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Chapter 1

JoanRandle reined in her horse on the crest of the cedar ridge, and with
remorse and dread beginning to knock at her heart she gazed before her
at the wild and looming mountain range.

"Jim wasn't fooling me," she said. "He meant it. He's going straight for
the border E Oh, why did | taunt him!"

It was indeed a wild place, that southern border of Idaho, and that
year was to seethe ushering in of the wildest time probably ever known
in the West. The rush for gold had peopled California with a horde of
lawless men of every kind and class.And the vigilantes and then the rich
strikes in Idaho had caused a reflux of that dark tide of humanity.
Strange tales of blood and gold drifted into the camps, and prospectors
and hunters met with many unknown men.

Joanhad quarreled with Jim Cleve, and she was bitterly regretting it.
Joanwas twenty years old, tall, strong, dark. Shehad been born in Mis-
souri, where her father had been well-to-do and prominent, until, like
many another man of his day, he had impeded the passageof a bullet.
Then Joan had become the protegee of an uncle who had responded to
the call of gold; and the latter part of her life had been spent in the wilds.

Shehad followed Jim'strail for miles out toward the range. And now
she dismounted to seeif his tracks were asfresh as she had believed. He
had left the little village camp about sunrise. Someonehad seenhim rid-
ing away and had told Joan.Then he had tarried on the way, for it was
now midday. Joan pondered. She had become used to his idle threats
and disgusted with his vacillations. That had been the troubleNJim was
amiable, lovable, but since meeting Joan he had not exhibited any
strength of character. Joan stood beside her horse and looked away to-
ward the dark mountains. She was daring, resourceful, used to horses
and trails and taking care of herself; and she did not need anyone to tell
her that she had gone far enough. It had been her hope to come up with
Jim. Always he had been repentant. But this time was different. Shere-
called his lean, pale faceNso pale that freckles she did not know he had
showed throughN and his eyes, usually so soft and mild, had glinted




like steel. Yes, it had been a bitter, reckless face. What had she said to
him? She tried to recall it.

The night before at twilight Joanhad waited for him. She had given
him precedenceover the few other young men of the village, a fact she
resentfully believed he did not appreciate. Jim was unsatisfactory in
every way exceptin the way he cared for her. And that alsoNfor he
cared too much.

When Joanthought how Jim loved her, all the details of that night be-
came vivid. She sat alone under the spruce-trees near the cabin. The
shadows thickened, and then lightened under a rising moon. She heard
the low hum of insects, a distant laugh of some woman of the village,
and the murmur of the brook. Jim was later than usual. Very likely, as
her uncle had hinted, Jim had tarried at the saloon that had lately disrup-
ted the peaceof the village. The village was growing, and Joandid not
like the change. There were too many strangers, rough, loud-voiced,
drinking men. Once it had beena pleasure to go to the village store; now
it was an ordeal. Somehow Jim had seemedto be unfavorably influenced
by these new conditions. Still, he had never amounted to much. Her re-
sentment, or some feeling she had, was reaching a climax. She got up
from her seat. Shewould not wait any longer for him, and when she did
see him it would be to tell him a few blunt facts.

Just then there was a slight rustle behind her. Before she could turn
someoneseized her in powerful arms. Shewas bent backward in a bear-
ish embrace, so that she could neither struggle nor cry out. A dark face
loomed over hersNcame closer. Swift kissesclosed her eyes,burned her
cheeks, and ended passionately on her lips. They had some strange
power over her. Then she was released.

Joan staggered back, frightened, outraged. She was so dazed she did
not recognize the man, if indeed she knew him. But a laugh betrayed
him. It was Jim.

"You thought | had no nerve," he said. "What do you think of that?"

Suddenly Joanwas blindly furious. Shecould have killed him. Shehad
never given him any right, never made him any promise, never let him
believe she cared. And he had daredN! The hot blood boiled in her
cheeks. She was furious with him, but intolerably so with herself, be-
cause somehow those kisses she had resented gave her unknown pain
and shame. They had senta shock through all her being. Shethought she
hated him.

"YouNyouN" she broke out. "Jim Cleve, that ends you with me!"



"Reckon | never had a beginning with you," he replied, bitterly. "It was
worth a good deal E I'm not sorry E By HeavenNI'veNkissed you!"

He breathed heavily. She could see how pale he had grown in the
shadowy moonlight. She sensed a difference in himNa cool, reckless
defiance.

"You'll be sorry," she said. "I'll have nothing to do with you any more."

"All right. But I'm not, and | won't be sorry."

Shewondered whether he had fallen under the influence of drink. Jim
had never cared for liquor, which virtue was about the only one he pos-
sessed.Remembering his kisses, she knew he had not been drinking.
There was a strangenessabout him, though, that she could not fathom.
Had he guessedhis kisseswould have that power? If he dared againN!
She trembled, and it was not only rage. But she would teach him a
lesson.

"Joan,| kissed you becausel can't be a hangdog any longer," he said. "
love you and I'm no good without you. You must care a little for me.
Let's marry E I'IN"

"Never!" she replied, like flint. "You're no good at all."

“But | am," he protested, with passion. "I used to do things. But
sinceNsince I've met you I've lost my nerve. I'm crazy for you. You let
the other men run after you. Someof them aren't fit toNtoNOh, I'm sick
all the time! Now it's longing and then it's jealousy. Give me a chance,
Joan."

"Why?" she queried, coldly. "Why should I? You're shiftless. You won't
work. When you do find a little gold you squander it. You have nothing
but a gun. You can't do anything but shoot."

"Maybe that'll come in handy," he said, lightly.

"Jim Cleve, you haven't it in you even to be BAD," she went on,
stingingly.

At that he made a violent gesture. Then he loomed over her. "Joan
Handle, do you mean that?" he asked.

"l surely do," sheresponded. At last she had struck fire from him. The
fact was interesting. It lessened her anger.

“Then I'm so low, so worthless, so spineless that | can't even be bad?"

"Yes, you are."

"That's what you think of meNafter I've ruined myself for love of
you?"

Shelaughed tauntingly. How strange and hot a glee shefelt in hurting
him!

"By God, I'll show you!" he cried, hoarsely.



"What will you do, Jim?" she asked, mockingly.

“I'l shake this camp. I'll rustle for the border. I'll getin with Kells and
Gulden E You'll hear of me, Joan Randle!"

These were names of strange, unknown, and wild men of a growing
and terrible legion on the border. Out there, somewhere, lived desper-
ados, robbers, road-agents, murderers. More and more rumor had
brought tidings of them into the once quiet village. Joanfelt a slight cold
sinking sensation at her heart. But this was only a magnificent threat of
Jim's. He could not do such a thing. Shewould never let him, evenif he
could. But after the incomprehensible manner of woman, shedid not tell
him that.

"Bah! You haven't the nerve!" she retorted, with another mocking
laugh.

Haggard and fierce, he glared down at her a moment, and then
without another word he strode away. Joanwas amazed, and a little sick,
a little uncertain: still she did not call him back.

And now at noon of the next day she had tracked him miles toward
the mountains. It was a broad trail he had taken, one used by prospect-
ors and hunters. There was no danger of her getting lost. What risk she
ran was of meeting some of these border ruffians that had of late been
frequent visitors in the village. Presently she mounted again and rode
down the ridge. She would go a mile or so farther.

Behind every rock and cedar she expected to find Jim. Surely he had
only threatened her. But she had taunted him in a way no man could
stand, and if there were any strength of characterin him he would show
it now. Her remorse and dread increased. After all, he was only a
boyNonly a couple of years older than she was. Under stress of feeling
he might go to any extreme. Had she misjudged him? If she had not, she
had at least been brutal. But he had dared to kiss her! Every time she
thought of that a tingling, a confusion, a hot shame went over her. And
at length Joanmarveled to find that out of the affront to her pride, and
the quarrel, and the fact of his going and of her following, and especially
out of this increasing remorseful dread, there had flourished up a
strange and reluctant respect for Jim Cleve.

Sheclimbed another ridge and halted again. This time she saw a horse
and rider down in the green. Her heart leaped. It must be Jim returning.
After all, then, he had only threatened. She felt relieved and glad, yet
vaguely sorry. She had been right in her conviction.

She had not watched long, however, before she saw that this was not
the horse Jim usually rode. Shetook the precaution then to hide behind



some bushes, and watched from there. When the horseman approached
closer she discerned that instead of Jim it was Harvey Roberts, a man of
the village and a good friend of her uncle's. Therefore sherode out of her
covert and hailed him. It was a significant thing that at the sound of her
voice Roberts started suddenly and reached for his gun. Then he recog-
nized her.

"Hello, Joan!"he exclaimed, turning her way. "Reckon you give me a
scare. You ain't alone way out here?"

"Yes. | was trailing Jim when | saw you," she replied. "Thought you
were Jim."

"Trailin' Jim! What's up?"

"We quarreled. He swore he was going to the devil. Over on the bor-
der! | was mad and told him to goE . But I'm sorry nowNand have been
trying to catch up with him."

"Ahuh! E Sothat's Jim'strail. | sure was wonderin'. Joan,it turns off a
few miles back an' takes the trail for the border. | know. I've been in
there."

Joan glanced up sharply at Roberts. His scarred and grizzled face
seemed grave and he avoided her gaze.

"You don't believeNJim'll really go?" she asked, hurriedly.

"Reckon | do, Joan,"he replied, after a pause. "Jim is just fool enough.
He had beengettrn' recklesslerlately. An', Joan,the times ain't provocat-
in' a young feller to be good. Jim had a bad fight the other night. He
about half killed young Bradley. But | reckon you know."

"I've heard nothing," she replied. "Tell me. Why did they fight?"

"Report was that Bradley talked oncomplementary about you."

Joan experienced a sweet, warm rush of bloodNanother new and
strange emotion. She did not like Bradley. He had been persistent and
offensive.

"Why didn't Jim tell me?" she queried, half to herself.

"Reckon he wasn't proud of the shape he left Bradley in," replied
Roberts, with a laugh. "Come on, Joan, an' make back tracks for home."

Joanwas silent a moment while shelooked over the undulating green
ridges toward the great gray and black walls. Something stirred deep
within her. Her father in his youth had been an adventurer. Shefelt the
thrill and the call of her blood. And she had been unjust to a man who
loved her.

“I'm going after him," she said.

Roberts did not show any surprise. He looked at the position of the
sun. "Reckon we might overtake him an' get home before sundown," he



said, laconically, as he turned his horse. "We'll make a short cut across
here a few miles, an' strike his trail. Can't miss it."

Then he set off at a brisk trot and Joanfell in behind. She had a busy
mind, and it was a sign of her preoccupation that she forgot to thank
Roberts. Presently they struck into a valley, a narrow depression
between the foothills and the ridges, and here they made faster time. The
valley appeared miles long. Toward the middle of it Roberts called out to
Joan, and, looking down, she saw they had come up with Jim's trail.
Here Roberts put his mount to a canter, and at that gait they trailed Jim
out of the valley and up a slope which appeared to be a passinto the
mountains. Time flew by for Joan, because she was always peering
ahead in the hope and expectation of seeing Jim off in the distance. But
she had no glimpse of him. Now and then Roberts would glance around
at the westering sun. The afternoon had far advanced. Joan began to
worry about home. Shehad been so sure of coming up with Jim and re-
turning early in the day that she had left no word asto her intentions.
Probably by this time somebody was out looking for her.

The country grew rougher, rock-strewn, covered with cedars and
patches of pine. Deer crashed out of the thickets and grouse whirred up
from under the horses. The warmth of the summer afternoon chilled.

"Reckon we'd better give it up," called Roberts back to her.

"NoNno. Go on," replied Joan.

And they urged their horsesfaster. Finally they reachedthe summit of
the slope. From that height they saw down into a round, shallow valley,
which led on, like all the deceptive reaches,to the ranges. There was wa-
ter down there. It glinted like red ribbon in the sunlight. Not a living
thing was in sight. Joan grew more discouraged. It seemed there was
scarcely any hope of overtaking Jim that day. His trail led off round to
the left and grew difficult to follow. Finally, to make matters worse,
Roberts's horse slipped in a rocky wash and lamed himself. He did not
want to go on, and, when urged, could hardly walk.

Roberts got off to examine the injury. "Wal, he didn't break his leg," he
said, which was his manner of telling how bad the injury was. "Joan, |
reckon there'll be some worryin' back home tonight. For your horse can't
carry double an' | can't walk."

Joan dismounted. There was water in the wash, and she helped
Roberts bathe the sprained and swelling joint. In the interest and sym-
pathy of the moment she forgot her own trouble.



"Reckon we'll have to make camp right here," said Roberts, looking
around. "Lucky I've a pack on that saddle. | can make you comfortable.
But we'd better be careful about a fire an' not have one after dark."

“There's no help for it," replied Joan."Tomorrow we'll go on after Jim.
He can't be far ahead now." Shewas glad that it was impossible to return
home until the next day.

Roberts took the pack off his horse, and then the saddle. And he was
bending over in the act of loosening the cinches of Joan'ssaddle when
suddenly he straightened up with a jerk.

"What's that?"

Joanheard soft, dull thumps on the turf and then the sharp crack of an
unshod hoof upon stone. Wheeling, she saw three horsemen. They were
just acrossthe wash and coming toward her. One rider pointed in her
direction. Silhouetted against the red of the sunset they made dark and
sinister figures. Joanglanced apprehensively at Roberts. He was staring
with a look of recognition in his eyes. Under his breath he muttered a
curse. And although Joanwas not certain, she believed that his face had
shaded gray.

The three horsemen halted on the rim of the wash. One of them was
leading a mule that carried a pack and a deer carcass.Joan had seen
many riders apparently just like these, but none had ever so subtly and
powerfully affected her.

"Howdy," greeted one of the men.

And then Joanwas positive that the face of Roberts had turned ashen

gray.



Chapter 2

"It ain't youNKELLS?"

Roberts's query was a confirmation of his own recognition. And the
other's laugh was an answer, if one were needed.

The three horsemen crossedthe wash and again halted, leisurely, asif
time was no object. They were all young, under thirty. The two who had
not spoken were rough-garbed, coarse-featured,and resembled in gener-
al adozen men Joansaw every day. Kells was of a different stamp. Until
he looked at her he reminded her of someone she had known back in
Missouri; after he looked at her she was aware, in a curious, sickening
way, that no such person as he had ever before seenher. He was pale,
gray-eyed, intelligent, amiable. He appeared to be a man who had beena
gentleman. But there was something strange, intangible, immense about
him. Was that the effect of his presenceor of his name?Kells! It was only
aword to Joan.But it carried a namelessand terrible suggestion. During
the last year many dark tales had gone from camp to camp in
IdahoNsome too strange, too horrible for credenceNand with every ru-
mor the fame of Kells had grown, and also a fearful certainty of the rapid
growth of a legion of evil men out on the border. But no one in the vil-
lage or from any of the camps ever admitted having seenthis Kells. Had
fear kept them silent? Joanwas amazed that Roberts evidently knew this
man.

Kells dismounted and offered his hand. Roberts took it and shook it
constrainedly.

"Where did we meet last?" asked Kells.

"Reckonit was out of Fresno,"replied Roberts,and it was evident that
he tried to hide the effect of a memory.

Then Kells touched his hat to Joan, giving her the fleetest kind of a
glance. "Rather off the track aren't you?" he asked Roberts.

"Reckon we are," replied Roberts, and he beganto lose some of his re-
straint. His voice sounded clearer and did not halt. "Been trailin' Miss
Randle's favorite hoss. He's lost. An' we got farther 'n we had any idee.
Then my hoss went lame. 'Fraid we can't start home to-night."
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"Where are you from?"

"Hoadley. Bill Hoadley's town, back thirty miles or so."

"Well, Roberts, if you've no objection we'll camp here with you," con-
tinued Kells. "We've got some fresh meat."

With that he addresseda word to his comrades, and they repaired to a
cedar-tree near-by, where they began to unsaddle and unpack.

Then Roberts, bending nearer Joan,asif intent on his own pack, began
to whisper, hoarsely: "That's JackKells, the California road- agent. He's a
gun fighterNa hell-bent rattlesnake. When | saw him last he had a rope
round his neck an' was bein' led away to be hanged. | heerd afterward he
was rescued by pals. Joan,if the idee comesinto his head he'll kill me. |
don't know what to do. For God's sake think of somethin'! E Use your
woman's wits! E We couldn't be in a wuss fix!"

Joanfelt rather unsteady on her feet, so that it was a relief to sit down.
Shewas cold and sick inwardly, almost stunned. Some great peril men-
aced her. Men like Roberts did not talk that way without cause.Shewas
brave; she was not unused to danger. But this must be a different kind,
compared with which all she had experienced was but insignificant. She
could not grasp Roberts'sintimation. Why should he be killed? They had
no gold, no valuables. Even their horseswere nothing to inspire robbery.
It must be that there was peril to Roberts and to her becauseshe was a
girl, caught out in the wilds, easy prey for beastsof evil men. She had
heard of such things happening. Still, she could not believe it possible for
her. Roberts could protect her. Then this amiable, well-spoken Kells, he
was no Western roughNhe spoke like an educated man; surely he would
not harm her. So her mind revolved round fears, conjectures, possibilit-
les; she could not find her wits. Shecould not think how to meet the situ-
ation, even had she divined what the situation was to be.

While she satthere in the shade of a cedar the men busied themselves
with camp duties. None of them appeared to pay any attention to Joan.
They talked while they worked, as any other group of campers might
have talked, and jested and laughed. Kells made a fire, and carried wa-
ter, then broke cedar boughs for later camp-fire use; one of the strangers
whom they called Bill hobbled the horses; the other unrolled the pack,
spread a tarpaulin, and emptied the greasy sacks; Roberts made biscuit
dough for the oven.

The sun sank red and a ruddy twilight fell. It soon passed. Darkness
had about setin when Roberts came over to Joan,carrying bread, coffee,
and venison.
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"Here's your supper, Joan,"he called, quite loud and cheerily, and then
he whispered: "Mebbe it ain't so bad. They-all seem friendly. But I'm
scared, Joan. If you jest wasn't so dam' handsome, or if only he hadn't
seen you!"

"Can't we slip off in the dark?" she whispered in return.

"We might try. But it'd be no useif they mean bad. | can't make up my
mind yet what's comin' off. It's all right for you to pretend you're bash-
ful. But don't lose your nerve."

Then he returned to the camp-fire. Joan was hungry. She ate and
drank what had been given her, and that helped her to realize reality.
And although dread abided with her, she grew curious. Almost sheima-
gined she was fascinated by her predicament. She had always been an
emotional girl of strong will and self-restraint. Shehad always longed for
she knew not whatNperhaps freedom. Certain places had haunted her.
She had felt that something should have happened to her there. Yet
nothing ever had happened. Certain books had obsessedher, even when
a child, and often to her mother's dismay; for these books had been of
wild placesand life on the sea,adventure, and bloodshed. It had always
been said of her that she should have been a boy.

Night settled down black. A pale, narrow cloud, marked by a train of
stars, extended acrossthe dense blue sky. The wind moaned in the ce-
dars and roared in the replenished camp-fire. Sparks flew away into the
shadows. And on the puffs of smoke that blew toward her came the
sweet, pungent odor of burning cedar. Coyotes barked off under the
brush, and from away on the ridge drifted the dismal defiance of a wolf.

Camp-life was no new thing to Joan.She had crossedthe plains in a
wagon-train, that more than once had known the long-drawn yell of hos-
tile Indians. She had prospected and hunted in the mountains with her
uncle, weeks at a time. But never before this night had the wildness, the
loneliness, been so vivid to her.

Roberts was on his knees, scouring his oven with wet sand. His big,
shaggy head nodded in the firelight. He seemed pondering and thick
and slow. There was a burden upon him. The man Bill and his compan-
ion lay back against stonesand conversed low. Kells stood up in the light
of the blaze. He had a pipe at which he took long pulls and then sent up
clouds of smoke. There was nothing imposing in his build or striking in
his face, at that distance; but it took no second look to seehere was a
man remarkably out of the ordinary. Somekind of power and intensity
emanated from him. From time to time he appeared to glance in Joan's
direction; still, she could not be sure, for his eyeswere but shadows. He
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had cast aside his coat. He wore a vest open all the way, and a checked
soft shirt, with a black tie hanging untidily. A broad belt swung below
his hip and in the holster was a heavy gun. That was a strange place to
carry a gun, Joanthought. It looked awkward to her. When he walked it
might swing round and bump against his leg. And he certainly would
have to put it some other place when he rode.

"Say, have you got a blanket for that girl?" asked Kells, removing his
pipe from his lips to address Roberts.

"l got saddle-blankets," responded Roberts. "You see,we didn't expect
to be caught out.”

"Il let you have one," said Kells, walking away from the fire. "It will
be cold." He returned with a blanket, which he threw to Roberts.

"Much obliged," muttered Roberts.

“I'l bunk by the fire," went on the other, and with that he sat down
and appeared to become absorbed in thought.

Roberts brought the borrowed blanket and several saddle-blankets
over to where Joanwas, and laying them down he began to kick and
scrape stones and brush aside.

"Pretty rocky place, this here is," he said. "Reckon you'll sleep some,
though."

Then he began arranging the blankets into a bed. Presently Joanfelt a
tug at her riding-skirt. She looked down.

“I'l' be right by you," he whispered, with his big hand to his mouth,
"an' | ain't a-goin' to sleep none."

Whereupon he returned to the camp-fire. Presently Joan, not because
she was tired or sleepy, but because she wanted to act naturally, lay
down on the bed and pulled a blanket up over her. There was no more
talking among the men. Once she heard the jingle of spurs and the rustle
of cedar brush. By and by Roberts came back to her, dragging his saddle,
and lay down near her. Joanraised up alittle to seeKells motionless and
absorbed by the fire. He had a strained and tense position. Shesank back
softly and looked up at the cold bright stars. What was going to happen
to her? Something terrible! The very night shadows, the silence, the pres-
ence of strange men, all told her. And a shudder that was a thrill ran
over and over her.

Shewould lie awake. It would be impossible to sleep. And suddenly
into her full mind flashed an idea to slip away in the darkness, find her
horse, and so escapefrom any possible menace. This plan occupied her
thoughts for a long while. If she had not beenused to Western ways she
would have tried just that thing. But sherejectedit. Shewas not sure that
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shecould slip away, or find her horse, or elude pursuit, and certainly not
sure of her way home. It would be best to stay with Roberts.

When that was settled her mind ceasedto race. Shegrew languid and
sleepy. The warmth of the blankets stole over her. She had no idea of
sleeping, yet she found sleep more and more difficult to resist. Time that
must have been hours passed. The fire died down and then brightened,;
the shadows darkened and then lightened. Someonenow and then got
up to throw on wood. The thump of hobbled hoofs sounded out in the
darkness. The wind was still and the coyotes were gone. She could no
longer open her eyes. They seemed glued shut. And then gradually all
sense of the night and the wild, of the drowsy warmth, faded.

When she awoke the air was nipping cold. Her eyes snapped open
clear and bright. The tips of the cedars were ruddy in the sunrise. A
camp-fire crackled. Blue smoke curled upward. Joansat up with a rush
of memory. Roberts and Kells were bustling round the fire. The man Bill
was carrying water. The other fellow had brought in the horsesand was
taking off the hobbles. No one, apparently, paid any attention to Joan.
Shegot up and smoothed out her tangled hair, which she always wore in
a braid down her back when she rode. She had slept, then, and in her
boots! That was the first time she had ever done that. When she went
down to the brook to bathe her face and wash her hands, the men still,
apparently, took no notice of her. Shebeganto hope that Roberts had ex-
aggeratedtheir danger. Her horse was rather skittish and did not carefor
strange hands. He broke away from the bunch. Joanwent after him, even
lost sight of camp. Presently, after she caught him, she led him back to
camp and tied him up. And then she was so far emboldened as to ap-
proach the fire and to greet the men.

"Good morning," she said, brightly.

Kells had his back turned at the moment. He did not move or speak or
give any sign he had heard. The man Bill stared boldly at her, but
without a word. Roberts returned her greeting, and as she glanced
quickly at him, drawn by his voice, he turned away. But she had seen
that his face was dark, haggard, worn.

Joan's cheer and hope sustained a sudden and violent check. There
was something wrong in this group, and she could not guess what it
was. Sheseemedto have a queer, dragging weight at her limbs. Shewas
glad to move over to a stone and sink down upon it. Roberts brought her
breakfast, but he did not speak or look at her. His hands shook. And this
frightened Joan.What was going to happen? Roberts went back to the
camp-fire. Joanhad to force herself to eat. There was one thing of which
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she was sureNthat she would need all the strength and fortitude she
could summon.

Joanbecameaware, presently, that Kells was conversing with Roberts,
but too low for her to hear what was said. She saw Roberts make a ges-
ture of fierce protest. About the other man there was an air cool, per-
suading, dominant. He ceasedspeaking, as if the incident were closed.
Roberts hurried and blundered through his task with his pack and went
for his horse. The animal limped slightly, but evidently was not in bad
shape. Roberts saddled him, tied on the pack. Then he saddled Joan's
horse. That done, he squared around with the front of a man who had to
face something he dreaded.

"Come on, Joan.We're ready," he called. His voice was loud, but not
natural.

Joan started to cross to him when Kells strode between them. She
might not have beenthere, for all the sign this ominous man gave of her
presence.He confronted Roberts in the middle of the camp- circle, and
halted, perhaps a rod distant.

"Roberts, get on your horse and clear out," he said.

Roberts dropped his halter and straightened up. It was a bolder action
than any he had heretofore given. Perhapsthe mask was off now; he was
wholly sure of what he had only feared; subterfuge and blindness were
in vain; and now he could be a man. Some change worked in his faceNa
blanching, a setting.

“No, | won't go without the girl," he said.

"But you can't take her!"

Joanvibrated to a sudden start. Sothis was what was going to happen.
Her heart almost stood still. Breathlessand quivering, she watched these
two men, about whom now all was strangely magnified.

"Reckon I'll go along with you, then," replied Roberts.

"Your company's not wanted."

"Wal, I'll go anyway."

This was only play at words, Joanthought. Shedivined in Roberts a
cold and grim acceptanceof something he had expected. And the voice
of KellsNwhat did that convey? Still the man seemed slow, easy, kind,
amiable.

"Haven't you got any sense, Roberts?" he asked.

Roberts made no reply to that.

"Go on home. Saynothing or anythingNwhatever you like," continued
Kells. "You did me a favor once over in California. | like to remember fa-
vors. Use your head now. Hit the trail."

15



“Not without her. I'll fight first,” declared Roberts, and his hands
began to twitch and jerk.

Joandid not miss the wonderful intentness of the pale-gray eyes that
watched RobertsNhis face, his glance, his hands.

"What good will it do to fight?" asked Kells. He laughed coolly. "That
won't help her E You ought to know what you'll get."

"KellsNI'll  die before | leave that girl in your clutches," flashed
Roberts. "An' | ain't a-goin' to stand here an' argue with you. Let her
comeNorN"

"You don't strike me asafool," interrupted Kells. His voice was suave,
smooth, persuasive, cool. What strengthNwhat certainty appeared be-
hind it! "It's not my habit to argue with fools. Take the chancel offer you.
Hit the trail. Life is precious, man! E You've no chancehere. And what's
one girl more or less to you?"

"Kells, | may be a fool, but I'm a man," passionately rejoined Roberts.
"Why, you're somethin' inhuman! | knew that out in the gold-fields. But
to think you can stand thereNan' talk sweet an' pleasantNwith no idee
of manhood! E Let her come nowNorNor I'm a-goin' for my gun!"

"Roberts, haven't you a wifeNchildren?"

"Yes, | have," shouted Roberts, huskily. "An' that wife would disown
me if | left Joan Randle to you. An' I've got a grown girl. Mebbe some
day she might need a man to stand between her an' such as you, Jack
Kells!"

All Roberts' pathos and passion had no effect, unless to bring out by
contrast the singular and ruthless nature of Jack Kells.

"Will you hit the trail?"

"No!" thundered Roberts,

Until then Joan Randle had been fascinated, held by the swift inter-
change between her friend and enemy. But now she had a convulsion of
fear. She had seen men fight, but never to the death. Roberts crouched
like a wolf at bay. There was a madness upon him. He shook like a rip-
pling leaf. Suddenly his shoulder lurchedNhis arm swung.

Joan wheeled away in horror, shutting her eyes, covering her ears,
running blindly. Then upon her muffled hearing burst the boom of a
gun.
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Chapter

Joanran on, stumbling over rocks and brush, with a darkness before her
eyes, the terror in her soul. She was out in the cedars when someone
grasped her from behind. Shefelt the hands asthe coils of a snake. Then
she was ready to faint, but she must not faint. Shestruggled away, stood
free. It was the man Bill who had caught her. He said something that was
unintelligible. She reached for the snag of a dead cedar and, leaning
there, fought her weakness,that cold black horror which seemeda phys-
ical thing in her mind, her blood, her muscles.

When she recovered enough for the thickness to leave her sight she
saw Kells coming, leading her horse and his own. At sight of him a
strange, swift heat shot through her. Then she was confounded with the
thought of Roberts.

"RoNRoberts?" she faltered.

Kells gave her a piercing glance. "Miss Randle, | had to take the fight
out of your friend," he said.

"YouNyouNIs heNdead?"

"l just crippled his gun arm. If | hadn't he would have hurt somebody.
He'll ride back to Hoadley and tell your folks about it. Sothey'll know
you're safe."

"Safe!" she whispered.

“That's what | said, Miss Randle. If you're going to ride out into the
borderNif it's possible to be safe out there you'll be so with me."

"But | want to go home. Oh, please let me go!"

"l couldn't think of it"

"ThenNwhat will youNdo with me?"

Again that gray glance pierced her. His eyeswere clear, flawless, like
crystal, without coldness, warmth, expression. "I'll get a barrel of gold
out of you."

"How?" she asked, wonderingly.

“I'l hold you for ransom. Sooner or later those prospectors over there
are going to strike gold. Strike it rich! | know that. I've got to make a liv-
ing some way."
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Kells was tightening the cinch on her saddle while he spoke. His voice,
his manner, the amiable smile on his intelligent face,they all appeared to
come from sincerity. But for those strange eyes Joanwould have wholly
believed him. As it was, a half doubt troubled her. Sheremembered the
character Roberts had given this man. Still, shewas recovering her nerve.
It had beenthe certainty of disaster to Roberts that had made her weak-
en. As he was only slightly wounded and free to ride home safely, she
had not the horror of his death upon her. Indeed, she was now so im-
mensely uplifted that she faced the situation unflinchingly.

