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Part 1
The Outlaw



Chapter 1

Soit was in him, thenNan inherited fighting instinct, a driving intensity
to kill. He was the last of the Duanes, that old fighting stock of Texas.But
not the memory of his dead father, nor the pleading of his soft-voiced
mother, nor the warning of this uncle who stood before him now, had
brought to Buck Duane so much realization of the dark passionate strain
in his blood. It was the recurrence, a hundred-fold increasedin power, of
a strange emotion that for the last three years had arisen in him.

"Yes, Cal Bain's in town, full of bad whisky an' huntin' for you," re-
peated the elder man, gravely.

"It's the second time," muttered Duane, as if to himself.

"Son,you can't avoid a meetin'. Leave town till Cal sobersup. He ain't
got it in for you when he's not drinkin'."

"But what's he want me for?" demanded Duane. "To insult me again?|
won't stand that twice."

"He's got a fever that's rampant in Texasthesedays, my boy. He wants
gun-play. If he meets you he'll try to kill you."

Here it stirred in Duane again, that bursting gush of blood, like a wind
of flame shaking all his inner being, and subsiding to leave him strangely
chilled.

"Kill me! What for?" he asked.

“Lord knows there ain't any reason. But what's that to do with most of
the shootin' thesedays? Didn't five cowboys over to Everall's kill one an-
other dead all becausethey got to jerkin' at a quirt among themselves?
An' Cal has no reason to love you. His girl was sweet on you."

"l quit when | found out she was his girl."

"l reckon she ain't quit. But never mind her or reasons.Cal's here, just
drunk enough to be ugly. He's achin' to kill somebody. He's one of them
four-flush gun-fighters. He'd like to be thought bad. There'sa lot of wild
cowboys who're ambitious for a reputation. They talk about how quick
they are on the draw. T hey ape Bland an' King Fisher an' Hardin an’ all
the big outlaws. They make threats about joinin' the gangs along the Rio
Grande. They laugh at the sheriffs an' brag about how they'd fix the




rangers. Cal's sure not much for you to bother with, if you only keep out
of his way."

"You mean for me to run?" asked Duane, in scorn.

"I reckon | wouldn't put it that way. Just avoid him. Buck, I'm not
afraid Cal would get you if you met down there in town. You've your
father's eye an' his slick hand with a gun. What I'm most afraid of is that
you'll kill Bain."

Duane was silent, letting his uncle's earnest words sink in, trying to
realize their significance.

"If Texasever recovers from that fool war an' kills off these outlaws,
why, a young man will have a lookout,” went on the uncle. "You're
twenty-three now, an' a powerful sight of a fine fellow, barrin' your tem-
per. You've a chancein life. But if you go gun-fightin', if you kill a man,
you're ruined. Then you'll kill another. It'll be the sameold story. An' the
rangers would make you an outlaw. The rangers mean law an' order for
Texas. This even-break businessdoesn't work with them. If you resist ar-
rest they'll kill you. If you submit to arrest, then you go to jail, an' mebbe
you hang."

"I'd never hang," muttered Duane, darkly.

"l reckon you wouldn't,"” replied the old man. "You'd be like your fath-
er. He was ever ready to drawNtoo ready. In times like these,with the
Texasrangers enforcin' the law, your Dad would have beendriven to the
river. An', son, I'm afraid you're a chip off the old block. Can't you hold
inNkeep your temperNrun away from trouble? Becauseit'll only result
in you gettin' the worst of it in the end. Your father was killed in a street-
fight. An' it was told of him that he shot twice after a bullet had passed
through his heart. Think of the terrible nature of a man to be able to do
that. If you have any such blood in you, never give it a chance."

"What you say is all very well, uncle,” returned Duane, "but the only
way out for me is to run, and | won't do it. Cal Bain and his outfit have
already made me look like a coward. He saysI'm afraid to come out and
face him. A man simply can't stand that in this country. Besides, Cal
would shoot me in the back some day if | didn't face him."

"Well, then, what're you goin' to do?" inquired the elder man.

"| haven't decidedNyet."

“No, but you're comin' to it mighty fast. That damned spell is workin'
in you. You're different to-day. | remember how you used to be moody
an' lose your temper an' talk wild. Never was much afraid of you then.
But now you're gettin' cool an' quiet, an' you think deep, an' | don't like
the light in your eye. It reminds me of your father."



"I wonder what Dad would say to me to-day if he were alive and
here," said Duane.

"What do you think? What could you expectof a man who never wore
a glove on his right hand for twenty years?"

"Well, he'd hardly have said much. Dad never talked. But he would
have done a lot. And | guess I'll go down-town and let Cal Bain find me."

Then followed a long silence, during which Duane sat with downcast
eyes,and the uncle appeared lost in sad thought of the future. Presently
he turned to Duane with an expression that denoted resignation, and yet
a spirit which showed wherein they were of the same blood.

"You've got a fast horseNthe fastest| know of in this country. After
you meet Bain hurry back home. I'll have a saddle-bag packed for you
and the horse ready."

With that he turned on his heel and went into the house, leaving
Duane to revolve in his mind his singular speech. Buck wondered
presently if he shared his uncle's opinion of the result of a meeting
between himself and Bain. His thoughts were vague. But on the instant
of final decision, when he had settled with himself that he would meet
Bain, such a storm of passion assailed him that he felt asif he was being
shaken with ague. Yet it was all internal, inside his breast, for his hand
was like a rock and, for all he could see, not a muscle about him
qguivered. He had no fear of Bain or of any other man; but a vague fear of
himself, of this strange force in him, made him ponder and shake his
head. It was asif he had not all to say in this matter. There appeared to
have beenin him a reluctance to let himself go, and some voice, some
spirit from a distance, something he was not accountable for, had com-
pelled him. That hour of Duane's life was like years of actual living, and
in it he became a thoughtful man.

He went into the house and buckled on his belt and gun. The gun was
a Colt .45, six-shot, and heavy, with an ivory handle. He had packed it,
on and off, for five years. Before that it had been used by his father.
There were a number of notches filed in the bulge of the ivory handle.
This gun was the one his father had fired twice after being shot through
the heart, and his hand had stiffened so tightly upon it in the death-grip
that his fingers had to be pried open. It had never beendrawn upon any
man since it had come into Duane's possession.But the cold, bright pol-
ish of the weapon showed how it had been used. Duane could draw it
with inconceivable rapidity, and at twenty feet he could split a card
pointing edgewise toward him.



Duane wished to avoid meeting his mother. Fortunately, as he
thought, she was away from home. He went out and down the path to-
ward the gate. The air was full of the fragrance of blossoms and the
melody of birds. Outside in the road a neighbor woman stood talking to
a countryman in a wagon; they spoke to him; and he heard, but did not
reply. Then he began to stride down the road toward the town.

Wellston was a small town, but important in that unsettled part of the
great state becauseit was the trading-center of several hundred miles of
territory. On the main street there were perhaps fifty buildings, some
brick, some frame, mostly adobe, and one-third of the lot, and by far the
most prosperous, were saloons. From the road Duane turned into this
street. It was a wide thoroughfare lined by hitching-rails and saddled
horses and vehicles of various kinds. Duane's eye ranged down the
street, taking in all at a glance, particularly persons moving leisurely up
and down. Not a cowboy was in sight. Duane slackened his stride, and
by the time he reached Sol White's place, which was the first saloon, he
was walking slowly. Several people spoke to him and turned to look
back after they had passed. He paused at the door of White's saloon,
took a sharp survey of the interior, then stepped inside.

The saloon was large and cool, full of men and noise and smoke. The
noise ceasedupon his entrance, and the silence ensuing presently broke
to the clink of Mexican silver dollars at a monte table. Sol White, who
was behind the bar, straightened up when he saw Duane; then, without
speaking, he bent over to rinse a glass. All eyesexceptthose of the Mex-
ican gamblers were turned upon Duane; and these glances were keen,
speculative, questioning. These men knew Bain was looking for trouble;
they probably had heard his boasts. But what did Duane intend to do?
Several of the cowboys and ranchers present exchanged glances. Duane
had been weighed by unerring Texas instinct, by men who all packed
guns. The boy was the son of his father. Whereupon they greeted him
and returned to their drinks and cards. Sol White stood with his big red
hands out upon the bar; he was atall, raw-boned Texanwith along mus-
tache waxed to sharp points.

"Howdy, Buck," was his greeting to Duane. He spoke carelessly and
averted his dark gaze for an instant.

"Howdy, Sol,"replied Duane, slowly. "Say, Sol, | hear there's a gent in
town looking for me bad."

"Reckon there is, Buck," replied White. "He came in heah aboot an
hour ago. Shore he was some riled an' a-roarin' for gore. Told me



confidential a certain party had given you a white silk scarf, an' he was
hell-bent on wearin' it home spotted red."

"Anybody with him?" queried Duane.

"Burt an' Sam Outcalt an' a little cowpuncher | never seen before.
They-all was coaxin' trim to leave town. But he's looked on the flowin'
glass, Buck, an' he's heah for keeps."

"Why doesn't Sheriff Oaks lock him up if he's that bad?"

"Oaks went away with the rangers. There's been another raid at
Flesher's ranch. The King Fisher gang, likely. An' so the town's shore
wide open."

Duane stalked outdoors and faced down the street. He walked the
whole length of the long block, meeting many peopleNfarmers, ranch-
ers, clerks, merchants, Mexicans, cowboys, and women. It was a singular
fact that when he turned to retrace his stepsthe street was almost empty.
He had not returned a hundred yards on his way when the street was
wholly deserted. A few headsprotruded from doors and around corners.
That main street of Wellston saw some such situation every few days. If
it was an instinct for Texansto fight, it was also instinctive for them to
sensewith remarkable quickness the signs of a coming gun-play. Rumor
could not fly so swiftly. In less than ten minutes everybody who had
beenon the street or in the shops knew that Buck Duane had come forth
to meet his enemy.

Duane walked on. When he came to within fifty pacesof a saloon he
swerved out into the middle of the street, stood there for a moment, then
went ahead and back to the sidewalk. He passed on in this way the
length of the block. Sol White was standing in the door of his saloon.

"Buck, I'm a-tippin' you off," he said, quick and low-voiced. "Cal Bain's
over at Everall's. If he's a-huntin' you bad, as he brags, he'll show there."

Duane crossedthe street and started down. Notwithstanding White's
statement Duane was wary and slow at every door. Nothing happened,
and he traversed almost the whole length of the block without seeinga
person. Everall's place was on the corner.

Duane knew himself to be cold, steady. He was conscious of a strange
fury that made him want to leap ahead. He seemedto long for this en-
counter more than anything he had ever wanted. But, vivid aswere his
sensations, he felt as if in a dream.

Before he reached Everall's he heard loud voices, one of which was
raised high. Then the short door swung outward asif impelled by a vig-
orous hand. A bow-legged cowboy wearing wooley chaps burst out



upon the sidewalk. At sight of Duane he seemedto bound into the air,
and he uttered a savage roar.

Duane stopped in his tracks at the outer edge of the sidewalk, perhaps
a dozen rods from Everall's door.

If Bain was drunk he did not show it in his movement. He swaggered
forward, rapidly closing up the gap. Red, sweaty, disheveled, and hat-
less, his face distorted and expressive of the most malignant intent, he
was a wild and sinister figure. He had already killed a man, and this
showed in his demeanor. His hands were extended before him, the right
hand a little lower than the left. At every step he bellowed his rancor in
speechmostly curses.Gradually he slowed his walk, then halted. A good
twenty-five paces separated the men.

"Won't nothin' make you draw, youN!" he shouted, fiercely.

"I'm waitin' on you, Cal," replied Duane.

Bain's right hand stiffenedNmoved. Duane threw his gun as a boy
throws a ball underhandNa draw his father had taught him. He pulled
twice, his shots almost as one. Bain's big Colt boomed while it was poin-
ted downward and he was falling. His bullet scattereddust and gravel at
Duane's feet. He fell loosely, without contortion.

In aflash all was reality for Duane. He went forward and held his gun
ready for the slightest movement on the part of Bain. But Bain lay upon
his back, and all that moved were his breastand his eyes.How strangely
the red had left his faceNand also the distortion! The devil that had
showed in Bain was gone. He was sober and conscious. He tried to
speak, but failed. His eyes expressed something pitifully human. They
changedNrolledNset blankly.

Duane drew a deep breath and sheathed his gun. He felt calm and
cool, glad the fray was over. One violent expression burst from him. "The
fool!"

When he looked up there were men around him.

"Plumb center," said one.

Another, a cowboy who evidently had just left the gaming-table,
leaned down and pulled open Bain's shirt. He had the ace of spadesin
his hand. He laid it on Bain's breast, and the black figure on the card
covered the two bullet-holes just over Bain's heart.

Duane wheeled and hurried away. He heard another man say:

"Reckon Cal got what he deserved. Buck Duane's first gunplay. Like
father like son!"



Chapter 2

A thought kept repeating itself to Duane, and it was that he might have
spared himself concern through his imagining how awful it would be to
kill a man. He had no such feeling now. He had rid the community of a
drunken, bragging, quarrelsome cowboy.

When he cameto the gate of his home and saw his uncle there with a
mettlesome horse, saddled, with canteen, rope, and bags all in place, a
subtle shock pervaded his spirit. It had slipped his mindNthe con-
sequenceof his act. But sight of the horse and the look of his uncle re-
called the fact that he must now become a fugitive. An unreasonable an-
ger took hold of him.

