck and a couple of his men, jest as quick
BB you kin git word to 'em."

" Which ones? " BUly Louise was plainly puzzled.
Was Marthy going to make him take those cattle back f
It was like her. Billy Louise did not blame her for
feeling that way, either. If she had had the money
she would have paid him herself for the cattle.

" It don't matter which ones. You send 'im word
Billy Louise, like the good girl yuh always have been!
You ve always kinda took the place of my Minervy to
me, Billy Louise; and I won't bother yuh much longer."

" Oh, of courie I will I The stage will go up this
forenoon. I '11 send a note to Seabeck. It won't be
any bother at all. What shall I say? Just that you
want to see him ?

"

" I kin write it m' self, I guess, if you '11 bring me a
pencil and paper. I can't seem t' git used to a pen. I
kin write all I want t' say."

Billy Louise let it go at that She brought the paper
and pencil and went after Blue, while Marthy, sitting
up m bed, wrote her note. Billy Louise was eager to
start

;
and I don't think anyone should blame her if

she hurried Marthy a little, and if her parting words
were few, and her manner slightly abstracted. She
knew just how Marthy was feeling— or thought she
did; and she was sin.ply wUd with anxiety over
Ward.

Blue discovered before she was out of the gorge that
his lady was wild over something. Never had she come
80 near to being a merciless rider as on that nippy mom-
ing. There were drifts : Blue went through them in

lunges. There were steep hills: but there was no
great
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topping at the top to breathe awhile and admire the

view. Billj Louise rode with an eye np(m the <dimbing

sun, and with her mind buiy adding up miles and
minutes.

She rode up the creek trail at a long lope, and she

pulled up at the stable and slid off Blue, who was
wet to his ears and moving every rib when he breathed.

(Blue was a good horse, with plenty of speed and stam-

ina, but Billy Louise had givun him all he wanted,

that morning.) She went straight to a comer of the

hay corral and stopped with her hands clutching the top

wire.

''"Ward Wdrren, for heaven's sake, what are yon do-

ing? '' You could n't have told from her tone ^hat she

had been crying, a mile back, from sheer anxiety, or

that she ^' loved him to pieces." She sounded as if

she did not love him at all and was merely disgusted

with his actions.

" I 'm trying to sink my loop on this damned buuard-
head of a horse," Ward retorted glumly. " I Ve been

trying for about an hour," he added, grinning a little

at his own plight.

" Well, it 's a lucky thing for you be won't let you,"

Billy Louise informed him sternly, stooping to crawl

under the bottom wire. " You 've got about as much
sense as— " She did not say what. " Give me that

rope, and you take yourself and your crutches out of

the corral, Mr. Smarty. I just bad a huadi you could n't

be trusted to behave yourself."

"Brave Buckaroo got lonesome," Ward said, look-

ing at her with eyes alight, as he hobbled slowly to-

ward her. "YouH havd to open the gate for me,
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William. Rattler '11 make a break for the open if he
«ee8 a crack as wide ag your little finger."
By then he was near enough to reach out an arm and

pnll her doee to him. " Oh, William girl, I 'm sure
glad to 8ee you once more. I got scared. I thought
maybe I just dreamed you were here ; so I tackled— "

" You tackled more than you could hamlJc," Billy
Lomse finished with her lips dose to his. "You
have n't got any sense at all. You might have known
1 d come the very first minute I could."
"I know— I know."
" And you ought to know you must n't try to ride

RatUer, Ward. What if he 'd pitch with you ?
"

" In that case, I 'd pile up, I reckon. Say, William,
a broken leg does take a hell of a tinio to get well But
all the same, I '11 top old Rattler, all right. I 'd top
anything rather than spend another night in that ja::

"

"You '11 ride Blue," Billy Louise told him calmly.
I m going to ride Rattler myself."
" Yes, you are— not I

"

'* Do you mean to say I can't ? Do you think — "
" Oh, I guess you can, all right, but —

"

" Well, if I can, I 'm going to. If you thir^i I can't
handle a measly old skate like that — "