"Bill," called Kells to the man standing there with a grin on his coarse
red face, "you go back and help Halloway pack. Then take my trail."

Bill nodded, and was walking away when Kells called after him: "And
say, Bill, don't say anything to Roberts. He's easily riled."

"Haw! Haw! Haw!" laughed Bill.

His harsh laughter somehow rang jarringly in Joan'sears.But she was
used to violent men who expressed mirth over mirthless jokes.

"Get up, Miss Randle," said Kells as he mounted. "We've a long ride.
You'll need all your strength. So| advise you to come quietly with me
and not try to get away. It won't be any use trying."

Joanclimbed into her saddle and rode after him. Once shelooked back
in hope of seeing Roberts, of waving a hand to him. She saw his horse
standing saddled, and she saw Bill struggling under a pack, but there
was no sign of Roberts. Then more cedars intervened and the camp site
was lost to view. When she glanced ahead her first thought was to take
in the points of Kells's horse. She had been used to horses all her life.
Kells rode a big rangy bayNa horse that appeared to snort speedand en-
durance. Her pony could never run away from that big brute. Still Joan
had the temper to make an attempt to escape, if a favorable way
presented.

The morning was rosy, clear, cool; there was a sweet, dry tang in the
air; white-tailed deer bounded out of the open spaces;and the gray-
domed, glistening mountains, with their bold, black-fringed slopes, over-
shadowed the close foot-hills.

Joanwas a victim to swift vagaries of thought and conflicting emo-
tions. Shewas riding away with a freebooter, a road-agent, to be held for
ransom. The fact was scarcely credible. Shecould not shake the dread of
namelessperil. Shetried not to recall Roberts'swords, yet they haunted
her. If she had not been so handsome, he had said! Joanknew she pos-
sessedgood looks, but they had never causedher any particular concern.
That Kells had let that influence himN as Roberts had imaginedNwas
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more than absurd. Kells had scarcelylooked at her. It was gold such men
wanted. She wondered what her ransom would be, where her uncle
would getit, and if there really was a likelihood of that rich strike. Then
she remembered her mother, who had died when she was a little girl,

and a strange, sweet sadnessabided with her. It passed. She saw her
uncleNthat great, robust, hearty, splendid old man, with his laugh and
his kindness, and his love for her, and his everlasting unquenchable be-
lief that soon he would make arich gold-strike. What a roar and a stam-
pede he would raise at her loss! The village camp might be divided on
that score, she thought, becausethe few young women in that little set-
tlement hated her, and the young men would have more peace without

her. Suddenly her thought shifted to Jim Cleve, the causeof her present
misfortune. She had forgotten Jim. In the interval somehow he had
grown. Sweetto remember how he had fought for her and kept it secret!
After all, she had misjudged him. Shehad hated him becauseshe liked

him. Maybe she did more! That gave her a shock. Sherecalled his kisses
and then flamed all over. If she did not hate him she ought to. He had
been so useless;he ran after her so; he was the laughing-stock of the vil-

lage; his actions made her other admirers and friends believe she cared
for him, was playing fast-and-loose with him. Still, there was a difference
now. He had terribly transgressed.He had frightened her with threats of
dire ruin to himself. And becauseof that she had trailed him, to fall her-
self upon a hazardous experience. Where was Jim Cleve now? Like a
flash then occurred to her the singular possibility. Jim had ridden for the
border with the avowed and desperate intention of finding Kells and
Gulden and the bad men of that trackless region. He would do what he
had sworn he would. And here she was, the causeof it all, a captive of
this notorious Kells! She was being led into that wild border country.

Somewhere out there Kells and Jim Cleve would meet. Jim would find

her in Kells's hands. Then there would be hell, Joanthought. The possib-
ility, the certainty, seemedto strike deep into her, reviving that dread
and terror. Yet she thrilled again; a ripple that was not all cold coursed
through her. Something had a birth in her then, and the part of it she un-
derstood was that she welcomed the adventure with a throbbing heart,
yet looked with awe and shame and distrust at this new, strange side of
her nature.

And while her mind was thus thronged the morning hours passed
swiftly, the miles of foot-hills were climbed and descended.A green gap
of canon, wild and yellow-walled, yawned before her, opening into the
mountain.
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Kells halted on the grassy bank of a shallow brook. "Get down. We'll
noon here and rest the horses," he said to Joan."l can't say that you're
anything but game. We've done perhaps twenty-five miles this
morning."

The mouth of this canon was a wild, green-flowered, beautiful place.
There were willows and alders and aspens along the brook. The green
bench was like a grassy meadow. Joancaught a glimpse of a brown ob-
ject, a deer or bear, stealing away through spruce-treeson the slope. She
dismounted, aware now that her legs ached and it was comfortable to
stretch them. Looking backward acrossthe valley toward the last foot-
hill, she saw the other men, with horses and packs, coming. She had a
habit of close observation, and she thought that either the men with the
packs had now one more horse than sheremembered, or elseshe had not
seen the extra one. Her attention shifted then. She watched Kells un-
saddle the horses.He was wiry, muscular, quick with his hands. The big,
blue-cylindered gun swung in front of him. That gun had a queer kind of
attraction for her. The curved black butt made her think of a sharp grip
of hand upon it. Kells did not hobble the horses. He slapped his bay on
the haunch and drove him down toward the brook. Joan's pony fol-
lowed. They drank, cracked the stones, climbed the other bank, and
beganto roll in the grass. Then the other men with the packs trotted up.
Joanwas glad. She had not thought of it before, but now she felt she
would rather not be alone with Kells. Sheremarked then that there was
no extra horse in the bunch. It seemedstrange, her thinking that, and she
imagined she was not clear-headed.

“Throw the packs, Bill," said Kells.

Another fire was kindled and preparations made toward a noonday
meal. Bill and Halloway appeared loquacious, and inclined to steal
glances at Joanwhen Kells could not notice. Halloway whistled a Dixie
tune. Then Bill took advantage of the absenceof Kells, who went down
to the brook, and he beganto leer at Joanand make bold eyesat her. Joan
appeared not to notice him, and thereafter averted; her gaze. The men
chuckled.

"She'sthe proud hussy! But she ain't foolin' me. I've knowed a heap of
wimmen." Whereupon Halloway guffawed, and between them, in lower
tones, they exchanged mysterious remarks. Kells returned with a bucket
of water.

"What's got into you men?" he queried.

Both of them looked around, blusteringily innocent.

20



"Reckon it's the same that's ailin' you," replied Bill. He showed that
among wild, unhampered men how little could inflame and change.

"Boss, it's the onaccustomed company,” added Halloway, with a con-
ciliatory smile. "Bill sort of warms up. He jest can't help it. An' seein'
what a thunderin' crab he always is, why I'm glad an' welcome."

Kells vouchsafed no reply to this and, turning away, continued his
tasks. Joanhad a closelook at his eyesand again she was startled. They
were not like eyes,but just gray spaces,opague openings, with nothing
visible behind, yet with something terrible there.

The preparations for the meal went on, somewhat constrainedly on the
part of Bill and Halloway, and presently were ended. Then the men at-
tended to it with appetites born of the open and of action. Joansat apart
from them on the bank of the brook, and after she had appeasedher own
hunger she rested, leaning back in the shade of an alderbush. A sailing
shadow crossednear her, and, looking up, she saw an eagleflying above
the ramparts of the canon. Then she had a drowsy spell, but she suc-
cumbed to it only to the extent of closing her eyes.Time dragged on. She
would rather have been in the saddle. These men were leisurely, and
Kells was provokingly slow. They had nothing to do with time but waste
it. Shetried to combat the desire for hurry, for action; she could not gain
anything by worry. Nevertheless, resignation would not come to her and
her hope began to flag. Something portended evilNsomething hung in
the balance.

The snort and tramp of horsesroused her, and upon sitting up she saw
the men about to pack and saddle again. Kells had spoken to her only
twice so far that day. Shewas grateful for his silence, but could not un-
derstand it. He seemedto have a preoccupied air that somehow did not
fit the amiablenessof his face. He looked gentle, good-natured; he was
soft-spoken; he gave an impression of kindness. But Joanbeganto realize
that he was not what he seemed.He had something on his mind. It was
not conscience,nor a burden: it might be a projection, a plan, an absorb-
ing scheme,a something that gained food with thought. Joanwondered
doubtfully if it were the ransom of gold he expected to get.

Presently, when all was about in readinessfor a fresh start, sheroseto
her feet. Kells's bay was not tractable at the moment. Bill held out Joan's
bridle to her and their hands touched. The contact was an accident, but it
resulted in Bill's grasping back at her hand. Shejerked it away, scarcely
comprehending. Then all under the brown of his face she saw creep a
dark, ruddy tide. He reachedfor her thenNput his hand on her breast. It
was an instinctive animal action. He meant nothing. Shedivined that he
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could not help it. Shehad lived with rough men long enough to know he
had no motiveNno thought at all. But at the profanation of such a touch
she shrank back, uttering a cry.

At her elbow she heard a quick step and a sharp-drawn breath or hiss.

"AW, JACK!" cried Bill.

Then Kells, in lithe and savage swiftness, came between them. He
swung his gun, hitting Bill full in the face. The man fell, limp and heavy,
and he lay there, with a bloody gash across his brow. Kells stood over
him a moment, slowly lowering the gun. Joan feared he meant to shoot.

"Oh, don'tNdon't!" she cried. "HeNhe didn't hurt me."

Kells pushed her back. When he touched her she seemedto feel the
shock of an electric current. His face had not changed, but his eyeswere
terrible. On the background of gray were strange, leaping red flecks.

“Take your horse," he ordered. "No. Walk acrossthe brook. There's a
trail. Go up the canon. I'll come presently. Don't run and don't hide. It'll
be the worse for you if you do. Hurry!"

Joanobeyed. Sheflashed past the open-jawed Halloway, and, running
down to the brook, stepped acrossfrom stone to stone. She found the
trail and hurriedly followed it. Shedid not look back. It never occurred
to her to hide, to try to get away. She only obeyed, conscious of some
force that dominated her. Once she heard loud voices, then the shrill
neigh of a horse. The trail swung under the left wall of the canon and ran
along the noisy brook. Shethought she heard shots and was startled, but
she could not be sure. Shestopped to listen. Only the babble of swift wa-
ter and the sough of wind in the spruces greeted her ears. Shewent on,
beginning to collect her thoughts, to conjecture on the significance of
Kells's behavior.

But had that been the spring of his motive? She doubted itNshe
doubted all about him, save that subtle essenceof violence, of ruthless
force and intensity, of terrible capacity, which hung round him.

A halloo caused her to stop and turn. Two pack-horses were jogging
up the trail. Kells was driving them and leading her pony. Nothing could
be seen of the other men. Kells rapidly overhauled her, and she had to
get out of the trail to let the pack-animals pass. He threw her bridle to
her.

"Get up,"” he said.

Shecomplied. And then she bravely faced him. "Where areNthe other
men?"

"We parted company,” he replied, curtly.

"Why?" she persisted.
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"Well, if you're anxious to know, it was becauseyou were winning
theirNregardNtoo much to suit me."

"Winning their regard!" Joan exclaimed, blankly.

Here those gray, piercing eyeswent through her, then swiftly shifted.
Shewas quick to divine from that the inference in his wordsNhe suspec-
ted her of flirting with those ruffians, perhaps to escapehim through
them. That had only been his suspicionN groundless after his swift
glance at her. Perhaps unconsciousnessof his meaning, a simulated in-
nocence,and ignorance might serve her with this strange man. Shere-
solved to try it, to use all her woman's intuition and wit and cunning.
Here was an educated man who was a criminalNan outcast. Deep with-
in him might be memories of a different life. They might be stirred. Joan
decided in that swift instant that, if she could understand him, learn his
real intentions toward her, she could cope with him.

"Bill and his pard were thinking too much ofNof the ransom I'm after,"
went on Kells, with a short laugh. "Come on now. Ride close to me."

Joanturned into the trail with his laugh ringing in her ears. Did she
only imagine a mockery in it? Was there any reason to believe a word
this man said? Sheappeared as helplessto seethrough him asshewas in
her predicament.

They had entered a canon, such aswas typical of that mountain range,
and the winding trail which ran beneath the yellow walls was one un-
used to travel. Joancould not make out any old tracks, except those of
deer and cougar. The crashing of wild animals into the chaparral, and
the scarcely frightened flight of rabbits and grouse attested to the wild-
nessof the place. They passedan old tumbledown log cabin, once used,
no doubt, by prospectors and hunters. Here the trail ended. Yet Kells
kept on up the canon. And for all Joancould tell the walls grew only the
higher and the timber heavier and the space wilder.

At a turn, when the second pack-horse, that appeared unused to his
task, camefully into Joan'ssight, she was struck with his resemblanceto
some horse with which she was familiar. It was scarcely an impression
which she might have received from seeing Kells's horse or Bill's or any
one's a few times. Therefore she watched this animal, studying his gait
and behavior. It did not take long for her to discover that he was not a
pack-horse. He resented that burden. He did not know how to swing it.
This made her deeply thoughtful and she watched closer than ever. All
at once there dawned on her the fact that the resemblance here was to
Roberts's horse. She caught her breath and felt again that cold gnawing
of fear within her. Then she closed her eyes the better to remember
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significant points about Roberts's sorrelNa white left front foot, an old
diamond brand, a ragged forelock, and an unusual marking, a light bar
acrosshis face. When Joanhad recalled these, she felt so certain that she
would find them on this pack-horse that she was afraid to open her eyes.
Sheforced herself to look, and it seemedthat in one glance she saw three
of them. Still she clung to hope. Then the horse, picking his way, par-
tially turning toward her, disclosed the bar across his face.

Joanrecognized it. Roberts was not on his way home. Kells had lied.
Kells had killed him. How plain and fearful the proof! It verified
Roberts's gloomy prophecy. Joan suddenly grew sick and dizzy. She
reeled in her saddle. It was only by dint of the last effort of strength and
self-control that she kept her seat. She fought the horror asif it were a
beast. Hanging over the pommel, with shut eyes, letting her pony find
the way, she sustained this shock of discovery and did not let it utterly
overwhelm her. And asshe conquered the sickening weaknessher mind
guickened to the changed aspect of her situation. She understood Kells
and the appalling nature of her peril. Shedid not know how she under-
stood him now, but doubt had utterly fled. All was clear, real, grim,
present. Like a child she had beendeceived, for no reasonshe could see.
That talk of ransom was false. Likewise Kells's assertion that he had par-
ted company with Halloway and Bill because he would not share the
ransomNthat, too, was false. The idea of aransom, in this light, was now
ridiculous. From that first moment Kells had wanted her; he had tried to
persuade Roberts to leave her, and, failing, had killed him; he had rid
himself of the other two menNand now Joanknew she had heard shots
back there. Kells's intention loomed out of all his dark brooding, and it
stood clear now to her, dastardly, worse than captivity, or torture, or
deathNthe worst fate that could befall a woman.

The reality of it now was so astounding. TrueNas true asthose stories
she had deemed impossible! Becauseshe and her people and friends had
appeared secure in their mountain camp and happy in their work and
trustful of good, they had scarcely credited the rumors of just such
things ashad happened to her. The stageheld up by roadagents, alonely
prospector murdered and robbed, fights in the saloons and on the trails,
and uselesspursuit of hardriding men out there on the border, elusive as
Arabs, swift as ApachesNthese facts had been terrible enough, without
the dread of worse. The truth of her capture, the meaning of it, were raw,
shocking spurs to Joan Randle's intelligence and courage. Since she still
lived, which was strange indeed in the illuminating light of her later in-
sight into Kells and his kind, she had to meet him with all that was
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catlike and subtle and devilish at the command of a woman. Shehad to
win him, foil him, kill himNor go to her death. She was no girl to be
dragged into the mountain fastness by a desperado and made a
plaything. Her horror and terror had worked its way deep into the
depths of her and uncovered powers never suspected, never before re-
quired in her scheme of life. She had no longer any fear. She matched
herself against this man. Sheanticipated him. And shefelt like a woman
who had lately been a thoughtless girl, who, in turn, had dreamed of
vague old happenings of a past before she was born, of impossible ad-
ventures in her own future. Hate and wrath and outraged womanhood
were not wholly the secret of Joan Randle's flaming spirit.
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Chapter

JoanRandle rode on and on, through the canon, out at its head and over
a passinto another canon, and never did shelet it be possible for Kells to
see her eyes until she knew beyond peradventure of a doubt that they
hid the strength and spirit and secret of her soul.

The time came when traveling was so steep and rough that she must
think first of her horse and her own safety. Kells led up over a rock-
jumbled spur of range, where she had sometimes to follow on foot. It
seemed miles acrossthat wilderness of stone. Foxesand wolves trotted
over open places, watching stealthily. All around dark mountain peaks
stood up. The afternoon was far advanced when Kells started to descend
again, and he rode a zigzag course on weathered slopes and over brushy
benches, down and down into the canons again.

A lonely peak was visible, sunset-flushed against the blue, from the
point where Kells finally halted. That ended the longest ride Joan had
ever made in one day. For miles and miles they had climbed and descen-
ded and wound into the mountains. Joanhad scarcely any idea of direc-
tion. Shewas completely turned around and lost. This spot was the wild-
est and most beautiful she had ever seen. A canon headed here. It was
narrow, low-walled, and luxuriant with grassand wild rosesand willow
and spruce and balsam. There were deer standing with long ears erect,
motionless, curious, tame as cattle. There were moving streaks through
the long grass, showing the course of smaller animals slipping away.

Then under a giant balsam, that reached aloft to the rim-wall, Joansaw
a little log cabin, open in front. It had not been built very long; some of
the log ends still showed yellow. It did not resemble the hunters' and
prospectors' cabins she had seen on her trips with her uncle.

In a sweeping glance Joanhad taken in these features. Kells had dis-
mounted and approached her. She looked frankly, but not directly, at
him.

"I'm tiredNalmost too tired to get off," she said.

"Fifty miles of rock and brush, up and down! Without a kick!" he ex-
claimed, admiringly. "You've got sand, girl!"
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"Where are we?"

"This is Lost Canon. Only a few men know of it. And they areN at-
tached to me. | intend to keep you here."

"How long?" She felt the intensity of his gaze.

"WhyNas long asN" he replied, slowly, "till | get my ransom."

"What amount will you ask?"

"You're worth a hundred thousand in gold right now E Maybe later |
might let you go for less."

Joan'skeen-wrought perception registered his covert, scarcely veiled
implication. He was studying her.

"Oh, poor uncle. He'll never, never get so much."

"Sure he will," replied Kells, bluntly.

Then he helped her out of the saddle. Shewas stiff and awkward, and
she let herself slide. Kells handled her gently and like a gentleman, and
for Joanthe first agonizing moment of her ordeal was past. Her intuition
had guided her correctly. Kells might have been and probably was the
most depraved of outcast men; but the presence of a girl like her,
however it affected him, must also have brought up associations of a
time when by family and breeding and habit he had been infinitely dif-
ferent. His action here, just like the ruffian Bill's, was instinctive, beyond
his control. Just this slight thing, this frail link that joined Kells to his
past and better life, immeasurably inspirited Joanand outlined the diffi-
cult game she had to play.

"You're a very gallant robber," she said.

He appeared not to hear that or to note it; he was eying her up and
down; and he moved closer, perhaps to estimate her height compared to
his own.

"l didn't know you were so tall. You're above my shoulder."”

"Yes, I'm very lanky."

"Lanky! Why you're not that. You've a splendid figureNtall, supple,
strong; you're like a Nez Percegirl | knew onceE . You're a beautiful
thing. Didn't you know that?"

“Not particularly. My friends don't dare flatter me. | suppose I'll have
to stand it from you. But | didn't expect compliments from JackKells of
the Border Legion."

"Border Legion? Where'd you hear that name?"

"| didn't hear it. | made it upNthought of it myself."

"Well, you've invented something I'll useE . And what's your name- -
your first name? | heard Roberts use it."
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Joanfelt a cold contraction of all her internal being, but outwardly she
never so much as nicked an eyelash. "My name's Joan."

"Joan!" He placed heavy, compelling hands on her shoulders and
turned her squarely toward him.

Again she felt his gaze, strangely, like the reflection of sunlight from
ice. Shehad to look at him. This was her supreme test. For hours she had
prepared for it, steeled herself, wrought upon all that was sensitive in
her; and now she prayed, and swiftly looked up into his eyes.They were
windows of a gray hell. And she gazed into that naked abyss, at that
dark, uncovered soul, with only the timid anxiety and fear and the un-
consciousness of an innocent, ignorant girl.

"Joan! You know why | brought you here?"

"Yes, of course; you told me,"” she replied, steadily. "You want to
ransom me for goldE . And I'm afraid you'll have to take me home
without getting any."

"You know what | mean to do to you," he went on, thickly.

"Do to me?" she echoed, and she never quivered a muscle. "YouRNyou
didn't sayE .| haven't thoughtE . But you won't hurt me, will you? It's
not my fault if there's no gold to ransom me."

He shook her. His face changed, grew darker. "You KNOW what |
mean."

"I don't." With some show of spirit she essayedto slip out of his grasp.
He held her the tighter.

"How old are you?"

It was only in her height and development that Joanlooked anywhere
near her age. Often she had been taken for a very young girl.

“I'm seventeen,"she replied. This was not the truth. It was a lie that
did not falter on lips which had scorned falsehood.

"Seventeen!" he ejaculated in amaze. "Honestly, now?"

She lifted her chin scornfully and remained silent.

"Well, | thought you were a woman. | took you to be twenty-fiveNat
least twenty-two. Seventeen,with that shape! You're only a girlNa kid.
You don't know anything."

Then he releasedher, almost with violence, asif angered at her or him-
self, and he turned away to the horses.Joanwalked toward the little cab-
in. The strain of that encounter left her weak, but once from under his
eyes, certain that she had carried her point, she quickly regained her
poise. There might be, probably would be, infinitely more trying ordeals
for her to meet than this one had been; sherealized, however, that never
again would she be so near betrayal of terror and knowledge and self.
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The scene of her isolation had a curious fascination for her. So-
methingNand she shudderedNwas to happen to her here in this lonely,
silent gorge. There were someflat stonesmade into arude seatunder the
balsam-tree, and a swift, yard-wide stream of clear water ran by. Ob-
serving something white against the tree, Joanwent closer. A card, the
ace of hearts, had been pinned to the bark by a small cluster of bullet-
holes, every one of which touched the red heart, and one of them had ob-
literated it. Below the circle of bulletholes, scrawled in rude letters with a
lead-pencil, was the name "Gulden." How little, a few nights back, when
Jim Cleve had menaced Joanwith the names of Kells and Gulden, had
she imagined they were actual men she was to meet and fear! And here
she was the prisoner of one of them. Shewould ask Kells who and what
this Gulden was. The log cabin was merely a shed, without fireplace or
window, and the floor was a covering of balsam boughs, long dried out
and withered. A dim trail led away from it down the canon. If Joanwas
any judge of trails, this one had not seenthe imprint of a horse track for
many months. Kells had indeed brought her to a hiding place, one of
those, perhaps, that camp gossip said was inaccessibleto any save a bor-
der hawk. Joanknew that only an Indian could follow the tortuous and
rocky trail by which Kells had brought her in. She would never be
tracked there by her own people.

The long ride had left her hot, dusty, scratched, with tangled hair and
torn habit. Shewent over to her saddle, which Kells had removed from
her pony, and, opening the saddlebag, she took inventory of her posses
sions. They were few enough, but now, in view of an unexpected and en-
forced sojourn in the wilds, beyond all calculation of value. And they in-
cluded towel, soap, toothbrush, mirror and comb and brush, a red scarf,
and gloves. It occurred to her how seldom she carried that bag on her
saddle, and, thinking back, referred the fact to accident, and then with
honest amusement owned that the motive might have been also a little
vanity. Taking the bag, she went to a flat stone by the brook and, rolling
up her sleeves,proceeded to improve her appearance.With deft fingers
sherebraided her hair and arranged it as she had worn it when only six-
teen. Then, resolutely, she got up and crossed over to where Kells was
unpacking.

“I'll help you get supper," she said.

He was on his kneesin the midst of a jumble of camp duffle that had
been hastily thrown together. He looked up at herNfrom her shapely,
strong, brown arms to the face she had rubbed rosy.

"Say, but you're a pretty girl!"
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He said it enthusiastically, in unstinted admiration, without the slight-
est subtlety or suggestion; and if he had beenthe devil himself it would
have been no less a compliment, given spontaneously to youth and
beauty.

“I'm glad if it's so, but please don't tell me," she rejoined, simply.

Then with swift and business-like movements she set to helping him
with the messthe inexperienced pack-horse had made of that particular
pack. And when that was straightened out she began with the biscuit
dough while he lighted afire. It appeared to be her skill, rather than her
willingness, that he yielded to. He said very little, but he looked at her
often. And he had little periods of abstraction. The situation was novel,
strange to him. Sometimes Joanread his mind and sometimes he was an
enigma. But she divined when he was thinking what a picture she
looked there, on her knees before the bread-pan, with flour on her arms;
of the difference a girl brought into any place; of how strange it seemed
that this girl, instead of lying a limp and disheveled rag under a tree,
weeping and praying for home, made the best of a bad situation and un-
proved it wonderfully by being a thoroughbred.

Presently they sat down, cross-legged,one on eachside of the tarpaul-
in, and began the meal. That was the strangest supper Joan ever sat
down to; it was like a dream where there was danger that tortured her;
but she knew she was dreaming and would soon wake up. Kells was al-
most imperceptibly changing. The amiability of his face seemedto have
stiffened. The only time he addressed her was when he offered to help
her to more meat or bread or coffee. After the meal was finished he
would not let her wash the pans and pots, and attended to that himself.

Joanwent to the seatby the tree, near the camp-fire. A purple twilight
was shadowing the canon. Far above, on the bold peak the last warmth
of the afterglow was fading. There was no wind, no sound, no move-
ment. Joanwondered where Jim Cleve was then. They had often sat in
the twilight. Shefelt an unreasonable resentment toward him, knowing
she was to blame, but blaming him for her plight. Then suddenly she
thought of her uncle, of home, of her kindly old aunt who always wor-
ried so about her. Indeed, there was causeto worry. Shefelt sorrier for
them than for herself. And that broke her spirit momentarily. Forlorn,
and with a wave of sudden sorrow and dread and hopelessness,she
dropped her head upon her kneesand covered her face. Tearswere are-
lief. She forgot Kells and the part she must play. But she remembered
swiftlyNat the rude touch of his hand.

"Here! Are you crying?" he asked, roughly.
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"Do you think I'm laughing?" Joanretorted. Her wet eyes,assheraised
them, were proof enough.

"Stop it."

"| can't helpNbut cryNa little. | was thNthinking of homeNof those
who've been father and mother to meNsince | was a baby. | wasn't cry-
ingNfor myself. But theyNthey'll be so miserable. They loved me so."

"It won't help matters to cry."

Joanstood up then, no longer sincere and forgetful, but the girl with
her deep and cunning game. She leaned close to him in the twilight.

"Did you ever love any one? Did you ever have a sisterNa girl like
me?"

Kells stalked away into the gloom.

Joanwas left alone. Shedid not know whether to interpret his abstrac-
tion, his temper, and his action as favorable or not. Still she hoped and
prayed they meant that he had some good in him. If she could only hide
her terror, her abhorrence, her knowledge of him and his motive! She
built up a bright camp-fire. There was an abundance of wood. She
dreaded the darkness and the night. Besides,the air was growing chilly.
So,arranging her saddle and blankets near the fire, she composed herself
in a comfortable seatto await Kells's return and developments. It struck
her forcibly that she had lost some of her fear of Kells and she did not
know why. She ought to fear him more every hourNevery minute.
Presently she heard his step brushing the grassand then he emerged out
of the gloom. He had a load of fire-wood on his shoulder.

"Did you get over your grief?" he asked, glancing down upon her.

"Yes," she replied.

Kells stooped for a red ember, with which he lighted his pipe, and
then he seatedhimself alittle back from the fire. The blaze threw a bright
glare over him, and in it he looked neither formidable nor vicious nor
ruthless. He asked her where she was born, and upon receiving an an-
swer he followed that up with another question. And he kept this up un-
til Joandivined that he was not so much interested in what he appar-
ently wished to learn as he was in her presence,her voice, her personal-
ity. She sensedin him loneliness, hunger for the sound of a voice. She
had heard her uncle speak of the loneliness of lonely camp-fires and how
all men working or hiding or lost in the wilderness would see sweet
facesin the embers and be haunted by soft voices. After all, Kells was
human. And she talked as never before in her life, brightly, willingly,
eloquently, telling the facts of her eventful youth and girlhoodNthe
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sorrow and the joy and some of the dreamsNup to the time she had
come to Camp Hoadley.

"Did you leave any sweetheartsover there at Hoadley?" he asked, after
a silence.

"Yes."

"How many?"

"A whole campful,” shereplied, with alaugh, "but admirers is a better
name for them."

“Then there's no one fellow?"

"HardlyNyet."

"How would you like being kept here in this lonesome place forN
well, say for ever?"

"| wouldn't like that," replied Joan."I'd like thisNcamping out like this
nowNif my folks only knew | am alive and well and safe.| love lonely,
dreamy places. I've dreamed of being in just such a one asthis. It seems
sofar away hereNso shut in by the walls and the blackness.Sosilent and
sweet! | love the stars. They speak to me. And the wind in the spruces.
Hear itE . Very low, mournfull That whispers to meNto-morrow I'd like
it here if | had no worry. I've never grown up yet. | explore and climb
trees and hunt for little birds and rabbitsNyoung things just born, all
fuzzy and sweet, frightened, piping or squealing for their mothers. But |
won't touch one for worlds. | simply can't hurt anything. | can't spur my
horse or beat him. Oh, | HATE pain!"

"You're a strange girl to live out here on this border," he said.

“I'm no different from other girls. You don't know girls."

"I knew one pretty well. She put a rope round my neck," he replied,
grimly.

"A rope!"

"Yes, | mean a halter, a hangman's noose. But | balked her!"