"The dNd fool!" he exclaimed, hotly. "Meeting Bain wasn't much,
Uncle Jim. He dusted my boots, that's all. And for that I've got to go on
the dodge."

"Son, you killed himNthen?" asked the uncle, huskily.

"Yes. | stood over himNwatched him die. | did as| would have been
done by."

"l knew it. Long ago | saw it comin'. But now we can't stop to cry over
spilt blood. You've got to leave town an' this part of the country."

"Mother!" exclaimed Duane.

"She'saway from home. You can't wait. I'll break it to herNwhat she
always feared."

Suddenly Duane sat down and covered his face with his hands.

"My God! Uncle, what have | done?" His broad shoulders shook.

“Listen, son, an' remember what | say," replied the elder man, earn-
estly. "Don't ever forget. You're not to blame. I'm glad to seeyou take it
this way, becausemaybe you'll never grow hard an' callous. You're not
to blame. This is Texas. You're your father's son. These are wild times.
The law as the rangers are laying it down now can't change life all in a
minute. Even your mother, who's a good, true woman, has had her share
in making you what you are this moment. For she was one of the pion-
eersNthe fightin' pioneers of this state. Those years of wild times, before
you was born, developed in her instinct to fight, to save her life, her
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children, an' that instinct has cropped out in you. It will be many years
before it dies out of the boys born in Texas."

“I'm a murderer,” said Duane, shuddering.

“No, son, you're not. An' you never will be. But you've got to be an
outlaw till time makes it safe for you to come home."

"An outlaw?"

"l said it. If we had money an' influence we'd risk a trial. But we've
neither. An' | reckon the scaffold or jail is no place for Buckley Duane.
Strike for the wild country, an' wherever you go an' whatever you do-be
aman. Live honestly, if that's possible. If it isn't, be ashonest asyou can.
If you have to herd with outlaws try not to become bad. There are out-
laws who 're not all badNmany who have been driven to the river by
such a deal as this you had. When you get among these men avoid
brawls. Don't drink; don't gamble. | needn't tell you what to do if it
comes to gun-play, as likely it will. You can't come home. When this
thing is lived down, if that time ever comes, I'll get word into the un-
settled country. It'll reachyou someday. That's all. Remember, be a man.
Goodby."

Duane, with blurred sight and contracting throat, gripped his uncle's
hand and bade him a wordless farewell. Then he leaped astride the black
and rode out of town.

As swiftly aswas consistent with a care for his steed, Duane put a dis-
tance of fifteen or eighteen miles behind him. With that he slowed up,
and the matter of riding did not require all his faculties. He passedsever-
al ranches and was seenby men. This did not suit him, and he took an
old trail acrosscountry. It was a flat region with a poor growth of mes-
quite and prickly-pear cactus. Occasionally he caught a glimpse of low
hills in the distance. He had hunted often in that section, and knew
where to find grass and water. When he reached this higher ground he
did not, however, halt at the first favorable camping-spot, but went on
and on. Once he came out upon the brow of a hill and saw a considerable
stretch of country beneath him. It had the gray samenesscharacterizing
all that he had traversed. He seemedto want to seewide spacesNto get a
glimpse of the great wilderness lying somewhere beyond to the southw-
est. It was sunset when he decided to camp at a likely spot he came
across.He led the horse to water, and then began searching through the
shallow valley for a suitable place to camp. He passedby old camp-sites
that he well remembered. These, however, did not strike his fancy this
time, and the significance of the changein him did not occur at the mo-
ment. At last he found a secluded spot, under cover of thick mesquites
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and oaks, at a goodly distance from the old trail. He took saddle and
pack off the horse. He looked among his effectsfor a hobble, and, finding
that his uncle had failed to put one in, he suddenly remembered that he
seldom used a hobble, and never on this horse. He cut a few feet off the
end of his lasso and used that. The horse, unused to such hampering of
his free movements, had to be driven out upon the grass.

Duane made a small fire, prepared and ate his supper. This done, end-
ing the work of that day, he sat down and filled his pipe. Twilight had
waned into dusk. A few wan stars had just begun to show and brighten.
Above the low continuous hum of insects sounded the evening carol of
robins. Presently the birds ceasedtheir singing, and then the quiet was
more noticeable. When night setin and the place seemed all the more
isolated and lonely for that Duane had a sense of relief.

It dawned upon him all at once that he was nervous, watchful, sleep-
less. The fact caused him surprise, and he began to think back, to take
note of his late actions and their motives. The change one day had
wrought amazed him. He who had always been free, easy, happy, espe-
cially when out alone in the open, had become in a few short hours
bound, serious, preoccupied. The silence that had once been sweet now
meant nothing to him except a medium whereby he might the better
hear the sounds of pursuit. The loneliness, the night, the wild, that had
always been beautiful to him, now only conveyed a senseof safety for
the present. He watched, he listened, he thought. He felt tired, yet had
no inclination to rest. He intended to be off by dawn, heading toward the
southwest. Had he a destination? It was vague as his knowledge of that
great waste of mesquite and rock bordering the Rio Grande. Somewhere
out there was a refuge. For he was a fugitive from justice, an outlaw.

This being an outlaw then meant eternal vigilance. No home, no rest,
no sleep, no content, no life worth the livingl He must be a lone wolf or
he must herd among men obnoxious to him. If he worked for an honest
living he still must hide his identity and take risks of detection. If he did
not work on some distant outlying ranch, how was he to live? The idea
of stealing was repugnant to him. The future seemedgray and somber
enough. And he was twenty-three years old.

Why had this hard life been imposed upon him?

The bitter question seemedto start a strange iciness that stole along his
veins. What was wrong with him? He stirred the few sticks of mesquite
into a last flickering blaze. He was cold, and for some reason he wanted
some light. The black circle of darkness weighed down upon him, closed
in around him. Suddenly he sat bolt upright and then froze in that
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position. He had heard a step. It was behind himNnoNon the side.
Someone was there. He forced his hand down to his gun, and the touch
of cold steel was another icy shock. Then he waited. But all was si-
lentNsilent asonly a wilderness arroyo can be, with its low murmuring
of wind in the mesquite. Had he heard a step? He began to breathe
again.

But what was the matter with the light of his camp-fire? It had taken
on a strange green luster and seemed to be waving off into the outer
shadows. Duane heard no step, saw no movement; nevertheless, there
was another present at that camp-fire vigil. Duane saw him. He lay there
in the middle of the green brightness, prostrate, motionless, dying. Cal
Bain! His features were wonderfully distinct, clearer than any cameo,
more sharply outlined than those of any picture. It was a hard face
softening at the threshold of eternity. The red tan of sun, the coarsesigns
of drunkenness, the ferocity and hate so characteristic of Bain were no
longer there. This face represented a different Bain, showed all that was
human in him fading, fading as swiftly as it blanched white. The lips
wanted to speak, but had not the power. The eyes held an agony of
thought. They revealed what might have been possible for this man if he
livedNthat he saw his mistake too late. Then they rolled, setblankly, and
closed in death.

That haunting visitation left Duane sitting there in a cold sweat, a re-
morse gnawing at his vitals, realizing the curse that was on him. He di-
vined that never would he be able to keep off that phantom. He re-
membered how his father had beeneternally pursued by the furies of ac-
cusing guilt, how he had never been able to forget in work or in sleep
those men he had killed.

The hour was late when Duane's mind let him sleep, and then dreams
troubled him. In the morning he bestirred himself so early that in the
gray gloom he had difficulty in finding his horse. Day had just broken
when he struck the old trail again.

He rode hard all morning and halted in a shady spot to rest and graze
his horse. In the afternoon he took to the trail at an easytrot. The country
grew wilder. Bald, rugged mountains broke the level of the monotonous
horizon. About three in the afternoon he came to a little river which
marked the boundary line of his hunting territory.

The decision he made to travel up-stream for a while was owing to
two facts: the river was high with quicksand bars on each side, and he
felt reluctant to cross into that region where his presence alone meant
that he was a marked man. The bottom-lands through which the river
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wound to the southwest were more inviting than the barrens he had tra-
versed. The rest or that day he rode leisurely up-stream. At sunset he
penetrated the brakes of willow and cottonwood to spend the night. It
seemedto him that in this lonely cover he would feel easy and content.
But he did not. Every feeling, every imagining he had experienced the
previous night returned somewhat more vividly and accentuated by
newer ones of the same intensity and color.

In this kind of travel and camping he spent three more days, during
which he crossed a number of trails, and one road where cattleNstolen
cattle, probablyNhad recently passed.Thus time exhausted his supply of
food, except salt, pepper, coffee, and sugar, of which he had a quantity.
There were deer in the. brakes; but, as he could not get close enough to
kil them with t a revolver, he had to satisfy himself with a rabbit. He
knew he might aswell content himself with the hard fare that assuredly
would be his lot.

Somewhere up this river there was a village called Huntsville. It was
distant about a hundred miles from Wellston, and had a reputation
throughout southwestern Texas.He had never been there. The fact was
this reputation was such that honest travelers gave the town a wide
berth. Duane had considerable money for him in his possession,and he
concluded to visit Huntsville, if he could find it, and buy a stock of
provisions.

The following day, toward evening, he happened upon a road which
he believed might lead to the village. There were a good many fresh
horse-tracks in the sand, and these made him thoughtful. Nevertheless,
he followed the road, proceeding cautiously. He had not gone very far
when the sound of rapid hoof-beats caught his ears. They came from his
rear. In the darkening twilight he could not seeany great distance back
along the road. Voices, however, warned him that theseriders, whoever
they were, had approached closer than he liked. To go farther down the
road was not to be thought of, so he turned a little way in among the
mesquites and halted, hoping to escapebeing seenor heard. As he was
now a fugitive, it seemed every man was his enemy and pursuer.

The horsemen were fast approaching. Presently they were abreast of
Duane's position, so near that he could hear the creak of saddles, the
clink of spurs.

"Shore he crossed the river below," said one man.

"l reckon you're right, Bill. He's slipped us," replied another.

Rangersor a posseof ranchersin pursuit of a fugitive! The knowledge
gave Duane a strange thrill. Certainly they could not have been hunting
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him. But the feeling their proximity gave him was identical to what it
would have been had he been this particular hunted man. He held his
breath; he clenched his teeth; he presseda quieting hand upon his horse.
Suddenly he became aware that these horsemen had halted. They were
whispering. He could just make out a dark group closely massed. What
had made them halt so suspiciously?

"You're wrong, Bill," said a man, in a low but distinct voice.

“The idee of hearin' a hoss heave. You're wuss'n a ranger. And you're
hell-bent on killin' that rustler. Now | say let's go home and eat."

"Wal, I'll just take a look at the sand," replied the man called Bill.

Duane heard the clink of spurs on steel stirrup and the thud of boots
on the ground. There followed a short silence which was broken by a
sharply breathed exclamation.

Duane waited for no more. They had found his trail. He spurred his
horse straight into the brush. At the second crashing bound there came
yells from the road, and then shots. Duane heard the hiss of a bullet close
by his ear, and as it struck a branch it made a peculiar singing sound.
These shots and the proximity of that lead missile roused in Duane a
quick, hot resentment which mounted into a passion almost ungovern-
able. He must escape,yet it seemedthat he did not care whether he did
or not. Something grim kept urging him to halt and return the fire of
these men. After running a couple of hundred yards he raised himself
from over the pommel, where he had bent to avoid the stinging
branches, and tried to guide his horse. In the dark shadows under mes-
guites and cottonwoods he was hard put to it to find open passage;
however, he succeededso well and made such little noise that gradually
he drew away from his pursuers. The sound of their horses crashing
through the thickets died away. Duane reined in and listened. He had
distanced them. Probably they would go into camp till daylight, then fol-
low his tracks. He started on again, walking his horse, and peered
sharply at the ground, sothat he might take advantage of the first trail he
crossed. It seemeda long while until he came upon one. He followed it
until a late hour, when, striking the willow brakes again and hence the
neighborhood of the river, he picketed his horse and lay down to rest.
But he did not sleep. His mind bitterly revolved the fate that had come
upon him. He made efforts to think of other things, but in vain.

Every moment he expected the chill, the senseof loneliness that yet
was ominous of a strange visitation, the peculiarly imagined lights and
shades of the nightNthese things that presaged the coming of Cal Bain.
Doggedly Duane fought against the insidious phantom. He kept telling
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himself that it was just imagination, that it would wear off in time. Still
in his heart he did not believe what he hoped. But he would not give up;
he would not accept the ghost of his victim as a reality.

Gray dawn found him in the saddle again headed for the river. Half an
hour of riding brought him to the dense chaparral and willow thickets.
Thesehe threaded to come at length to the ford. It was a gravel bottom,
and therefore an easy crossing. Once upon the opposite shore he reined
in his horse and looked darkly back. This action marked his acknowledg-
ment of his situation: he had voluntarily sought the refuge of the out-
laws; he was beyond the pale. A bitter and passionate curse passed his
lips as he spurred his horse into the brakes on that alien shore.

He rode perhaps twenty miles, not sparing his horse nor caring wheth-
er or not he left a plain trail.

“Let them hunt me!" he muttered.