" He 's been running out for nearly two months, Wil-
hemina— "

" And look at his ribs ! If you '11 just kindly go in
the house while I saddle— "

" I '11 kindly stay right here, lady-girl. You don't
know Rattler— "

"And you don't know Billy LonisP MacDorsald,"
She wrinkled her nose at him and turned back to un-
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saddle Blue. " I really did n't intend to go back right

now," she aaid, " but seeing you 've got your heart set

on it, I suppose we might as well." Then she added

:

" We *ro only going as far as the Cove, anyway ; and
I really ought to hurry back to look after Marthy.
Charlie Fox and Peter pulled out and left her there

all solitary alone. I *ve been staying with her since

I left here. I told her we 'd be down tkere, and stay
till— further notice."

Billy Louise did not give Ward much opportunity
for argument. He was too awkward with his crutches
to keep up with her, and she managrd to be on the
move most of * the time.

I may as well admit that she was horribly afraid
of Rattler, and horribly afraid that he and Ward would
find it out. She did not hurry much. She took plenty
of time to put Ward's saddle on Blue, and when she

hnally took her rope and went n after Rattler, who
was regarding her from the comer of the stack where
he might run either way, she wished that Ward was
elsewhere— and she did not much care where.

But Ward was anxious, and he stayed where he was
by the comer of the stable and swore in violent under-
tones because he was condemned to look on while his

Wilhemina took long chances on getting hurt. Not a

move of hers escaped his fear^harpened eyes, while
she went carelessly close to Rattler, and then, with a

quick flip, landed the loop neatly over his head. Ward
would have felt less pleased if he had known how her
heart was thumping. He saw only the whimsical twist

of her lips and thought that she was enjoying a dis-

tinctly fomi&lac seuoe of triuuiph at her success.
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Billy Louise led Rattler boldly up to where lay hersaddle and Ward's bridle. She hoped she did notlook scared but she was wondering all the time what

probably her pessimism told her, for Billy Louise wasno lady broncho-fighter, for all she rode so well onhomm that she knew. There is a difference.
Sure you want to tackle him, lady-girl?" Ward

asked her after he had himself attended to the bridling— since Kattler was touchy about the head "Of
course, he isn't bad, when you know him; but he's
liable to be pretty snuffy after running out so long. And
hfMiever had a woman on him. You better let me ride

' Don't be silly. You could n't even mount him, with
that game leg. And besides, don't you see I 've been
wanting an excuse to ride Rattler ever since I knew

riJing." "
"""'' ^"" * ""^ ^' ^P''^^^'^ 0^ ™y

iusi?!^ l^ r T '* '^*' ^'*^-" W*"* ^»-Wed,
just as she knew ho would. " I haven't a doubt buwhat you can handle him if you take a notion. Only-
if you got hurt— " ^

"But I won't" Billy I^„ise braced her courage

Ward took It from her and hobbled dose enough to ad-

"He knows me," he explained meaningly. « Bet-
««• let me saddle up. He don't know but what I can

^^2 J! '"''' ^°- '^ ^' ^^""'^ ^»»«^«- J"«t handme tlie saddle, William, please."

" You 're only trying to scare me out," Billy Louise
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accused him, with a vast relief well hidden. " I »m not
a bit afraid of him."

"AU right; that'll help some." He steadied him-
•elf by the hone 's twitching shoulder while he reached
carefully for the cinch. " I guess I 'm more scared
than you are."

" I know you are. I Ve taken too many tumbles to
tet the prospect of another one worry me, anyway.
Why, Blue ditched me himself, three different times
when I first began to ride him. And even yet the old
devil would like to, once in a while." Billy Louise
was actually talking herself rapidly into a feeling of
confidence.

She needed it. When she had helped Ward upon
Blue— and that was not easy, either, considering that
he only had one leg fit to stand <m— and had gone
to the cabb for her bag of nuggets and Ward's roll of
money which he had forgotten, and had exhausted every
other excuse for delay, she picked up Rattler's reins
and wound her fingers in his mane, and took hold of
the stirrup as nonchalantly is if she were mounting
Blue. ^

She* went up at the instant when Rattler jumped
idewise from her. She got partly into the saddle,
clung there for a few harrowing seconds, and then went
over his head and plump into a snowdrift beside the
staole.