"Oh! E A good girl?"

"Bad! Bad to the core of her black heartNbad as| am!" he exclaimed,
with fierce, low passion.

Joantrembled. The man, in an instant, seemedtransformed, somber as
death. She could not look at him, but she must keep on talking.

"Bad? You don't seem bad to meNonly violent, perhaps, or wildE
Tell me about yourself."

She had stirred him. His neglected pipe fell from his hand. In the
gloom of the camp-fire he must have seen faces or ghosts of his past.

"Why not?" he queried, strangely. "Why not do what's beenimpossible
for yearsNopen my lips? It'll not matterNto a girl who can never telll E
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Have | forgotten? God!NI have not! Listen, so that you'll KNOW I'm
bad. My name's not Kells. | was born in the East, and went to school
there till |1 ran away. | was young, ambitious, wild. | stole. | ran
awayNcame Westin 'fifty-one to the gold-fields in California. There | be-
came a prospector, miner, gambler, robberNand road-agent. | had evil in
me, as all men have, and those wild years brought it out. | had no
chance. Evil and gold and bloodNthey are one and the same thing. |
committed every crime till no place, bad asit might be, was safe for me.
Driven and hunted and shot and starvedNalmost hanged! E And now
I'mNKells! of that outcast crew you named ‘the Border Legion!' Every
black crime but oneNthe blackestNand that haunting me, itching my
hands to-night"

"Oh, you speak soNso dreadfully!" cried Joan."What can | say? I'm
sorry for you. | don't believe it all. WhatNwhat black crime haunts you?
Oh! what could be possible tonightNhere in this lonely canonN with
only me?"

Dark and terrible the man arose.

"Girl," he said, hoarsely. "To-nightNto-nightNI'lE . What have you
done to me?One more dayNand I'll be mad to do right by youN instead
of WRONGE . Do you understand that?"

Joan leaned forward in the camp-fire light with outstretched hands
and quivering lips, as overcome by his halting confession of one last
remnant of honor as she was by the dark hint of his passion.

"NoNnoNI don't understandNnor believe!" she cried. "But you fright-
en meNso! | am allNall alone with you here. You said I'd be safe.
Don'tNdon'tN"

Her voice broke then and she sank back exhausted in her seat. Prob-
ably Kells had heard only the first words of her appeal, for he took to
striding back and forth in the circle of the camp-fire light. The scabbard
with the big gun swung against his leg. It grew to be a dark and mon-
strous thing in Joan'ssight. A marvelous intuition born of that hour
warned her of Kells's subjection to the beastin him, even while, with all
the manhood left to him, he still battled againstit. Her girlish sweetness
and innocence had availed nothing, except mock him with the ghost of
dead memories. He could not be won or foiled. She must get her hands
on that gunNkill himN orN! The alternative was death for herself. And
she leaned there, slowly gathering all the unconquerable and unquench-
able forces of a woman's nature, waiting, to make one desperate, su-
preme, and final effort.
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Chapter

Kells strode there, a black, silent shadow, plodding with bent head, asif
all about and above him were demons and furies.

Joan'sperceptions of him, of the night, of the inanimate and imponder-
able black walls, and of herself, were exquisitely and abnormally keen.
Shesaw him there, bowed under his burden, gloomy and wroth and sick
with himself becausethe man in him despised the coward. Men of his
stamp were seldom or never cowards. Their lives did not breed cow-
ardice or baseness.Joan knew the burning in her breastNthat thing
which inflamed and swept through her like awind of fireNwas hate. Yet
her heart held a grain of pity for him. Shemeasured his forbearance, his
struggle, against the monstrous cruelty and passion engendered by a
wild life among wild men at awild time. And, considering his opportun-
ities of the long hours and lonely miles, she was grateful, and did not in
the least underestimate what it cost him, how different from Bill or Hal-
loway he had been. But all this was nothing, and her thinking of it use-
less, unless he conquered himself. She only waited, holding on to that
steel-like control of her nerves, motionless and silent.

Sheleaned back against her saddle, a blanket covering her, with wide-
open eyes,and despite the presenceof that stalking figure and the fact of
her mind being locked round one terrible and inevitable thought, she
saw the changing beautiful glow of the fire-logs and the cold, pitiless
stars and the mustering shadows under the walls. Sheheard, too, the low
rising sigh of the wind in the balsam and the silvery tinkle of the brook,
and sounds only imagined or nameless.Yet a stern and insupportable si-
lence weighed her down. This dark canon seemed at the ends of the
earth. She felt encompassed by illimitable and stupendous upflung
mountains, insulated in a vast, dark, silent tomb.

Kells suddenly came to her, treading noiselessly, and he leaned over
her. His vasage was a dark blur, but the posture of him was that of a
wolf about to spring. Lower he leanedNslowlyNand yet lower. Joansaw
the heavy gun swing away from his leg; she saw it black and clear
against the blaze; a cold, blue light glinted from its handle. And then
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Kells was near enough for her to seehis face and his eyesthat were but
shadows of flames. She gazed up at him steadily, open- eyed, with no
fear or shrinking. His breathing was quick and loud. He looked down at
her for an endless moment, then, straightening his bent form, he re-
sumed his walk to and fro.

After that for Joantime might have consisted of moments or hours,
each of which was marked by Kells looming over her. He appeared to
approach her from all sides; he round her wide-eyed, sleepless;his shad-
owy glance gloated over her lithe, slender shape; and then he strode
away into the gloom. Sometimes she could no longer hear his steps and
then she was quiveringly alert, listening, fearful that he might creep
upon her like a panther. At times he kept the camp-fire blazing brightly;
at others he let it die down. And these dark intervals were frightful for
her. The night seemedtreacherous,in league with her foe. It was endless.
She prayed for dawnNyet with a blank hopelessnessfor what the day
might bring. Could she hold out through more interminable hours?
Would she not break from sheer strain? There were moments when she
wavered and shook like a leaf in the wind, when the beating of her heart
was audible, when a child could have seenher distress. There were other
moments when all was ugly, unreal, impossible like things in a night-
mare. But when Kells was near or approached to look at her, like a catre-
turned to watch a captive mouse, she was again strong, waiting, with
ever a strange and cold senseof the nearnessof that swinging gun. Late
in the night she missed him, for how long she had no idea. She had less
trust in his absencethan his presence. The nearer he came to her the
stronger she grew and the clearer of purpose. At last the black void of
canon lost its blacknessand turned to gray. Dawn was at hand. The hor-
rible endless night, in which she had aged from girl to woman, had
passed. Joan had never closed her eyes a single instant.

When day broke she got up. The long hours in which she had rested
motionlessly had left her muscles cramped and dead. Shebegan to walk
off the feeling. Kells had just stirred from his blanket under the balsam-
tree. His face was dark, haggard, lined. She saw him go down to the
brook and plunge his hands into the water and bathe his face with a kind
of fury. Then he went up to the smoldering fire. There was a gloom, a
somberness,a hardness about him that had not been noticeable the day
before.

Joanfound the water cold asice, soothing to the burn beneath her skin.
Shewalked away then, aware that Kells did not appear to care,and went
up to where the brook brawled from under the cliff. This was a hundred
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pacesfrom camp, though in plain sight. Joanlooked round for her horse,
but he was not to be seen.Shedecided to slip away the first opportunity
that offered, and on foot or horseback, any way, to get out of Kells's
clutches if she had to wander, lost in the mountains, till she starved.
Possibly the day might be endurable, but another night would drive her
crazy. Shesat on a ledge, planning and brooding, till shewas startled by
a call from Kells. Then slowly she retraced her steps.

"Don't you want to eat?" he asked.

“I'm not hungry," she replied.

"Well, eat anyhowNlif it chokes you," he ordered.

Joanseatedherself while he placed food and drink before her. Shedid
not look at him and did not feel his gaze upon her. Far asunder as they
had been yesterday the distance between them to-day was incalculably
greater. Sheate asmuch asshe could swallow and pushed the rest away.
Leaving the camp-fire, she began walking again, here and there, aim-
lessly, scarcely seeing what shelooked at. There was a shadow over her,
an impending portent of catastrophe,a moment standing dark and sharp
out of the age-long hour. Sheleaned against the balsam and then sheres-
ted in the stone seat,and then she had to walk again. It might have been
long, that time; she never knew how long or short. There came a strange
flagging, sinking of her spirit, accompanied by vibrating, restless,uncon-
trollable muscular activity. Her nerves were on the verge of collapse.

It was then that a call from Kells, clear and ringing, thrilled all the
weakness from her in a flash, and left her limp and cold. She saw him
coming. His face looked amiable again, bright against what seemed a
vague and veiled background. Like a mountaineer he strode. And she
looked into his strange, gray glance to seeunmasked the ruthless power,
the leaping devil, the ungovernable passion she had sensed in him.

He grasped her arm and with a single pull swung her to him.
"YOU'VE got to pay that ransom!"

He handled her asif he thought she resisted, but she was unresisting.
She hung her head to hide her eyes. Then he placed an arm round her
shoulders and half led, half dragged her toward the cabin.

Joansaw with startling distinctness the bits of balsam and pine at her
feet and pale pink daisies in the grass, and then the dry withered
boughs. She was in the cabin.

"Girll E I'm hungryNfor you!" he breathed, hoarsely. And turning her
toward him, he embraced her, asif his nature was savageand he had to
use a savage force.
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If Joan struggled at all, it was only slightly, when she writhed and
slipped, like a snake, to get her arm under his as it clasped her neck.
Then she let herself go. He crushed her to him. He bent her back-
wardNtilted her face with hard and eager hand. Like a madman, with
hot working lips, he kissed her. Shefelt blindedNscorched. But her pur-
pose was as swift and sure and wonderful as his passion was wild. The
first reach of her groping hand found his gun-belt. Swift as light her
hand slipped down. Her fingers touched the cold gunNgrasped with
thrill on thrillNslipped farther down, strong and sure to raise the ham-
mer. Then with a leaping, strung intensity that matched his own she
drew the gun. Sheraised it while her eyeswere shut. Shelay passive un-
der his kissesNthe devouring kisses of one whose manhood had been
denied the sweetness,the glory, the fire, the life of woman's lips. It was a
moment in which she met his primitive fury of possession with a
woman's primitive fury of profanation. She pressed the gun against his
side and pulled the trigger.

A thundering, muffled, hollow boom! The odor of burned powder
stung her nostrils. Kells's hold on her tightened convulsively, loosened
with strange, lessening power. She swayed back free of him, still with
tight-shut eyes. A horrible cry escapedhimNa cry of mortal agony. It
wrenched her. And shelooked to seehim staggering amazed, stricken, at
bay, like a wolf caught in cruel steel jaws. His hands came away from
both sides, dripping with blood. They shook till the crimson drops
spattered on the wall, on the boughs. Then he seemedto realize and he
clutched at her with these bloody hands.

"God Almighty!" he panted. "You shot me! E YouNyou girll E You
she-catE You knewNall the timeE You she-cat! E Give meNthat gun!"

"Kells, get back! I'll kill you!" she cried. The big gun, outstretched
between them, began to waver.

Kells did not seethe gun. In his madness he tried to move, to reach
her, but he could not; he was sinking. His legs saggedunder him, let him
down to his knees, and but for the wall he would have fallen. Then a
change transformed him. The black, turgid, convulsed face grew white
and ghastly, with beads of clammy sweat and lines of torture. His
strange eyes showed swiftly passing thoughtNwonder, fear,
scornNeven admiration.

"Joan, you've doneNfor me!" he gasped. "You've broken my back! E
Itll kil me! Oh the painNthe pain! And | can't stand pain! YouN you
girll You innocent seventeen-year-old girl! You that couldn't hurt any
creature! You so tenderNso gentle! E Bah! you fooled me. The cunning

37



of a woman! | oughtNto know. A good woman'sNmore terrible than
aNbad womanE . But | deserved this. Once | usedNto beE . Only, the
torturel E Why didn't youNkill me outright? E JoanNRandleNwatch
meNdie! Since | hadNto dieNby rope or bullet- -I'm glad
youNyouNdid for meE . Man or beastN!I believeNI loved you!"

Joandropped the gun and sank beside him, helpless, horror-stricken,
wringing her hands. Shewanted to tell him she was sorry, that he drove
her to it, that he must let her pray for him. But she could not speak. Her
tongue clove to the roof of her mouth and she seemed strangling.

Another change, slower and more subtle, passed over Kells. He did
not seeJoan.He forgot her. The white shaded out of his face, leaving a
gray like that of his somber eyes. Spirit, sense,life, were fading from
him. The quivering of a racked body ceased.And all that seemed left
was a lonely soul groping on the verge of the dim borderland between
life and death. Presently his shoulders slipped along the wall and he fell,
to lie limp and motionless before Joan. Then she fainted.

38



Chapter 6

When Joan returned to consciousnessshe was lying half outside the
opening of the cabin and above her was a drift of blue gun-smoke,
slowly floating upward. Almost as swiftly as perception of that smoke
came a shuddering memory. She lay still, listening. She did not hear a
sound except the tinkle and babble and gentle rush of the brook. Kells
was dead, then. And overmastering the horror of her act was a relief, a
freedom, a lifting of her soul out of the dark dread, a something that
whispered justification of the fatal deed.

Shegot up and, avoiding to look within the cabin, walked away. The
sun was almost at the zenith. Where had the morning hours gone?

"I must get away," she said, suddenly. The thought quickened her.
Down the canon the horseswere grazing. Shehurried along the trail, try-
ing to decide whether to follow this dim old trail or endeavor to get out
the way she had been brought in. She decided upon the latter. If she
traveled slowly, and watched for familiar landmarks, things she had
seenonce, and hunted carefully for the tracks, she believed she might be
successful.Shehad the courage to try. Then she caught her pony and led
him back to camp.

"What shall | take?" she pondered. She decided upon very littleNa
blanket, a sack of bread and meat, and a canteen of water. She might
need a weapon, also. There was only one, the gun with which she had
killed Kells. It seemedutterly impossible to touch that hateful thing. But
now that she had liberated herself, and at such cost, she must not yield to
sentiment. Resolutely she started for the cabin, but when she reached it
her steps were dragging. The long, dull-blue gun lay where she had
dropped it. And out of the tail of averted eyesshe saw a huddled shape
along the wall. It was a sickening moment when she reached a shaking
hand for the gun. And at that instant a low moan transfixed her.

She seemed frozen rigid. Was the place already haunted? Her heart
swelled in her throat and a dimness came before her eyes. But another
moan brought a swift realizationNKells was alive. And the cold, clamp-
ing sickness,the strangle in her throat, all the feelings of terror, changed
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and were lost in a flood of instinctive joy. He was not dead. Shehad not
kiled him. She did not have blood on her hands. She was not a
murderer.

Shewhirled to look at him. There he lay, ghastly as a corpse. And all
her woman's gladness fled. But there was compassion left to her, and,
forgetting all else,she knelt beside him. He was ascold as stone. Shefelt
no stir, no beat of pulse in temple or wrist. Then she placed her ear
against his breast. His heart beat weakly.

"He's alive," she whispered. "ButNhe's dyingE . What shall | do?"

Many thoughts flashed acrossher mind. Shecould not help him now;
he would be dead soon; she did not need to wait there beside him; there
was a risk of some of his comradesriding into that rendezvous. Suppose
his back was not broken after all! Supposeshe stopped the flow of blood,
tended him, nursed him, saved his life? For if there were one chance of
his living, which she doubted, it must be through her. Would he not be
the same savagethe hour he was well and strong again? What difference
could she make in such a nature? The man was evil. He could not con-
guer evil. She had been witness to that. He had driven Roberts to draw
and had killed him. No doubt he had deliberately and coldly murdered
the two ruffians, Bill and Halloway, just so he could be free of their
glances at her and be alone with her. He deserved to die there like a dog.

What Joan Randle did was surely a woman's choice. Carefully she
rolled Kells over. The back of his vest and shirt was wet with blood. She
got up to find a knife, towel, and water. As shereturned to the cabin he
moaned again.

Joanhad dressed many a wound. Shewas not afraid of blood. The dif-
ferencewas that she had shedit. Shefelt sick, but her hands were firm as
she cut open the vest and shirt, rolled them aside, and bathed his back.
The big bullet had made a gaping wound, having apparently gone
through the small of his back. The blood still flowed. Shecould not tell
whether or not Kell's spine was broken, but she believed that the bullet
had gone between bone and muscle, or had glanced. There was a blue
welt just over his spine, in line with the course of the wound. Shetore
her scarf into strips and used it for compressesand bandages. Then she
laid him back upon a saddle-blanket. Shehad done all that was possible
for the present, and it gave her a strange sense of comfort. She even
prayed for his life, and, if that must go, for his soul. Then she got up. He
was unconscious, white, death-like. It seemedthat his torture, his near
approach to death, had robbed his face of ferocity, of ruthlessness,and of

40



that strange amiable expression. But then, his eyes, those furnace-win-
dows, were closed.

Joanwaited for the end to come. The afternoon passedand shedid not
leave the cabin. It was possible that he might come to and want water.
She had once administered to a miner who had been fatally crushed in
an avalanche; and never could forget his husky call for water and the
gratitude in his eyes.

Sunset, twilight, and night fell upon the canon. And she began to feel
solitude as something tangible. Bringing saddle and blankets into the
cabin, she made a bed just inside, and, facing the opening and the stars,
shelay down to rest, if not to sleep. The darkness did not keep her from
seeing the prostrate figure of Kells. He lay there as silent as if he were
already dead. Shewas exhausted, weary for sleep, and unstrung. In the
night her courage fled and she was frightened at shadows. The murmur-
ing of insects seemed augmented into a roar; the mourn of wolf and
scream of cougar made her start; the rising wind moaned like a lost spir-
it. Dark fancies besether. Troop on troop of spectersmoved out of the
black night, assembling there, waiting for Kells to join them. Shethought
she was riding homeward over the back trail, sure of her way, remem-
bering every rod of that rough travel, until she got out of the mountains,
only to be turned back by dead men. Then fancy and dream, and all the
haunted gloom of canon and cabin, seemedslowly to merge into one im-
mense blackness.

The sun, rimming the eastwall, shining into Joan'sface,awakened her.
Shehad slept hours. Shefelt rested, stronger. Like the night, something
dark had passedaway from her. It did not seemstrange to her that she
should feel that Kells still lived. She knew it. And examination proved
her right. In him there had been no change except that he had ceasedto
bleed. There was just aflickering of life in him, manifest only in his slow,
faint heart-beats.

Joan spent most of that day in sitting beside Kells. The whole day
seemedonly an hour. Sometimes she would look down the canon trail,
half expecting to see horsemen riding up. If any of Kells's comrades
happened to come, what could she tell them? They would be as bad as
he, without that one trait which had kept him human for a day. Joan
pondered upon this. It would never do to let them suspect she had shot
Kells. So, carefully cleaning the gun, she reloaded it. If any men came,
she would tell them that Bill had done the shooting.

Kells lingered. Joan began to feel that he would live, though
everything indicated the contrary. Her intelligence told her he would
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die, and her feeling said he would not. At times she lifted his head and
got water into his mouth with a spoon. When she did this he would

moan. That night, during the hours she lay awake, she gathered courage
out of the very solitude and loneliness. She had nothing to fear, unless
someone came to the canon. The next day in no wise differed from the
preceding. And then there came the third day, with no change in Kells
till near evening, when she thought he was returning to consciousness.
But she must have been mistaken. For hours she watched patiently. He
might return to consciousnessjust before the end, and want to speak, to
send a message, to ask a prayer, to feel a human hand at the last.

That night the crescentmoon hung over the canon. In the faint light
Joan could seethe blanched face of Kells, strange and sad, no longer
seeming evil. The time came when his lips stirred. He tried to talk. She
moistened his lips and gave him a drink. He murmured incoherently,
sank again into a stupor, to rouse once more and babble tike a madman.
Then he lay quietly for longNso long that sleep was claiming Joan.Sud-
denly he startled her by calling very faintly but distinctly: "Water!
Water!"

Joan bent over him, lifting his head, helping him to drink. She could
see his eyes, like dark holes in something white.

"IsNthatNyouNmother?" he whispered.

"Yes," replied Joan.

He sank immediately into another stupor or sleep, from which he did
not rouse. That whisper of hisNmotherNtouched Joan.Bad men had
mothers just the same as any other kind of men. Even this Kells had a
mother. He was still a young man. He had been youth, boy, child, baby.
Some mother had loved him, cradled him, kissed his rosy baby hands,
watched him grow with pride and glory, built castlesin her dreams of
his manhood, and perhaps prayed for him still, trusting he was strong
and honored among men. And here he lay, a shattered wreck, dying for
a wicked act, the last of many crimes. It was a tragedy. It made Joan
think of the hard lot of mothers, and then of this unsettled Western wild,
where men flocked in packs like wolves, and spilled blood like water,
and held life nothing.

Joansought her rest and soon slept. In the morning shedid not at once
go to Kells. Somehow she dreaded finding him conscious, almost as
much as she dreaded the thought of finding him dead. When she did
bend over him he was awake, and at sight of her he showed a faint
amaze.

"Joan!" he whispered.
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"Yes," she replied.

"Are youNwith me still?"

"Of course, | couldn't leave you."

The pale eyes shadowed strangely, darkly. "I'm alive yet. And you
stayed! E Was it yesterdayNyou threw my gunNon me?"

“No. Four days ago."

"Four! Is my back broken?"

"| don't know. | don't think so. It's a terrible wound. INI did all |
could.”

"You tried to kill meNthen tried to save me?"

She was silent to that.

"You're goodNand you've been noble," he said. "But | wishNyou'd
only been bad. Then I'd curse youNand strangle youNpresently."

"Perhaps you had best be quiet," replied Joan.

"No. I've been shot before. I'll get over thisNif my back's not broken.
How can we tell?"

“I've no idea."

“Lift me up."

"But you might open your wound," protested Joan.

“Lift me up!" The force of the man spoke even in his low whisper.

"But whyNwhy?" asked Joan.

"| want to seeNif | can sit up. If | can'tNgive me my gun."

"l won't let you have it," replied Joan.Then sheslipped her arms under
his and, carefully raising him to a sitting posture, released her hold.

"I'mNaNrank cowardNabout pain," he gasped, with thick drops
standing out on his white face. "I can'tNstand it."

But tortured or not, he sat up alone, and even had the will to bend his
back. Then with a groan he fainted and fell into Joan'sarms. Shelaid him
down and worked over him for sometime before shecould bring him to.
Then he was wan, suffering, speechless.But she believed he would live
and told him so. He received that with a strange smile. Later, when she
came to him with broth, he drank it gratefully.

“I'l' beat this out,” he said, weakly. "I'll recover. My back's not broken.
I'll get well. Now you bring water and food in hereNthen go."

"Go?" she echoed.

"Yes. Don't go down the canon. You'd be worse offE . Take the back
trail. You've got a chance to get outE . Go!"

“Leave you here? So weak you can't lift a cup! | won't."

"I'd rather you did."

"Why?"
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"Becausein a few days Il begin to mend. Then I'l grow likeN my-
selfE .1 thinkNI'm afraid | loved youE . It could only be hell for you.
Go now, before it's too late! E If you stayNtill I'm wellNI'l never let
you go!"

"Kells, | believe it would be cowardly for me to leave you here alone,”
she replied, earnestly. "You can't help yourself. You'd die."

"All the better. But | won't die. I'm hard to kill. Go, | tell you."

She shook her head. "This is bad for youNarguing. You're excited.
Please be quiet."

"Joan Randle, if you stayNI'll halter youNkeep you naked in a
caveNcurse youNbeat youNmurder you! Oh, it's in melE Go, | tell
you!"

"You're out of your head. Once for allNno!" she replied, firmly.

"YouNyouN" His voice failed in a terrible whisperE .

In the succeeding days Kells did not often speak. His recovery was
slowNa matter of doubt. Nothing was any plainer than the fact that if
Joan had left him he would not have lived long. She knew it. And he
knew it. When he was awake, and she came to him, a mournful and
beautiful smile lit his eyes.The sight of her apparently hurt him and up-
lifted him. But he slept twenty hours out of every day, and while he slept
he did not need Joan.

Shecameto know the meaning of solitude. There were days when she
did not hear the sound of her own voice. A habit of silence, one of the
significant forces of solitude, had grown upon her. Daily shethought less
and felt more. For hours shedid nothing. When sheroused herself, com-
pelled herself to think of these encompassing peaks of the lonely canon
walls, the stately trees, all those eternally silent and changlessfeatures of
her solitude, she hated them with a blind and unreasoning passion. She
hated them becauseshe was losing her love for them, becausethey were
becoming a part of her, becausethey were fixed and content and pas-
sionless. She liked to sit in the sun, feel its warmth, seeits brightness;
and sometimes she almost forgot to go back to her patient. Shefought at
times against an insidious changeNa growing olderNa going backward;
at other times she drifted through hours that seemed quiet and golden,
in which nothing happened. And by and by when she realized that the
drifting hours were gradually swallowing up the restless and active
hours, then strangely, she remembered Jim Cleve. Memory of him came
to save her. She dreamed of him during the long, lonely, solemn days,
and in the dark, silent climax of unbearable solitudeNthe night. Shere-
membered his kisses, forgot her anger and shame, accepted the
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sweetness of their meaning, and so in the interminable hours of her
solitude she dreamed herself into love for him.

Joankept somerecord of days, until three weeks or thereabout passed,
and then she lost track of time. It dragged along, yet looked at as the
past, it seemedto have sped swiftly. The changein her, the growing old,
the revelation and responsibility of serf, asa woman, made this experi-
ence appear to have extended over months.

Kells slowly became convalescent and then he had a relapse. So-
mething happened, the nature of which Joancould not tell, and he al-
most died. There were days when his life hung in the balance,when he
could not talk; and then came a perceptible turn for the better.

The store of provisions grew low, and Joanbeganto face another seri-
ous situation. Deer and rabbit were plentiful in the canon, but she could
not kill one with arevolver. Shethought shewould be forced to sacrifice
one of the horses. The fact that Kells suddenly showed a craving for meat
brought this aspectof the situation to a climax. And that very morning
while Joanwas pondering the matter she saw a number of horsemen rid-
ing up the canontoward the cabin. At the moment she was relieved, and
experienced nothing of the dread she had formerly felt while anticipat-
ing this very event.

"Kells," she said, quickly, "there are men riding up the trail."

"Good" he exclaimed, weakly, with alight on his drawn face."They've
been long inNgetting here. How many?"

Joan counted themNfive riders, and several pack-animals.

"Yes. It's Gulden."

"Gulden!" cried Joan, with a start.

Her exclamation and tone made Kells regard her attentively.

"You've heard of him? He's the toughest nutNon this borderE .1 nev-
er saw his like. You won't be safe.I'm so helplessE . What to sayNto tell
him! E Joan, if | should happen to croakNyou want to get away
quick E or shoot yourself."

How strange to hear this bandit warn her of peril the like of which she
had encountered through him! Joansecuredthe gun and hid it in a niche
between the logs. Then she looked out again.

The riders were close at hand now. The foremost one, a man of Her-
culean build, jumped his mount acrossthe brook, and leaped off while
he hauled the horse to a stop. The second rider came close behind him;
the others approached leisurely, with the gait of the pack-animals.

"Ho, Kells!" called the big man. His voice had a loud, bold, sonorous
kind of ring.
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"Reckon he's here somewheres," said the other man, presently.

"Sure. | seen his hoss. Jack ain't goin' to be far from thet hoss."

Then both of them approached the cabin. Joanhad never before seen
two such striking, vicious-looking, awesome men. The one was hugeN
sowide and heavy and deep-setthat he looked shortNand he resembled
a gorilla. The other was tall, slim, with aface asred asflame, and an ex-
pression of fierce keenness.He was stoop shouldered, yet he held his
head erect in a manner that suggested a wolf scenting blood.

"Someone here, Pearce," boomed the big man.

"Why, Gul, if it ain't a girl!""

Joanmoved out of the shadow of the wall of the cabin, and she poin-
ted to the prostrate figure on the blankets.

"Howdy boys!" said Kells, wanly.

Gulden cursed in amaze while Pearcedropped to his knee with an ex-
clamation of concern. Then both beganto talk at once. Kells interrupted
them by lifting a weak hand.

"No, I'm not goingNto cash,"he said. "I'm only starvedNand in need
of stimulants. Had my back half shot off."

"Who plugged you, Jack?"

"Gulden, it was your side-partner, Bill."

"Bill?" Gulden's voice held a queer, coarse constraint. Then he added,
gruffly. "Thought you and him pulled together."

"Well, we didn't."

"AndNwhere's Bill now?" This time Joan heard a slow, curious, cold
note in the heavy voice, and she interpreted it as either doubt or deceit.

"Bill's dead and Halloway, too," replied Kells.

Gulden turned his massive, shaggy head in the direction of Joan.She
had not the courage to meet the gaze upon her. The other man spoke:

"Split over the girl, Jack?"

"No" replied Kells, sharply. "They tried to get familiar withNMY
WIFENand | shot them both."

Joanfelt a swift leap of hot blood all over her and then a coldness, a
sickening, a hateful weakness.

"Wife!" ejaculated Gulden.

"Your real wife, Jack?" queried Pearce.

"Well, | guess, I'll introduce you E Joan, here are two of my
friendsNSam Gulden and Red Pearce."

Gulden grunted something.

"Mrs. Kells, I'm glad to meet you," said Pearce.
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Justthen the other three men entered the cabin and Joantook advant-
age of the commotion they made to get out into the air. She felt sick,
frightened, and yet terribly enraged. She staggered a little as she went
out, and she knew she was as pale as death. Thesevisitors thrust reality
upon her with a cruel suddenness. There was something terrible in the
mere presenceof this Gulden. Shehad not yet dared to take a good look
at him. But what she felt was overwhelming. Shewanted to run. Yet es-
cape now was infinitely more of a menace than before. If she slipped
away it would be these new enemieswho would pursue her, track her
like hounds. She understood why Kells had introduced her as his wife.
Shehated the idea with a shameful and burning hate, but a moment's re-
flection taught her that Kells had answered once more to a good instinct.
At the moment he had meant that to protect her. And further reflection
persuaded Joanthat she would be wise to act naturally and to carry out
the deception asfar asit was possible for her. It was her only hope. Her
position had again grown perilous. She thought of the gun she had
secreted,and it gave her strength to control her agitation and to return to
the cabin outwardly calm.