When the heat of the day began to be oppressive, and hunger and
thirst made themselves manifest, Duane began to look about him for a
place to halt for the noon-hours. The trail led into aroad which was hard
packed and smooth from the tracks of cattle. He doubted not that he had
come acrossone of the roads used by border raiders. He headed into it,
and had scarcely traveled a mile when, turning a curve, he came point-
blank upon a single horseman riding toward him. Both riders wheeled
their mounts sharply and were ready to run and shoot back. Not more
than a hundred paces separated them. They stood then for a moment
watching each other.

"Mawnin', stranger," called the man, dropping his hand from his hip.

"Howdy," replied Duane, shortly.

They rode toward each other, closing half the gap, then they halted
again.

"l seen you ain't no ranger," called the rider, "an' shore | ain't none."

He laughed loudly, as if he had made a joke.

"How'd you know | wasn't a ranger?" asked Duane, curiously. Some-
how he had instantly divined that his horseman was no officer, or even a
rancher trailing stolen stock.

"Wal," said the fellow, starting his horse forward at a walk, "a ranger'd
never git ready to run the other way from one man."

He laughed again. He was small and wiry, slouchy of attire, and
armed to the teeth, and he bestrode a fine bay horse. He had quick, dan-
cing brown eyes, at once frank and bold, and a coarse, bronzed face.
Evidently he was a good-natured ruffian.

16



Duane acknowledged the truth of the assertion, and turned over in his
mind how shrewdly the fellow had guessed him to be a hunted man.

"My name's Luke Stevens,an'| hail from the river. Who're you?" said
this stranger.

Duane was silent.

"l reckon you're Buck Duane," went on Stevens."l heerd you was a
damn bad man with a gun."

This time Duane laughed, not at the doubtful compliment, but at the
idea that the first outlaw he met should know him. Here was proof of
how swiftly facts about gun-play traveled on the Texas border.

"Wal, Buck," said Stevens,in a friendly manner, "l ain't presumin' on
your time or company. | seeyou're headin' fer the river. But will you
stop long enough to stake a feller to a bite of grub?"

“I'm out of grub, and pretty hungry myself," admitted Duane.

"Beenpushin' your hoss,| see.Wal, | reckon you'd better stock up be-
fore you hit thet stretch of country.”

He made a wide sweep of his right arm, indicating the southwest, and
there was that in his action which seemedsignificant of a vast and barren
region.

"Stock up?" queried Duane, thoughtfully.

"Shore. A feller has jest got to eat. | can rustle along without whisky,
but not without grub. Thet's what makes it so embarrassin' travelin'
these parts dodgin' your shadow. Now, I'm on my way to Mercer. It's a
little two-bit town up the river a ways. I'm goin' to pack out some grub."

Stevens's tone was inviting. Evidently he would welcome Duane's
companionship, but he did not openly say so. Duane kept silence,
however, and then Stevens went on.

"Stranger, in this here country two's a crowd. It's safer. 1 never was
much on this lone-wolf dodgin’, though I've done it of necessity. It takes
a damn good man to travel alone any length of time. Why, I've beenthet
sick | was jestachin' fer some ranger to come along an' plug me. Give me
a pardner any day. Now, mebbe you're not thet kind of a feller, an' I'm
shore not presumin' to ask. But | just declares myself sufficient."

"You mean you'd like me to go with you?" asked Duane.

Stevens grinned. "Wal, | should smile. I'd be particular proud to be
braced with a man of your reputation.”

"See here, my good fellow, that's all nonsense," declared Duane, in
some haste.

"Shore | think modesty becomin' to a youngster,” replied Stevens."|
hate a brag. An' I've no use fer these four-flush cowboys thet 're always
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lookin' fer trouble an'talkin' gun-play. Buck, | don't know much about
you. But every man who's lived along the Texasborder remembers a lot
about your Dad. It was expected of you, | reckon, an' much of your rep
was established before you thronged your gun. | jest heerd thet you was
lightnin' on the draw, an' when you cut loose with a gun, why the figger
on the aceof spadeswould cover your cluster of bullet-holes. Thet's the
word thet's gone down the border. It's the kind of reputation most sure
to fly far an' swift ahead of a man in this country. An' the safest,too; I'll
gamble on thet. It's the land of the draw. | seenow you're only a boy,
though you're shore a strappin' husky one. Now, Buck, I'm not a spring
chicken, an' I've been long on the dodge. Mebbe a little of my society
won't hurt you none. You'll need to learn the country."

There was something sincere and likable about this outlaw.

"l dare say you're right," replied Duane, quietly. "And I'll go to Mercer
with you."

Next moment he was riding down the road with Stevens.Duane had
never been much of a talker, and now he found speechdifficult. But his
companion did not seemto mind that. He was a jocose,voluble fellow,
probably glad now to hear the sound of his own voice. Duane listened,
and sometimes he thought with a pang of the distinction of name and
heritage of blood his father had left to him.
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Chapter

Late that day, a couple of hours before sunset, Duane and Stevens,hav-
ing rested their horsesin the shade of some mesquites near the town of
Mercer, saddled up and prepared to move.

"Buck, as we're lookin' fer grub, an' not trouble, | reckon you'd better
hang up out here," Stevenswas saying, as he mounted. "You see,towns
an' sheriffs an' rangers are always lookin' fer new fellers gone bad. They
sort of forget most of the old boys, exceptthose as are plumb bad. Now,
nobody in Mercer will take notice of me. Reckon there's beena thousand
men run into the river country to becomeoutlaws since yours truly. You
jest wait here an' be ready to ride hard. Mebbe my besettin' sin will go
operatin' in spite of my good intentions. In which case there'll beN"

His pause was significant. He grinned, and his brown eyes danced
with a kind of wild humor.

"Stevens, have you got any money?" asked Duane.

"Money!" exclaimed Luke, blankly. "Say, | haven't owned a two-bit
piece sinceNwal, fer some time."

“I'l furnish money for grub,” returned Duane. "And for whisky, too,
providing you hurry back hereNwithout making trouble."

"Shore you're a downright good pard," declared Stevens,in admira-
tion, as he took the money. "l give my word, Buck, an' I'm here to say |
never broke it yet. Lay low, an' look fer me back quick."

With that he spurred his horse and rode out of the mesquites toward
the town. At that distance, about a quarter of a mile, Mercer appeared to
be a cluster of low adobe housessetin a grove of cottonwoods. Pastures
of alfalfa were dotted by horses and cattle. Duane saw a sheep-herder
driving in a meager flock.

Presently Stevensrode out of sight into the town. Duane waited, hop-
ing the outlaw would make good his word. Probably not a quarter of an
hour had elapsed when Duane heard the clear reports of a Winchester
rifle, the clatter of rapid hoof-beats, and yells unmistakably the kind to
mean danger for a man like Stevens.Duane mounted and rode to the
edge of the mesquites.
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He saw a cloud of dust down the road and a bay horse running fast.
Stevens apparently had not been wounded by any of the shots, for he
had a steady seat in his saddle and his riding, even at that moment,
struck Duane as admirable. He carried a large pack over the pommel,
and he kept looking back. The shots had ceased,but the yells increased.
Duane saw several men running and waving their arms. Then he
spurred his horse and got into a swift stride, so Stevenswould not pass
him. Presently the outlaw caught up with him. Stevenswas grinning, but
there was now no fun in the dancing eyes. It was a devil that danced n
them. His face seemed a shade paler.

"Was jest comin' out of the store,” yelled Stevens."Run plumb into a
rancherNwho knowed me. He opened up with a rifle. Think they'll
chase us."

They covered several miles before there were any signs of pursuit, and
when horsemen did move into sight out of the cottonwoods Duane and
his companion steadily drew farther away.

“No hosses in thet bunch to worry us," called out Stevens.

Duane had the same conviction, and he did not look back again. He
rode somewhat to the fore, and was constantly aware of the rapid thud-
ding of hoofs behind, as Stevens kept close to him. At sunset they
reachedthe willow brakes and the river. Duane's horse was winded and
lashed with sweat and lather. It was not until the crossing had been ac-
complished that Duane halted to rest his animal. Stevenswas riding up
the low, sandy bank. He reeled in the saddle. With an exclamation of
surprise Duane leaped off and ran to the outlaw's side.

Stevenswas pale, and his face bore beads of sweat. The whole front of
his shirt was soaked with blood.

"You're shot!" cried Duane.

"Wal, who 'n hell said | wasn't? Would you mind givin' me a liftNon
this here pack?"

Duane lifted the heavy pack down and then helped Stevensto dis-
mount. The outlaw had a bloody foam on his lips, and he was spitting
blood.

"Oh, why didn't you say so!" cried Duane. "I never thought. You
seemed all right."

"Wal, Luke Stevensmay be as gabby asan old woman, but sometimes
he doesn't say anythin'. It wouldn't have done no good."

Duane bade him sit down, removed his shirt, and washed the blood
from his breast and back. Stevenshad beenshot in the breast, fairly low
down, and the bullet had gone clear through him. His ride, holding
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himself and that heavy pack in the saddle, had been a feat little short of
marvelous. Duane did not seehow it had been possible, and he felt no
hope for the outlaw. But he plugged the wounds and bound them
tightly.

"Feller's name was Brown," Stevenssaid. "Me an' him fell out over a
hoss | stole from him over in Huntsville. We had a shootin'-scrape then.
Wal, as| was straddlin' my hoss back there in Mercer | seenthis Brown,
an' seenhim before he seenme. Could have killed him, too. But | wasn't
breakin' my word to you. | kind of hoped he wouldn't spot me. But he
didNan' fust shot he got me here. What do you think of this hole?"

"It's pretty bad," replied Duane; and he could not look the cheerful
outlaw in the eyes.

"I reckon it is. Wal, I've had some bad wounds | lived over. Guess
mebbe | can stand this one. Now, Buck, get me some place in the brakes,
leave me some grub an' water at my hand, an' then you clear out.”

"Leave you here alone?" asked Duane, sharply.

"Shore. You see,| can't keep up with you. Brown an' his friends will
foller us acrossthe river a ways. You've got to think of number one in
this game."

"What would you do in my case?" asked Duane, curiously.

"Wal, | reckon I'd clear out an' save my hide," replied Stevens.

Duane felt inclined to doubt the outlaw's assertion. For his own part
he decided his conduct without further speech. First he watered the
horses, filled canteensand water bag, and then tied the pack upon his
own horse. That done, he lifted Stevensupon his horse, and, holding him
in the saddle, turned into the brakes, being careful to pick out hard or
grassy ground that left little signs of tracks. Justabout dark he ran across
a trail that Stevens said was a good one to take into the wild country.

"Reckon we'd better keep right on in the darkNtill | drop," concluded
Stevens, with a laugh.

All that night Duane, gloomy and thoughtful, attentive to the
wounded outlaw, walked the trail and never halted till daybreak. He
was tired then and very hungry. Stevensseemedin bad shape, although
he was still spirited and cheerful. Duane made camp. The outlaw refused
food, but asked for both whisky and water. Then he stretched out.

"Buck, will you take off my boots?" he asked, with a faint smile on his
pallid face.

Duane removed them, wondering if the outlaw had the thought that
he did not want to die with his boots on. Stevens seemed to read his
mind.

21



"Buck, my old daddy used to say thet | was born to be hanged. But |
wasn'tNan' dyin' with your boots on is the next wust way to croak."

"You've a chance to-to get over this," said Duane.

"Shore. But | want to be correct about the bootsNan' say, pard, if | do
go over, jest you remember thet | was appreciatin’ of your kindness."

Then he closed his eyes and seemed to sleep.

Duane could not find water for the horses, but there was an abund-
anceof dew-wet grassupon which he hobbled them. After that was done
he prepared himself a much-needed meal. The sun was getting warm
when he lay down to sleep, and when he awoke it was sinking in the
west. Stevenswas still alive, for he breathed heavily. The horseswere in
sight. All was quiet except the hum of insects in the brush. Duane
listened awhile, then rose and went for the horses.

When he returned with them he found Stevensawake, bright-eyed,
cheerful as usual, and apparently stronger.

"Wal, Buck, I'm still with you an' good fer another night's ride," he
said. "Guess about all | need now is a big pull on thet bottle. Help me,
will you? There! thet was bully. | ain't swallowin' my blood this evenin'.
Mebbe I've bled all there was in me."

While Duane got a hurried meal for himself, packed up the little outfit,
and saddled the horses Stevens kept on talking. He seemedto be in a
hurry to tell Duane all about the country. Another night ride would put
them beyond fear of pursuit, within striking distance of the Rio Grande
and the hiding-places of the outlaws.

When it cametime for mounting the horses Stevenssaid, "Reckon you
can pull on my boots once more." In spite of the laugh accompanying the
words Duane detected a subtle change in the outlaw's spirit.

On this night travel was facilitated by the fact that the trail was broad
enough for two horses abreast, enabling Duane to ride while upholding
Stevens in the saddle.

The difficulty most persistent was in keeping the horses in a walk.
They were used to a trot, and that kind of gait would not do for Stevens.
The red died out of the west; a pale afterglow prevailed for a while;
darkness set in; then the broad expanse of blue darkened and the stars
brightened. After a while Stevens ceasedtalking and drooped in his
saddle. Duane kept the horses going, however, and the slow hours wore
away. Duane thought the quiet night would never break to dawn, that
there was no end to the melancholy, brooding plain. But at length a gray-
ness blotted out the stars and mantled the level of mesquite and cactus.
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Dawn caught the fugitives at a green camping-site on the bank of a
rocky little stream. Stevensfell a dead weight into Duane's arms, and one
look at the haggard face showed Duane that the outlaw had taken his
last ride. He knew it, too. Yet that cheerfulness prevailed.