" Good God I " groaned Ward and went white and
weak as he watched.

" Good gracious I " grumbled Billy Louise, righting
herself and digging snow out of her collar and sleeves.
"Stop your laughing. Ward Warren!" (Waid was

asasif-;:«SB-^rr?"^s@ie^>^'^'
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not laughing, and she knew it.) " I »ll ride that ornery
cayiMe, jurt to show him I can. You Rattler I '11 fil
jou for that! » She turned to Ward and twisted her
Ups at him. « I see now why you named him that,"
•Jie wid. Because he ratUes your teeth loo«?."

You keep oflF him I " Ward shouted sternly.

^^

You keep still I » Billy Louise shouted back at himWe re going to find out right now who 's boss "

Whether she referred to Rattler or to his master she
did not stipulate; perhaps she meant both of them. At
any rate, she caught the horse again and mounted, a
great deal more cautiously than she had at first, in
spite of Ward's threats and entreaties. She got fairly
into the saddle and stayed there- with the help of the
horn and the luck that had thus far carried her through
almost anything she undertook. She was not a bit
ashamed of " pulling leather."

"Now we're all right and comfy," she announced
breathlessly, when the first fight was over and RatUer,
like his master, had yielded to the inevitable. " And
we know who 's boss, and we 're all of us squiiidiciously

fappy, because we 're headed for home. Are n't we
bodEaroo?" '

"I suppose so," Ward m^nbled doubtingly for a
moment eyeing her sidelong. He was not quite over
his scare yet.

"And say, buckaroo!" Billy Louise reined close,
so that she could reach out and pinch his arm a little
bit " Soon as your leg is all well, and you 're every
speck over the hookin'^ugh, why— you can be the
boss I"

*'CasI? tt

"fymi^mamsmiii^m^
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" Honest, you ctn. I We "— Billy Louise had the

grace to blush a little— "I Ve always thought I'd
love to have somebody bully me and boss me and 'buse
me. And I— " Her lips twitched a little. " I think
you can qualify. What wu that you said just as I was
getting on the second time? I was too busy to listen,

but— "

" But what t I donH remember that I said anything."
Ward got hold of her free hand and held it tight

" Oh, yes, you did I It was sweary, too."
" Was it ?

"

"Yes, it was. You sweared at Flower of the
Banch-oh."

Billy Louise stopped at that, since Ward refused to

be baited. She sensed that there were bigger things
than a " sweary " sentence in the forefront of her bucka-
roo's mind. She waited.

They came to the gate, and Billy Louise freed her
hand from his clasp and dismounted, since it was a
wire gate and could not be opened on horseback. She
dosed it after him, looked to her cinch, tightened it

a little, patted Rattler forgivingly on the neck, caught
the horn with one hand and the stirrup with the other,

and went up quite like a man, while Ward watched
her intently.

" * In sooth, I know not why you are so sa-ad,' " mur-
mured Billy Louise, when she swung alongside in the

trail.

Ward caught her hand again and did not let go; so

they rode band in hand down the narrow valley.

" I was wondering— " he hesitated, drawing in a

comer of his lip, biting it, and letting it go. " Wil-

'\w:^^irj
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bemina, if old Lady Fortune tikes a notion to give me
another kick or two, juBt when life looks so good to
me— "

" Why, we *\l kick back just as hard as she does,"
threatened Billy Louise courageously. " Don't let hap-
piness get on your nerves, Ward."

" If I was n't crippled, it would n't But when a
man 's down and out, he— thinks a lot The last three
days, I 've lived a whole lifetime, lady-girl. Everything
seems to be coming my way, all at once. And I 'm
afraid; what if I can't make good! If I can't make
you happy"— he squeezed her fingers so that Billy
Ix)uise had to grit her teeth to keep from interrupting
him— " or if anything should happen to you— Lord

!