The men had Kells half turned over with the flesh of his back exposed.

"Aw, Gul, it's whisky he needs," said one.

“If you let out any more blood he'll croak sure," protested another.

"Look how weak he is," said Red Pearce.

"It's a hell of alot you know," roared Gulden. "l served my timeN but
that's none of your businesst . Look here! Seethat blue spot!" Gulden
presseda huge finger down upon the blue welt on Kells's back. The ban-
dit moaned. "That's leadNthat's the bullet,” declared Gulden.

"Wall, if you ain't correct!" exclaimed Pearce.

Kells turned his head. "When you punched that placeNit made me
numb all over. Gul, if you've located the bullet, cut it out.”

Joandid not watch the operation. As she went away to the seatunder
the balsam she heard a sharp cry and then cheers. Evidently the grim
Gulden had been both swift and successful.

Presently the men came out of the cabin and began to attend to their
horses and the pack-train.

Pearcelooked for Joan,and upon seeing her called out, "Kells wants
you."

Joanfound the bandit half propped up against a saddle with a damp
and pallid face, but an altogether different look.

"Joan,that bullet was pressing on my spine,” he said. "Now it's out, all
that deadnessis gone. | feel alive. Il get well, soonE . Gulden was
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curious over the bullet. It's a forty-four caliber, and neither Bill Bailey
nor Halloway used that caliber of gun. Gulden remembered. He's cun-
ning. Bill was asnear being afriend to this Gulden asany man | know of.
| can't trust any of these men, particularly Gulden. You stay pretty close
by me."

"Kells, you'll let me go soonNhelp me to get home?" implored Joanin
a low voice.

"Girl, it'd never be safe now," he replied.

"Then laterNsoonNwhen it is safe?"

"We'll seeE . But you're my wife now!"

With the latter words the man subtly changed. Something of the
power shehad felt in him before his illness began again to be manifested.
Joan divined that these comrades had caused the difference in him.

"You won't dareN!" Joanwas unable to conclude her meaning. A tight
band compressed her breast and throat, and she trembled.

"Will you dare go out there and tell them you're NOT my wife?" he
gueried. His voice had grown stronger and his eyeswere blending shad-
ows of thought.

Joanknew that she dared not. She must choosethe lesserof two evils.
"No manNcould be such a beastto a womanNafter she'd saved his life,"
she whispered.

"l could be anything. You had your chance.l| told you to go. | said if |
ever got well I'd be as | wasNbefore."

"But you'd have died."

"That would have been better for you E .. Joan,I'll do this. Marry you
honestly and leave the country. I've gold. I'm young. I love you. I intend
to have you. And I'll begin life over again. What do you say?"

"Say? I'd die beforeNI'd marry you!" she panted,

"All right, Joan Randle," he replied, bitterly. "For a moment | saw a
ghost. My old dead better self! E It's goneE . And you stay with me."
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Chapter 7

After dark Kells had his men build a fire before the open side of the cab-
in. He lay propped up on blankets and his saddle, while the others
lounged or sat in a half-circle in the light, facing him.

Joandrew her blankets into a corner where the shadows were thick
and she could see without being seen. She wondered how she would
ever sleep near all thesewild menNif shecould ever sleep again. Yet she
seemed more curious and wakeful than frightened. She had no way to
explain it, but shefelt the fact that her presencein the camp had a subtle
influence, at once restraining and exciting. So she looked out upon the
scene with wide-open eyes.

And shereceived more strongly than ever an impression of wildness.
Even the camp-fire seemedto burn wildly; it did not glow and sputter
and pale and brighten and sing like an honest camp-fire. It blazed in red,
fierce, hurried flames, wild to consume the logs. It casta baleful and sin-
ister color upon the hard facesthere. Then the blackness of the envelop-
ing night was pitchy, without any bold outline of canon wall or compan-
lonship of stars. The coyoteswere out in force and from all around came
their wild sharp barks. The wind rose and mourned weirdly through the
balsams.

But it was in the men that Joanfelt mostly that element of wildness.
Kells lay with his ghastly face clear in the play of the moving flare of
light. It was an intelligent, keen, strong face, but evil. Evil power stood
out in the lines, in the strange eyes, stranger then ever, now in shadow;
and it seemedonce more the face of an alert, listening, implacable man,
with wild projectsin mind, driving him to the doom he meant for others.
Pearce'sred face shone redder in that ruddy light. It was hard, lean, al-
most fleshless, a red mask stretched over a grinning skull. The one they
called Frenchy was little, dark, small-featured, with piercing gimlet-like
eyes,and a mouth ready to gush forth hate and violence. The next two
were not particularly individualized by any striking aspect,merely look-
ing border ruffians after the type of Bill and Halloway. But Gulden, who
sat at the end of the half-circle, was an object that Joan could scarcely
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bring her gaze to study. Somehow her first glance at him put into her
mind a strange ideaNthat she was a woman and therefore of all
creatures or things in the world the farthest removed from him. She
looked away, and found her gazereturning, fascinated, asif she were a
bird and he a snake. The man was of huge frame, a giant whose every
move suggested the acme of physical power. He was an animalNa gor-
illa with a shock of light instead of black hair, of pale instead of black
skin. His features might have beenhewn and hammered out with coarse,
dull, broken chisels. And upon his face, in the lines and cords, in the
huge caverns where his eyeshid, and in the huge gash that held strong,
white fangs, had been stamped by nature and by life a terrible ferocity.
Here was a man or a monster in whose presenceJoanfelt that she would
rather be dead. He did not smoke; he did not indulge in the coarse,
good- natured raillery, he satthere like a huge engine of destruction that
needed no rest, but was forced to rest becauseof weaker attachments. On
the other hand, he was not sullen or brooding. It was that he did not
seem to think.

Kells had beenrapidly gaining strength since the extraction of the bul-
let, and it was evident that his interest was growing proportionately. He
asked questions and received most of his replies from Red Pearce.Joan
did not listen attentively at first, but presently sheregretted that she had
not. She gathered that Kells's fame as the master bandit of the whole
gold region of Idaho, Nevada, and northeastern California was a fame
that he loved as much as the gold he stole. Joan sensed, through the
replies of these men and their attitude toward Kells, that his power was
supreme. He ruled the robbers and ruffians in his bands, and evidently
they were scattered from Bannackto Lewiston and all along the border.
He had power, likewise, over the border hawks not directly under his
leadership. During the weeks of his enforced stay in the canon there had
been a cessation of operationsNthe nature of which Joan merely
guessedNand a gradual accumulation of idle wailing men in the main
camp. Also she gathered, but vaguely, that though Kells had supreme
power, the organization he desired was yet far from being consum-
mated. He showed thoughtfulness and irritation by turns, and it was the
subject of gold that drew his intensest interest.

"Reckon you figgered right, Jack,"said Red Pearce,and paused as if
before a long talk, while he refilled his pipe. "Sooner or later there'll be
the biggest gold strike ever made in the West. Wagon- trains are met
every day comin' across from Salt Lake. Prospectors are workin' in
hordes down from Bannack. All the gulches an' valleys in the Bear
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Mountains have their camps. Surface gold everywhere an' easy to get
where there's water. But there's diggin's all over. No big strike yet. It's
bound to come sooner or later. An' then when the news hits the main-
traveled roads an' reachesback into the mountains there's goin' to be a
rush that'll make '49 an' '51 look sick. What do you say, Bate?"

"Shorewill," replied a grizzled individual whom Kells had called Bate
Wood. He was not so young as his companions, more sober, less wild,
and slower of speech."l saw both '49 and '51. Them was days! But I'm
agreein' with Red. There shore will be hell on this Idaho border sooner or
later. I've been a prospector, though | never hankered after the hard
work of diggin' gold. Gold is hard to dig, easyto lose, an' easy to get
from some other feller. | seethe signs of a comin' strike somewhere in
this region. Mebbe it's on now. There'sthousands of prospectors in twos
an' threes an' groups, out in the hills all over. They ain't a-goin' to tell
when they do make a strike. But the gold must be brought out. An' gold
Is heavy. It ain't easyhid. Thet's how strikes are discovered. | shore reck-
on thet this year will beat'49an’''51. An' fer two reasons.There's a steady
stream of broken an' disappointed gold-seekers back-trailin* from Cali-
fornia. There's a bigger stream of hopeful an' crazy fortune hunters trav-
elin' in from the East. Then there's the wimmen an' gamblers an' such
thet hang on. An' last the men thet the war is drivin' out here. Whenever
an' wherever these streams meet, if there's a big gold strike, there'll be
the hellishest time the world ever saw!"

"Boys," said Kells, with aring in his weak voice, "it'll be a harvest for
my Border Legion."

"Fer what?" queried Bate Wood, curiously.

All the others except Gulden turned inquiring and interested facesto-
ward the bandit.

“The Border Legion," replied Kells.

"An' what's that?" asked Red Pearce, bluntly.

"Well, if the time's ripe for the great gold fever you say is coming, then
it's ripe for the greatest band ever organized. I'll organize. I'll call it the
Border Legion."

"Count me in as right-hand, pard,"” replied Red, with enthusiasm.

"An' shore me, boss," added Bate Wood.

The idea was received vociferously, at which demonstration the giant
Gulden raised his massive head and asked, or rather growled, in a heavy
voice what the fuss was about. His query, his roused presence,seemedto
act upon the others, even Kells, with a strange, disquieting or halting
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force, asif here was a character or an obstacle to be considered. After a
moment of silence Red Pearce explained the project.

"Huh! Nothing new in that," replied Gulden. "I belonged to one once.
It was in Algiers. They called it the Royal Legion."

"Algiers. What's thet?" asked Bate Wood.

"Africa,"” replied Gulden.

"Say, Gul, you've been around some," said Red Pearce, admiringly.
"What was the Royal Legion?"

"Nothing but alot of devils from all over. The border there was the last
place. Every criminal was safe from pursuit.”

"What'd you do?"

Fought among ourselves. Wasn't many in the Legion when | left."

"Shorethet ain't strange!" exclaimed Wood, significantly. But his infer-
ence was lost upon Gulden.

"I won't allow fighting in my Legion," said Kells, coolly. "I'll pick this
band myself."

"Thet's the secret," rejoined Wood. "The right fellers. I've been in all
kinds of bands. Why, | even was a vigilante in '51"

This elicited a laugh from his fellows, except the wooden-faced
Gulden.

"How many do we want?" asked Red Pearce.

“The number doesn't matter. But they must be men | cantrust and con-
trol. Then as lieutenants I'll need a few young fellows, like you, Red.
Nervy, daring, cool, quick of wits."

Red Pearce enjoyed the praise bestowed upon him and gave his
shoulders a swagger. "Speakin' of that, boss," he said, "reminds me of a
chap who rode into Cabin Gulch a few weeks ago. Braced right into
Beard's place, where we was all playin' faro, an' he asks for JackKells.
Right off we all thought he was a guy who had a grievance, an' some of
us was for pluggin® him. But | kinda liked him an' | cooled the gang
down. Glad | did that. He wasn't wantin' to throw a gun. His intentions
were friendly. Of course | didn't show curious about who or what he
was. Reckoned he was a young feller who'd gone bad sudden-like an’
was huntin' friends. An' I'm here to say, boss, that he was wild."

"What's his name?" asked Kells.

"Jim Cleve, he said," replied Pearce.

JoanRandle, hidden back in the shadows, forgotten or ignored by this
bandit group, heard the name Jim Cleve with pain and fear, but not
amaze. From the moment Pearce began his speech she had been pre-
pared for the revelation of her runaway lover's name. Shetrembled, and
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grew a little sick. Jim had made no idle threat. What would she have giv-
en to live over again the moment that had alienated him?"

"Jim Cleve," mused Kells. "Never heard of him. And | never forget a
name or a face. What's he like?"

"Clean, rangy chap, big, but not too big," replied Pearce."All muscle.
Not more'n twenty three. Hard rider, hard fighter, hard gambler an’
drinkerNreckless as hell. If only you can steady him, boss! Ask Bate
what he thinks."

"Well!" exclaimed Kells in surprise. "Strangers are everyday occur-
rences on this border. But | never knew one to impress you fellows as
this CleveE . Bate,what do you say?What's this Cleve done? You're an
old head. Talk, sense, now."

"Done?" echoed Wood, scratching his grizzled head. "What in the hell
ain't he done? E He rode in brazener than any feller thet ever stacked up
against this outfit. An' straight-off he wins the outfit. | don't know how
he done it. Mebbe it was becauseyou seenhe didn't care fer anythin' or
anybody on earth. He stirred us up. He won all the money we had in
campNbroke most of usNan' give it all back. He drank more'n the whole
outfit, yet didn't get drunk. He threw his gun on Beady Jonesfer cheatin'
an' then on Beady's pard, Chick Williams. Didn't shoot to killNjest
winged '‘em. But say, he's the quickest and smoothest hand to throw a
gun thet ever hit this border. Don't overlook thetE . Kells, this Jim
Cleve's a great youngster goin' bad quick. An' I'm here to add that he'll
take some company along."

"Bate, you forgot to tell how he handled Luce," said Red Pearee."You
was there. | wasn't. Tell Kells that."

“Luce. | know the man. Go ahead, Bate," responded Kells.

"Mebbe it ain't any recommendation fer said Jim Cleve," replied Wood.
"Though it did sorta warm me to himE . Boss, of course, you recollect
thet little Brander girl over at Bear Lake village. She's old Brander's
girlNworked in his store there. I've seenyou talk sweet to her myself.
Wal, it seemsthe old man an' some of his boys took to prospectin’ an'
fetched the girl along. Thet's how | understood it. Luce came bracin' in
over at Cabin Gulch one day. As usual, we was drinkin' an' playin'. But
young Cleve wasn't doin' neither. He had a strange, moody spell thet
day, as| recollect. Luce sprung a job on us. We never worked with him
or his outfit, but mebbeNyou can't tell what'd come off if it hadn't been
for Cleve. Luce had a job put up to ride down where ole Brander was
washin' fer gold, take what he hadNAN' the girl. Factwas the gold was
only incidental. When somebody cornered Luce he couldn't swear there
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was gold worth goin' after. An' about then Jim Cleve woke up. He
cussed Luce somethin' fearful. An' when Luce went for his gun, natural-
like, why this Jim Cleve took it away from him. An' then he jumped
Luce. He knocked an' threw him around an' he near beat him to death
before we could interfere. Luce was shore near dead. All battered
upNbroken bonesNan' what-all | can't say. We put him to bed an' he's
there yet, an' he'll never be the same man he was."

A significant silence fell upon the group at the conclusion of Wood's
narrative. Wood had liked the telling, and it made his listeners thought-
ful. All at once the pale face of Kells turned slightly toward Gulden.

"Gulden, did you hear that?" asked Kells.

"Yes," replied the man.

"What do you think about this Jim CleveNand the job he prevented?"

"Never saw Cleve. I'll look him up when we get back to camp. Then [I'll
go after the Brander girl."

How strangely his brutal assurance marked a line between him and
his companions! There was something wrong, something perverse in this
Gulden. Had Kells meant to bring that point out or to get an impression
of Cleve?

Joancould not decide. Shedivined that there was antagonism between
Gulden and all the others. And there was something else,vague and in-
tangible, that might have been fear. Apparently Gulden was a criminal
for the sake of crime. Joan regarded him with a growing ter-
rorNaugmented the more becausehe alone kept eyes upon the corner
where she was hiddenNand she felt that compared with him the others,
even Kells, of whose cold villainy she was assured, were but insignific-
ant men of evil. Shecovered her head with a blanket to shut out sight of
that shaggy, massive head and the great dark caves of eyes.

Thereupon Joandid not seeor hear any more of the bandits. Evidently
the conversation died down, or she, in the absorption of new thoughts,
no longer heard. She relaxed, and suddenly seemedto quiver all over
with the name she whispered to herself. "Jim! Jim! Oh, Jim!" And the last
whisper was an inward sob. What he had done was terrible. It tortured
her. Shehad not believed it in him. Yet, now shethought, how like him.
All for herNin despair and spiteNhe had ruined himself. He would be
killed out there in some drunken brawl, or, still worse, he would become
a member of this bandit crew and drift into crime. That was a great blow
to JoanNthat the curse she had put upon him. How silly, false, and vain
had been her coquetry, her indifference! She loved Jim Cleve. She had
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not known that when she started out to trail him, to fetch him back, but
she knew it now. She ought to have known before.

The situation she had foreseenloomed dark and monstrous and ter-
rible in prospect. Justto think of it made her body creep and shudder
with cold terror. Yet there was that strange, inward, thrilling burn round
her heart. Somewhere and soon she was coming face to face with this
changed Jim CleveNthis boy who had become a reckless devil. What
would he do? What could she do? Might he not despise her, scorn her,
curse her, taking her at Kells's word, the wife of a bandit? But no! he
would divine the truth in the flash of an eye. And then! She could not
think what might happen, but it must mean blood-death. If he escaped
Kells, how could he ever escape this GuldenNthis huge vulture of prey?

Still, with the horror thick upon her, Joancould not wholly give up.
The moment Jim Cleve's nhame and his ruin burst upon her ears, in the
gossip of these bandits, she had become another girlNa girl wholly be-
come a woman, and one with a driving passion to saveif it cost her life.
Shelost her fear of Kells, of the others, of all except Gulden. He was not
human, and instinctively she knew she could do nothing with him. She
might influence the others, but never Gulden.

The torment in her brain easedthen, and gradually she quieted down,
with only a pang and a weight in her breast. The past seemedfar away.
The present was nothing. Only the future, that contained Jim Cleve,
mattered to her. Shewould not have left the clutches of Kells, if at that
moment she could have walked forth free and safe. Shewas going on to
Cabin Gulch. And that thought was the last one in her weary mind as
she dropped to sleep.
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Chapter 8

In three daysNduring which time Joanattended Kells as faithfully as if
she were indeed his wifeNhe thought that he had gained sufficiently to
undertake the journey to the main camp, Cabin Gulch. He was eagerto
get back there and imperious in his overruling of any opposition. The
men could take turns at propping him in a saddle. Soon the morning of
the fourth day they packed for the ride.

During these few days Joanhad verified her suspicion that Kells had
two sides to his character; or it seemed, rather, that her presence de-
veloped a latent or a long-dead side. When she was with him, thereby
distracting his attention, he was entirely different from what he was
when his men surrounded him. Apparently he had no knowledge of
this. He showed surprise and gratitude at Joan'skindness though never
pity or compassion for her. That he had becomeinfatuated with her Joan
could no longer doubt. His strange eyes followed her; there was a
dreamy light in them; he was mostly silent with her.

Before those few days had come to an end he had developed two
thingsNa reluctance to let Joanleave his sight and an intolerance of the
presenceof the other men, particularly Gulden. Always Joanfelt the eyes
of these men upon her, mostly in unobtrusive glances, except Gulden's.
The giant studied her with slow, cavernous stare, without curiosity or
speculation or admiration. Evidently a woman was a new and strange
creature to him and he was experiencing unfamiliar sensations.Whenev-
er Joan accidentally met his gazeNfor she avoided it as much as pos-
sibleNshe shuddered with sick memory of a story she had heardNhow a
huge and ferocious gorilla had stolen into an African village and run off
with a white woman. She could not shake the memory. And it was this
that made her kinder to Kells than otherwise would have been possible.

All Joan'sfaculties sharpened in this period. Shefelt her own develop-
mentNthe beginning of a bitter and hard educationNan instinctive as-
similation of all that nature taught its wild people and creatures, the first
thing in elemental lifeNself-preservation. Parallel in her heart and mind
ran a hopeless despair and a driving, unquenchable spirit. The former
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was fear, the latter love. She believed beyond a doubt that she had
doomed herself along with Jim Cleve; she felt that she had the courage,
the power, the love to save him, if not herself. And the reason that she
did not falter and fail in this terrible situation was becauseher despair,
great as it was, did not equal her love.

That morning, before being lifted upon his horse, Kells buckled on his
gun-belt. The sheath and full round of shells and the gun made this belt
a burden for aweak man. And so Red Pearceinsisted. But Kells laughed
in his face. The men, always excepting Gulden, were unfailing in kind-
nessand care. Apparently they would have fought for Kells to the death.
They were simple and direct in their rough feelings. But in Kells, Joan
thought, was a character who was a product of this border wildness, yet
one who could stand aloof from himself and seethe possibilities, the un-
expected, the meaning of that life. Kells knew that a man and yet another
might show kindness and faithfulness one moment, but the very next,
out of a manhood retrograded to the savage,out of the circumstance or
chance, might respond to a primitive force far sundered from thought or
reason, and rise to unbridled action. Joandivined that Kells buckled on
his gun to be ready to protect her. But his men never dreamed his
motive. Kells was a strong, bad man setamong men like him, yet he was
infinitely different because he had brains.

On the start of the journey Joanwas instructed to ride before Kells and
Pearce,who supported the leader in his saddle. The pack-drivers and
Bate Wood and Frenchy rode ahead; Gulden held to the rear. And this
order was preserved till noon, when the cavalcade halted for arestin a
shady, grassy, and well-watered nook. Kells was haggard, and his brow
wet with clammy dew, and lined with pain. Yet he was cheerful and pa-
tient. Still he hurried the men through their tasks.

In an hour the afternoon travel was begun. The canon and its sur-
roundings grew more rugged and of larger dimensions. Yet the trail ap-
peared to get broader and better all the time. Joan noticed intersecting
trails, running down from side canons and gulches. The descent was
gradual, and scarcely evident in any way exceptin the running water
and warmer air.

Kells, tired before the middle of the afternoon, and he would have
fallen from his saddle but for the support of his fellows. One by one they
held him up. And it was not easy work to ride alongside, holding him
up. Joanobserved that Gulden did not offer his services. He seemed a
part of this gang, yet not of it. Joannever lost a feeling of his presencebe-
hind her, and from time to time, when he rode closer, the feeling grew
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stronger. Toward the close of that afternoon she became aware of
Gulden's strange attention. And when a halt was made for camp she
dreaded something nameless.

This halt occurred early, before sunset, and had been necessitated by
the fact that Kells was fainting. They laid him out on blankets, with his
head in his saddle. Joan tended him, and he recovered somewnhat,
though he lacked the usual keenness.

It was a busy hour with saddles, packs, horses, with wood to cut and
fire to build and meal to cook. Kells drank thirstily, but refused food.

"Joan,"he whispered, at an opportune moment, "I'm only tiredNdead
for sleep. You stay beside me. Wake me quickNif you want to!"

He closed his eyes wearily, without explaining, and soon slumbered.
Joandid not chooseto allow these men to seethat she feared them or
distrusted them or disliked them. Sheate with them beside the fire. And
this was their first opportunity to be closeto her. The fact had an imme-
diate and singular influence. Joanhad no vanity, though she knew she
was handsome. Sheforced herself to be pleasant, agreeable,even sweet.
Their responsewas instant and growing. At first they were bold, then fa-
miliar and coarse. For years she had been used to rough men of the
camps. These however, were different, and their jokes and suggestions
had no effect becausethey were beyond her. And when this became
manifest to them that aspectof their relation to her changed. Shegrasped
the fact intuitively, and then she verified it by proof. Her heart beat
strong and high. If she could hide her hate, her fear, her abhorrence, she
could influence thesewild men. But it all depended upon her charm, her
strangeness, her femininity. Insensibly they had been influenced, and it
proved that in the worst of men there yet survived some good. Gulden
alone presented a contrast and a problem. He appeared aware of her
presencewhile he sat there eating like a wolf, but it was as if she were
only an object. The man watched as might have an animal.

Her experience at the camp-fire meal inclined her to the belief that, if
there were such a possibility asher being safeat all, it would be owing to
an unconscious and friendly attitude toward the companions she had
beenforced to accept. Those men were pleased, stirred at being in her vi-
cinity. Joan came to a melancholy and fearful cognizance of her attrac-
tion. While at home she seldom had borne upon her a realityNthat she
was a woman. Her place, her person were merely natural. Here it was all
different. To these wild men, developed by loneliness, fierce-blooded,
with pulses like whips, a woman was something that thrilled, charmed,
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soothed, that incited a strange, insatiable, inexplicable hunger for the
very sight of her. They did not realize it, but Joan did.

Presently Joanfinished her supper and said: "I'll go hobble my horse.
He strays sometimes."

"Shore I'll go, miss," said Bate Wood. He had never called her Mrs.
Kells, but Joanbelieved he had not thought of the significance. Hardened
old ruffian that he was. Joanregarded him asthe best of a bad lot. He
had lived long, and some of his life had not been bad.

“Let me go," added Pearce.

"No, thanks. I'll go myself," she replied.

Shetook the rope hobble off her saddle and boldly swung down the
trail. Suddenly she heard two or more of the men speak at once, and
then, low and clear: "Gulden, where'n hell are you goin'?" This was Red
Pearce's voice.

Joan glanced back. Gulden had started down the trail after her. Her
heart quaked, her knees shook, and she was ready to run back. Gulden
halted, then turned away, growling. He acted asif caught in something
surprising to himself.

"We're on to you, Gulden," continued Pearce,deliberately. "Be careful
or we'll put Kells on."

A booming, angry curse was the response. The men grouped closer
and a loud altercation followed. Joan almost ran down the trail and
heard no more. If any one of them had started her way now she would
have plunged into the thickets like a frightened deer. Evidently,
however, they meant to let her alone. Joanfound her horse, and before
hobbling him she was assailed by a temptation to mount him and ride
away. This she did not want to do and would not do under any circum-
stances;still, she could not prevent the natural instinctive impulse of a
woman.

Shecrossedto the other side of the brook and returned toward camp
under the spruce and balsam trees, Shedid not hurry. It was good to be
alone, out of sight of those violent men, away from that constant wearing
physical proof of catastrophe. Nevertheless, she did not feel free or safe
for a moment; she peered fearfully into the shadows of the rocks and
trees; and presently it was a relief to get back to the side of the sleeping
Kells. He lay in a deep slumber of exhaustion. She arranged her own
saddle and blankets near him, and prepared to meet the night asbestshe
could. Instinctively she took a position where in one swift snatch she
could get possession of Kells's gun.
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It was about time of sunset, warm and still in the canon, with rosy
lights fading upon the peaks. The men were all busy with one thing and
another. Strangeit was to seethat Gulden, who Joanthought might be a
shirker, did twice the work of any man, especially the heavy work. He
seemedto enjoy carrying alog that would have overweighted two ordin-
ary men. He was so huge, so active, so powerful that it was fascinating to
watch him. They built the camp- fire for the night uncomfortably near
Joan'sposition; however, remembering how cold the air would become
later, she made no objection. Twilight setin and the men, through for the
day, gathered near the fire.

Then Joanwas not long in discovering that the situation had begun to
impinge upon the feelings of each of these men. They looked at her dif-
ferently. Some of them invented pretexts to approach her, to ask
something, to offer serviceNanything to get near her. A personal and in-
dividual note had beeninjected into the attitude of each.Intuitively Joan
guessedthat Gulden's arising to follow her had turned their eyesinward.
Gulden remained silent and inactive at the edge of the camp-fire circle of
light, which flickered fitfully around him, making him seem a huge,
gloomy ape of a man. Sofar asJoancould tell, Gulden never casthis eyes
in her direction. That was a difference which left cause for reflection.
Had that hulk of brawn and bone begun to think? Bate Wood's overtures
to Joanwere rough, but inexplicable to her becauseshe dared not wholly
trust him.

"An' shore, miss," he had concluded, in a hoarsewhisper, "we-all know
you ain't Kells's wife. Thet bandit wouldn't marry no woman. He's a
woman-hater. He was famous fer thet over in California. He's run off
with youNkidnapped you, thet's shoreE . An' Gulden swears he shot
his own men an' was in turn shot by you. Thet bullet-hole in his back
was full of powder. There's liable to be a muss-up any timeE . Shore,
miss, you'd better sneak off with me tonight when they're all asleep. 'l
git grub an' hosses,an' take you off to some prospector's camp. Then you
can git home."

Joanonly shook her head. Even if she could have felt trust in Wood- -
and she was of half amind to believe himNit was too late. Whatever be-
fell her mattered little if in suffering it she could save Jim Cleve from the
ruin she had wrought.

Since this wild experience of Joan'shad begun she had been sick so
many times with raw and naked emotions hitherto unknown to her, that
she believed she could not feel another new fear or torture. But these
strange sensations grew by what they had been fed upon.
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The man called Frenchy, was audacious, persistent, smiling, amorous-
eyed, and rudely gallant. He cared no more for his companions than if
they had not been there. He vied with Pearcein his attention, and the
two of them discomfited the others. The situation might have been
amusing had it not been so terrible. Always the portent was a shadow
behind their interest and amiability and jealousy. Except for that one ab-
rupt and sinister move of Gulden'sNthat of a natural man beyond de-
ceitNthere was no word, no look, no act at which Joancould have been
offended. They were joking, sarcastic, ironical, and sullen in their rela-
tion to eachother; but to Joaneachone presented what was naturally or
what he considered his kindest and most friendly front. A young and at-
tractive woman had dropped into the camp of lonely wild men; and in
their wild hearts was a rebirth of egotism, vanity, hunger for notice.
They seemedas foolish as a lot of cock grouse preening themselves and
parading before a single female. Surely in some heart was born real
brotherhood for a helplessgirl in peril. Inevitably in some of them would
burst a flame of passion as it had in Kells.

Between this amiable contest for Joan's glances and replies, with its
possibility of latent good to her, and the dark, lurking, unspoken mean-
ing, such aslay in Gulden's brooding, Joanfound another new and sick-
ening torture.

"Say, Frenchy, you're no lady's man," declared Red Pearce,"an' you,
Bate, you're too old. MoveNpass byNsashay!" Pearce,good- naturedly,
but deliberately, pushed the two men back.

"Shore she'sKells's lady, ain't she?"drawled Wood. "Ain't you all for-
gettin' thet?"

"Kells is asleep or dead," replied Pearce,and he succeededin getting
the field to himself.

"Where'd you meet Kells anyway?" he asked Joan, with his red face
bending near hers.

Joanhad her part to play. It was difficult, becauseshedivined Pearce's
curiosity held atrap to catch her in afalsehood. He knew- -they all knew
she was not Kells's wife. But if she were a prisoner she seemeda willing
and contented one. The query that breathed in Pearce'spresence was
how was he to reconcile the fact of her submission with what he and his
comrades had potently felt as her goodness?"