"Buck, my feet are orful tired packin' them heavy boots," he said, and
seemed immensely relieved when Duane had removed them.

This matter of the outlaw's boots was strange, Duane thought. He
made Stevens as comfortable as possible, then attended to his own
needs. And the outlaw took up the thread of his conversation where he
had left off the night before.

"“This trail splits up a ways from here, an' every branch of it leadsto a
hole where you'll find menNa few, mebbe, like yourselfNsome like
meNan' gangs of no-good hoss-thieves, rustlers, an' such. It's easylivin',
Buck. | reckon, though, that you'll not find it easy. You'll never mix in.
You'll be a lone wolf. | seenthat right off. Wal, if a man can stand the
loneliness, an' if he's quick on the draw, mebbe lone-wolfin' it is the best.
Shore | don't know. But these fellers in here will be suspicious of a man
who goes it alone. If they get a chance they'll kill you."

Stevensasked for water several times. He had forgotten or he did not
want the whisky. His voice grew perceptibly weaker.

"Be quiet," said Duane. "Talking uses up your strength."

"Aw, Il talk tillNI'm done," he replied, doggedly. "Seehere, pard, you
can gamble on what I'm tellin' you. An' it'll be useful. From this camp
we'llNyou'll meet men right along. An' none of them will be honest men.
All the same, some are better'n others. I've lived along the river fer
twelve years. There'sthree big gangs of outlaws. King FisherNyou know
him, | reckon, fer he's half the time livin' among respectablefolks. King is
a pretty good feller. It'll do to tie up with him ant his gang. Now, there's
Cheseldine, who hangs out in the Rim Rock way up the river. He's an
outlaw chief. I never seenhim, though | stayed once right in his camp.
Late years he's got rich an' keeps back pretty well hid. But BlandNI
knowed Bland fer years. An' | haven't any use fer him. Bland has the
biggest gang. You ain't likely to miss strikin' his place sometime or other.
He's got a regular town, | might say. Shore there's some gamblin® an’
gun-fightin' goin' on at Bland's camp all the time. Bland has killed some
twenty men, an' thet's not countin' greasers."

Here Stevens took another drink and then rested for a while.

"You ain't likely to get on with Bland," he resumed, presently. "You're
too strappin' big an' good-lookin' to pleasethe chief. Fer he's got women
in his camp. Then he'd be jealous of your possibilities with a gun. Shorel
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reckon he'd be careful, though. Bland's no fool, an' he loves his hide. |
reckon any of the other gangs would be better fer you when you ain't
goin' it alone."

Apparently that exhaustedthe fund of information and advice Stevens
had been eager to impart. He lapsed into silence and lay with closed
eyes.Meanwhile the sun rosewarm; the breezewaved the mesquites;the
birds camedown to splashin the shallow stream; Duane dozed in a com-
fortable seat. By and by something roused him. Stevenswas once more
talking, but with a changed tone.

"Feller's nameNwas Brown," he rambled. "We fell outNover a hoss |
stole from himNin Huntsville. He stole it fuss. Brown's one of them
sneaksNafraid of the openNhe steals an' pretends to be honest. Say,
Buck, mebbe you'll meet Brown some dayNYou an' me are pards now."

“I'll remember, if | ever meet him," said Duane.

That seemedto satisfy the outlaw. Presently he tried to lift his head,
but had not the strength. A strange shade was creeping across the
bronzed rough face.

"My feet are pretty heavy. Shore you got my boots off?"

Duane held them up, but was not certain that Stevenscould seethem.
The outlaw closed his eyesagain and muttered incoherently. Then he fell
asleep.Duane believed that sleep was final. The day passed,with Duane
watching and waiting. Toward sundown Stevensawoke, and his eyes
seemed clearer. Duane went to get some fresh water, thinking his com-
rade would surely want some. When he returned Stevensmade no sign
that he wanted anything. There was something bright about him, and
suddenly Duane realized what it meant.

"Pard, youNstuckNto me!" the outlaw whispered.

Duane caught a hint of gladnessin the voice; he traced a faint surprise
in the haggard face. Stevens seemed like a little child.

To Duane the moment was sad, elemental, big, with a burden of mys-
tery he could not understand.

Duane buried him in a shallow arroyo and heaped up a pile of stones
to mark the grave. That done, he saddled his comrade's horse, hung the
weapons over the pommel; and, mounting his own steed, he rode down
the trail in the gathering twilight.
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Chapter

Two days later, about the middle of the forenoon, Duane dragged the
two horses up the last ascent of an exceedingly rough trail and found
himself on top of the Rim Rock, with a beautiful green valley at his feet,
the yellow, sluggish Rio Grande shining in the sun, and the great, wild,
mountainous barren of Mexico stretching to the south.

Duane had not fallen in with any travelers. He had taken the likeliest-
looking trail he had come across. Where it had led him he had not the
slightest idea, except that here was the river, and probably the inclosed
valley was the retreat of some famous outlaw.

No wonder outlaws were safe in that wild refuge! Duane had spent
the last two days climbing the roughest and most difficult trail he had
ever seen. From the looks of the descent he imagined the worst part of
his travel was yet to come. Not improbably it was two thousand feet
down to the river. The wedge-shaped valley, green with alfalfa and cot-
tonwood, and nestling down amid the bare walls of yellow rock, was a
delight and arelief to his tired eyes.Eagerto get down to alevel and to
find a place to rest, Duane began the descent.

The trail proved to be the kind that could not be descendedslowly. He
kept dodging rocks which his horsesloosed behind him. And in a short
time he reached the valley, entering at the apex of the wedge. A stream
of clear water tumbled out of the rocks here, and most of it ran into
irrigation-ditches. His horses drank thirstily. And he drank with that
fullness and gratefulness common to the desert traveler finding sweet
water. Then he mounted and rode down the valley wondering what
would be his reception.

The valley was much larger than it had appeared from the high eleva-
tion. Well watered, green with grass and tree, and farmed evidently by
good hands, it gave Duane a considerable surprise. Horses and cattle
were everywhere. Every clump of cottonwoods surrounded a small
adobe house. Duane saw Mexicans working in the fields and horsemen
going to and fro. Presently he passeda house bigger than the others with
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a porch attached. A woman, young and pretty he thought, watched him
from a door. No one else appeared to notice him.

Presently the trail widened into aroad, and that into a kind of square
lined by a number of adobe and log buildings of rudest structure. Within
sight were horses, dogs, a couple of steers, Mexican women with chil-
dren, and white men, all of whom appeared to be doing nothing. His ad-
vent created no interest until he rode up to the white men, who were
lolling in the shade of a house. This place evidently was a store and sa-
loon, and from the inside came a lazy hum of voices.

As Duane reined to a halt one of the loungers in the shade rose with a
loud exclamation:

"Bust me if thet ain't Luke's hoss!"

The others accorded their interest, if not assent, by rising to advance
toward Duane.

"How about it, Euchre? Ain't thet Luke's bay?" queried the first man.

"Plain as your nose," replied the fellow called Euchre.

“There ain't no doubt about thet, then,” laughed another, “fer
Bosomer's nose is shore plain on the landscape."

Thesemen lined up before Duane, and as he coolly regarded them he
thought they could have beenrecognized anywhere as desperadoes.The
man called Bosomer, who had stepped forward, had a forbidding face
which showed yellow eyes, an enormous nose, and a skin the color of
dust, with a thatch of sandy hair.

"Stranger, who are you an' where in the hell did you git thet bay hoss?"
he demanded. His yellow eyestook in Stevens'shorse, then the weapons
hung on the saddle, and finally turned their glinting, hard light upward
to Duane.

Duane did not like the tone in which he had been addressed, and he
remained silent. At least half his mind seemedbusy with curious interest
in regard to something that leaped inside him and made his breast feel
tight. He recognized it as that strange emotion which had shot through
him often of late, and which had decided him to go out to the meeting
with Bain. Only now it was different, more powerful.

"Stranger, who are you?" asked another man, somewhat more civilly.

"My name's Duane," replied Duane, curtly.

"An' how'd you come by the hoss?"

Duane answered briefly, and his words were followed by a short si-
lence, during which the men looked at him. Bosomer began to twist the
ends of his beard.
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"Reckon he's dead, all right, or nobody'd hev his hoss an' guns,”
presently said Euchre.

"Mister Duane," began Bosomer,in low, stinging tones, "l happen to be
Luke Stevens's side-pardner.”

Duane looked him over, from dusty, worn-out boots to his slouchy
sombrero. That look seemed to inflame Bosomer.

"An' | want the hoss an' them guns," he shouted.

"You or anybody else can have them, for all | care.| just fetched them
in. But the pack is mine," replied Duane. "And say, | befriended your
pard. If you can't use a civil tongue you'd better cinch it."

"Civil? Haw, haw!" rejoined the outlaw. "I don't know you. How do
we know you didn't plug Stevens,an' stole his hoss, an' jest happened to
stumble down here?"

"You'll have to take my word, that's all," replied Duane, sharply.

"l ain't takin' your word! Savvy thet? An' | was Luke's pard!"

With that Bosomer wheeled and, pushing his companions aside, he
stamped into the saloon, where his voice broke out in a roar.

Duane dismounted and threw his bridle.

"Stranger, Bosomer is shore hot-headed," said the man Euchre. He did
not appear unfriendly, nor were the others hostile.

At this juncture several more outlaws crowded out of the door, and
the one in the lead was a tall man of stalwart physique. His manner pro-
claimed him aleader. He had along face, a flaming red beard, and clear,
cold blue eyesthat fixed in closescrutiny upon Duane. He was not a Tex-
an; in truth, Duane did not recognize one of these outlaws as native to
his state.

“I'm!' Bland,"” said the tall man, authoritatively. "Who're you and
what're you doing here?"

Duane looked at Bland as he had at the others. This outlaw chief ap-
peared to be reasonable, if he was not courteous. Duane told his story
again, this time a little more in detail.

"l believe you," replied Bland, at once."Think | know when a fellow is
lying."

"l reckon you're on the right trail,” put in Euchre. "Thet about Luke
wantin' his boots took offNthet satisfies me. Luke hed a mortal dread of
dyin' with his boots on."

At this sally the chief and his men laughed.

"You said DuaneNBuck Duane?"queried Bland. "Are you a son of that
Duane who was a gunfighter some years back?"

"Yes," replied Duane.
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"Never met him, and glad | didn't," said Bland, with a grim humor. "So
you got in trouble and had to go on the dodge? What kind of trouble?"

"Had a fight."

"Fight? Do you mean gun-play?" questioned Bland. He seemedeager,
curious, speculative.

"Yes. It ended in gun-play, I'm sorry to say," answered Duane,

"Guess | needn't ask the son of Duane if he killed his man," went on
Bland, ironically. "Well, I'm sorry you bucked against trouble in my
camp. But as it is, | guess you'd be wise to make yourself scarce."

"Do you mean I'm politely told to move on?" asked Duane, quietly.

"Not exactly that," said Bland, as if irritated. "If this isn't a free place
there isn't one on earth. Every man is equal here. Do you want to join my
band?"

“No, | don't."

"Well, even if you did | imagine that wouldn't stop Bosomer. He's an
ugly fellow. He's one of the few gunmen I've met who wants to Kill
somebody all the time. Most men like that are fourflushes. But Bosomer
Is all one color, and that's red. Merely for your own sakel advise you to
hit the trail."

“Thanks. But if that's all I'll stay," returned Duane. Even as he spoke he
felt that he did not know himself.

Bosomer appeared at the door, pushing men who tried to detain him,
and as he jumped clear of a last reaching hand he uttered a snarl like an
angry dog. Manifestly the short while he had spent inside the saloon had
been devoted to drinking and talking himself into a frenzy. Bland and
the other outlaws quickly moved aside, letting Duane stand alone. When
Bosomer saw Duane standing motionless and watchful a strange change
passedquickly in him. He halted in his tracks, and ashe did that the men
who had followed him out piled over one another in their hurry to getto
one side.

Duane saw all the swift action, felt intuitively the meaning of it, and in
Bosomer'ssudden change of front. The outlaw was keen, and he had ex-
pected a shrinking, or at least a frightened antagonist. Duane knew he
was neither. He felt like iron, and yet thrill after thrill ran through him. It
was almost asif this situation had been one long familiar to him. Some-
how he understood this yellow-eyed Bosomer. The outlaw had come out
to kill him. And now, though somewhat checked by the stand of a
stranger, he still meant to kill. Like so many desperadoesof his ilk, he
was victim of a passionto kill for the sake of killing. Duane divined that
no sudden animosity was driving Bosomer. It was just his chance.In that
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moment murder would have beenjoy to him. Very likely he had forgot-
ten his pretext for a quarrel. Very probably his faculties were absorbedin
conjecture as to Duane's possibilities.

But he did not speak a word. He remained motionless for a long mo-
ment, his eyes pale and steady, his right hand like a claw.

That instant gave Duane a power to read in his enemy's eyes the
thought that preceded action. But Duane did not want to kill another
man. Still he would have to fight, and he decided to cripple Bosomer.
When Bosomer'shand moved Duane's gun was spouting fire. Two shots
onlyNboth from Duane's gunNand the outlaw fell with his right arm
shattered. Bosomer cursed harshly and floundered in the dust, trying to
reach the gun with his left hand. His comrades, however, seeing that
Duane would not kill unlessforced, closedin upon Bosomerand preven-
ted any further madness on his part.
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Chapter

Of the outlaws present Euchre appeared to be the one most inclined to
lend friendliness to curiosity; and he led Duane and the horsesaway to a
small adobe shack. He tied the horsesin an open shed and removed their
saddles. Then, gathering up Stevens'sweapons, he invited his visitor to
enter the house.