I —- 1 never knew what it was to be crazy scared till I
saw you fall off Rattler. I— "

" You 've got nerves, buckaroo. You 've been shut
up there alone so long you see things all distorted.

We 're going to be happy, because we '11 be togethi'r,

and we 've so much to do and so much to think of. You
must realize, Ward, that we 've got three places to take
care of, and you and me and poor old Marthy. She
hM n't anybody, Ward, but us. And she 's changed so

—

got so old— just in the last few days. I never knew
a person could change so much in such a little while.
She 's just let go all holds and kind of sagged down,
mentally and physically. We 'U have to take care of
her, Ward, as long as she lives. That 's why I 'm tak-
ing you there— so we can look after her. She won't
leave the Cove. I— I was hoping," she added shyly,
" that we could sit in front of our own fireplace, Ward,
and have nice cozy evening; bat— well, there always

mars'- fKJf-
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•Bemt to be tomething for me to do for iomebodj,

"Oh, you Wilhemintl" Ward dipped his trm
tronnd her, to the disgust of lUttler and Blue, and
made ahift to kiss her tFice. " Long as you live, you 'U
iways be doing something for somebody; that's the
way you 're made. And nobody 's been doing things
for you

;
but if the Lord leU me live, that »s going to

be my job from now on."

He said a great deal more, of course. They had
nearly fifteen miles to go, and they rodo at a walk;
ind a man and a maid can say a good deal at such
a tune. But I don't think they would like to have
it aU repeated. Their thoughts ranged far: back over
the past and far into the future, and clung close to
the miracle of love that had brought them together.
There is one thing which Billy Louise, even in her most
self-revealing mood, did not tell Ward, and that is her
doubto of him. Never once did he dream that she had
suspected him and wrung her heart because of her sus-
picions— and in that I think she was wise and kind.

They found Seabeck and Floyd Carson and another
eowboy at the Cove, just preparing to leave. Marthy,
it transpired, had wanted to make her will, so that
Billy Louise would have the Cove when Marthy was
done with it. Billy Louise cried a little and argued
a good deal, but Marthy had not lo^t all her atubbom-
ness, and the will stood unchanged.

When Ward understood all of the circumstances, he
hobbled into the kitchen and signaled Seabeck to fol-

low him; and there he counted out five hundr^ dol-
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law from his ImI gold-harvest and with a few criip
entencei compelled Seabeck to accept the money. (At
that, Seabeok stood a loser bj Charlie's thievery, but no
one knew it save himself, since he never mentioned the
matter.)

Billy Louise and Ward were married just as soon
aa Ward was able to make the trip to the county-seat,
which was just as soon as he could walk comfortably
with a cane.

They stayed the winter in the Cove, and a part of
the spring. Then they buried grim, gray old Marthy
up on the side hill near Jase, where she had asked them
to lay her work-worn body when she was gone.
They were very busy and very happy and pretty

prosperous with their three ranches and what gold Ward
washed out of tho gravel-bank while they were living
up on Mill Creek, so that he could prove up on his
claim. They never heard of Charlie Fox again, or
of Buck Olney—-and they never wanted ta

If you should some time ride through a certain por-
tion of Idaho, you may find the tiny valley of the Wol-
verine and the decaying cabins which prove how im-
possible it is for a couple to live in three places at once.
If you should be so fortunate as to meet Billy Louise,
she might take you through the canyon and point out
to you her cave and Minervy's. It is possible that she
might also show you the washout which always made
her and Ward laugh when they passed it. And if you
ride up over the hill and along the upland and down
another hill, you cannot fail to find the entrance to the
Cove; and perhaps you will like to ride down the gorge
and see the little Eden hidden away there. You may



856 RANCH AT THE WOLVERINE
even ride is far u Hill Creek; but jou will be told,

very likely, thtt no one ever found tny gold thrre. And
if you should meet them, give my regards to Billy

Louise and Ward— wbo never calls himself a football

these days.

THB Kn>