“That doesn't concern anybody," replied Joan.

"Reckon not," said Pearce. Then he leaned nearer with intense face.
"What | want to knowNis Gulden right? Did you shoot Kells?"

In the dusk Joan reached back and clasped Kells hand.
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For a man asweak and weary as he had been, it was remarkable how
quickly a touch awakened him. He lifted his head.

"Hello! Who's that?" he called out, sharply.

Pearcerose guardedly, startled, but not confused. "It's only me, boss,"
he replied. "I was about to turn in, an' | wanted to know how you areNif
| could do anythin'."

“I'm all right, Red," replied Kells, coolly. "Clear out and let me alone.
All of you."

Pearcemoved away with an amiable good-night and joined the others
at the camp-fire. Presently they sought their blankets, leaving Gulden
hunching there silent in the gloom.

"Joan, why did you wake me?" whispered Kells.

"Pearceasked me if | shot you," replied Joan."l woke you instead of
answering him."

"He did!" exclaimed Kells under his breath. Then he laughed. "Can't
fool that gang. | guessit doesn't matter. Maybe it'd be well if they knew
you shot me."

He appeared thoughtful, and lay there with the fading flare of the fire
on his pale face. But he did not speak again. Presently he fell asleep.

Joan leaned back, within reach of him, with her head in her saddle,
and pulling a blanket up over her, relaxed her limbs to rest. Sleep
seemed the furthest thing from her. She wondered that she dared to
think of it. The night had grown chilly; the wind was sweeping with low
roar through the balsams;the fire burned dull and red. Joanwatched the
black, shapelesshulk that she knew to be Gulden. For along time he re-
mained motionless. By and by he moved, approached the fire, stood one
moment in the dying ruddy glow, his great breadth and bulk magnified,
with all about him vague and shadowy, but the more sinister for that.
The cavernous eyeswere only black spacesin that vast face,yet Joansaw
them upon her. He lay down then among the other men and soon his
deep and heavy breathing denoted the tranquil slumber of an ox.

For hours through changing shadows and starlight Joan lay awake,
while a thousand thoughts besieged her, all centering round that vital
and compelling one of Jim Cleve.

Only upon awakening, with the sun in her face, did Joanrealize that
she had actually slept.

The camp was bustling with activity. The horses were in, fresh and
quarrelsome, with earslaid back. Kells was sitting upon a rock near the
fire with a cup of coffee in his hand. He was looking better. When he
greeted Joan his voice sounded stronger. She walked by Pearce and
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Frenchy and Gulden on her way to the brook, but they took no notice of
her. Bate Wood, however, touched his sombrero and said: "Mornin’,
miss." Joanwondered if her memory of the preceding night were only a
bad dream. There was a different atmosphere by daylight, and it was
dominated by Kells. Presently she returned to camp refreshed and
hungry. Gulden was throwing a pack, which action he performed with
ease and dexterity. Pearcewas cinching her saddle. Kells was talking,
more like his old self than at any time since his injury.

Soon they were on the trail. For Joantime always passed swiftly on
horseback. Movement and changing scenewere pleasurable to her. The
passing of time now held a strange expectancy, a mingled fear and hope
and pain, for at the end of this trail was Jim Cleve. In other days she had
flouted him, made fun of him, dominated him, everything exceptloved
and feared him. And now she was assured of her love and almost con-
vinced of her fear. The reputation these wild bandits gave Jim was
astounding and inexplicable to Joan.Sherode the miles thinking of Jim,
dreading to meet him, longing to seehim, and praying and planning for
him.

About noon the cavalcade rode out of the mouth of a canon into a
wide valley, surrounded by high, rounded foot-hills. Horses and cattle
were grazing on the green levels. A wide, shallow, noisy stream split the
valley. Joan could tell from the tracks at the crossing that this place,
whatever and wherever it was, saw considerable travel; and she con-
cluded the main rendezvous of the bandits was close at hand.

The pack drivers led acrossthe stream and the valley to enter an inter-
secting ravine. It was narrow, rough-sided, and floored, but the trail was
good. Presently it opened out into a beautiful V- shaped gulch, very dif-
ferent from the high-walled, shut-in canons.It had a level floor, through
which a brook flowed, and clumps of spruce and pine, with here and
there a giant balsam. Huge patchesof wild flowers gave rosy color to the
grassy slopes. At the upper end of this gulch Joan saw a number of
widely separated cabins. This place, then, was Cabin Gulch.

Upon reaching the first cabin the cavalcade split up. There were men
here who hallooed a welcome. Gulden halted with his pack-horse. Some
of the others rode on. Wood drove other pack-animals off to the right, up
the gentle slope. And Red Pearce,who was beside Kells, instructed Joan
to follow them. They rode up to a bench of straggling spruce-trees,in the
midst of which stood alarge log cabin. It was new, asin fact all the struc-
tures in the Gulch appeared to be, and none of them had seena winter.
The chinks between the logs were yet open. This cabin was of the rudest
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make of notched logs one upon another, and roof of brush and earth. It
was low and flat, but very long, and extending before the whole of it was
a porch roof supported by posts. At one end was a corral. There were
doors and windows with nothing in them. Upon the front wall, outside,
hung saddles and bridles.

Joanhad a swift, sharp gaze for the men who rose from their lounging
to greet the travelers. Jim Cleve was not among them. Her heart left her
throat then, and she breathed easier. How could she meet him?

Kells was in better shape than at noon of the preceding day. Still, he
had to be lifted off his horse. Joanheard all the men talking at once. They
crowded round Pearce,eachlending a hand. However, Kells appeared
able to walk into the cabin. It was Bate Wood who led Joan inside.

There was a long room, with stone fireplace, rude benchesand atable,
skins and blankets on the floor, and lanterns and weapons on the wall.
At one end Joan saw a litter of cooking utensils and shelves of supplies.

Suddenly Kells's impatient voice silenced the clamor of questions. "I'm
not hurt," he said. "I'm all rightNonly weak and tired. Fellows, this girl is
my wifeE . Joan, you'll find a room thereN at the back of the cabin.
Make yourself comfortable."

Joanwas only too glad to act upon his suggestion. A door had been
cut through the back wall. It was covered with a blanket. When she
swept this aside she came upon several steep stepsthat led up to a smal-
ler, lighter cabin of two rooms, separated by a partition of boughs. She
dropped the blanket behind her and went up the steps. Then she saw
that the new cabin had been built against an old one. It had no door or
opening except the one by which she had entered. It was light because
the chinks between the logs were open. The furnishings were a wide
bench of boughs covered with blankets, a shelf with a blurred and
cracked mirror hanging above it, a table made of boxes, and a lantern.
This room was four feet higher than the floor of the other cabin. And at
the bottom of the steps leaned a half-dozen slender trimmed poles. She
gathered presently that these poles were intended to be slipped under
crosspiecesabove and fastened by a bar below, which means effectually
barricaded the opening. Joan could stand at the head of the steps and
peep under an edge of the swinging blanket into the large room, but that
was the only place she could seethrough, for the openings between the
logs of each wall were not level. These quarters were comfortable,
private, and could be shut off from intruders. Joanhad not expected so
much consideration from Kells and she was grateful.
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Shelay down to rest and think. It was really very pleasant here. There
were birds nesting in the chinks; a ground squirrel ran along one of the
logs and chirped at her; through an opening near her face she saw a wild
rose-bush and the green slope of the gulch; a soft, warm, fragrant breeze
blew in, stirring her hair. How strange that there could be beautiful and
pleasant things here in this robber den; that time was the same here as
elsewhere; that the sun shone and the sky gleamed blue. Presently she
discovered that a lassitude weighted upon her and she could not keep
her eyes open. She ceased trying, but intended to remain awakeNto
think, to listen, to wait. Nevertheless, she did fall asleep and did not
awaken till disturbed by some noise. The color of the western sky told
her that the afternoon was far spent. She had slept hours. Someonewas
knocking. Shegot up and drew aside the blanket. Bate Wood was stand-
ing near the door.

"Now, miss, I've supper ready," he said, "an' | was reckonin' you'd like
me to fetch yours."

"Yes, thank you, | would," replied Joan.

In a few moments Wood returned carrying the top of a box upon
which were steaming pans and cups. He handed this rude tray up to
Joan.

"Shorel'm afirst-rate cook, miss, when I've somethin' to cook," he said
with a smile that changed his hard face.

Shereturned the smile with her thanks. Evidently Kells had a well-
filled larder, and asJoanhad fared on coarseand hard food for long, this
supper was a luxury and exceedingly appetizing. While she was eating,
the blanket curtain moved aside and Kells appeared. He dropped it be-
hind him, but did not step up into the room. He was in his shirt-sleeves,
had been clean shaven, and looked a different man.

"How do you like yourNhome?" he inquired, with a hint of his former
mockery.

“I'm grateful for the privacy," she replied.

"You think you could be worse off, then?"

"l know it."

"Suppose Gulden kills meNand rules the gangNand takes you? E
There'sa story about him, the worst I've heard on this border. I'll tell you
some day when | want to scare you bad."

"Gulden!" Joanshivered asshe pronounced the name. "Are you and he
enemies?"
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"No man can have a friend on this border. We flock together like buz-
zards. There's safety in numbers, but we fight together, like buzzards
over carrion."

"Kells, you hate this life?"

"I've always hated my life, everywhere. The only life | ever loved was
adventureE . I'm willing to try a new one, if you'll go with me."

Joan shook her head.

"Why not? I'll marry you," he went on, speaking lower. "I've got gold;
I'll get more."

"Where did you get the gold?" she asked

“I've relieved a good many overburdened travelers and prospectors,”
he replied.

"Kells, you're aNa villain!" exclaimed Joan,unable to contain her sud-
den heat. "You must be utterly madNto ask me to marry you."

“No, I'm not mad," he rejoined, with a laugh. "Gulden's the mad one.
He's crazy. He's got a twist in his brain. I'm no foolE . I've only lost my
head over you. But compare marrying me, living and traveling among
decent people and comfort, to camps like this. If | don't get drunk I'll be
half decentto you. But I'll get shot sooner or later. Then you'll be left to
Gulden."

"Why do you say HIM?" she queried, in a shudder of curiosity.

"Well, Gulden haunts me."

"He does me, too. He makes me lose my senseof proportion. Beside
him you and the others seem good. But you ARE wicked."

"Then you won't marry me and go away somewhere?E Your choiceis
strange. Because | tell you the truth."

"Kells! I'm a woman. Something deep in me says you won't keep me
hereNyou can't be so base.Not now, after | saved your life! It would be
horribleNinhuman. | can't believe any man born of a woman could do
it."

"But | want youNI love you!" he said, low and hard.

“Love! That's not love," shereplied in scorn. "God only knows what it

Is."
"Call it what you like," he went on, bitterly. "You're a young, beautiful,
sweet woman. It's wonderful to be near you. My life has been hell. I've
had nothing. There's only hell to look forward toN and hell at the end.
Why shouldn't | keep you here?"

"But, Kells, listen," she whispered, earnestly, "suppose | am young and
beautiful and sweetNas you said. I'm utterly in your power. I'm com-
pelled to seek your protection from even worse men. You're different
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from these others. You're educated. You must have hadNaN a good
mother. Now you're bitter, desperate,terrible. You hate life. You seemto
think this charm you seein me will bring you something. Maybe a
glimpse of joy! But how can it? You know better. How can it E unless
INI love you?"

Kells stared at her, the evil and hardness of his passion corded in his
face. And the shadows of comprehending thought in his strange eyes
showed the other side of the man. He was still staring at her while he
reached to put aside the curtains; then he dropped his head and went
out.

Joan sat motionless, watching the door where he had disappeared,
listening to the mounting beatsof her heart. Shehad only beenfrank and
earnestwith Kells. But he had taken a meaning from her last few words
that she had not intended to convey. All that was woman in
herNmounting, righting, hatingNleaped to the power she sensedin her-
self. If she could be deceitful, cunning, shamelessin holding out to Kells
a possible return of his love, she could do anything with him. Sheknew
it. Shedid not need to marry him or sacrifice herself. Joanwas amazed
that the idea remained an instant before her consciousness. But
something had told her this was another kind of life than she had
known, and all that was precious to her hung in the balance. Any falsity
was justifiable, even righteous, under the circumstances. Could she for-
mulate a plan that this keen bandit would not seethrough? The remotest
possibility of her even caring for KellsNthat was as much as she dared
hint. But that, together with all the charm and seductiveness she could
summon, might be enough. Dared shetry it? If shetried and failed Kells
would despise her, and then she was utterly lost. She was caught
between doubt and hope. All that was natural and true in her shrank
from such unwomanly deception; all that had been born of her wild ex-
perience inflamed her to play the game, to match Kells's villainy with a
woman's unfathomable duplicity.

And while Joanwas absorbed in thought the sun set, the light failed,
twilight stole into the cabin, and then darkness. All this hour there had
beena continual sound of men's voicesin the large cabin, sometimes low
and at other times loud. It was only when Joandistinctly heard the name
Jim Cleve that she was startled out of her absorption, thrilling and flush-
ing. In her eagernessshe nearly fell asshe stepped and gropped through
the darkness to the door, and as she drew aside the blanket her hand
shook.
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The large room was lighted by a fire and half a dozen lanterns.
Through a faint tinge of blue smoke Joansaw men standing and sitting
and lounging around Kells, who had a seatwhere the light fell full upon
him. Evidently a lull had intervened in the talk. The dark faces Joan
could see were all turned toward the door expectantly.

"Bring him in, Bate, and let's look him over," said Kells.

Then Bate Wood appeared, elbowing his way in, and he had his hand
on the arm of a tall, lithe fellow. When they got into the light Joan
qguivered as if she had been stabbed. That stranger with Wood was Jim
CleveNJim Cleve in frame and feature, yet not the same she knew.

"Cleve, glad to meet you," greeted Kells, extending his hand.

"Thanks. Sameto you," replied Cleve, and he met the proffered hand.
His voice was cold and colorless, unfamiliar to Joan.Was this man really
Jim Cleve?

The meeting of Kells and Cleve was significant becauseof Kells's in-
terest and the silent attention of the men of his clan. It did not seemto
mean anything to the white-faced, tragic-eyed Cleve. Joangazed at him
with utter amazement. Sheremembered a heavily built, florid Jim Cleve,
an overgrown boy with a good-natured, lazy smile on his full face and
sleepy eyes. She all but failed to recognize him in the man who stood
there now, lithe and powerful, with muscles bulging in his coarse,white
shirt. Joan'sgaze swept over him, up and down, shivering at the two
heavy guns he packed, till it was transfixed on his face. The old, or the
other, Jim Cleve had been homely, with too much flesh on his face to
show force or fire. This man seemed beautiful. But it was a beauty of
tragedy. He was as white as Kells, but smoothly, purely white, without
shadow or sunburn. His lips seemedto have setwith a bitter, indifferent
laugh. His eyes looked straight out, piercing, intent, haunted, and as
dark as night. Great blue circles lay under them, lending still further
depth and mystery. It was a sad, reckless face that wrung Joan'svery
heartstrings. Shehad come too late to save his happiness, but she prayed
that it was not too late to save his honor and his soul.

While she gazed there had been further exchange of speech between
Kells and Cleve, and she had heard, though not distinguished, what was
said. Kells was unmistakably friendly, as were the other men within
range of Joan's sight. Cleve was surrounded; there were jesting and
laughter; and then he was led to the long table where several men were
already gambling.

Joan dropped the curtain, and in the darkness of her cabin she saw
that white, haunting face,and when she covered her eyesshe still saw it.
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The pain, the recklessviolence, the hopelessindifference, the wreck and
ruin in that face had beenher doing. Why? How had Jim Cleve wronged
her? He had loved her at her displeasure and had kissed her against her
will. Shehad furiously upbraided him, and when he had finally turned
upon her, threatening to prove he was no coward, she had scorned him
with a girl's mercilessinjustice. All her strength and resolve left her, mo-
mentarily, after seeing Jim there. Like a woman, she weakened. She lay
on the bed and writhed. Doubt, hopelessnessdespair, again seized upon
her, and some strange, yearning maddening emotion. What had she sac-
rificed? His happiness and her ownNand both their lives!

The clamor in the other cabin grew so boisterous that suddenly when
it stiled Joanwas brought sharply to the significance of it. Again she
drew aside the curtain and peered out.

Gulden, huge, stolid, gloomy, was entering the cabin. The man fell in-
to the circle and faced Kell with the fire-light dancing in his cavernous
eyes.

"Hello, Gulden!" said Kells, coolly. "What ails you?"

"Anybody tell you about Bill Bailey?" asked Gulden, heavily.

Kells did not show the least concern. "Tell me what?"

“That he died in a cabin, down in the valley?"

Kells gave a slight start and his eyesnarrowed and shot steely glints.
"No. It's news to me."

"Kells, you left Bailey for dead. But he lived. He was shot through, but
he got there somehowNnobody knows. He was far gone when Beady
Joneshappened along. Before he died he sent word to me by BeadyE .
Are you curious to know what it was?"

"Not the least,"replied Kells. "Bailey wasNwell, offensive to my wife. |
shot him."

"He swore you drew on him in cold blood," thundered Gulden. "He
swore it was for nothingNjust so you could be alone with that girl!"

Kells rose in wonderful calmness, with only his pallor and a slight
shaking of his hands to betray excitement. An uneasy stir and murmur
ran through the room. Red Pearce, nearest at hand, stepped to Kells's
side. All in a moment there was a deadly surcharged atmosphere there.

"Well, he swore right! E Now what's it to you?"

Apparently the fact and its confession were nothing particular to
Gulden, or else he was deep where all considered him only dense and
shallow.
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“It's done. Bill's dead," continued Gulden. "But why do you double-
cross the gang? What's the game? You never did it beforeE . That girl
isn't yourN"

"Shut up!" hissed Kells. Like a flash his hand flew out with his gun,
and all about him was dark menace.

Gulden made no attempt to draw. He did not show surprise nor fear
nor any emotion. He appeared plodding in mind. Red Pearce stepped
between Kells and Gulden. There was a realization in the crowd, loud
breaths, scraping of feet. Gulden turned away. Then Kells resumed his
seat and his pipe as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.
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Chapter 9

Joanturned away from the door in a cold clamp of relief. The shadow of
death hovered over these men. Shemust fortify herself to live under that
shadow, to be prepared for any sudden violence, to stand a successionof
shocks that inevitably would come. She listened. The men were talking
and laughing now; there came a click of chips, the spat of a thrown card,
the thump of a little sack of gold. Ahead of her lay the long hours of
night in which thesemen would hold revel. Only afaint ray of light pen-
etrated her cabin, but it was sufficient for her to distinguish objects. She
set about putting the poles in place to barricade the opening. When she
had finished she knew she was safe at least from intrusion. Who had
constructed that rude door and for what purpose? Then she yielded to
the temptation to peep once more under the edge of the curtain.

The room was cloudy and blue with smoke. She saw Jim Cleve at a
table gambling with several ruffians. His back was turned, yet Joanfelt
the contrast of his attitude toward the game, compared with that of the
others. They were tense, fierce, and intent upon every throw of a card.
Cleve's very poise of head and movement of arm betrayed his indiffer-
ence.One of the gamblers howled his disgust, slammed down his cards,
and got up.

"He's cleaned out," said one, in devilish glee.

"Naw, he ain't," voiced another. "He's got two fruit-cans full of dust. |
saw 'emE . He's just lay downNlike a poisoned coyote."

"Shore I'm glad Cleve's got the luck, fer mebbe he'll give my gold
back," spoke up another gamester, with a laugh.

"Wal, he certainlee is the chilvalus card sharp," rejoined the last player.
"Jim, was you allus as lucky in love as in cards?"

"Lucky in love? E Sure!" answered Jim Cleve, with a mocking, reck-
less ring in his voice.

"Funny, ain't thet, boys? Now there's the boss. Kells can sure win the
gurls, but he's a pore gambler." Kells heard this speech,and he laughed
with the others. "Hey, you greaser,you never won any of my money," he
said.

71



"Come an' setin, boss. Come an' seeyour gold fade away. You can't
stop this Jim Cleve. LuckNbull luck straddles his neck. He'll win your
goldNyour hosses an' saddles an' spurs an' gunsNan' your shirt, if
you've nerve enough to bet it."

The speaker slapped his cards upon the table while he gazed at Cleve
in grieved admiration. Kells walked over to the group and he put his
hand on Cleve's shoulder.

"Say youngster," he said, genially, "you said you were just as lucky in
loveE . Now | had a hunch some BAD luck with a girl drove you out
here to the border."

Kells spoke jestingly, in a way that could give no offense, even to the
wildest of boys, yet there was curiosity, keenness, penetration, in his
speech. It had not the slightest effect upon Jim Cleve.

"Bad luck and a girl? E To hell with both!" he said.

"Shore you're talkin' religion. Thet's where both luck an' gurls come
from," replied the unlucky gamester. "Will one of you hawgs pass the
whiskey?"

"The increased interest with which Kells looked down upon Jim Cleve
was not lost upon Joan.But she had seenenough, and, turning away, she
stumbled to the bed and lay there with an ache in her heart.

"Oh," she whispered to herself, "he is ruinedNruinedNruined! E God
forgive me!" She saw bright, cold stars shining between the logs. The
night wind swept in cold and pure, with the dew of the mountain in it.
She heard the mourn of wolves, the hoot of an owl, the distant cry of a
panther, weird and wild. Yet outside there was a thick and lonely si-
lence. In that other cabin, from which she was mercifully shut out, there
were different sounds, hideous by contrast. By and by she covered her
ears, and at length, weary from thought and sorrow, she drifted into
slumber.

Next morning, long after she had awakened, the cabin remained quiet,
with no one stirring. Morning had half gone before Wood knocked and
gave her a bucket of water, a basin and towels. Later he came with her
breakfast. After that she had nothing to do but pacethe floor of her two
rooms. One appeared to be only an empty shed, long in disuse. Her view
from both rooms was restricted to the green slope of the gulch up to yel-
low cragsand the sky. But shewould rather have had this to watch than
an outlook upon the cabins and the doings of these bandits.

About noon she heard the voice of Kells in low and earnestconversa-
tion with someone;she could not, however, understand what was said.
That ceased,and then she heard Kells moving around. There came a
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clatter of hoofs as a horse galloped away from the cabin, after which a
knock sounded on the wall.

"Joan," called Kells. Then the curtain was swept aside and Kells, ap-
pearing pale and troubled, stepped into her room.

"What's the matter?" asked Joan, hurriedly.

"Gulden shot two men this morning. One's dead. The other's in bad
shape, so Red tells me. | haven't seen him."

"WhoNwho are they?" faltered Joan.She could not think of any man
except Jim Cleve.

"Dan Small's the one's dead. The other they call Dick. Never heard his
last name."

"Was it a fight?"

"Of course. And Gulden picked it. He's a quarrelsome man. Nobody
can go against him. He's all the time like some men when they're drunk.
I'm sorry | didn't bore him last night. | would have done it if it hadn't
been for Red Pearce."

Kells seemedgloomy and concentrated on his situation and he talked
naturally to Joan,asif shewere one to sympathize. A bandit, then, in the
details of his life, the schemes,troubles, friendships, relations, was no
different from any other kind of a man. He was human, and things that
might constitute black evil for observerswere dear to him, a part of him.
Joan feigned the sympathy she could not feel.

"l thought Gulden was your enemy."

Kells sat down on one of the box seats,and his heavy gun-sheath res-
ted upon the floor. He looked at Joannow, forgetting she was a woman
and his prisoner.

"I never thought of that till now," he said. "We always got along be-
causel understood him. | managed him. The man hasn't changed in the
least. He's always what he is. But there's a difference. | noticed that first
over in Lost Canon. And Joan, | believe it's because Gulden saw you."

"Oh, no!" cried Joan, trembling.

"Maybe I'm wrong. Anyway something's wrong. Gulden never had a
friend or a partner. | don't misunderstand his position regarding Bailey.
What did he carefor that soak?Gulden's cross-grained. He opposesany-
thing or anybody. He's got a twist in his mind that makes him danger-
ousE . | wanted to getrid of him. | decided toNafter last night. But now
it seems that's no easy job."

"Why?" asked Joan, curiously.

"Pearceand Wood and Beard, all men | rely on, said it won't do. They
hint Gulden is strong with my gang here, and all through the border. |
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was wild. | don't believe it. But as I'm not sureNwhat can | do?E
They're all afraid of Gulden. That's itE . And | believe | am, too."

"You!" exclaimed Joan.

Kells actually looked ashamed."l believe | am, Joan,"he replied. "That
Gulden is not a man. | never was afraid of a real man. He'sN he's an
animal.”

"He made me think of a gorrilla," said Joan.

“There'sonly one man | know who's not afraid of Gulden. He's a new-
comer here on the border. Jim Cleve he calls himself. A youngster | can't
figure! But he'd slap the devil himself in the face. Cleve won't last long
out here. Yet you can never tell. Men like him, who laugh at death, some-
times avert it for long. | was that way onceE . Cleve heard me talking to
Pearce about Gulden. And he said, 'Kells, I'll pick a fight with this
Gulden and drive him out of the camp or kill him."

"What did you say?" queried Joan,trying to steady her voice as she
averted her eyes.

"| said 'Jim, that wins me. But | don't want you killed." E It certainly
was nervy of the youngster. Said it just the same asNas he'd offer to
cinch my saddle. Gulden can whip aroomful of men. He's done it. And
as for a killerNI've heard of no man with his record."

"And that's why you fear him?"

"It's not," replied Kells, passionately, as if his manhood had been af-
fronted. "It's because he's Gulden. There's something uncanny about
himE . Gulden's a cannibal!"

Joan looked as if she had not heard aright.

“It's a cold fact. Known all over the border. Gulden's no braggart. But
he's been known to talk. He was a sailorNa pirate. Once he was ship-
wrecked. Starvation forced him to be a cannibal. He told this in Califor-
nia, and in Nevada camps. But no one believed him. A few years ago he
got snowed-up in the mountains back of Lewiston. He had two compan-
lons with him. They all beganto starve. It was absolutely necessaryto try
to get out. They started out in the snow. Travel was desperately hard.
Gulden told that his companions dropped. But he murdered themNand
again saved his life by being a cannibal. After this became known his
sailor yarns were no longer doubtedE . There's another story about him.
Once he got hold of a girl and took her into the mountains. After a
winter he returned alone. He told that he'd kept her tied in a cave,
without any clothes, and she froze to death.”

"Oh, horrible!" moaned Joan.
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"l don't know how true it is. But | believe it. Gulden is not a man. The
worst of us have a conscience.We can tell right from wrong. But Gulden
can't. He's beneath morals. He has no conception of manhood, such as
I've seenin the lowest of outcasts. That cave story with the girlNthat be-
trays him. He belongs back in the Stone Age. He's a thingE . And here
on the border, if he wants, he can have all the more power because of
what he is."

"Kells, don't let him see me!" entreated Joan.

The bandit appeared not to catch the fear in Joan'stone and look. She
had been only a listener. Presently with preoccupied and gloomy mien,
he left her alone.

Joandid not seehim again, except for glimpses under the curtain, for
three days. Shekept the door barred and saw no one except Bate Wood,
who brought her meals. She paced her cabin like a caged creature. Dur-
ing this period few men visited Kells's cabin, and these few did not re-
main long. Joanwas aware that Kells was not always at home. Evidently
he was able to go out. Upon the fourth day he called to her and knocked
for admittance. Joanlet him in, and saw that he was now almost well
again, once more cool, easy, cheerful, with his strange, forceful air.

"Good day, Joan. You don't seemto be pining for yourNnegligent
husband."

He laughed as if he mocked himself, but there was gladness in the
very sight of her, and some indefinable tone in his voice that suggested
respect.

"l didn't miss you," replied Joan. Yet it was a relief to see him,

“No, | imagine not," he said, dryly. "Well, I've been busy with men- -
with plans. Things are working out to my satisfaction. Red Pearce got
around Gulden. There'sbeenno split. Besides,Gulden rode off. Someone
said he went after a little girl named Brander. | hope he gets shotE
Joan, we'll be leaving Cabin Gulch soon. I'm expecting news that'll
change things. | won't leave you here. You'll have to ride the roughest
trails. And your clothes are in tatters now. You've got to have something
to wear."

"l should think so,"replied Joan,fingering the thin, worn, ragged habit
that had gone to pieces. "The first brush | ride through will tear this off."

“That's annoying," said Kells, with exasperation at himself. "Where on
earth can | get you a dress?We're two hundred miles from everywhere.
The wildest kind of countryE . Say, did you ever wear a man's outfit?"

"Ye-es, when | went prospecting and hunting with my uncle,"” she
replied, reluctantly.
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Suddenly he had a daring and brilliant smile that changed his face
completely. He rubbed his palms together. He laughed as if at a huge
joke. He cast a measuring glance up and down her slender form.

"Just wait till | come back," he said.

He left her and she heard him rummaging around in the pile of trap-
pings she had noted in a corner of the other cabin. Presently he returned
carrying a bundle. This he unrolled on the bed and spread out the
articles.

"Dandy Dale's outfit," he said, with animation. "Dandy was a would-
be knight of the road. He dressedthe part. But he tried to hold up a stage
over here and an unappreciative passengershot him. He wasn't killed
outright. He crawled away and died. Some of my men found him and
they fetched his clothes. That outfit costa fortune. But not a man among
us could get into it."

There was a black sombrero with heavy silver band; a dark-blue
blouse and an embroidered buckskin vest; a belt full of cartridges and a
pearl-handled gun; trousers of corduroy; high-top leather boots and gold
mounted spurs, all of the finest material and workmanship.

"Joan,I'll make you a black mask out of the rim of a felt hat, and then
you'll be grand." He spoke with the impulse and enthusiasm of a boy.

"Kells, you don't mean me to wear these?" asked Joan, incredulously.

"Certainly. Why not? Just the thing. A little fancy, but then you're a
girl. We can't hide that. | don't want to hide it."

"l won't wear them," declared Joan.

"Excuse meNbut you will," he replied, coolly and pleasantly.

"I won't!" cried Joan. She could not keep cool.