It had two roomsNwindows without coveringsNbare floors. One
room contained blankets, weapons, saddles, and bridles; the other a
stone fireplace, rude table and bench, two bunks, a box cupboard, and
various blackened utensils.

"Make yourself to home aslong as you want to stay,” said Euchre. "l
ain't rich in this world's goods, but | own what's here, an' you're
welcome."

“Thanks. I'll stay awhile and rest. I'm pretty well played out," replied
Duane.

Euchre gave him a keen glance.

"Go ahead an' rest. I'll take your horsesto grass." Euchre left Duane
alone in the house. Duane relaxed then, and mechanically he wiped the
sweat from his face.He was laboring under somekind of a spell or shock
which did not passoff quickly. When it had worn away he took off his
coat and belt and made himself comfortable on the blankets. And he had
a thought that if he rested or slept what difference would it make on the
morrow? No rest, no sleep could change the gray outlook of the future.
He felt glad when Euchre came bustling in, and for the first time he took
notice of the outlaw.

Euchre was old in years. What little hair he had was gray, his face
clean-shavenand full of wrinkles; his eyeswere half shut from long gaz-
ing through the sun and dust. He stooped. But his thin frame denoted
strength and endurance still unimpaired.

"Hey a drink or a smoke?" he asked.

Duane shook his head. He had not been unfamiliar with whisky, and
he had used tobacco moderately since he was sixteen. But now,
strangely, he felt a disgust at the idea of stimulants. He did not
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understand clearly what he felt. There was that vague idea of something
wild in his blood, something that made him fear himself.

Euchre wagged his old head sympathetically. "Reckon you feel a little
sick. When it comes to shootin' | run. What's your age?"

“I'm twenty-three," replied Duane.

Euchre showed surprise. "You're only a boy! | thought you thirty any-
ways. Buck, | heard what you told Bland, an' puttin' thet with my own
figgerin', | reckon you're no criminal yet. Throwin' a gun in self-de-
fenseNthet ain't no crime!"

Duane, finding relief in talking, told more about himself.

"Huh," replied the old man. "I've been on this river fer years, an' I've
seenhundreds of boys come in on the dodge. Most of them, though, was
no good. An' thet kind don't last long. This river country has beenan'is
the refuge fer criminals from all over the states. I've bunked with bank
cashiers, forgers, plain thieves, an' out-an'-out murderers, all of which
had no bizness on the Texas border. Fellers like Bland are exceptions.
He's no TexanNyou seenthet. The gang he rules here come from all
over, an' they're tough cusses,you can bet on thet. They live fat an' easy.
If it wasn't fer the fightin' among themselves they'd shore grow popu-
lous. The Rim Rock is no place for a peaceable,decentfeller. | heard you
tell Bland you wouldn't join his gang. Thet'll not make him take a likin'
to you. Have you any money?"

“Not much," replied Duane.

"Could you live by gamblin*? Are you any good at cards?"

"No."

"You wouldn't steal hosses or rustle cattle?"

"No."

"When your money's gone how'n hell will you live? There ain't any
work a decent feller could do. You can't herd with greasers. Why,
Bland's men would shoot at you in the fields. What'll you do, son?"

"God knows," replied Duane, hopelessly. "I'll make my money last as
long as possibleNthen starve."

"Wal, I'm pretty pore, but you'll never starve while | got anythin'."

Here it struck Duane againNthat something human and kind and
eager which he had seenin Stevens. Duane's estimate of outlaws had
lacked this quality. He had not accorded them any virtues. To him, asto
the outside world, they had been merely vicious men without one re-
deeming feature.

“I'm much obliged to you, Euchre,” replied Duane. "But of course |
won't live with any one unless | can pay my share."

31



"Have it any way you like, my son," said Euchre, good-humoredly.
"You make a fire, an' I'll set about gettin' grub. I'm a sourdough, Buck.
Thet man doesn't live who can beat my bread."

"How do you ever pack supplies in here?" asked Duane, thinking of
the almost inaccessible nature of the valley.

"Some comes across from Mexico, an' the rest down the river. Thet
river trip is a bird. It's more'n five hundred miles to any supply point.
Bland has mozos, greaser boatmen. Sometimes, too, he gets supplies in
from down-river. You see,Bland sells thousands of cattle in Cuba. An' all
this stock has to go down by boat to meet the ships."

"Where on earth are the cattle driven down to the river?" asked Duane.

"Thet's not my secret,"replied Euchre, shortly. "Factis, | don't know.
I've rustled cattle for Bland, but he never sent me through the Rim Rock
with them."

Duane experienced a sort of pleasure in the realization that interest
had beenstirred in him. He was curious about Bland and his gang, and
glad to have something to think about. For every oncein a while he had
a sensation that was almost like a pang. He wanted to forget. In the next
hour he did forget, and enjoyed helping in the preparation and eating of
the meal. Euchre, after washing and hanging up the several utensils, put
on his hat and turned to go out.

"Come along or stay here, as you want," he said to Duane.

"I'll stay," rejoined Duane, slowly.

The old outlaw left the room and trudged away, whistling cheerfully.

Duane looked around him for a book or paper, anything to read; but
all the printed matter he could find consisted of a few words on
cartridge-boxes and an advertisement on the back of a tobacco-pouch.
There seemed to be nothing for him to do. He had rested; he did not
want to lie down any more. He beganto walk to and fro, from one end of
the room to the other. And as he walked he fell into the lately acquired
habit of brooding over his misfortune.

Suddenly he straightened up with ajerk. Unconsciously he had drawn
his gun. Standing there with the bright cold weapon in his hand, he
looked at it in consternation. How had he come to draw it? With diffi-
culty he traced his thoughts backward, but could not find any that was
accountable for his act. He discovered, however, that he had a remark-
able tendency to drop his hand to his gun. That might have come from
the habit long practice in drawing had given him. Likewise, it might
have come from a subtle sense,scarcely thought of at all, of the late,
close, and inevitable relation between that weapon and himself. He was
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amazed to find that, bitter as he had grown at fate, the desire to live
burned strong in him. If he had beenas unfortunately situated, but with
the difference that no man wanted to put him in jail or take his life, he
felt that this burning passion to be free, to save himself, might not have
been so powerful. Life certainly held no bright prospects for him.
Already he had begun to despair of ever getting back to his home. But to
give up like a white-hearted coward, to let himself be handcuffed and
jailed, to run from adrunken, bragging cowboy, or be shot in cold blood
by some border brute who merely wanted to add another notch to his
gunNthese things were impossible for Duane becausethere was in him
the temper to fight. In that hour he yielded only to fate and the spirit in-
born in him. Hereafter this gun must be a living part of him. Right then
and there he returned to a practice he had long discontinuedNthe draw.
It was now a stern, bitter, deadly businesswith him. He did not need to
fire the gun, for accuracy was a gift and had become assured. Swiftness
on the draw, however, could be improved, and he set himself to acquire
the limit of speed possible to any man. He stood still in his tracks; he
paced the room; he sat down, lay down, put himself in awkward posi-
tions; and from every position he practiced throwing his gunNpracticed
it till he was hot and tired and his arm ached and his hand burned. That
practice he determined to keep up every day. It was one thing, at least,
that would help pass the weary hours.

Later he went outdoors to the cooler shade of the cottonwoods. From
this point he could seea good deal of the valley. Under different circum-
stances Duane felt that he would have enjoyed such a beautiful spot.
Euchre's shack sat against the first rise of the slope of the wall, and
Duane, by climbing a few rods, got a view of the whole valley. As-
suredly it was an outlaw settle meet. He saw a good many Mexicans,
who, of course, were hand and glove with Bland. Also he saw enormous
flat-boats, crude of structure, moored along the banks of the river. The
Rio Grande rolled away between high bluffs. A cable, sagging deep in
the middle, was stretched over the wide yellow stream, and an old scow,
evidently used as a ferry, lay anchored on the far shore.

The valley was an ideal retreat for an outlaw band operating on a big
scale. Pursuit scarcely need be feared over the broken trails of the Rim
Rock. And the open end of the valley could be defended against almost
any number of men coming down the river. Accessto Mexico was easy
and quick. What puzzled Duane was how Bland got cattle down to the
river, and he wondered if the rustler really did getrid of his stolen stock
by use of boats.
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Duane must have idled considerable time up on the hill, for when he
returned to the shack Euchre was busily engaged around the camp-fire.

"Wal, glad to seeyou ain't so pale about the gills asyou was," he said,
by way of greeting. "Pitch in an' we'll soon have grub ready. There's
shore one consolin' fact round this here camp.”

"What's that?" asked Duane.

"Plenty of good juicy beef to eat. An' it doesn't cost a short bit."

"But it costs hard rides and trouble, bad conscience, and life, too,
doesn't it?"

"l ain't shore about the bad conscience.Mine never bothered me none.
An' as for life, why, thet's cheap in Texas."

"Who is Bland?" asked Duane, quickly changing the subject. "What do
you know about him?"

"We don't know who he is or where he hails from," replied Euchre.
“Thet's always been somethin' to interest the gang. He must have beena
young man when he struck Texas.Now he's middle-aged. | remember
how years ago he was soft-spoken an' not rough in talk or act like he is
now. Bland ain't likely his right name. He knows a lot. He can doctor
you, an' he's shore a knowin' feller with tools. He's the kind thet rules
men. Outlaws are always ridin' in here to join his gang, an' if it hadn't
been fer the gamblin' an' gun-play he'd have a thousand men around
him."

"How many in his gang now?"

"l reckon there's short of a hundred now. The number varies. Then
Bland has several small camps up an' down the river. Also he has men
back on the cattle-ranges."

"How does he control such a big force?" asked Duane. "Especially
when his band's composed of bad men. Luke Stevenssaid he had no use
for Bland. And | heard once somewhere that Bland was a devil."

"Thet's it. He is a devil. He's as hard asflint, violent in temper, never
made any friends except his right-hand men, Dave Rugg an' ChessAllo-
way. Bland'll shoot at a wink. He's killed a lot of fellers, an' some fer
nothin'. The reason thet outlaws gather round him an' stick is because
he's a saferefuge, an' then he'swell heeled. Bland is rich. They say he has
a hundred thousand pesoshid somewhere, an' lots of gold. But he's free
with money. He gambles when he's not off with a shipment of cattle. He
throws money around. An' the fact is there's always plenty of money
where he is. Thet's what holds the gang. Dirty, bloody money!"

“It's a wonder he hasn't beenkilled. All theseyears on the border!" ex-
claimed Duane.
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"Wal," replied Euchre, dryly, "he's been quicker on the draw than the
other fellers who hankered to kill him, thet's all."

Euchre'sreply rather chilled Duane's interest for the moment. Suchre-
marks always made his mind revolve round facts pertaining to himself.

"Speakin' of this here swift wrist game," went on Euchre, "there's been
considerable talk in camp about your throwin' of agun. You know, Buck,
thet among us fellersNus hunted menNthere ain't anythin' calculated to
rouse respect like a slick hand with a gun. | heard Bland say this after-
noonNan' he said it serious-like an' speculativeNthet he'd never seen
your equal. He was watchin' of you close, he said, an' just couldn't follow
your hand when you drawed. All the fellers who seenyou meet Bosomer
had somethin' to say. Bo was about as handy with a gun asany man in
this camp, barrin' ChessAlloway an' mebbe Bland himself. Chessis the
captain with a ColtNor he was. An' he shore didn't like the references
made about your speed. Bland was honest in acknowledgin' it, but he
didn't like it, neither. Some of the fellers allowed your draw might have
beenjust accident. But most of them figgered different. An' they all shut
up when Bland told who an' what your Dad was. 'Pearsto me | once
seenyour Dad in a gunscrape over at Santone,years ago. Wal, | put my
oar in to-day among the fellers, an' | says: 'What ails you locoed gents?
Did young Duane budge an inch when Bo came roarin' out, blood in his
eye?Wasn't he cool an' quiet, steady of lips, an' weren't his eyesreadin’
Bo'smind? An' thet lightnin' drawNcan't you-all seethet's a family gift?"

Euchre's narrow eyestwinkled, and he gave the dough he was rolling
a slap with his flour-whitened hand. Manifestly he had proclaimed him-
self a champion and partner of Duane's, with all the pride an old man
could feel in a young one whom he admired.

"Wal," he resumed, presently, "thet's your introduction to the border,
Buck. An' your card was a high trump. You'll be let severely alone by
real gun-fighters an' men like Bland, Alloway, Rugg, an'the bossesof the
other gangs. After all, thesereal men are men, you know, an' onlessyou
crossthem they're no more likely to interfere with you than you are with
them. But there's a sight of fellers like Bosomer in the river country.
They'll all want your game. An' every town you ride into will scareup
some cowpuncher full of booze or a long-haired four-flush gunman or a
sheriffNan' these men will be playin' to the crowd an' yellin' for your
blood. Thet's the Texasof it. You'll have to hide fer ever in the brakes or
you'll have to KILL such men. Buck, | reckon this ain't cheerful news to a
decent chap like you. I'm only tellin' you becausel've taken a likin' to
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you, an' | seenright off thet you ain't border-wise. Let's eat now, an' af-
terward we'll go out so the gang can see you're not hidin'."