"Joan,you've got to take long rides with me. At night sometimes. Wild
rides to elude pursuers sometimes. You'll go into camps with me. You'll
have to wear strong, easy, free clothes. You'll have to be masked. Here
the outfit isNas if made for you. Why, you're dead lucky. For this stuff is
good and strong. It'll stand the wear, yet it's fit for a girlE . You put the
outfit on, right now."

"l said | wouldn't!" Joan snapped.

"But what do you careif it belonged to afellow who's dead?E There!
Seethat hole in the shirt. That's a bullet-hole. Don't be squeamish. It'll
only make your part harder."

"Mr. Kells, you seem to have forgotten entirely that I'm aNa girl."

He looked blank astonishment. "Maybe | haveE . Il remember. But
you said you'd worn a man's things."
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"l wore my brother's coat and overalls, and was lost in them," replied
Joan.

His face began to work. Then he laughed uproariously. "INunderN
stand. This'll fitNyouNlike a gloveE . Fine! I'm dying to see you."

"You never will."

At that he grew sober and his eyesglinted. "You can't take a little fun.
I'll leave you now for a while. When | come back you'll have that suit
on!"

There was that in his voice then which she had heard when he ordered
men.

Joan looked her defiance.

"If you don't have it on when | come I'lINI'll tear your rags off! E | can
do that. You're a strong little devil, and maybe I'm not well enough yet to
put this outfit on you. But | can get helpE . If you anger me | might wait
forNGulden!"

Joan'slegs grew weak under her, so that she had to sink on the bed.
Kells would do absolutely and literally what he threatened. She under-
stood now the changing secretin his eyes.One moment he was a certain
kind of a man and the very next he was incalculably different. She in-
stinctively recognized this latter personality as her enemy. Shemust use
all the strength and wit and cunning and charm to keep his other person-
ality in the ascendancy, else all was futile.

"Since you force me soNthen | must," she said.

Kells left her without another word.

Joanremoved her stained and torn dress and her worn-out boots; then
hurriedly, for fear Kells might return, she put on the dead boy- bandit's
outfit. Dandy Dale assuredly must have been her counterpart, for his
things fitted her perfectly. Joanfelt so strange that she scarcely had cour-
age enough to look into the mirror. When she did look she gave a start
that was of both amaze and shame. But for her face she never could have
recognized herself. What had become of her height, her slenderness?She
looked like an audacious girl in a dashing boy masquerade. Her shame
was singular, inasmuch asit consisted of a burning hateful consciousness
that she had not beenable to repressa thrill of delight at her appearance,
and that this costume strangely magnified every curve and swell of her
body, betraying her feminity as nothing had ever done.

And just at that moment Kells knocked on the door and called, "Joan,
are you dressed?"

"Yes," she replied. But the word seemed involuntary.

Then Kells came in.
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It was an instinctive and frantic impulse that made Joansnatch up a
blanket and half envelop herself in it. She stood with scarlet face and
dilating eyes,trembling in every limb. Kells had entered with an expect-
ant smile and that mocking light in his gaze.Both faded. He stared at the
blanketNthen at her face. Then he seemedto comprehend this ordeal.
And he looked sorry for her.

"Why youNyou littleNfool!" he exclaimed, with emotion. And that
emotion seemedto exasperatehim. Turning away from her, he gazed out
between the logs. Again, as so many times before, he appeared to be re-
membering something that was hard to recall, and vague.

Joan,agitated as shewas, could not help but seethe effect of her unex-
pected and unconscious girlishness. She comprehended that with the
mind of the woman which had matured in her. Like Kells, she too, had
different personalities.

“I'm trying to be decent to you," went on Kells, without turning. "I
want to give you a chanceto make the bestof a bad situation. But you're
akidNa girl! E And I'm abandit. A man lost to all good, who means to
have you!"

"But you're NOT lost to all good," replied Joan,earnestly. "I can't un-
derstand what | do feel. But | knowNif it had been Gulden instead of
youNthat | wouldn't have tried to hide myNmyself behind this blanket.
I'm no longerNAFRAID of you. That's why | actedNsoNjust like a girl
caughtE . Oh! can't you see!"

“No, | can't see,"he replied. "I wish | hadn't fetched you here. | wish
the thing hadn't happened. Now it's too late."”

"It's never too lateE . YouNyou haven't harmed me yet."

"But | love you," he burst out. "Not like | have. Oh! | seethisN that |
never really loved any woman before. Something's gripped me. It feels
like that rope at my throatNwhen they were going to hang me."

Then Joantrembled in the realization that a tremendous passion had
seized upon this strange, strong man. In the face of it she did not know
how to answer him. Yet somehow she gathered courage in the
knowledge.

Kells stood silent a long moment, looking out at the green slope. And
then, asif speaking to himself, he said: "l stacked the deck and dealt my-
self a handNa losing handNand now I've got to play it!"

With that he turned to Joan.It was the piercing gaze he bent upon her
that hastened her decision to resume the part she had to play. And she
dropped the blanket. Kells's gloom and that iron hardness vanished. He
smiled as she had never seen him smile. In that and his speechless
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delight she read his estimate of her appearance; and, notwithstanding
the unwomanliness of her costume, and the fact of his notorious charac-
ter, she knew she had never received so great a compliment. Finally he
found his voice.

"Joan, if you're not the prettiest thing | ever saw in my life!"

"| can't get used to this outfit," said Joan."l can'tNl won't go away
from this room in it."

"Sure you will. Seehere, this'll make a difference, maybe. You're so
shy."

He held out a wide piece of black felt that evidently he had cut from a
sombrero. This he measured over her forehead and eyes,and then taking
his knife he cut it to a desired shape. Next he cut eyeholesin it and
fastened to it a loop made of a short strip of buckskin.

"Try thatE . Pull it downNeven with your eyes.There!Ntake alook at
yourself."

Joanfaced the mirror and saw merely a masked stranger. Shewas no
longer Joan Randle. Her identity had been absolutely lost.

"No oneNwho ever knew meNcould recognize me now," she mur-
mured, and the relieving thought centered round Jim Cleve.

"I hadn't figured on that," replied Kells. "But you're rightE . Joan,if |
don't miss my guess, it won't be long till you'll be the talk of mining-
towns and camp-fires."

This remark of Kells's brought to Joanproof of his singular pride in the
name he bore, and proof of many strange stories about bandits and wild
women of the border. She had never believed any of these stories. They
had seemed merely a part of the life of this unsettled wild country. A
prospector would spend a night at a camp-fire and tell a weird story and
pass on, never to be seenthere again. Could there have been a stranger
story than her life seemeddestined to be?Her mind whirled with vague,
circling thoughtNKells and his gang, the wild trails, the camps, and
towns, gold and stage-coachesyobbery, fights, murder, mad rides in the
dark, and back to Jim Cleve and his ruin.

Suddenly Kells stepped to her from behind and put his arms around
her. Joan grew stiff. She had been taken off her guard. She was in his
arms and could not face him.

"Joan, kiss me," he whispered, with a softness,a richer, deeper note in
his voice.

"No!" cried Joan, violently.

There was a moment of silencein which shefelt his grasp slowly tight-
enNthe heave of his breast.
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“Then I'll make you," he said. So different was the voice now that an-
other man might have spoken. Then he bent her backward, and, freeing
one hand, brought it under her chin and tried to lift her face.

But Joan broke into fierce, violent resistance. She believed she was
doomed, but that only made her the fiercer, the stronger. And with her
head down, her arms straining, her body hard and rigidly unyielding
she fought him all over the room, knocking over the table and seats,
wrestling from wall to wall, till at last they fell acrossthe bed and she
broke his hold. Then she sprang up, panting, disheveled, and backed
away from him. It had been a sharp, desperate struggle on her part and
she was stronger than he. He was not a well man. He raised himself and
put one hand to his breast. His face was haggard, wet, working with pas-
sion, gray with pain. In the struggle she had hurt him, perhaps reopened
his wound.

"Did youNknife meNthat it hurts so?"he panted, raising a hand that
shook.

"| hadNnothingE . | justNfought," cried Joan, breathlessly.

"You hurt meNagainNdamn you! I'm never freeNfrom pain. But
this's worseE . And I'm a cowardE . And I'm a dog, too! Not half a
man!NYou slip of a girlNand | couldn‘tNhold you!"

His pain and shame were dreadful for Joanto see, because she felt
sorry for him, and divined that behind them would rise the darker, grim-
mer force of the man. And she was right, for suddenly he changed. That
which had seemedalmost to make him abjectgave way to a pale and bit-
ter dignity. He took up Dandy Dale's belt, which Joan had left on the
bed, and, drawing the gun from its sheath, he opened the cylinder to see
if it was loaded, and then threw the gun at Joan's feet.

"There! Take itNand make a better job this time," he said.

The power in his voice seemed to force Joan to pick up the gun.

"What doNyou mean?" she queried, haltingly.

"Shoot me again! Put me out of my painNmy miseryE . I'm sick of it
all. I'd be glad to have you kill me!"

"Kells!" exclaimed Joan, weakly.

"Take your chanceNnowNwhen I've no strengthNto force youE
Throw the gun on meE . Kill me!"

He spoke with aterrible impelling earnestness,and the strength of his
will almost hypnotized Joan into execution of his demand.

"You are mad," she said. "I don't want to kill you. | couldn'tE .1 just
want you toNto beNdecent to me."
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"| have beenNfor me. | was only in fun this timeNwhen | grabbed
you. But the FEEL of you! E | can't be decentany more. | seethings clear
nowE . Joan Randle, it's my life or your soul!"

He rose now, dark, shaken, stripped of all save the truth.

Joan dropped the gun from nerveless grasp.

“Is that your choice?" he asked hoarsely.

"l can't murder you!"

"Are you afraid of the other menNof Gulden? Is that why you can't
kill me? You're afraid to be leftNto try to get away?"

"l never thought of them."

"ThenNmy life or your soul!"

He stalked toward her, loomed over her, so that she put out trembling
hands. After the struggle a reaction was coming to her. Shewas weaken-
ing. She had forgotten her plan.

"If you're mercilessNthen it must beNmy soul," she whispered. "For |
CAN'T murder youE . Could you take that gun nowNand press it
hereNand murder ME?"

“No. For | love you."

"You don't love me. It's a blacker crime to murder the soul than the
body."

Something in his strange eyesinspired Joanwith a flashing, reviving
divination. Back upon her flooded all that tide of woman's subtle incal-
culable power to allure, to charge, to hold. Swiftly she went close to
Kells. She stretched out her hands. One was bleeding from rough con-
tract with the log wall during the struggle. Her wrists were red, swollen,
bruised from his fierce grasp.

"Look! Seewhat you've done. You were a beast. You made me fight
like a beast. My hands were clawsNmy whole body one hard knot of
muscle. You couldn't hold meNyou couldn't kiss meE . Suppose you
ARE able to hold meNlater. Il only bethe husk of awoman. I'll just be a
cold shell, doubled-up, unrelaxed, a callous thing never to yieldE . All
that's ME, the girl, the woman you say you loveN will be inside, shrink-
ing, loathing, hating, sickened to death. You will only kissNembraceNa
thing you've degraded. The warmth, the sweetness,the quiver, the thrill,
the response, the lifeNall that is the soul of awoman and makes her lov-
able will be murdered."

Then she drew still closerto Kells, and with all the wondrous subtlety
of a woman in a supreme moment where a life and a soul hang in the
balance, she made of herself an absolute contrast to the fierce, wild, un-
yielding creature who had fought him off.
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"Let me showNyou the difference," she whispered, leaning to him,
glowmg, soft, eager, terrible, with her woman's charm. "Something tells
meNgives me strengthE . What MIGHT be!E Only barely p035|bIeN|f
in my awful plightNyou turned out to be a man, good instead of bad! E
AndNif it were possibleNsee the differencesN in the womanE . | show
youNto save my soul!"

Shegave the fascinated Kells her hands, slipped into his arms, to press
against his breast, and leaned against him an instant, all one quivering,
surrendered body; and then lifting a white face, true in its radiance to
her honest and supreme purpose to give him one fleeting glimpse of the
beauty and tenderness and soul of love, she put warm and tremulous
lips to his.

Then she fell away from him, shrinking and terrified. But he stood
there asif something beyond belief had happened to him, and the evil of
his face, the hard lines, the brute softened and vanished in a light of
transformation.

"My God!" he breathed softly. Then he awakened asif from a trance,
and, leaping down the steps, he violently swept aside the curtain and
disappeared.

Joanthrew herself upon the bed and spent the last of her strength in
the relief of blinding tears. She had won. She believed she need never
fear Kells again. In that one moment of abandon she had exalted him.
But at what cost!
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Chapter 1 O

Next day, when Kells called Joanout into the other cabin, she verified
her hope and belief, not so much in the almost indefinable aging and
sadnessof the man, as in the strong intuitive sensethat her attraction
had magnified for him and had uplifted him.

"You mustn't stay shut up in there any longer," he said. "You've lost
weight and you're pale. Go out in the air and sun. You might aswell get
used to the gang. Bate Wood came to me this morning and said he
thought you were the ghost of Dandy Dale. That name will stick to you. |
don't care how you treat my men. But if you're friendly you'll fare better.
Don't go far from the cabin. And if any man says or does a thing you
don't likeNflash your gun. Don't yell for me. You can bluff this gang to a
standstill."

That was atrial for Joan,when shewalked out into the light in Dandy
Dale's clothes. Shedid not step very straight, and she could feel the cold
prick of her faceunder the mask. It was not shame, but fear that gripped
her. Shewould rather die than have Jim Cleve recognize her in that bold
disguise. A line of dusty saddled horses stood heads and bridles down
before the cabin, and a number of lounging men ceasedtalking when she
appeared. It was a crowd that smelled of dust and horses and leather
and whisky and tobacco. Joandid not recognize any one there, which
fact aided her in a quick recovery of her composure. Then she found
amusement in the absolute sensation she made upon these loungers.
They stared, open-mouthed and motionless. One old fellow dropped his
pipe from bearded lips and did not seemto note the loss. A dark young
man, dissipated and wild-looking, with years of lawlessness stamped
upon his face,was the first to move; and he, with awkward gallantry, but
with amiable disposition. Joanwanted to run, yet she forced herself to
stand there, apparently unconcerned before this battery of bold and curi-
ous eyes. That, once done, made the rest easier. Shewas grateful for the
mask. And with her first low, almost incoherent, words in reply Joan
entered upon the second phase of her experience with these bandits.
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Naturalness did not come soon, but it did come, and with it her wit and
courage.

Used as she had becometo the villainous countenancesof the border
ruffians, she yet upon closer study discovered wilder and more aban-
doned ones. Yet despite that, and a brazen, unconcealed admiration,
there was not lacking kindliness and sympathy and good nature.
Presently Joan sauntered away, and she went among the tired, shaggy
horses and made friends with them. An occasional rider swung up the
trail to dismount before Kells's cabin, and once two riders rode in, both
staringNall eyesNat her. The meaning of her intent alertness dawned
upon her then. Always, whatever she was doing or thinking or saying,
behind it all hid the driving watchfulness for Jim Cleve. And the con-
sciousnessof this fixed her mind upon him. Where was he? What was he
doing? Was he drunk or gambling or fighting or sleeping? Was he still
honest? When she did meet him what would happen? How could she
make herself and circumstances known to him before he killed some-
body? A new fear had birth and grewNCleve would recognize her in
that disguise, mask and all.

She walked up and down for a while, absorbed with this new idea.
Then an unusual commotion among the loungers drew her attention to a
group of men on foot surrounding and evidently escorting several horse-
men. Joanrecognized Red Pearceand Frenchy, and then, with a start,
Jim Cleve. They were riding up the trail. Joan'sheart began to pound.
She could not meet Jim; she dared not trust this disguise; all her plans
were asif they had never been. Sheforgot Kells. Sheeven forgot her fear
of what Cleve might do. The meetingNthe inevitable recognitionNthe
pain Jim Cleve must suffer when the fact and apparent significance of
her presencethere burst upon him, thesedrove all elsefrom Joan'smind.
Mask or no mask, she could not face his piercing eyes, and like a little
coward she turned to enter the cabin.

Before she got in, however, it was forced upon her that something un-
usual had roused the loungers. They had arisen and were interested in
the approaching group. Loud talk dinned in Joan'sears. Then she went
in the door as Kells stalked by, eyesagleam, without even noticing her.
Once inside her cabin, with the curtain drawn, Joan'sfear gave place to
anxiety and curiosity.

There was no one in the large cabin. Through the outer door she
caught sight of a part of the crowd, close together, heads up, all noisy.
Then she heard Kells's authoritative voice, but she could understand
nothing. The babel of hoarse voices grew louder. Kells appeared,
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entering the door with Pearce.Jim Cleve came next, and, once the three
were inside, the crowd spilled itself after them like angry bees.Kells was
talking, Pearcewas talking, but their voices were lost. Suddenly Kells
vented his temper.

"Shut upNthe lot of you!" he yelled, and his power and position might
have been measured by the menace he showed.

The gang became suddenly quiet.

"NowNwhat's up?" demanded Kells.

"Keep your shirt on, boss," replied Pearce,with good humor. "There
ain't much wrongE . Cleve, here, throwed a gun on Gulden, that's all."

Kells gave a slight start, barely perceptible, but the intensity of it, and a
fleeting tigerish gleam acrosshis face, impressed Joanwith the idea that
he felt a fiendish joy. Her own heart clamped in a cold amaze.

"Gulden!" Kells's exclamation was likewise a passionate query.

“No, he ain't cashed,"replied Pearce."You can't kill that bull so easy.
But he'sshot up some.He's layin' over at Beard's. Reckonyou'd better go
over an' dress them shots."

"He can rot before | doctor him,"” replied Kells. "Where's Bate
Wood? E Bate, you can take my kit and go fix Gulden up. And now,
Red, what was all the roar about?"

"Reckon that was Gulden's particular pards tryin' to mix it with Cleve
an' Cleve tryin' to mix it with themNan' ME in between! E I'm here to
say, boss, that | had a time stavin' off a scrap.”

During this rapid exchange between Kells and his lieutenant, Jim
Cleve sat on the edge of the table, one dusty boot swinging so that his
spur jangled, a wisp of a cigarette in his lips. His face was white except
where there seemedto be bruises under his eyes. Joan had never seen
him look like this. She guessedthat he had been drunkNperhaps was
still drunk. That utterly abandoned face Joanwas so keen to read made
her bite her tongue to keep from crying out. Yes, Jim was lost.

"What'd they fight about?" queried Kells.

"Ask Cleve," replied Pearce."Reckon I'd just as lief not talk any more
about him."

Then Kells turned to Cleve and stepped before him. Somehow these
two men face to face thrilled Joanto her depths. They presented such
contrasts. Kells was keen, imperious, vital, strong, and complex, with an
unmistakable friendly regard for this young outcast. Cleve seemedaloof,
detached, indifferent to everything, with a white, weary, reckless scorn.
Both men were far above the gaping ruffians around them.

"Cleve, why'd you draw on Gulden?" asked Kells, sharply.

85



“That's my business,"replied Cleve, slowly, and with his piercing eyes
on Kells he blew a long, thin, blue stream of smoke upward.

"SureE . But | remember what you asked me the other dayNabout
Gulden. Was that why?"

"Nope," replied Cleve. "This was my affair."

"All right. But I'd like to know. Pearce says you're in bad with
Gulden's friends. If | can't make peace between you I'll have to take
sides."

"Kells, | don't need any one on my side," said Cleve, and he flung the
cigarette away.

"Yes, you do," replied Kells, persuasively. "Every man on this border
needs that. And he's lucky when he gets it."

"Well, | don't ask for it; | don't want it."

"That's your own business, too. I'm not insisting or advising."

Kells's force and ability to control men manifested itself in his speech
and attitude. Nothing could have been easierthan to rouse the antagon-
ism of Jim Cleve, abnormally responding as he was to the wild condi-
tions of this border environment.

“Then you're not calling my hand?" queried Cleve, with his dark, pier-
cing glance on Kells.

"l pass, Jim," replied the bandit, easily.

Cleve began to roll another cigarette. Joan saw his strong, brown
hands tremble, and she realized that this came from his nervous condi-
tion, not from agitation. Her heart ached for him. What a white, somber
face, so terribly expressive of the overthrow of his soul! He had fled to
the border in reckless fury at herNat himself. There in its wildness he
had, perhaps, lost thought of himself and memory of her. He had
plunged into the unrestrained border life. Its changing, raw, and fateful
excitement might have made him forget, but behind all was the terrible
seeking to destroy and be destroyed. Joan shuddered when she re-
membered how she had mocked this boy's wounded vanityNhow scath-
ingly she had said he did not possessmanhood and nerve enough even
to be bad.

"Seehere, Red," said Kells to Pearce,"tell me what happenedNwhat
you saw. Jim can't object to that."

"Sure," replied Pearce,thus admonished. "We was all over at Beard's
an' several gameswas on. Gulden rode into camp last night. He's always
sore, but last night it seemedmore'n usual. But he didn't say much an'
nothin' happened. We all reckoned his trip fell through. Today he was
restless. He walked an' walked just like a cougar in a pen. You know
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how Gulden hasto be on the move. Well, we let him alone, you can bet.
But suddenlike he comes up to our table- -me an' Cleve an' Beard an’
Texaswas playin' cardsNan' he nearly kicks the table over. | grabbed the
gold an' Cleve he saved the whisky. We'd beendrinkin' an' Cleve most of
all. Beard was white at the gills with rage an' Texaswas soffocatin’. But
we all was afraid of Gulden, except Cleve, asit turned out. But he didn't
move or look mean. An' Gulden pounded on the table an' addressed
himself to Cleve.

"I've a job you'll like. Come on."

"Job? Say, man, you couldn't have a job I'd like," replied Cleve, slow
an' cool.

"You know how Gulden getswhen them spells come over him. It's just
plain cussedness.'ve seengunfighters lookin' for troubleNfor someone
to kill. But Gulden was worse than that. You all take my hunchNhe's got
a screw loose in his nut.

"Cleve," he said, 'l located the Brander gold-diggin'sNan' the girl was
there.'

"Somekind of a white flash went over Cleve. An' we all, rememberin'
Luce, beganto bend low, ready to duck. Gulden didn't look no different
from usual. You can't seeany change in him. But | for one felt all hell
burnin’ in him.

"Oho! You have,' said Cleve, quick, like he was pleased.'An' did you
get her?'

"Not yet. Justlooked over the ground. I'm pickin' you to go with me.
We'll split on the gold, an' I'll take the girl.'

"Cleve swung the whisky-bottle an' it smashed on Gulden's mug,
knockin' him flat. Cleve was up, like a cat, gun burnin' red. The other
fellers were dodgin' low. An' as| ducked | seenGulden, flat on his back,
draggin' at his gun. He stopped short an' his hand flopped. The side of
his face went all bloody. | made sure he'd cashed, so | leaped up an'
grabbed Cleve.

“It'd beenall right if Gulden had only cashed.But he hadn't. He came
to an' bellered fer his gun an' fer his pards. Why, you could have heard
him for a mileE . Then, as | told you, | had trouble in holdin' back a
general mix-up. An' while he was hollerin' about it | led them all over to
you. Gulden is layin' back there with his ear shot off. An' that's all."

Kells, with thoughtful mien, turned from Pearceto the group of dark-
faced men. "This fight settles one thing," he said to them. "We've got to
have organization. If you're not all alot of fools you'll seethat. You need
a head. Most of you swear by me, but some of you are for Gulden. Just
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becausehe's a bloody devil. Thesetimes are the wildest the West ever
knew, and they're growing wilder. Gulden is a great machine for execu-
tion. He has no senseof fear. He's a giant. He loves to fightNto kill. But
Gulden's all but crazy. This last deal proves that. | leave it to your com-
mon sense.He rides around hunting for somelone camp to rob. Or some
girl to make off with. He does not plan with me or the men whose judg-
ment | have confidence in. He's always without gold. And so are most of
his followers. | don't know who they are. And | don't care. But here we
splitNunless they and Gulden take advice and orders from me. I'm not
so much siding with Cleve. Any of you ought to admit that Gulden's
kind of work will disorganize a gang. He's beenwith us for long. And he
approaches Cleve with a job. Cleve is a stranger. He may belong here,
but he's not yet one of us. Gulden oughtn't have approached him. It was
no straight deal. We can't figure what Gulden meant exactly, but it isn't
likely he wanted Cleve to go. It was a bluff. He got calledE . You men
think this overNwhether you'll stick to Gulden or to me. Clear out now."

His strong, direct talk evidently impressed them, and in silence they
crowded out of the cabin, leaving Pearce and Cleve behind.

"Jim, are you just hell-bent on fighting or do you mean to make your-
self the champion of every poor girl in these wilds?"

Cleve puffed a cloud of smoke that enveloped his head "l don't pick
quarrels,” he replied.

“Then you get red-headed at the very mention of a girl."

A savage gesture of Cleve's suggested that Kells was right.

"Here, don't get red-headed at me," called Kells, with piercing sharp-
ness. "Il be your friend if you let meE . But declare yourself like a
manNif you want me for a friend!"

"Kells, I'm much obliged," replied Cleve, with a semblance of earnest-
ness."I'm no good or | wouldn't be out hereE But | can't stand for
theseNthese deals with girls."

"You'll change,"rejoined Kells, bitterly. "Wait till you live afew lonely
years out here! You don't understand the border. You're young. I've seen
the gold-fields of California and Nevada. Men go crazy with the gold
fever. It's gold that makes men wild. If you don't get killed you'll change.
If you live you'll seelife on this border. War debasesthe moral force of a
man, but nothing like what you'll experience here the next few. years.
Men with their wives and daughters are pouring into this range. They're
all over. They're finding gold. They've tasted blood. Wait till the great
gold strike comes! Then you'll seemen and women go back ten thousand
years E And then what'll one girl more or less matter?"
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"Well, you see,Kells, | was loved so devotedly by one and made such
a hero ofNthat | just can't bear to see any girl mistreated."

He almost drawled the words, and he was suave and cool, and his face
was inscrutable, but a bitterness in his tone gave the lie to all he said and
looked.

Pearcecaught the broader inference and laughed as if at a great joke.
Kells shook his head doubtfully, asif Cleve'stransparent speechonly ad-
ded to the complexity. And Cleve turned away, asif in an instant he had
forgotten his comrades.

Afterward, in the silence and darkness of night, JoanRandle lay upon
her bed sleepless,haunted by Jim'swhite face,amazed at the magnificent
madness of him, thrilled to her soul by the meaning of his attack on
Gulden, and tortured by alove that had grown immeasurably full of the
strength of these hours of suspense and the passion of this wild border.

Even in her dreams Joanseemedto be bending all her will toward that
inevitable and fateful moment when she must stand before Jim Cleve. It
had to be. Therefore she would absolutely compel herself to meet it, re-
gardless of the tumult that must rise within her. When all had been said,
her experience so far among the bandits, in spite of the shocks and sus-
pensethat had made her a different girl, had beeninfinitely more fortu-
nate than might have beenexpected. Sheprayed for this luck to continue
and forced herself into a belief that it would.

That night she had slept in Dandy Dale's clothes, except for the boots;
and sometimes while turning in restlessslumber she had beenawakened
by rolling on the heavy gun, which she had not removed from the belt.
And at such moments, she had to ponder in the darkness, to realize that
she, Joan Randle, lay a captive in a bandit's camp, dressed in a dead
bandit's garb, and packing his gunNeven while sheslept. It was such an
improbable, impossible thing. Yet the cold feel of the polished gun senta
thrill of certainty through her.

In the morning she at least did not have to suffer the shame of getting
into Dandy Dale's clothes, for shewas already in them. Shefound a grain
of comfort evenin that When she had put on the mask and sombrero she
studied the effectin her little mirror. And she again decided that no one,
not even Jim Cleve, could recognize her in that disguise. Likewise she
gathered courage from the fact that even her bestgirl friend would have
found her figure unfamiliar and striking where once it had been merely
tall and slender and strong, ordinarily dressed. Then how would Jim
Cleve ever recognize her? She remembered her voice that had been
called a contralto, low and deep; and how she used to sing the simple
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songs she knew. She could not disguise that voice. But she need not let
Jim hear it. Then there was a return of the idea that he would instinct-
ively recognize herN that no disguise could be proof to a lover who had
ruined himself for her. Suddenly she realized how futile all her worry
and shame. Sooneror later she must reveal her identity to Jim Cleve. Out
of all this complexity of emotion Joan divined that what she yearned
most for was to spare Cleve the shame consequent upon recognition of
her and then the agony he must suffer at a false conception of her pres-
encethere. It was a weaknessin her. When death menaced her lover and
the most inconceivably horrible situation yawned for her, still she could
only think of her passionate yearning to have him know, all in a flash,
that she loved him, that she had followed him in remorse, that she was
true to him and would die before being anything else.

And when she left her cabin she was in a mood to force an issue.

Kells was sitting at the table and being served by Bate Wood.

"Hello, Dandy!" he greeted her, in surprise and pleasure. "This's early
for you."

Joan returned his greeting and said that she could not sleep all the
time.

"You're coming round. I'll bet you hold up a stage before a month is
out."

"Hold up a stage?" echoed Joan.

"Sure. It'll be great fun," replied Kells, with a laugh. "HereNsit down
and eatwith meE . Bate,come along lively with breakfastE . It's fine to
see you there. That mask changes you, though. No one can see how
pretty you areE . Joan,your admirer, Gulden, has beenincapacitated for
the present.”

Then in evident satisfaction Kells repeated the story that Joan had
heard Red Pearcetell the night before; and in the telling Kells enlarged
somewhat upon Jim Cleve.

“I've taken a liking to Cleve," said Kells. "He's a strange youngster. But
he's more man than boy. | think he's broken-hearted over some rotten
girl who's beenfaithless or something. Most women are no good, Joan.A
while ago I'd have said ALL women were that, but since I've known you
| thinkNI know different. Still, one girl out of a million doesn't change a
world."

"What will this JNjim CNcleve doNwhen he seesNme?" asked Joan,
and she choked over the name.