When Duane went out with Euchre the sun was setting behind a blue
range of mountains acrossthe river in Mexico. The valley appeared to
open to the southwest. It was a tranquil, beautiful scene.Somewherein a
house near at hand a woman was singing. And in the road Duane saw a
little Mexican boy driving home some cows, one of which wore a bell.
The sweet, happy voice of awoman and a whistling barefoot boyNthese
seemed utterly out of place here.

Euchre presently led to the square and the row of rough housesDuane
remembered. He almost stepped on awide imprint in the dust where Bo-
somer had confronted him. And a sudden fury besethim that he should
be affected strangely by the sight of it.

“Let's have a look in here," said Euchre.

Duane had to bend his head to enter the door. He found himself in a
very large room inclosed by adobe walls and roofed with brush. It was
full of rude benches,tables, seats. At one corner a number of kegs and
barrels lay side by side in a rack. A Mexican boy was lighting lamps
hung on posts that sustained the log rafters of the roof.

“The only feller who's goin' to put a close eye on you is Benson," said
Euchre. "He runs the place an' sells drinks. The gang calls him Jackrabbit
Benson, becausehe's always got his eye peeled an' his ear cocked. Don't
notice him if he looks you over, Buck. Bensonis scaredto death of every
new-comer who rustles into Bland's camp. An' the reason, | take it, is be-
causehe's done somebody dirt. He's hidin'. Not from a sheriff or ranger!
Men who hide from them don't act like Jackrabbit Benson. He's hidin’
from some guy who's huntin' him to kill him. Wal, I'm always expectin'
to seesome feller ride in here an' throw a gun on Benson.Can't say I'd be
grieved."

Duane casually glanced in the direction indicated, and he saw a spare,
gaunt man with a face strikingly white beside the red and bronze and
dark skins of the men around him. It was a cadaverous face. The black
mustache hung down; a heavy lock of black hair dropped down over the
brow; deep-set, hollow, staring eyeslooked out piercingly. The man had
a restless, alert, nervous manner. He put his hands on the board that
served as a bar and stared at Duane. But when he met Duane's glance he
turned hurriedly to go on serving out liquor.

"What have you got against him?" inquired Duane, as he satdown be-
side Euchre. He asked more for something to say than from real interest.
What did he care about a mean, haunted, craven- faced criminal?
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"Wal, mebbe I'm cross-grained," replied Euchre, apologetically. "Shore
an outlaw an'rustler such as me can't be touchy. But | never stole nothin’
but cattle from some rancher who never missed 'em anyway. Thet sneak
BensonNhe was the means of puttin' a little girl in Bland's way."

"Girl?" queried Duane, now with real attention.

"Shore. Bland's great on women. I'll tell you about this girl when we
get out of here. Some of the gang are goin' to be sociable,an’ | can't talk
about the chief."

During the ensuing half-hour a number of outlaws passed by Duane
and Euchre, halted for a greeting or sat down for a moment. They were
all gruff, loud-voiced, merry, and good- natured. Duane replied civilly
and agreeably when he was personally addressed; but he refused all in-
vitations to drink and gamble. Evidently he had beenaccepted,in a way,
as one of their clan. No one made any hint of an allusion to his affair
with Bosomer. Duane saw readily that Euchre was well liked. One out-
law borrowed money from him: another asked for tobacco.

By the time it was dark the big room was full of outlaws and Mexic-
ans, most of whom were engaged at monte. These gamblers, especially
the Mexicans, were intense and quiet. The noise in the place came from
the drinkers, the loungers. Duane had seen gambling-resortsNsome of
the famous ones in San Antonio and El Paso, a few in border towns
where license went unchecked. But this place of Jackrabbit Benson'sim-
pressed him asone where guns and knives were accessorieso the game.
To his perhaps rather distinguishing eye the most prominent thing about
the gamesters appeared to be their weapons. On several of the tables
were piles of silverNMexican pesosNas large and high as the crown of
his hat. There were also piles of gold and silver in United States coin.
Duane needed no experienced eyes to seethat betting was heavy and
that heavy sums exchanged hands. The Mexicans showed a sterner ob-
session,an intenser passion. Some of the Americans staked freely, non-
chalantly, as befitted men to whom money was nothing. These latter
were manifestly winning, for there were brother outlaws there who
wagered coin with grudging, sullen, greedy eyes. Boisterous talk and
laughter among the drinking men drowned, except at intervals, the low,
brief talk of the gamblers. The clink of coin sounded incessantly; some-
times just low, steady musical rings; and again, when a pile was tumbled
quickly, there was a silvery crash. Here an outlaw pounded on a table
with the butt of his gun; there another noisily palmed a roll of dollars
while he studied his opponent's face. The noises, however, in Benson's
den did not contribute to any extent to the sinister aspect of the place.
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That seemedto come from the grim and recklessfaces,from the bent, in-
tent heads, from the dark lights and shades.There were bright lights, but
these served only to make the shadows. And in the shadows lurked un-
restrained lust of gain, a spirit ruthless and reckless,a something at once
suggesting lawlessness, theft, murder, and hell.

"Bland's not here to-night,” Euchre was saying. "He left today on one
of his trips, takin' Alloway an'some others. But his other man, Rugg, he's
here. Seehim standin' with them three fellers, all closeto Benson.Rugg's
the little bow-legged man with the half of his face shot off. He's one-
eyed. But he can shore seeout of the one he's got. An', darn me! there's
Hardin. You know him? He's got an outlaw gang as big as Bland's.
Hardin is standin' next to Benson. See how quiet an' unassumin' he
looks. Yes, thet's Hardin. He comes here once in a while to see Bland.
They're friends, which's shore strange. Do you see thet greaser
thereNthe one with gold an' lace on his sombrero? Thet's Manuel, a
Mexican bandit. He's a great gambler. Comes here often to drop his coin.
Next to him is Bill MarrNthe feller with the bandana round his head. Bill
rode in the other day with some fresh bullet-holes. He's been shot more'n
any feller | ever heard of. He's full of lead. Funny, because Bill's no
troublehunter, an', like me, he'd rather run than shoot. But he's the best
rustler Bland's gotNa grand rider, an' a wonder with cattle. An' seethe
tow-headed youngster. Thet's Kid Fuller, the kid of Bland's gang. Fuller
has hit the pace hard, an' he won't last the year out on the border. He
killed his sweetheart's father, got run out of Staceytown, took to stealin’
hosses.An' next he's here with Bland. Another boy gone wrong, an' now
shore a hard nut."

Euchre went on calling Duane's attention to other men, just as he
happened to glance over them. Any one of them would have been a
marked man in a respectablecrowd. Here eachtook his place with more
or lessdistinction, according to the record of his past wild prowess and
his present possibilities. Duane, realizing that he was tolerated there, re-
ceived in carelessfriendly spirit by this terrible classof outcasts, experi-
enced a feeling of revulsion that amounted almost to horror. Was his be-
ing there not an ugly dream? What had he in common with such ruffi-
ans?Then in a flash of memory came the painful proofNhe was a crim-
inal in sight of Texas law; he, too, was an outcast.

For the moment Duane was wrapped up in painful reflections; but
Euchre's heavy hand, clapping with a warning hold on his arm, brought
him back to outside things.
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The hum of voices, the clink of coin, the loud laughter had ceased.
There was a silence that manifestly had followed some unusual word or
action sufficient to still the room. It was broken by a harsh curse and the
scrape of a bench on the floor. Some man had risen.

"You stacked the cards, youN!"

"Saythat twice," another voice replied, sodifferent in its cool, ominous
tone from the other.

“I'l' say it twice," returned the first gamester, in hot haste."l'll say it
three times. I'll whistle it. Are you deaf? You light-fingered gent! You
stacked the cards!"

Silence ensued, deeper than before, pregnant with meaning. For all
that Duane saw, not an outlaw moved for a full moment. Then suddenly
the room was full of disorder as men rose and ran and dived
everywhere.

"Run or duck!" yelled Euchre, close to Duane's ear. With that he
dashed for the door. Duane leaped after him. They ran into a jostling
mob. Heavy gun-shots and hoarse yells hurried the crowd Duane was
with pell-mell out into the darkness. There they all halted, and several
peeped in at the door.

"Who was the Kid callin'?" asked one outlaw.

"Bud Marsh," replied another.

"l reckon them fust shots was Bud's. Adios Kid. It was comin' to him,"
went on yet another.

"How many shots?"

“Three or four, | counted.”

"Three heavy an' one light. Thet light one was the Kid's .38. Listen!
There's the Kid hollerin' now. He ain't cashed, anyway."

At this juncture most of the outlaws began to file back into the room.
Duane thought he had seenand heard enough in Benson'sden for one
night and he started slowly down the walk. Presently Euchre caught up
with him.

"Nobody hurt much, which's shore some strange," he said. "The
KidNyoung Fuller thet | was tellin' you aboutNhe was drinkin' an' los-
in'. Lost his nut, too, callin' Bud Marsh thet way. Bud's as straight at
cards as any of 'em. Somebody grabbed Bud, who shot into the roof. An'
Fuller's arm was knocked up. He only hit a greaser."
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Chapter 6

Next morning Duane found that a moody and despondent spell had
fastened on him. Wishing to be alone, he went out and walked a trail
leading round the river bluff. He thought and thought. After a while he
made out that the trouble with him probably was that he could not
resign himself to his fate. He abhorred the possibility chance seemedto
hold in store for him. He could not believe there was no hope. But what
to do appeared beyond his power to tell.

Duane had intelligence and keenness enough to see his perilNthe
danger threatening his character as a man, just as much as that which
threatened his life. He cared vastly more, he discovered, for what he con-
sidered honor and integrity than he did for life. He saw that it was bad
for him to be alone. But, it appeared, lonely months and perhaps years
inevitably must be his. Another thing puzzled him. In the bright light of
day he could not recall the state of mind that was his at twilight or dusk
or in the dark night. By day these visitations becameto him what they
really wereNphantoms of his conscience.He could dismiss the thought
of them then. He could scarcely remember or believe that this strange
feat of fancy or imagination had troubled him, pained him, made him
sleepless and sick.

That morning Duane spent an unhappy hour wrestling decision out of
the unstable condition of his mind. But at length he determined to create
interest in all that he came acrossand so forget himself as much as pos-
sible. He had an opportunity now to seejust what the outlaw's life really
was. He meant to force himself to be curious, sympathetic, clear-sighted.
And he would stay there in the valley until its possibilities had been ex-
hausted or until circumstances sent him out upon his uncertain way.

When he returned to the shack Euchre was cooking dinner.

"Say, Buck, I've news for you," he said; and his tone conveyed either
pride in his possessionof such news or pride in Duane. "Feller named
Bradley rode in this mornin'. He's heard some about you. Told about the
aceof spadesthey put over the bullet holesin thet cowpuncher Bain you
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plugged. Then there was a rancher shot at a water-hole twenty miles
south of Wellston. Reckon you didn't do it?"

“No, | certainly did not," replied Duane.

"Wal, you get the blame. It ain't nothin' for a feller to be saddled with
gun-plays he never made. An', Buck, if you ever get famous, as seems
likely, you'll be blamed for many a crime. The border'll make an outlaw
an' murderer out of you. Wal, thet's enough of thet. I've more news.
You're goin' to be popular.”

"Popular? What do you mean?"

"I met Bland's wife this mornin'. Sheseenyou the other day when you
rode in. Sheshore wants to meet you, an' so do some of the other women
in camp. They always want to meet the new fellers who've just come in.
It's lonesome for women here, an' they like to hear news from the
towns."

"Well, Euchre, | don't want to be impolite, but I'd rather not meet any
women," rejoined Duane.

"I was afraid you wouldn't. Don't blame you much. Women are hell. |
was hopin’, though, you might talk a little to thet poor lonesome kid."

"What kid?" inquired Duane, in surprise.

"Didn't | tell you about JennieNthe girl Bland's holdin' hereNthe one
Jackrabbit Benson had a hand in stealin'?"

"You mentioned a girl. That's all. Tell me now," replied Duane,
abruptly.

"Wal, | got it this way. Mebbe it's straight, an' mebbe it ain't. Some
years ago Benson made a trip over the river to buy mescal an' other
drinks. He'll sneakover there oncein awhile. An' asl getit he run across
a gang of greaserswith some gringo prisoners. | don't know, but | reckon
there was some barterin', perhaps murderin’. Anyway, Benson fetched
the girl back. She was more dead than alive. But it turned out she was
only starved an' scared half to death. She hadn't been harmed. | reckon
she was then about fourteen years old. Benson'sidee, he said, was to use
her in his den sellin' drinks an' the like. But | never went much on
Jackrabbit'sword. Bland seenthe kid right off and took herNbought her
from Benson.You can gamble Bland didn't do thet from notions of chiv-
alry. | ain't gainsayin, however, but thet Jenniewas better off with Kate
Bland. She'sbeen hard on Jennie,but she'skept Bland an' the other men
from treatin' the kid shameful. Late Jennie has growed into an all-fired
pretty girl, an' Kate is powerful jealous of her. | can seehell brewin' over
there in Bland's cabin. Thet's why | wish you'd come over with me.
Bland's hardly ever home. His wife's invited you. Shore,if she gets sweet
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on you, as she has onNWal, thet 'd complicate matters. But you'd get to
seelJennie,an' mebbeyou could help her. Mind, | ain't hintin' nothin'. I'm
just wantin' to put her in your way. You're a man an' can think fer your-
self. | had a baby girl once,an'if she'd lived she be asbig as Jennienow,
an', by Gawd, | wouldn't want her here in Bland's camp.”

“I'l' go, Euchre. Take me over," replied Duane. He felt Euchre's eyes
upon him. The old outlaw, however, had no more to say.

In the afternoon Euchre set off with Duane, and soon they reached
Bland's cabin. Duane remembered it as the one where he had seenthe
pretty woman watching him ride by. He could not recall what she
looked like. The cabin was the same as the other adobe structures in the
valley, but it was larger and pleasantly located rather high up in a grove
of cottonwoods. In the windows and upon the porch were evidencesof a
woman's hand. Through the open door Duane caught a glimpse of bright
Mexican blankets and rugs.

Euchre knocked upon the side of the door.

"Is that you, Euchre?" asked a girl's voice, low, hesitatingly. The tone
of it, rather deep and with a note of fear, struck Duane. He wondered
what she would be like.

"Yes, it's me, Jennie. Where's Mrs. Bland?" answered Euchre.

"She went over to Deger's. There's somebody sick," replied the girl.

Euchre turned and whispered something about luck. The snap of the
outlaw's eyes was added significance to Duane.

"Jennie,come out or let us come in. Here's the young man | was tellin’
you about," Euchre said.

"Oh, I can't! | look soNsoN"

"Never mind how you look," interrupted the outlaw, in a whisper. "It
ain't no time to care fer thet. Here's young Duane. Jennie,he's no rustler,
no thief. He's different. Come out, Jennie, an' mebbe he'llN"

Euchre did not complete his sentence.He had spoken low, with his
glance shifting from side to side.

But what he said was sufficient to bring the girl quickly. Sheappeared
in the doorway with downcast eyesand a stain of red in her white cheek.
She had a pretty, sad face and bright hair.

"Don't be bashful, Jennie,"said Euchre. "You an' Duane have a chance
to talk a little. Now I'll go fetch Mrs. Bland, but | won't be hurryin'."

With that Euchre went away through the cottonwoods.

"I'm glad to meet you, MissNMiss Jennie,"said Duane. "Euchre didn't
mention your last name. He asked me to come over toN"
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Duane's attempt at pleasantry halted short when Jennie lifted her
lashesto look at him. Some kind of a shock went through Duane. Her
gray eyes were beautiful, but it had not been beauty that cut short his
speech.He seemedto seea tragic struggle between hope and doubt that
shonein her piercing gaze. Shekept looking, and Duane could not break
the silence. It was no ordinary moment.

"What did you come here for?" she asked, at last.

“To see you," replied Duane, glad to speak.

"Why?"

"WellNEuchre thoughtNhe wanted me to talk to you, cheeryou up a
bit," replied Duane, somewhat lamely. The earnest eyes embarrassed
him.

"Euchre's good. He's the only person in this awful place who's been
good to me. But he's afraid of Bland. He said you were different. Who
are you?"

Duane told her.

"You're not a robber or rustler or murderer or some bad man come
here to hide?"

“No, I'm not," replied Duane, trying to smile.

“Then why are you here?"

“I'm on the dodge. You know what that means. | got in a shooting-
scrape at home and had to run off. When it blows over | hope to go
back."

"But you can't be honest here?"

"Yes, | can."

"Oh, | know what these outlaws are. Yes, you're different.” She kept
the strained gaze upon him, but hope was kindling, and the hard lines of
her youthful face were softening.

Something sweet and warm stirred deep in Duane as he realized the
unfortunate girl was experiencing a birth of trust in him.

"O God! Maybe you're the man to save meNto take me away before
it's too later"

Duane's spirit leaped.

"Maybe | am," he replied, instantly.

She seemedto check a blind impulse to run into his arms. Her cheek
flamed, her lips quivered, her bosom swelled under her ragged dress.
Then the glow began to fade; doubt once more assailed her.

"It can't be. You're onlyNafter me, too, like BlandNlike all of them."

Duane's long arms went out and his hands clasped her shoulders. He
shook her.
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"Look at meNstraight in the eye. There are decent men. Haven't you a
fatherNa brother?"

"They're deadNkilled by raiders. We lived in Dimmit County. | was
carried away," Jenniereplied, hurriedly. She put up an appealing hand
to him. "Forgive me. | believeNl know you're good. It was onlyNI live
so much in fearNI'm half crazyNl've almost forgotten what good men
are like, Mister Duane, you'll help me?"

"Yes, Jennie, | will. Tell me how. What must | do? Have you any plan?"

"Oh no. But take me away."

“I'll' try," said Duane, simply. "That won't be easy,though. | must have
time to think. You must help me. There are many things to consider.
Horses, food, trails, and then the besttime to make the attempt. Are you
watchedNkept prisoner?"

“No. | could have run off lots of times. But | was afraid. I'd only have
fallen into worse hands. Euchre has told me that. Mrs. Bland beats me,
half starves me, but she has kept me from her husband and these other
dogs. She'sbeen as good asthat, and I'm grateful. Shehasn't done it for
love of me, though. Shealways hated me. And lately she'sgrowing jeal-
ous. There was' a man came here by the name of SpenceNso he called
himself. He tried to be kind to me. But she wouldn't let him. Shewas in
love with him. She'sa bad woman. Bland finally shot Spence,and that
ended that. She'sbeen jealous ever since. | hear her fighting with Bland
about me. Sheswears she'll kil me before he gets me. And Bland laughs
in her face. Then I've heard ChessAlloway try to persuade Bland to give
me to him. But Bland doesn't laugh then. Just lately before Bland went
away things almost cameto a head. | couldn't sleep.| wished Mrs. Bland
would kill me. I'll certainly kill myself if they ruin me. Duane, you must
be quick if you'd save me."

"l realize that," replied he, thoughtfully. "I think my difficulty will be
to fool Mrs. Bland. If she suspectedme she'd have the whole gang of out-
laws on me at once."

"She would that. You've got to be carefulNand quick."

"What kind of woman is she?" inquired Duane.

"She'sNshe's brazen. I've heard her with her lovers. They get drunk
sometimes when Bland's away. She'sgot a terrible temper. She'svain.
She likes flattery. Oh, you could fool her easy enough if you'd lower
yourself toNtoN"

"To make love to her?" interrupted Duane.

Jennie bravely turned shamed eyes to meet his.
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"My girl, I'd do worse than that to get you away from here," he said,
bluntly.

"ButNDuane," she faltered, and again she put out the appealing hand.
"Bland will kill you."

Duane made no reply to this. He was trying to still arising strange tu-
mult in his breast. The old emotionNthe rush of an instinct to killl He
turned cold all over.

"Chess Alloway will kill you if Bland doesn't," went on Jennie, with
her tragic eyes on Duane's.

"Maybe he will," replied Duane. It was difficult for him to force a
smile. But he achieved one.

"Oh, better take me off at once," she said. "Save me without risking so
muchNwithout making love to Mrs. Bland!"

"Surely, if | can. There! | see Euchre coming with a woman."

“That's her. Oh, she mustn't see me with you."

"WaitNa moment," whispered Duane, as Jennie slipped indoors.
"We've settled it. Don't forget. I'll find someway to get word to you, per-
haps through Euchre. Meanwhile keep up your courage. Remember I'll
saveyou somehow. We'll try strategy first. Whatever you seeor hear me
do, don't think less of meN"

Jennie checked him with a gesture and a wonderful gray flash of eyes.

"Il blessyou with every drop of blood in my heart," she whispered,
passionately.

It was only assheturned away into the room that Duane saw she was
lame and that she wore Mexican sandals over bare feet.

He sat down upon a bench on the porch and directed his attention to
the approaching couple. The trees of the grove were thick enough for
him to make reasonably sure that Mrs. Bland had not seenhim talking to
Jennie.When the outlaw's wife drew near Duane saw that she was a tall,
strong, full- bodied woman, rather good-looking with a fullblown, bold
attractiveness. Duane was more concerned with her expressionthan with
her good looks; and as she appeared unsuspicious he felt relieved. The
situation then took on a singular zest.

Euchre came up on the porch and awkwardly introduced Duane to
Mrs. Bland. Shewas young, probably not over twenty-five, and not quite
S0 prepossessing at close range. Her eyeswere large, rather prominent,
and brown in color. Her mouth, too, was large, with the lips full, and she
had white teeth.

Duane took her proffered hand and remarked frankly that he was glad
to meet her.

45



Mrs. Bland appeared pleased; and her laugh, which followed, was
loud and rather musical.

"Mr. DuaneNBuck Duane, Euchre said, didn't he?" she asked.

"Buckley," corrected Duane. "The nickname's not of my choosing."

“I'm certainly glad to meet you, Buckley Duane," she said, as she took
the seat Duane offered her. "Sorry to have been out. Kid Fuller's lying
over at Deger's. You know he was shot last night. He's got fever to-day.
When Bland's away | have to nurse all these shot-up boys, and it sure
takes my time. Have you been waiting here alone? Didn't seethat slat-
tern girl of mine?"

Shegave him a sharp glance. The woman had an extraordinary play of
feature, Duane thought, and unless she was smiling was not pretty at all.

“I've been alone,” replied Duane. "Haven't seen anybody but a sick-
looking girl with a bucket. And she ran when she saw me."

“That was Jen,"said Mrs. Bland. "She'sthe kid we keep here, and she
sure hardly pays her keep. Did Euchre tell you about her?"

"Now that I think of it, he did say something or other."”

"What did he tell you about me?" bluntly asked Mrs. Bland.

"Wal, Kate," replied Euchre, speaking for himself, "you needn't worry
none, for I told Buck nothin' but compliments."

Evidently the outlaw's wife liked Euchre, for her keen glance rested
with amusement upon him.

"As for Jen,l'll tell you her story some day," went on the woman. "It's a
common enough story along this river. Euchre here is a tender-hearted
old fool, and Jen has taken him in."

"Wal, seein'as you've got me figgered correct,” replied Euchre, dryly,
"Il go in an' talk to Jennie if | may."

"Certainly. Go ahead. Jencalls you her best friend," said Mrs. Bland,
amiably. "You're always fetching some Mexican stuff, and that's why, |
guess."

When Euchre had shuffled into the house Mrs. Bland turned to Duane
with curiosity and interest in her gaze.

"Bland told me about you."

"What did he say?" queried Duane, in pretended alarm.

"Oh, you needn't think he's done you dirt Bland's not that kind of a
man. He said: 'Kate, there's a young fellow in campNrode in here on the
dodge. He's no criminal, and he refused to join my band. Wish he would.
Slickesthand with a gun I've seenfor many aday! I'd like to seehim and
Chessmeet out there in the road.' Then Bland went on to tell how you
and Bosomer came together."
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"What did you say?" inquired Duane, as she paused.

"Me? Why, | asked him what you looked like," she replied, gayly.

"Well?" went on Duane.

"Magnificent chap, Bland said. Bigger than any man in the valley. Just
a great blue-eyed sunburned boy!"

"Humph!" exclaimed Duane. "I'm sorry he led you to expect somebody
worth seeing."

"But I'm not disappointed,” she returned, archly. "Duane, are you go-
ing to stay long here in camp?"

"Yes, till | run out of money and have to move. Why?"

Mrs. Bland's face underwent one of the singular changes. The smiles
and flushes and glances, all that had been coquettish about her, had lent
her a certain attractiveness, almost beauty and youth. But with some
powerful emotion she changed and instantly becamea woman of discon-
tent, Duane imagined, of deep, violent nature.

“I'll' tell you, Duane," she said, earnestly, "I'm sure glad if you mean to
bide here awhile. I'm a miserable woman, Duane. I'm an outlaw's wife,
and | hate him and the life | have to lead. | come of a good family in
Brownsville. | never knew Bland was an outlaw till long after he married
me. We were separated at times, and | imagined he was away on busi-
ness. But the truth came out. Bland shot my own cousin, who told me.
My family castme off, and | had to flee with Bland. | was only eighteen
then. I've lived here since. | never seea decent woman or man. | never
hear anything about my old home or folks or friends. I'm buried
hereNburied alive with a lot of thieves and murderers. Can you blame
me for being glad to seea young fellowNa gentlemanNlike the boys |
used to go with? | tell you it makes me feel fullNlI want to cry. I'm sick
for somebody to talk to. | have no children, thank God! If | had I'd not
stay here. I'm sick of this hole. I'm lonelyN"

There appeared to be no doubt about the truth of all this. Genuine
emotion checked, then halted the hurried speech. She broke down and
cried. It seemedstrange to Duane that an outlaw's wifeNand a woman
who fitted her consort and the wild nature of their surround-
ingsNshould have weakness enough to weep. Duane believed and pit-
ied her.

“I'm sorry for you," he said.

"Don't be SORRYfor me," she said. "That only makes me seetheNthe
difference between you and me. And don't pay any attention to what
these outlaws say about me. They're ignorant. They couldn't understand
me. You'll hear that Bland killed men who ran after me. But that's a lie.
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Bland, like all the other outlaws along this river, is always looking for
somebody to kil. He SWEARSnNot, but | don't believe him. He explains
that gunplay gravitates to men who are the real thingNthat it is pro-
voked by the four-flushes, the bad men. | don't know. All | know is that
somebody is being killed every other day. He hated Spence before
Spence ever saw me."