"Don't eat so fast, girl,” said Kells. "You're only seventeenyears old
and you've plenty of timeE . Well, I've thought some about Cleve. He's
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not crazy like Gulden, but he's just as dangerous. He's dangerous be-
cause he doesn't know what he's doingNhas absolutely no fear of
deathNand then he's swift with a gun. That's a bad combination. Cleve
will kill a man presently. He's shot three already, and in Gulden's casehe
meant to kill. If once he kills a manNthat'll make him a gun-fighter. I've
worried a little about his seeing you. But | can manage him, | guess.He
can't be scaredor driven. But he may be led. I've had Red Pearcetell him
you are my wife. | hope he believes it, for none of the other fellows be-
lieve it. Anyway, you'll meet this Cleve soon, maybe to-day, and | want
you to be friendly. If | can steady himNstop his drinkingNhe'll be the
best man for me on this border."

“I'm to help persuade him to join your band?" asked Joan, and she
could not yet control her voice.

“Is that so black a thing?" queried Kells, evidently nettled, and he
glared at her.

"INI don't know," faltered Joan. "Is thisNthis boy a criminal yet?"

"No. He's only a fine, decent young chap gone wildNgone bad for
some girl. | told you that. You don't seemto grasp the point. If | can con-
trol him he'll be of value to meNhe'll be abold and clever and dangerous
manNhe'll last out here. If | can't win him, why, he won't last a week
longer. He'll be shot or knifed in a brawl. Without my control Cleve'll go
straight to the hell he's headed for."

Joan pushed back her plate and, looking up, steadily eyed the bandit.

"Kells, I'd rather he ended hisNhis career quickNand went toNtoN
than live to be a bandit and murderer at your command."

Kells laughed mockingly, yet the savage action with which he threw
his cup against the wall attested to the fact that Joanhad strange power
to hurt him.

“That's your sympathy, becausel told you some girl drove him out
here," said the bandit. "He's done for. You'll know that the moment you
seehim. | really think he or any man out here would be the better for my
interest. Now, | want to know if you'll stand by meN put in a word to
help influence this wild boy."

"I'INI'll have to see him first," replied Joan.

"Well, you take it sort of hard,” growled Kells. Then presently he
brightened. "I seemalways to forget that you're only a kid. Listen! Now
you do asyou like. But | want to warn you that you've got to get back
the samekind of nerve"Nhere he lowered his voice and glanced at Bate
WoodN"that you showed when you shot me. You're going to seesome
sightsE . A great gold strike! Men grown gold- mad! Woman of no more
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account than a puff of cottonseed!E Hunger, toil, pain, disease,starva-
tion, robbery, blood, murder, hanging, deathNall nothing, nothing!
There will be only gold. Sleepless nightsNdays of hellNrush and
rushNall strangers with greedy eyes! The things that made life will be
forgotten and life itself will be cheap. There will be only that yellow
stuffNgoldNover which men go mad and women sell their souls!"

After breakfast Kells had Joan'shorse brought out of the corral and
saddled.

"You must ride some every day. You must keep in condition," he said.
"Pretty soon we may have a chase,and | don't want it to tear you to
pieces."

"Where shall | ride?" asked Joan.

"Anywhere you like up and down the gulch."

"Are you going to have me watched?"

“Not if you say you won't run off."

"You trust me?"

"Yes."

"All right. | promise. And if | change my mind I'll tell you."

"Lord! don't do it, Joan.ININWell, you've come to mean a good deal
to me. | don't know what I'd do if | lost you." As she mounted the horse
Kells added, "Don't stand any raw talk from any of the gang."

Joanrode away, pondering in mind the strange fact that though she
hated this bandit, yet she had softened toward him. His eyeslit when he
saw her; his voice mellowed; his manner changed. He had meant to tell
her again that he loved her, yet he controlled it. Was he ashamed?Had
he seeninto the depths of himself and despised what he had imagined
love? There were antagonistic forces at war within him.

It was early morning and arosy light tinged the fresh green. Shelet the
eager horse break into a canter and then a gallop; and she rode up the
gulch till the trail started into rough ground. Then turning, she went
back, down under the pines and by the cabins, to where the gulch nar-
rowed its outlet into the wide valley. Here she met several dusty horse-
men driving a pack-train. One, a jovial ruffian, threw up his hands in
mock surrender.

"Hands up, pards!" he exclaimed. "Reckonwe've run agin' Dandy Dale
come to life."

His companions made haste to comply and then the three regarded
her with bold and roguish eyes.Joanhad run square into them round a
corner of slope and, as there was no room to pass, she had halted.

"Shore it's the Dandy Dale we heerd of," vouchsafed another.
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"Thet's Dandy's outfit with a girl inside," added the third.

Joanwheeled her horse and rode back up the trail. The glancesof these
ruffians seemed to scorch her with the reality of her appearance. She
wore a disguise, but her womanhood was more manifest in it than in her
feminine garb. It attracted the bold glances of these men. If there were
any possible decency among them, this outrageous bandit costume
rendered it null. How could she ever continue to wear it? Would not
something good and sacredwithin her be sullied by a constant exposure
to the effect she had upon these vile border men? She did not think it
could while sheloved Jim Cleve; and with thought of him camea mighty
throb of her heart to assure her that nothing mattered if only she could
save him.

Upon the return trip up the gulch Joanfound men in sight leading
horses, chopping wood, stretching arms in cabin doors. Joan avoided
riding near them, yet even at a distance she was aware of their gaze.One
rowdy, half hidden by a window, curved hands round his mouth and
called, softly, "Hullo, sweetheart!"

Joanwas ashamed that she could feel insulted. Shewas amazed at the
temper which seemedroused in her. This border had caused her feelings
she had never dreamed possible to her. Avoiding the trail, she headed
for the other side of the gulch. There were clumps of willows along the
brook through which she threaded a way, looking for a good place to
cross. The horse snorted for water. Apparently she was not going to find
any better crossing, so she turned the horse into a narrow lane through
the willows and, dismounting on a mossy bank, she slipped the bridle so
the horse could drink.

Suddenly she became aware that she was not alone. But she saw no
one in front of her or on the other side of her horse. Then sheturned. Jim
Cleve was in the act of rising from his knees.He had a towel in his hand.
His face was wet. He stood no more than ten steps from her.

Joancould not have represseda little cry to save her life. The surprise
was tremendous. Shecould not move a finger. Sheexpectedto hear him
call her name.

Cleve stared at her. His face, in the morning light, was as drawn and
white as that of a corpse. Only his eyes seemed alive and they were
flames. A lightning flash of scorn leaped to them. He only recognized in
her a woman, and his scorn was for the creature that bandit garb pro-
claimed her to be. A sad and bitter smile crossedhis face;and then it was
followed by an expressionthat was a lash upon Joan'sbleeding spirit. He
looked at her shapely person with something of the brazen and evil

93



glance that had beensorevolting to her in the eyesof those ruffians. That
was the unexpectedNthe impossibleNin connection with Jim Cleve.
How could she stand there under itNand live?

She jerked at the bridle, and, wading blindly across the brook, she
mounted somehow, and rode with blurred sight back to the cabin. Kells
appeared busy with men outside and did not accosther. Shefled to her
cabin and barricaded the door.

Then she hid her face on her bed, covered herself to shut out the light,
and lay there, broken-hearted. What had been that other thing she had
imagined was shameNthat shrinking and burning she had suffered
through Kells and his men? What was that compared to this awful thing?
A brand of red-hot pitch, blacker and bitterer than death, had been
struck brutally acrossher soul. By the man she lovedNwhom she would
have died to save!Jim Cleve had seenin her only an abandoned creature
of the camps. His sad and bitter smile had been for the thought that he
could have loved anything of her sex. His scorn had been for the be-
trayed youth and womanhood suggested by her appearance. And then
the thing that struck into Joan's heart was the fact that her grace and
charm of person, revealed by this costume forced upon her, had aroused
Jim Cleve'sfirst responseto the evil surrounding him, the first call to that
basenesshe must be assimilating from these border ruffians. That he
could look at her so! The girl he had loved! Joan'sagony lay not in the
circumstance of his being as mistaken in her character as he had beenin
her identity, but that she,of all women, had to be the one who made him
answer, like Kells and Gulden and all those ruffians, to the instincts of a
beast.

"Oh, he'd beendrunkNhe was drunk!" whispered Joan."He isn't to be
blamed. He's not my old Jim. He's sufferingNhe's changedNhe doesn't
care. What could | expectNstanding there like a hussy before himNin
thisNthis indecent rig? E | must see him. | must tell him. If he recog-
nized me nowNand | had no chanceto tell him why I'm hereNwhy |
look like thisNthat | love himNam still goodN and true to himNif |
couldn't tell him I'dNI'd shoot myself!"

Joansobbed out the final words and then broke down. And when the
spell had exercisedits sway, leaving her limp and shaken and weak, she
was the better for it. Slowly calmnessreturned so that she could look at
her wild and furious rush from the spot where she had faced Jim Cleve,
at the storm of shame ending in her collapse. Sherealized that if she had
met Jim Cleve here in the dressin which she had left home there would
have been the same shock of surprise and fear and love. She owed part
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of that breakdown to the suspenseshe had beenunder and then the sud-
dennessof the meeting. Looking back at her agitation, shefelt that it had
been naturalNthat if she could only tell the truth to Jim Cleve the situ-
ation was not impossible. But the meeting, and all following it, bore tre-
mendous revelation of how through all this wild experience she had
learned to love Jim Cleve. But for his reckless flight and her blind pur-
suit, and then the anxiety, fear, pain, toil, and despair, she would never
have known her woman's heart and its capacity for love.
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Chapter 1 1

Following that meeting, with all its power to change and strengthen
Joan,there were uneventful days in which sherode the gulch trails and
grew able to stand the jestsand glancesof the bandit's gang. Shethought
she saw and heard everything, yet insulated her true selfin a callous and
unreceptive aloofness from all that affronted her.

The days were uneventful because, while always looking for Jim
Cleve, she never once saw him. Several times she heard his name men-
tioned. He was here and thereNat Beard's off in the mountains. But he
did not come to Kells's cabin, which fact, Joangathered, had made Kells
anxious. He did not want to lose Cleve. Joan peered from her covert in
the evenings, and watched for Jim, and grew weary of the loud talk and
laughter, the gambling and smoking and drinking. When there seemed
no more chance of Cleve's coming, then Joan went to bed.

On these occasions Joan learned that Kells was passionately keen to
gamble, that he was a weak hand at cards, an honest gambler, and,
strangely enough, a poor loser. Moreover, when he lost he drank heavily,
and under the influence of drink he was dangerous. There were quarrels
when curses rang throughout the cabin, when guns were drawn, but
whatever Kells's weaknessesmight be, he was strong and implacable in
the governing of these men.

That night when Gulden strode into the cabin was certainly not un-
eventful for Joan.Sight of him senta chill to her marrow while a strange
thrill of fire inflamed her. Was that great hulk of a gorilla prowling about
to meet Jim Cleve? Joanthought that it might be the worse for him if he
were. Then she shuddered a little to think that she had already beenin-
fluenced by the wildness around her.

Gulden appeared well and strong, and but for the bandage on his head
would have been as she remembered him. He manifested interest in the
gambling of the players by surly grunts. Presently he said something to
Kells.

"What?" queried the bandit, sharply, wheeling, the better to see
Gulden.

96



The noise subsided. One gamester laughed knowingly.

“Lend me a sack of dust?" asked Gulden.

Kells's face showed amaze and then a sudden brightness.

"What! You want gold from me?"

"Yes. I'll pay it back."

"Gulden, | wasn't doubting that. But does your asking mean you've
taken kindly to my proposition?"

"You cantake it that way," growled Gulden. "I want gold." "I'm mighty
glad, Gulden," replied Kells, and he looked asif he meant it. "I need you.
We ought to get alongE . Here."

He handed a small buckskin sackto Gulden. Someonemade room for
him on the other side of the table, and the game was resumed. It was in-
teresting to watch them gamble. Red Pearcehad a scaleat his end of the
table, and he was always measuring and weighing out gold- dust. The
value of the gold appeared to be fifteen dollars to the ounce, but the real
value of money did not actuate the gamblers. They spilled the dust on
the table and ground asif it were ascommon as sand. Still there did not
seemto be any great quantity of gold in sight. Evidently thesewere not
profitable times for the bandits. More than once Joanheard them speak
of a gold strike as honest people spoke of good fortune. And these rob-
bers could only have meant that in caseof a rich strike there would be
gold to steal. Gulden gambled as he did everything else.At first he won
and then he lost, and then he borrowed more from Kells, to win again.
He paid back as he had borrowed and lost and wonNwithout feeling.
He had no excitement. Joan'sintuition convinced her that if Gulden had
any motive at all in gambling it was only an antagonism to men of his
breed. Gambling was a contest, a kind of fight.

Most of the men except Gulden drank heavily that night. There had
been fresh liquor come with the last pack-train. Many of them were
drunk when the game broke up. Red Pearceand Wood remained behind
with Kells after the others had gone, and Pearcewas clever enough to
cheat Kells before he left.

"BossNthet there Red doubleNcrossed you," said Bate Wood.

Kells had lost heavily, and he was under the influence of drink. He
drove Wood out of the cabin, cursing him sullenly. Then he put in place
the several bars that served as a door of his cabin. After that he walked
unsteadily around, and all about his action and manner that was not
aimless seemedto be dark and intermittent staring toward Joan'scabin.
Shefelt sickened again with this new aspectof her situation, but shewas
not in the least afraid of Kells. She watched him till he approached her
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door and then she drew back a little. He paused before the blanket as if
he had been impelled to halt from fear. He seemed to be groping in
thought. Then he cautiously and gradually, by degrees, drew aside the
blanket. He could not seeJoanin the darkness, but she saw him plainly.
He fumbled at the poles, and, finding that he could not budge them, he
ceasedtrying. There was nothing forceful or strong about him, such as
was manifest when he was sober. He stood there a moment, breathing
heavily, in a kind of forlorn, undecided way, and then he turned back.
Joanheard him snap the lanterns. The lights went out and all grew dark
and silent.

Next morning at breakfast he was himself again, and if he had any
knowledge whatever of his actions while he was drunk, he effectually
concealed it from Joan.

Later, when Joanwent outside to take her usual morning exercise,she
was interested to see a rider tearing up the slope on a foam- flecked
horse. Men shouted at him from the cabins and then followed without
hats or coats. Bate Wood dropped Joan'ssaddle and called to Kells. The
bandit came hurriedly out.

"Blicky!" he exclaimed, and then he swore under his breath in elation.

"Shore is Blicky!" said Wood, and his unusually mild eyes snapped
with a glint unpleasant for Joan to see.

The arrival of this Blicky appeared to be occasion for excitement and
Joanrecalled the name as belonging to one of Kells's trusted men. He
swung his leg and leaped from his saddle asthe horse plunged to a halt.
Blicky was a lean, bronzed young man, scarcely out of his teens, but
there were years of hard life in his face. He slapped the dust in little
puffs from his gloves. At sight of Kells he threw the gloves aloft and took
no note of them when they fell. "STRIKE!" he called, piercingly.

"No!" ejaculated Kells, intensely.

Bate Wood let out a whoop which was answered by the men hurrying
up the slope.

"Been onNfor weeks!" panted Blicky. "It's big. Can't tell how big. Me
an' JesseSmith an' Handy Oliver hit a new roadNover here fifty miles as
a crow fliesNa hundred by trail. We was plumb surprised. An' when we
met pack-trains an' riders an' prairie-schooners an' a stage-coach we
knew there was doin's over in the Bear Mountain range. When we came
to the edge of the diggin's an' seen a whalin' big campNlike a bee-
hiveNJesse an' Handy went on to get the lay of the land an' | hit the trail
back to you. I've been a-comin' on an' off since before sundown yester-
dayE . Jessegave one look an' then hollered. He said, 'Tell Jackit's big
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an' he wants to plan big. We'll be back there in a day or so with all
details."

Joanwatched Kells intently while he listened to this breathless narrat-
ive of a gold strike, and she was repelled by the singular flash of bright-
nessNa radianceNthat seemedto be in his eyesand on his face. He did
not say a word, but his men shouted hoarsely around Blicky. He walked
afew pacesto and fro with hands strongly clenched, his lips slightly par-
ted, showing teeth close-shut like those of a mastiff. He looked eager,
passionate, cunning, hard as steel, and that strange brightness of elation
slowly shaded to a dark, brooding menace. Suddenly he wheeled to si-
lence the noisy men.

"Where're Pearce and Gulden? Do they know?" he demanded.

"Reckon no one knows but who's right here," replied Blicky.

"Red an' Gul are sleepin' off last night's luck," said Bate Wood.

"Have any of you seenyoung Cleve?" Kells went on. His voice rang
quick and sharp.

No one spoke, and presently Kells cracked his fist into his open hand.

"Come on. Get the gang together at Beard'sE . Boys, the time we've
been gambling on has come. JesseSmith saw '49 and '51. He wouldn't
send me word like thisNunless there was hell to payE . Come on!"

He strode off down the slope with the men closearound him, and they
met other men on the way, all of whom crowded into the group, jostling,
eager, gesticulating.

Joan was left alone. She felt considerably perturbed, especially at
Kells's sharp inquiry for Jim Cleve. Kells might persuade him to join that
bandit legion. Thesemen made Joanthink of wolves, with Kells the keen
and savageleader. No one had given athought to Blicky's horse and that
neglect in border men was a sign of unusual preoccupation. The horse
was in bad shape. Joantook off his saddle and bridle, and rubbed the
dust-caked lather from his flanks, and led him into the corral. Then she
fetched a bucket of water and let him drink sparingly, a little at a time.

Joan did not take her ride that morning. Anxious and curious, she
waited for the return of Kells. But he did not come. All afternoon Joan
waited and watched, and saw no sign of him or any of the other men.
She knew Kells was forging with red-hot iron and blood that organiza-
tion which she undesignedly had given a nameNthe Border Legion. It
would be a terrible legion, of that she was assured. Kells was the evil
genius to create an unparalleled scheme of crime; this wild and remote
border, with its inaccessiblefastnessfor hiding-places, was the place; all
that was wanting was the time, which evidently had arrived. She
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remembered how her uncle had always claimed that the Bear Mountain
range would seea gold strike which would disrupt the whole West and
amaze the world. And Blicky had said a big strike had been on for
weeks. Kells's prophecy of the wild life Joanwould seehad not been
without warrant. She had already seenenough to whiten her hair, she
thought, yet she divined her experience would shrink in comparison
with what was to come. Always shelived in the future. Shespent sleep-
ing and waking hours in dreams, thoughts, actions, broodings, over all
of which hung an ever-present shadow of suspense.When would she
meet Jim Cleve again? When would he recognize her? What would he
do? What could shedo? Would Kells be adevil or aman at the end? Was
there any justification of her haunting fear of GuldenNof her suspicion
that she alone was the causeof his attitude toward KellsNof her horror
at the unshakable presentiment and fancy that he was a gorilla and
meant to make off with her? These, and a thousand other fears, some
groundless, but many real and present, besieged Joanand left her little
peace. What would happen next?

Toward sunsetshegrew tiredNof waiting, and hungry, besides,so she
went into the cabin and prepared her own meal. About dark Kells strode
in, and it took but a glance for Joanto seethat matters had not gone to
his liking. The man seemedto be burning inwardly. Sight of Joanabso-
lutely surprised him. Evidently in the fever of this momentous hour he
had forgotten his prisoner. Then, whatever his obsession,he looked like
a man whose eyeswere gladdened at sight of her and who was sorry to
behold her there. He apologized that her supper had not been provided
for her and explained that he had forgotten. The men had been
crazyNhard to manageNthe issue was not yet settled. He spoke gently.
Suddenly he had that thoughtful mien which Joanhad become used to
associating with weakness in him.

"I wish | hadn't dragged you here," he said, taking her hands. "It's too
late. | CAN'T lose youE . But theNOTHER WAYNisn't too late!"

"What way? What do you mean?" asked Joan.

"Girl, will you ride off with me to-night?" he whispered, hoarsely. "I
swear I'l marry youNand become an honest man. To-morrow will be
too late! E Will you?"

Joanshook her head. Shewas sorry for him. When he talked like this
he was not Kells, the bandit. She could not resist a strange agitation at
the intensity of his emotion. One moment he had enteredNa bandit lead-
er, planning blood, murder; the next, as his gaze found her, he seemed
weakened, broken in the shaking grip of a hopeless love for her.
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"Speak, Joan!" he said, with his hands tightening and his brow
clouding.

“No, Kells," she replied.

"Why? Because I'm a red-handed bandit?"

"No. Because INI don't love you."

"But wouldn't you rather be my wifeNand have me honestNthan be-
come a slave here, eventually abandoned toNto Gulden and his cave
and his rope?" Kells's voice rose as that other side of him gained
dominance.

"Yes, | wouldE . But | KNOW you'll never harm meNor abandon me
toNto that Gulden."

"HOW do you know?" he cried, with the blood thick at his temples.

"Because you're no beast any moreE . And youNyou do love me."

Kells thrust her from him so fiercely that she nearly fell.

"I'll get over itE . ThenNlook out!" he said, with dark bitterness.

With that he waved her back, apparently ordering her to her cabin,
and turned to the door, through which the deep voices of men sounded
nearer and nearer.

Joan stumbled in the darkness up the rude steps to her room, and,
softly placing the poles in readinessto close her door, she composed her-
self to watch and wait. The keen edge of her nerves, almost amounting to
pain, told her that this night of such moment for Kells would be one of
singular strain and significance for her. But why she could not fathom.
Shefelt herself caught by the changing tide of eventsNa tide that must
sweep her on to flood. Kells had gone outside. The strong, deep voices'
grew less distinct. Evidently the men were walking away. In her sus-
pense Joan was disappointed. Presently, however, they returned; they
had been walking to and fro. After a few moments Kells entered alone.
The cabin was now so dark that Joancould barely distinguish the bandit.
Then he lighted the lanterns. He hung up several on the wall and placed
two upon the table. From somewhere among his effects he produced a
small book and a pencil; these,with a heavy, gold- mounted gun, he laid
on the table before the seathe manifestly meant to occupy. That done, he
began a slow pacing up and down the room, his hands behind his back,
his head bent in deep and absorbing thought. What a dark, sinister, plot-
ting figure! Joan had seenmany men in different attitudes of thought,
but here was a man whose mind seemedto give forth intangible yet ter-
rible manifestations of evil. The inside of that gloomy cabin took on an-
other aspect; there was a meaning in the saddles and bridles and
weapons on the wall; that book and pencil and gun seemedto contain
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the dark deeds of wild men; and all about the bandit hovered a power
sinister in its menace to the unknown and distant toilers for gold.

Kells lifted his head, asif listening, and then the whole manner of the
man changed. The burden that weighed upon him was thrown aside.
Like a general about to inspect a line of soldiers Kells faced the door,
keen, stern, commanding. The heavy tread of booted men, the clink of
spurs, the low, muffled sound of voices, warned Joanthat the gang had
arrived. Would Jim Cleve be among them?

Joan wanted a better position in which to watch and listen. She
thought a moment, and then carefully felt her way around to the other
side of the steps, and here, sitting down with her feet hanging over the
drop, she leaned against the wall and through a chink between the logs
had a perfect view of the large cabin. The men were filing in silent and
intense. Joancounted twenty-seven in all. They appeared to fall into two
groups, and it was significant that the larger group lined up on the side
nearest Kells, and the smaller back of Gulden. He had removed the
bandage, and with a raw, red blotch where his right ear had been shot
away, he was hideous. There was some kind of power emanating from
him, but it was not that which, was so keenly vital and impelling in
Kells. It was brute ferocity, dominating by sheer physical force. In any
but muscular clash between Kells and Gulden the latter must lose. The
men back of Gulden were a bearded, check-shirted, heavily armed
group, the worst of that bad lot. All the younger, cleaner-cut men like
Red Pearce and Frenchy and Beady Jonesand Williams and the scout
Blicky, were on the other side. There were two factions here, yet scarcely
an antagonism, except possibly in the caseof Kells. Joanfelt that the at-
mosphere was supercharged with suspense and fatality and possibil-
ityNand anything might happen. To her great joy, Jim Cleve was not
present.

"Where're Beard and Wood?" queried Kells.

"Workin' over Beard's sick hoss," replied Pearce."They'll show up by
an' by. Anythin' you say goes with them, you know."

"Did you find young Cleve?"

"No. He camps up in the timber somewheres. Reckon he'll be along,
too."

Kells sat down at the head of the table, and, taking up the little book,
he began to finger it while his pale eyes studied the men before him.

"We shuffled the deck pretty well over at Beard's," he said. "Now for
the dealE . Who wants cards?E I've organized my Border Legion. I'll
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have absolute control, whether there're ten men or a hundred. Now,
whose names go down in my book?"

Red Pearce stepped up and labored over the writing of his name.
Blicky, Jones,Williams, and others followed suit. They did not speak, but
each shook hands with the leader. Evidently Kells exacted no oath, but
accepted each man's free action and his word of honor. There was that
about the bandit which made such action as binding asties of blood He
did not want men in his Legion who had not loyalty to him. He seemed
the kind of leader to whom men would be true.

"Kells, say them conditions over again," requested one of the men, less
eager to hurry with the matter.

At this juncture Joanwas at once thrilled and frightened to see Jim
Cleve enter the cabin. He appeared whiter of face, almost ghastly, and
his piercing eyes swept the room, from Kells to Gulden, from men to
men. Then he leaned against the wall, indistinct in the shadow. Kells
gave no sign that he had noted the advent of Cleve.

“I'm the leader," replied Kells, deliberately. "I'll make the plans. I'll is-
sue orders. No jobs without my knowledge. Equal sharesin goldNman
to manE . Your word to stand by me!"

A muttering of approval ran through the listening group.

"Reckon I'll join," said the man who had wished the conditions re-
peated. With that he advanced to the table and, apparently not being
able to write, he made his mark in the book. Kells wrote the name below.
The other men of this contingent one by one complied with Kells's re-
quirements. This action left Gulden and his group to be dealt with.

"Gulden, are you still on the fence?" demanded Kells, coolly.

The giant strode stolidly forward to the table. As always before to
Joan, he seemedto be a ponderous hulk, slow, heavy, plodding, with a
mind to match.

"Kells, if we can agree I'll join," he said in his sonorous voice.

"You can bet you won't join unless we do agree," snapped Kells.
"ButNsee here, Gulden. Let's be friendly. The border is big enough for
both of us. | want you. | need you. Still, if we can't agree, let's not split
and be enemies. How about it?"

Another muttering among the men attested to the good sense and
good will of Kells's suggestion.

"Tell me what you're going to doNhow you'll operate," replied
Gulden.

Keils had difficulty in restraining his impatience and annoyance.
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"What's that to you or any of you?" he queried. "You all know I'm the
man to think of things. That's been proved. First it takes brains. I'll fur-
nish them. Then it takes execution. You and Pearceand the gang will fur-
nish that. What more do you need to know?"

"How're you going to operate?" persisted Gulden.

Kells threw up both hands asif it was uselessto argue or reason with
this desperado.

"All right, I'll tell you," he replied. "ListenE .| can't say what definite
plans I'll make till JesseSmith reports, and then when | get on the dig-
gings. But here's a working basis. Now don't miss a word of this,
GuldenNnor any of you men. We'll pack our outfits down to this gold
strike. We'll build cabins on the outskirts of the town, and we won't hang
together. The gang will be spread out. Most of you must make a bluff at
digging gold. Be like other miners. Get in with cliques and clans. Dig,
drink, gamble like the rest of them. Beard will start a gambling-place.
Red Pearce will find some other kind of work. [I'll buy up
claimsNemploy miners to work them. I'l disguise myself and get in
with the influential men and have a voice in matters. You'll all be scouts.
You'll cometo my cabin at night to report. We'll not tackle any little jobs.
Miners going out with fifty or a hundred pounds of goldNthe wag-
onsNthe stage-coachNthese we'll have timed to rights, and whoever |
detail on the job will hold them up. You must all keep sober,if that's pos-
sible. You must all absolutely trust to my judgment. You must all go
masked while on a job. You must never speak a word that might direct
suspicion to you. In this way we may work all summer without detec-
tion. The Border Legion will become mysterious and famous. It will ap-
pear to be a large number of men, operating all over. The more secretive
we are the more powerful the effect on the diggings. In gold-camps,
when there's a strike, all men are mad. They suspect each other. They
can't organize. We shall have them helplessE . And in short, if it's asrich
a strike aslooks due here in thesehills, before winter we can pack out all
the gold our horses can carry."

Kells had begun under restraint, but the sound of his voice, the libera-
tion of his great idea, roused him to a passion. The man radiated with
passion. This, then, was his dreamNthe empire he aspired to.

He had a powerful effect upon his listeners, except Gulden; and it was
evident to Joan that the keen bandit was conscious of his influence.
Gulden, however, showed nothing that he had not already showed. He
was always a strange, dominating figure. He contested the relations of
things. Kells watched himNthe men watched himNand Jim Cleve's
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piercing eyes glittered in the shadow, fixed upon that massive face.
Manifestly Gulden meant to speak, but in his slowness there was no la-
boring, no pause from emotion. He had an idea and it moved like he
moved.

"DEAD MEN TELL NO TALES!" The words boomed deep from his
cavernous chest,a mutter that was a rumble, with something almost sol-
emn in its note and certainly menacing, breathing murder. As Kells had
propounded his ideas, revealing his power to devise a remarkable
schemeand his passion for gold, so Gulden struck out with the driving
inhuman blood-lust that must have been the twist, the knot, the clot in
his brain. Kells craved notoriety and gold; Gulden craved to kill. In the
silence that followed his speechthese wild border ruffians judged him,
measured him, understood him, and though some of them grew farther
aloof from him, more of them sensedthe safety that hid in his terrible
implication.

But Kells rose against him.

"Gulden, you mean when we steal goldNto leave only dead men be-
hind?" he queried, with a hiss in his voice.

The giant nodded grimly.

"But only fools killNunless in self-defense,” declared Kells,
passionately.

"We'd last longer," replied Gulden, imperturbably.

"NoNno. We'd never last so long. Killings rouse a mining-camp after a
whileNgold fever or no. That means a vigilante band."

"We can belong to the vigilantes, just aswell asto your Legion," said
Gulden.

The effect of this was to make Gulden appear less of a fool than Kells
supposed him. The ruffians nodded to one another. They stirred rest-
lessly. They were animated by a strange and provocative influence. Even
Red Pearceand the others caught its subtlety. It was evil predominating
in evil hearts. Blood and death loomed like a shadow here. The keen
Kells saw the change working toward a transformation and he seemed
craftily fighting something within him that opposed this cold ruthless-
ness of his men.

"Gulden, suppose | don't see it your way?" he asked.

“Then | won't join your Legion."

"What WILL you do?"

"I'll take the men who stand by me and go clean up that gold-camp."

From the fleeting expression on Kells's face Joanread that he knew
Gulden's project would defeat his own and render both enterprises fatal.
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"Gulden, I don't want to lose you," he said.

"You won't lose me if you seethis thing right,” replied Gulden. "You've
got the brains to direct us. But, Kells, you're losing your nerveE . It's this
girl you've got here!"

Gulden spoke without rancor or fear or feeling of any kind. He merely
spoke the truth. And it shook Kells with an almost ungovernable fury.

Joansaw the green glare of his eyesNhis gray working faceNthe flut-
ter of his hand. Shehad an almost superhuman insight into the workings
of his mind. Sheknew that thenNhe was fighting whether or not to Kill
Gulden on the spot. And she recognized that this was the time when
Kells must kill Gulden or from that moment seea gradual diminishing of
his power on the border. But Kells did not recognize that crucial height
of his career. His struggle with his fury and hate showed that the thing
uppermost in his mind was the need of conciliating Gulden and thus re-
gaining a hold over the men.

"Gulden, suppose we waive the question till we're on the grounds?" he
suggested.

"Waive nothing. It's one or the other with me," declared Gulden.

"Do you want to be leader of this Border Legion?" went on Kells,
deliberately.

"No."

“Then what do you want?"

Gulden appeared at a loss for an instant reply. "l want plenty to do,"
he replied, presently. "I want to be in on everything. | want to be free to
kill a man when | like."

"When you like!" retorted Kells, and added a curse. Then asif by ma-
gic his dark face cleared and there was infinite depth and craftiness in
him. His opposition, and that hint of hate and loathing which detached
him from Gulden, faded from his bearing. "Gulden, I'll split the differ-
ence between us. I'll leave you free to do as you like. But all the oth-
ersNevery manNmust take orders from me."

Gulden reached out a huge hand. His instant acceptance evidently
amazed Kells and the others.

"LET HER RIP!" Gulden exclaimed. He shook Kells's hand and then la-
boriously wrote his name in the little book.

In that moment Gulden stood out alone in the midst of wild aban-
doned men. What were Kells and this Legion to him? What was the
stealing of more or less gold?

"Free to do as you like except fight my men," said Kells. "That's
understood."
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"If they don't pick a fight with me," added the giant, and he grinned.

One by one his followers went through with the simple observances
that Kells's personality made a serious and binding compact.

"Anybody else?" called Kells, glancing round. The somberness was
leaving his face.

"Here's Jim Cleve," said Pearce, pointing toward the wall.

"Hello, youngster! Come here. I'm wanting you bad," said Kells.

Cleve sauntered out of the shadow, and his glittering eyeswere fixed
on Gulden. There was an instant of waiting. Gulden looked at Cleve.
Then Kells quickly strode between them.

"Say, | forgot you fellows had trouble," he said. He attended solely to
Gulden. "You can't renew your quarrel now. Gulden, we've all fought to-
gether more or less,and then been good friends. | want Cleve to join us,
but not against your ill will. How about it?"

“I've no ill will," replied the giant, and the strangenessof his remark
lay in its evident truth. "But | won't stand to lose my other ear!"

Then the ruffians guffawed in hoarse mirth. Gulden, however, did not
seemto seeany humor in his remark. Kells laughed with the rest. Even
Cleve's white face relaxed into a semblance of a smile.

“That's good. We're getting together," declared Kells. Then he faced
Cleve, all about him expressive of elation, of assurance,of power. "Jim,
will you draw cards in this deal?"

"What's the deal?" asked Cleve.

Then in swift, eloquent speechKells launched the idea of his Border
Legion, its advantagesto any loose-footed, young outcast, and he ended
his brief talk with much the same argument he had given Joan. Back
there in her covert Joanlistened and watched, mindful of the great need
of controlling her emotions. The instant Jim Cleve had stalked into the
light she had been seized by a spasm of trembling.

"Kells, | don't care two straws one way or another," replied Cleve.

The bandit appeared nonplussed. "You don't care whether you join my
Legion or whether you don't?"

“Not a damn," was the indifferent answer.

“Then do me a favor,"” went on Kells. "Join to pleaseme. We'll be good
friends. You're in bad out here on the border. You might as well fall in
with us."

"I'd rather go alone."

"But you won't last."”

“It's alot | care."
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The bandit studied the reckless, white face."Seehere, CleveN haven't
you got the nerve to be badNthoroughly bad?"

Cleve gave a start as if he had been stung. Joanshut her eyesto blot
out what she saw in his face.Kells had used part of the very speechwith
which shehad driven Jim Cleve to his ruin. And those words galvanized
him. The fatality of all this! Joanhated herself. Those very words of hers
would drive this maddened and heartbroken boy to join Kells's band.
Sheknew what to expect from Jim even before she opened her eyes;yet
when she did open them it was to see him transformed and blazing.

Then Kells either gave way to leaping passion or simulated it in the in-
terest of his cunning.

"Cleve, you're going down for awoman?" he queried, with that sharp,
mocking ring in his voice.

“If you don't shut up you'll get there first," replied Cleve, menacingly.

"Bah!E Why do you want to throw a gun on me? I'm your friend:
You're sick. You're like a poisoned pup. | say if you've got nerve you
won't quit. You'll take a run for your money. You'll seelife. You'll fight.
You'll win some gold. There are other women. Once | thought | would
quit for awoman. But | didn't. | never found the right one till | had gone
to hellNout here on this borderE . If you've got nerve, show me. Be a
man instead of a crazy youngster. Spit out the poisonE . Tell it before us
alll E Some girl drove you to us?"

"YesNa girl!" replied Cleve, hoarsely, as if goaded.

“It's too late to go back?"

“Too late!"

“There's nothing left but wild life that makes you forget?"

"NothingE . Only INcan't forget!" he panted.

Cleve was in a torture of memory, of despair, of weakness. Joansaw
how Kells worked upon Jim's feelings. He was only a hopeless, passion-
ate boy in the hands of a strong, implacable man. He would be like wax
to a sculptor's touch. Jim would bend to this bandit's will, and through
his very tenacity of love and memory be driven farther on the road to
drink, to gaming, and to crime.

Joan got to her feet, and with all her woman's soul uplifting and in-
flaming her she stood ready to meet the moment that portended.

Kells made a gesture of savage violence. "Show your nerve! E Join
with me! E You'll make a name on this border that the West will never
forget!"

That last hint of desperate fame was the crafty bandit's best trump.
And it won. Cleve swept up a weak and nervous hand to brush the hair
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from his damp brow. The keenness,the fire, the aloofness had departed
from him. He looked shaken as if by something that had been pointed
out as his own cowardice.

"Sure, Kells," he said, recklessly. "Let me in the gameE . AndNby
GodNI'l playNthe hand out!" He reached for the pencil and bent over
the book.

"Wait! E Oh, WAIT!" cried Joan.The passion of that moment, the con-
sciousnessof its fateful portent and her situation, asdesperateas Cleve's,
gave her voice a singularly high and piercingly sweet intensity. She
glided from behind the blanketNout of the shadowN into the glare of
the lanternsNto face Kells and Cleve.

Kells gave one astounded glance at her, and then, divining her pur-
pose, he laughed thrillingly and mockingly, asif the sight of her was a
spur, as if her courage was a thing to admire, to permit, and to regret.

"Cleve, my wife, Dandy Dale," he said, suave and cool. "Let her per-
suade youNone way or another!"

The presenceof a woman, however disguised, following her singular
appeal, transformed Cleve. He stiffened erect and the flush died out of
his face, leaving it whiter than ever, and the eyesthat had grown dull
quickened and began to burn. Joanfelt her cheeks blanch. She all but
fainted under that gaze. But he did not recognize her, though he was
strangely affected.

"Wait!" she cried again, and she held to that high voice, so different
from her natural tone. "I've beenlistening. I've heard all that's been said.
Don't join this Border LegionE . You're youngNand still, honest. For
God's sakeNdon't go the way of these men! Kells will make you a ban-
ditE . Go homeNboyNgo home!"

"Who are youNto speak to me of honestyNof home?" Cleve
demanded.

"I'm only aNa womanE . But | can feel how wrong you areE . Go
back to that girlNwhoNwho drove you to the borderE . She must re-
pent. In a day you'll be too lateE . Oh, boy, go home! Girls never know
their mindsNtheir hearts. Maybe your girlNloved you! E Oh, maybe
her heart is breaking now!"

A strong, muscular ripple went over Cleve, ending in a gesture of
fierce protest. Was it pain her words caused, or disgust that such as she
dared mention the girl he had loved? Joancould not tell. Sheonly knew
that Cleve was drawn by her presence, fascinated and repelled, subtly
responding to the spirit of her, doubting what he heard and believing
with his eyes.
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"You beg me not to becomea bandit?" he asked, slowly, asif revolving
a strange idea.

"Oh, | implore you!"

"Why?"

"| told you. Becauseyou're still good at heart. You've only beenwildE
. BecauseN"

"Are you the wife of Kells?" he flashed at her.

A reply seemed slowly wrenched from Joan's reluctant lips. "No!"

The denial left a silence behind it. The truth that all knew when
spoken by her was a kind of shock. The ruffians gaped in breathless at-
tention. Kells looked on with a sardonic grin, but he had grown pale.
And upon the face of Cleve shone an immeasurable scorn.

“Not his wife!" exclaimed Cleve, softly.

His tone was unendurable to Joan.Shebeganto shrink. A flame curled
within her. How he must hate any creature of her sex!

"And you appeal to me!" he went on. Suddenly a weariness came over
him. The complexity of women was beyond him. Almost he turned his
back upon her. "l reckon such as you can't keep me from KellsNor
bloodNor hell!"

"Then you're a narrow-souled weaklingNborn to crime!" she burst out
in magnificent wrath. "For however appearancesare against meNl am a
good woman!"

That stunned him, just asit drew Kells upright, white and watchful.
Cleve seemedlong in grasping its significance. His face was half averted.
Then he turned slowly, all strung, and his hands clutched quiveringly at
the air. No man of coolnessand judgment would have addressed him or
moved a step in that strained moment. All expected some such action as
had marked his encounter with Luce and Gulden.

Then Cleve's gaze in unmistakable meaning swept over Joan'sperson.
How could her appearanceand her appeal be reconciled? One was a lie!
And his burning eyes robbed Joan of spirit.

"He forced me toNto wear these," she faltered. "I'm his prisoner. I'm
helpless."

With catlike agility Cleve leaped backward, so that he faced all the
men, and when his hands swept to a level they held gleaming guns. His
utter abandon of daring transfixed these bandits in surprise as much as
fear. Kells appeared to take most to himself the menace.

"I CRAWL!" he said, huskily. "She speaksthe God's truthE . But you
can't help matters by killing me. Maybe she'd be worse off!"
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He expected this wild boy to break loose, yet his wit directed him to
speak the one thing calculated to check Cleve.

"Oh, don't shoot!" moaned Joan.

"You go outside," ordered Cleve. "Get on a horse and lead another
near the doorE . Go! I'll take you away from this."

Both temptation and terror assailed Joan. Surely that venture would
mean only death to Jim and worse for her. Shethrilled at the thoughtNat
the possibility of escapeNat the strange front of this erstwhile nerveless
boy. But she had not the courage for what seemed only desperate folly.

"I'll stay," she whispered. "You go!"

"Hurry, woman!"

"No! No!"

"Do you want to stay with this bandit?"

"Oh, | must!"

“Then you love him?"

All the fire of Joan's heart flared up to deny the insult and all her
woman's cunning fought to keep back words that inevitably must lead to
revelation. Shedrooped, unable to hold up under her shame, yet strong
to let him think vilely of her, for his sake. That way she had a barest
chance.

"Get out of my sight!" he ejaculated, thickly. "I'd have fought for you."

Again that white, weary scorn radiated from him. Joanbit her tongue
to keep from screaming. How could she live under this torment? It was
she, Joan Randle, that had earned that scorn, whether he knew her or
not. She shrank back, step by step, almost dazed, sick with a terrible in-
ward, coldness, blinded by scalding tears. She found her door and
stumbled in.

"Kells, I'm what you called me." Sheheard Cleve's voice, strangely far
off. "There's no excuseE unless I'm not just right in my head about wo-
menE . Overlook my break or don'tNas you like. But if you want me I'm
ready for your Border Legion!"
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Chapter 1 2

Those bitter words of Cleve's, asif he mocked himself, were the last Joan
heard, and they rang in her earsand seemedto reverberate through her
dazed mind like a knell of doom. Shelay there, all blacknessabout her,
weighed upon by an insupportable burden; and she prayed that day
might never dawn for her; a nightmare of oblivion ended at last with her
eyes opening to the morning light.

She was cold and stiff. She had lain uncovered all the long hours of
night. She had not moved a finger since she had fallen upon the bed,
crushed by those bitter words with which Cleve had consented to join
Kells's Legion. Sincethen Joanfelt that she had lived years. Shecould not
remember a single thought she might have had during those black
hours; nevertheless, a decision had beenformed in her mind, and it was
that to-day she would reveal herself to Jim Cleve if it cost both their
lives. Death was infinitely better than the suspenseand fear and agony
she had endured; and as for Jim, it would at least save him from crime.

Joangot up, a little dizzy and unsteady upon her feet. Her hands ap-
peared clumsy and shaky. All the blood in her seemedto surge from
heart to brain and it hurt her to breathe. Removing her mask, she bathed
her face and combed her hair. At first she conceived an idea to go out
without her face covered, but shethought better of it. Cleve'srecklessde-
flance had communicated itself to her. She could not now be stopped.

Kells was gay and excited that morning. He paid her compliments. He
said they would soon be out of this lonely gulch and she would seethe
sight of her lifeNa gold strike. Shewould see men wager a fortune on
the turn of a card, lose, laugh, and go back to the digging. He said he
would take her to Sacramento and 'Frisco and buy her everything any
girl could desire. He was wild, voluble, unreasoningNobsessed by the
anticipated fulfilment of his dream.

It was rather late in the morning and there were a dozen or more men
in and around the cabin, all as excited as Kells. Preparations were
already under way for the expectedjourney to the gold-field. Packswere
being laid out, overhauled, and repacked; saddles and bridles and
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weapons were being worked over; clothes were being awkwardly men-
ded. Horses were being shod, and the job was as hard and disagreeable
for men as for horses. Whenever a rider swung up the slope, and one
came every now and then, all the robbers would leave off their tasks and
start eagerly for the newcomer. The name Jesse Smith was on
everybody's lips. Any hour he might be expectedto arrive and corrobor-
ate Blicky's alluring tale.

Joansaw or imagined she saw that the glancesin the eyesof thesemen
were yellow, like gold fire. Shehad seenminers and prospectors whose
eyes shone with a strange glory of light that gold inspired, but never as
those of Kells's bandit Legion. Presently Joandiscovered that, despite the
excitement, her effect upon them was more marked then ever, and by a
difference that she was quick to feel. But she could not tell what this dif-
ference wasNhow their attitude had changed. Then she set herself the
task of being useful. First she helped Bate Wood. He was roughly kind.
She had not realized that there was sadness about her until he
whispered: "Don't be downcast, miss. Mebbe it'll come out right yet!"
That amazed Joan. Then his mysterious winks and glances, the sym-
pathy she felt in him, all attested to some kind of a change. She grew
keen to learn, but she did not know how. Shefelt the changein all the
men. Then she went to Pearceand with all a woman's craft she exagger-
ated the silent sadnessthat had brought quick responsefrom Wood. Red
Pearcewas even quicker. He did not seemto regard her proximity as
that of a feminine thing which roused the devil in him. Pearcecould not
be other than coarseand vulgar, but there was pity in him. Joansensed
pity and some other quality still beyond her. This lieutenant of the ban-
dit Kells was just as mysterious as Wood. Joan mended a great jagged
rent in his buckskin shirt. Pearceappeared proud of her work; he tried to
joke; he said amiable things. Then as she finished he glanced furtively
round; he pressed her hand: "I had a sister once!" he whispered. And
then with a dark and baleful hate: "KellsINhe'll get his over in the gold-
camp!”

Joanturned away from Pearcestill more amazed. Some strange, deep
undercurrent was working here. There had been unmistakable hate for
Kells in his dark look and a fierce implication in his portent of fatality.
What had causedthis sudden impersonal interest in her situation? What
was the meaning of the subtle animosity toward the bandit leader? Was
there no honor among evil men banded together for evil deeds? Were
jealousy, ferocity, hate and faithlessness fostered by this wild and evil
border life, ready at an instant's notice to break out? Joan divined the
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vain and futile and tragical nature of Kell's great enterprise. It could not
succeed. It might bring a few days or weeks of fame, of blood-stained
gold, of riotous gambling, but by its very nature it was doomed. It em-
braced failure and death.

Joanwent from man to man, keener now on the track of this inexplic-
able change, sweetly and sadly friendly to each;and it was not till she
encountered the little Frenchman that the secret was revealed. Frenchy
was of a different race. Deep in the fiber of his being inculcated a senti-
ment, a feeling, long submerged in the darkness of a wicked life, and
now that something came fleeting out of the depthsNand it was respect
for awoman. To Joanit was a flash of light. Yesterday theseruffians des-
pised her; to-day they respected her. Sothey had believed what she had
so desperately flung at Jim Cleve. They believed her good, they pitied
her, they respected her, they responded to her effort to turn a boy back
from a bad career. They were bandits, desperados, murderers, lost, but
eachremembered in her a mother or a sister. What each might have felt
or done had he possessedher, as Kells possessedher, did not alter the
caseas it stood. A strange inconsistency of character made them hate
Kells for what they might not have hated in themselves. Her appeal to
Cleve, her outburst of truth, her youth and misfortune, had discovered
to eacha human quality. As in Kells something of nobility still lingered,
a ghost among his ruined ideals, so in the others some goodness re-
mained. Joansustained an uplifting divinationNno man was utterly bad.
Then came the hideous image of the giant Gulden, the utter absenceof
soul in him, and she shuddered. Then came the thought of Jim Cleve,
who had not believed her, who had bitterly made the fatal step, who
might in the strange reversion of his character be beyond influence.

And it was at the precise moment when this thought roseto counteract
the hope revived by the changed attitude of the men that Joanlooked out
to seeJim Cleve sauntering up, careless,untidy, a cigarette between his
lips, blue blotches on his white face, upon him the stamp of abandon-
ment. Joansuffered a contraction of heart that benumbed her breast. She
stood a moment battling with herself. Shewas brave enough, desperate
enough, to walk straight up to Cleve, remove her mask and say, "l am
Joan!" But that must be a last resource. She had no plan, yet she might
force an opportunity to see Cleve alone.

A shout rose above the hubbub of voices. A tall man was pointing
across the gulch where dust-clouds showed above the willows. Men
crowded round him, all gazing in the direction of his hand, all talking at
once.
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"JesseSmith's hoss, | swear!" shouted the tall man. "Kells, come out
here!"

Kells appeared, dark and eager, at the door, and nimbly he leaped to
the excited group. Pearce and Wood and others followed.

"What's up?" called the bandit. "Hello! Who's that riding bareback?"

"He's shore cuttin' the wind," said Wood.

"Blicky!" exclaimed the tall man. "Kells, there's news. | seen Jesse's
hoss."

Kells let out a strange, exultant cry. The excited talk among the men
gave place, to a subdued murmur, then subsided. Blicky was running a
horse up the road, hanging low over him, like an Indian. He clattered to
the bench, scattered the men in all directions. The fiery horse plunged
and pounded. Blicky was gray of face and wild of aspect.

"Jesse'scome!" he yelled, hoarsely, at Kells. "He jest fell off his
hossNall in! He wants youNan' all the gang! He's seena million dollars
in gold-dust!"

Absolute silence ensued after that last swift and startling speech. It
broke to a commingling of yells and shouts. Blicky wheeled his horse
and Kells started on a run. And there was a stampede and rush after
him.

Joangrasped her opportunity. Shehad seenall this excitement, but she
had not lost sight of Cleve. He got up from a log and started after the
others. Joanflew to him, grasped him, startled him with the suddenness
of her onslaught. But her tongue seemedcloven to the roof of her mouth,
her lips weak and mute. Twice she strove to speak.

"Meet meNthere!Namong the pinesNright away!" she whispered,
with breathless earnestness. "It's lifeNor deathNfor me!"

As she released his arm he snatched at her mask. But she eluded him.

"Who ARE you?" he flashed.

Kells and his men were piling into the willows, leaping the brook, hur-
rying on. They had no thought but to get to JesseSmith to hear of the
gold strike. That news to them was as finding gold in the earth was to
honest miners.

"Come!" cried Joan.Shehurried away toward the corner of the cabin,
then halted to seeif he was following. He was, indeed. Sheran round be-
hind the cabin, out on the slope, halting at the first trees. Cleve came
striding after her. Sheran on, beginning to pant and stumble. The way he
strode, the white grimness of him, frightened her. What would he, do?
Again she went on, but not running now. There were straggling pines
and spruces that soon hid the cabins. Beyond, a few rods, was a dense
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clump of pines, and she made for that. As shereachedit sheturned fear-
fully. Only Cleve was in sight. She uttered a sob of mingled relief, joy,
and thankfulness. Sheand Cleve had not been observed. They would be
out of sight in this little pine grove. At last! Shecould reveal herself, tell
him why shewas there, that she loved him, that she was asgood as ever
she had been. Why was she shaking like a leaf in the wind? She saw
Cleve through ablur. He was almost running now. Involuntarily shefled
into the grove. It was dark and cool; it smelled sweetly of pine; there
were narrow aislesand little sunlit glades. Shehurried on till afallen tree
blocked her passage.Here she turnedNshe would waitNthe tree was
good to lean against. There came Cleve, a dark, stalking shadow. Shedid
not remember him like that. He entered the glade.

"Speak again!" he said, thickly. "Either I'm drunk or crazy!"

But Joancould not speak. Sheheld out hands that shookNswept them
to her faceNtore at the mask. Then with a gasp she stood revealed.

If she had stabbed him straight through the heart he could not have
been more ghastly. Joansaw him, in all the terrible transfiguration that
came over him, but she had no conceptions, no thought of what consti-
tuted that change. After that check to her mind came a surge of joy.

"Jim! E Jim! It's Joan!" she breathed, with lips almost mute.

"JOAN!" he gasped, and the sound of his voice seemed to be the
passing from horrible doubt to certainty.

Like a panther he leaped at her, fastened a powerful hand at the neck
of her blouse, jerked her to her knees,and beganto drag her. Joanfought
his iron grasp. The twisting and tightening of her blouse choked her ut-
terance. He did not look down upon her, but she could seehim, the ri-
gidity of his body setin violence, the awful shade upon his face, the up-
standing hair on his head. He dragged her asif she had been an empty
sack. Like a beasthe was seeking a dark placeNa hole to hide her. She
was strangling; a distorted sight made objects dim; and now she
struggled instinctively. Suddenly the clutch at her neck loosened; gasp-
ingly came the intake of air to her lungs; the dark-red veil left her eyes.
She was still upon her knees. Cleve stood before her, like a gray-faced
demon, holding his gun level, ready to fire.

"Pray for your soulNand mine!"

"Jim! Oh Jim! E Will you kill yourself, too?"

"Yes! But pray, girlNquick!"

"Then | pray to GodNnot for my soulNbut just for one more moment
of lifeE TO TELL YOU, JIM!"
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Cleve'sfaceworked and the gun beganto waver. Her reply had beena
stroke of lightning into the dark abyss of his jealous agony.

Joan saw it, and she raised her quivering face, and she held up her
arms to him. "To tellNyouNJim!" she entreated.

"What?" he rasped out.

"That I'm innocentNthat I'm asgoodNa girlNas ever.. everE . Let me
tell youE . Oh, you're mistakenNterribly mistaken."

"Now, | know I'm drunkE . You, JoanRandle! You in that rig! You the
companion of Jack Kells! Not even his wife! The jest of these foul-
mouthed bandits! And you say you're innocentNgood? E When you re-
fused to leave him!"

"| was afraid to goNafraid you'd be killed," she moaned, beating her
breast.

It must have seemedmadnessto him, a monstrous nightmare, a deliri-
um of drink, that Joan Randle was there on her kneesin a brazen male
attire, lifting her arms to him, beseechinghim, not to spare her life, but to
believe in her innocence.

Joan burst into swift, broken utterance: "Only listen! | trailed you
outNtwenty miles from Hoadley. | met Roberts. He came with me. He
lamed his horseNwe had to camp. Kells rode down on us. He had two
men. They camped there. Next morning heNkilled RobertsNmade off
with meE . Then hekilled his menNjust to have meNalone to himselfE
. We crosseda rangeNcamped in the canon. There he attacked meNand
INI shot him! E But | couldn't leave himNto die!" Joanhurried on with
her narrative, gaining strength and eloquence as she saw the weakening
of Cleve. "First he said | was his wife to fool that GuldenNand the oth-
ers," she went on. "He meant to save me from them. But they guessedor
found outE . Kells forced me into these bandit clothes. He's depraved,
somehow. And | had to wear something. Kells hasn't harmed meNno
one has. I've influence over him. He can't resist it. He's tried to force me
to marry him. And he's tried to give up to his evil intentions. But he
can't. There's good in him. | can make him feel itE . Oh, he loves me,
and I'm not afraid of him any moreE . It has beena terrible time for me,
Jim, but I'm stillNthe same girl you knewNyou used toN"

Cleve dropped the gun and he waved his hand before his eyesasif to
dispel a blindness.

"But whyNwhy?" he asked, incredulously. "Why did you leave Hoad-
ley? That's forbidden. You knew the risk."

Joangazed steadily up at him, to seethe whiteness slowly fade out of
his face. Shehad imagined it would be an overcoming of pride to betray
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her love, but she had been wrong. The moment was so full, so over-
powering, that she seemed dumb. He had ruined himself for her, and
out of that ruin had come the glory of her love. Perhaps it was all too
late, but at least he would know that for love of him she had in turn sac-
rificed herself.

"Jim," she whispered, and with the first word of that betrayal a thrill, a
tremble, a rush went over her, and all her blood seemedhot at her neck
and face, "that night when you kissed me | was furious. But the moment
you had gone | repented. | must haveNcared for you then, but | didn't
knowE . Remorse seized me. And | set out on your trail to save you
from yourself. And with the pain and fear and terror there was some-
timesNtheNthe sweetnessof your kisses. Then | knew | caredE . And
with the added days of suspenseand agonyNall that told me of your
throwing your life awayNthere cameloveE . Suchlove asotherwise I'd
never have been big enough for! | meant to find youNto save youNto
send you home! E | have found you, maybe too late to save your life,
but not your soul, thank God! E That's why I've been strong enough to
hold back Kells. | love you, Jim! E | love you! | couldn't tell you enough.
My heart is burstingE . Say you believe me! Say you know I'm
goodNtrue to youNyour Joan!E And kiss meNlike you did that night
when we were such blind fools. A boy and a girl who didn't knowNand
couldn't telllNOh, the sadnessof it! E . Kiss me, Jim, before INdropNat
your feet! E If only youNbelieveN"

Joanwas blinded by tears and whispering she knew not what when
Cleve broke from his trance and caught her to his breast. She was faint-
ingNhovering at the border of unconsciousnesswhen his violence held
her back from oblivion. Sheseemedwrapped to him and held so tightly
there was no breath in her body, no motion, no stir of pulse. That vague,
dreamy moment passed. She heard his husky, broken accentsNshe felt
the pound of his heart against her breast. And he beganto kiss her asshe
had begged him to. She quickened to thrilling, revivifying life. And she
lifted her face, and clung round his neck, and kissed him, blindly,
sweetly, passionately, with all her heart and soul in her lips, wanting
only one thing in the worldNto give that which she had denied him.

"Joan!E Joan!E Joan!"he murmured when their lips parted. "Am |
dreamingNdrunkNor crazy?"

"Oh, Jim, I'm realNyou have me in your arms," she whispered. "Dear
JimNkiss me againNand say you believe me."
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"Believe you? E I'm out of my mind with joyE . You loved me! You
followed me! E AndNthat idea of mineNonly an absurd, vile suspicion!
| might have knownNhad | been sane!"

"ThereE . Oh, Jim! E Enough of madness.We've got to plan. Remem-
ber where we are. There's Kells, and this terrible situation to meet!"

He stared at her, slowly realizing, and then it was his turn to shake.
"My God! I'd forgotten. I'll HAVE to kill you now!"

A reaction setin. If he had any self-control left he lost it, and like a boy
whose fling into manhood had exhausted his courage he sank beside her
and buried his faceagainst her. And he cried in alow, tense,heartbroken
way. For Joanit was terrible to hear him. Sheheld his hand to her breast
and implored him not to weaken now. But he was stricken with re-
morseNhe had run off like a coward, he had brought her to this calam-
ityNand he could not rise under it. Joan realized that he had long
labored under stressof morbid emotion. Only a supreme effort could lift
him out of it to strong and reasoning equilibrium, and that must come
from her.

Shepushed him away from her, and held him back where he must see
her, and white-hot with passionate purpose, she kissed him. "Jim Cleve,
if you've NERVE enough to be BAD you've nerve enough to savethe girl
who LOVES youNwho BELONGS to you!"

He raised his face and it flashed from red to white. He caught the sub-
tlety of her antithesis. With the very two words which had driven him
away under the sting of cowardice she uplifted him; and with all that
was tender and faithful and passionatein her meaning of surrender she
settled at once and forever the doubt of his manhood. He arose trem-
bling in every limb. Like a dog he shook himself. His breast heaved. The
shades of scorn and bitterness and abandon might never have haunted
his face. In that moment he had passedfrom the recklessand wild, sick
rage of a weakling to the stern, realizing courage of a man. His suffering
on this wild border had developed a different fiber of character; and at
the great moment, the climax, when his moral force hung balanced
between elevation and destruction, the woman had called to him, and
her unquenchable spirit passed into him.

"There's only one thingNto get away," he said.

"Yes, but that's a terrible risk," she replied.

"We've a good chance now. I'll get horses. We can slip away while
they're all excited."”

"NoNno. | daren't risk so much. Kells would find out at once. He'd be
like a hound on our trail. But that's not all. I've a horror of Gulden. | can't
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