"Would Bland object if | called on you occasionally?" inquired Duane.

"No, he wouldn't. He likes me to have friends. Ask him yourself when
he comes back. The trouble has beenthat two or three of his men fell in
love with me, and when half drunk got to fighting. You're not going to
do that."

“I'm not going to get half drunk, that's certain," replied Duane.

He was surprised to seeher eyesdilate, then glow with fire. Before she
could reply Euchre returned to the porch, and that put an end to the
conversation.

Duane was content to let the matter rest there, and had little more to
say. Euchre and Mrs. Bland talked and joked, while Duane listened. He
tried to form some estimate of her character. Manifestly she had suffered
awrong, if not worse, at Bland's hands. Shewas bitter, morbid, overemo-
tional. If she was a liar, which seemed likely enough, she was a frank
one, and believed herself. She had no cunning. The thing which struck
Duane so forcibly was that she thirsted for respect. In that, better than in
her weakness of vanity, he thought he had discovered a trait through
which he could manage her.

Once, while he was revolving these thoughts, he happened to glance
into the house, and deep in the shadow of a corner he caught a pale
gleam of Jennie's face with great, staring eyes on him. She had been
watching him, listening to what he said. He saw from her expression that
she had realized what had been so hard for her to believe. Watching his
chance, he flashed a look at her; and then it seemedto him the changein
her face was wonderful.

Later, after he had left Mrs. Bland with a meaning "AdiosNmanana,"
and was walking along beside the old outlaw, he found himself thinking
of the girl instead of the woman, and of how he had seenher face blaze
with hope and gratitude.
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Chapter 7

That night Duane was not troubled by ghosts haunting his waking and
sleeping hours. He awoke feeling bright and eager, and grateful to Eu-
chre for having put something worth while into his mind. During break-
fast, however, he was unusually thoughtful, working over the idea of
how much or how little he would confide in the outlaw. He was aware of
Euchre's scrutiny.

"Wal," began the old man, at last, "how'd you make out with the kid?"

"Kid?" inquired Duane, tentatively.

"Jennie, | mean. What'd you An' she talk about?"

"We had a little chat. You know you wanted me to cheer her up."

Euchre sat with coffee-cup poised and narrow eyes studying Duane.

"Reckon you cheered her, all right. What I'm afeared of is mebbe you
done the job too well."

"How so?"

"Wal, when | went in to Jenlast night | thought shewas half crazy. She
was burstin' with excitement, an' the look in her eyes hurt me. She
wouldn't tell me adarn word you said. But she hung onto my hands, an’
showed every way without speakin' how she wanted to thank me fer
bringin' you over. Buck, it was plain to me thet you'd either gone the lim-
it or elseyou'd beenkinder prodigal of cheeran' hope. I'd hate to think
you'd led Jennie to hope more'n ever would come true."

Euchre paused, and, as there seemed no reply forthcoming, he went
on:

"Buck, I've seensome outlaws whose word was good. Mine is. You can
trust me. | trusted you, didn't I, takin' you over there an' puttin' you wise
to my tryin' to help thet poor kid?"

Thus enjoined by Euchre, Duane began to tell the conversations with
Jennie and Mrs. Bland word for word. Long before he had reached an
end Euchre set down the coffee-cup and began to stare, and at the con-
clusion of the story his face lost some of its red color and beads of sweat
stood out thickly on his brow.
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"Wal, if thet doesn't floor me!" he ejaculated, blinking at Duane.
"Young man, | figgered you was some swift, an' sure to make your mark
on this river; but | reckon | missed your real caliber. So thet's what it
meansto be a man! | guessl'd forgot. Wal, I'm old, an' even if my heart
was in the right place | never was built fer big stunts. Do you know what
it'll take to do all you promised Jen?"

"I haven't any idea," replied Duane, gravely.

"You'll have to pull the wool over Kate Bland's eyes, ant even if she
falls in love with you, which's shore likely, thet won't be easy. An' she'd
kill you in a minnit, Buck, if she ever got wise. You ain't mistaken her
none, are you?"

“"Not me, Euchre. She's a woman. I'd fear her more than any man."

"Wal, you'll have to kill Bland an' ChessAlloway an'Rugg, an' mebbe
some others, before you can ride off into the hills with thet girl."

"Why? Can't we plan to be nice to Mrs. Bland and then at an oppor-
tune time sneak off without any gun-play?"

"Don't seehow on earth," returned Euchre, earnestly. "When Bland's
away he leaves all kinds of spies an' scouts watchin' the valley trails.
They've all got rifles. You couldn't git by them.

But when the bossis home there's a difference. Only, of course, him
an' Chesskeep their eyes peeled. They both stay to home pretty much,
exceptwhen they're playin' monte or poker over at Benson's.Sol say the
best bet is to pick out a good time in the afternoon, drift over careless-
like with a couple of hosses,choke Mrs. Bland or knock her on the head,
take Jenniewith you, an' make a rush to git out of the valley. If you had
luck you might pull thet stunt without throwin' a gun. But | reckon the
best figgerin' would include dodgin' some lead an' leavin' at least Bland
or Alloway dead behind you. I'm figgerin', of course, thet when they
come home an' find out you're visitin' Kate frequent they'll jest naturally
look fer results. Chessdon't like you, fer no reasonexceptyou're swift on
the drawNmebbe swifter 'n him. Thet's the hell of this gun-play busi-
ness.No one can ever tell who's the swifter of two gunmen till they meet.
Thet fact holds a fascination mebbe you'll learn some day. Bland would
treat you civil onlessthere was reasonnot to, an' then | don't believe he'd
invite himself to a meetin' with you. He'd set Chessor Rugg to put you
out of the way. Still Bland's no coward, an' if you came acrosshim at a
bad moment you'd have to be quicker 'n you was with Bosomer."

"All right. I'll meet what comes,"said Duane, quickly. "The great point
Is to have horsesready and pick the right moment, then rush the trick
through.”
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"Thet's the ONLY chance fer success. An' you can't do it alone."

“I'll have to. | wouldn't ask you to help me. Leave you behind!"

"Wal, I'll take my chances,"replied Euchre, gruffly. "I'm goin' to help
Jennie,you can gamble your last peso on thet. There's only four men in
this camp who would shoot meNBland, an' his right-hand pards, an'
thet rabbit-faced Benson. If you happened to put out Bland and Chess,
I'd stand a good show with the other two. Anyway, I'm old an’'
tiredNwhat's the difference if | do git plugged? | can risk as much as
you, Buck, even if | am afraid of gun-play. You said correct, 'Hosses
ready, the right minnit, then rush the trick." Thet much 's settled. Now
let's figger all the little details."

They talked and planned, though in truth it was Euchre who planned,
Duane who listened and agreed. While awaiting the return of Bland and
his lieutenants it would be well for Duane to grow friendly with the oth-
er outlaws, to sit in a few games of monte, or show a willingness to
spend a little money. The two schemerswere to call upon Mrs. Bland
every dayNEuchre to carry messagesof cheer and warning to Jennie,
Duane to blind the elder woman at any cost. Thesepreliminaries decided
upon, they proceeded to put them into action.

No hard task was it to win the friendship of the most of those good-
natured outlaws. They were used to men of a better order than theirs
coming to the hidden camps and sooner or later sinking to their lower
level. Besides,with them everything was easy come, easy go. That was
why life itself went on so carelesslyand usually ended so cheaply. There
were men among them, however, that made Duane feel that terrible in-
explicable wrath rise in his breast. He could not bear to be near them. He
could not trust himself. He felt that any instant a word, a deed,
something might call too deeply to that instinct he could no longer con-
trol. Jackrabbit Bensonwas one of these men. Becauseof him and other
outlaws of his ilk Duane could scarcely ever forget the reality of things.
This was a hidden valley, a robbers' den, a rendezvous for murderers, a
wild place stained red by deeds of wild men. And becauseof that there
was always a charged atmosphere. The merriest, idlest, most careless
moment might in the flash of an eye end in ruthless and tragic action. In
an assemblageof desperate charactersit could not be otherwise. The ter-
rible thing that Duane sensedwas this. The valley was beautiful, sunny,
fragrant, a place to dream in; the mountaintops were always blue or gold
rimmed, the yellow river slid slowly and majestically by, the birds sang
in the cottonwoods, the horsesgrazed and pranced, children played and
women longed for love, freedom, happiness; the outlaws rode in and
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out, free with money and speech;they lived comfortably in their adobe
homes, smoked, gambled, talked, laughed, whiled away the idle
hoursNand all the time life there was wrong, and the simplest moment
might be precipitated by that evil into the most awful of contrasts. Duane
felt rather than saw a dark, brooding shadow over the valley.

Then, without any solicitation or encouragement from Duane, the
Bland woman fell passionately in love with him. His consciencewas nev-
er troubled about the beginning of that affair. She launched herself. It
took no great perspicuity on his part to seethat. And the thing which
evidently held her in checkwas the newness,the strangeness,and for the
moment the all-satisfying fact of his respectfor her. Duane exerted him-
self to please,to amuse, to interest, to fascinate her, and always with de-
ference. That was his strong point, and it had made his part easy so far.
He believed he could carry the whole schemethrough without involving
himself any deeper.

He was playing at a game of loveNplaying with life and deaths Some-
times he trembled, not that he feared Bland or Alloway or any other
man, but at the deeps of life he had come to seeinto. He was carried out
of his old mood. Not once since this daring motive had stirred him had
he been haunted by the phantom of Bain beside his bed. Rather had he
been haunted by Jennie'ssad face, her wistful smile, her eyes. He never
was able to speak a word to her. What little communication he had with
her was through Euchre, who carried short messages.But he caught
glimpses of her every time he went to the Bland house. She contrived
somehow to pass door or window, to give him a look when chance af-
forded. And Duane discovered with surprise that these moments were
more thrilling to him than any with Mrs. Bland. Often Duane knew Jen-
nie was sitting just inside the window, and then he felt inspired in his
talk, and it was all made for her. Soat least she cameto know him while
asyet shewas almost a stranger. Jenniehad beeninstructed by Euchre to
listen, to understand that this was Duane's only chanceto help keep her
mind from constant worry, to gather the import of every word which
had a double meaning.

Euchre said that the girl had begun to wither under the strain, to burn
up with intense hope which had flamed within her. But all the difference
Duane could seewas a paler face and darker, more wonderful eyes.The
eyes seemed to be entreating him to hurry, that time was flying, that
soon it might be too late. Then there was another meaning in them, a
light, a strange fire wholly inexplicable to Duane. It was only a flash
gone in an instant. But he remembered it becausehe had never seenit in
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any other woman's eyes. And all through those waiting days he knew
that Jennie'sface, and especially the warm, fleeting glance she gave him,
was responsible for a subtle and gradual changein him. This change he
fancied, was only that through remembrance of her he got rid of his pale,
sickening ghosts.

One day a carelessMexican threw a lighted cigarette up into the brush
matting that served as a ceiling for Benson'sden, and there was a fire
which left little more than the adobe walls standing. The result was that
while repairs were being made there was no gambling and drinking.
Time hung very heavily on the hands of some two-score outlaws. Days
passed by without a brawl, and Bland's valley saw more successive
hours of peacethan ever before. Duane, however, found the hours any-
thing but empty. He spent more time at Mrs. Bland's; he walked miles on
all the trails leading out of the valley; he had a care for the condition of
his two horses.

Upon his return from the latest of these tramps Euchre suggested that
they go down to the river to the boat-landing.

"Ferry couldn't run ashore this mornin'," said Euchre. "River gettin'
low an' sand-bars makin' it hard fer hosses.There's a greaser freight-
wagon stuck in the mud. | reckon we might hear news from the freight-
ers. Bland's supposed to be in Mexico."

Nearly all the outlaws in camp were assembled on the riverbank,
lolling in the shade of the cottonwoods. The heat was oppressive. Not an
outlaw offered to help the freighters, who were trying to dig a heavily
freighted wagon out of the quicksand. Few outlaws would work for
themselves, let alone for the despised Mexicans.

Duane and Euchre joined the lazy group and satdown with them. Eu-
chre lighted a black pipe, and, drawing his hat over his eyes,lay back in
comfort after the manner of the majority of the outlaws. But Duane was
alert, observing, thoughtful. He never missed anything. It was his belief
that any moment an idle word might be of benefit to him. Moreover,
these rough men were always interesting.

"Bland's been chased across the river," said one.

"New, he's deliverin' cattle to thet Cuban ship," replied another.

"Big deal on, hey?"

"Some big. Rugg says the boss hed an order fer fifteen thousand."

"Say, that order'll take a year to fill."

"New. Hardin is in cahoots with Bland. Between 'em they'll fill orders
bigger 'n thet."

"Wondered what Hardin was rustlin' in here fer."

53



Duane could not possibly attend to all the conversation among the
outlaws. He endeavored to get the drift of talk nearest to him.

"Kid Fuller's goin' to cash," said a sandy-whiskered little outlaw.

"SoJim was tellin' me. Blood-poison, ain't it? Thet hole wasn't bad. But
he took the fever,"” rejoined a comrade.

"Deger says the Kid might pull through if he hed nursin'."

"Wal, Kate Bland ain't nursin' any shot-up boys these days. She hasn't
got time."

A laugh followed this sally; then came a penetrating silence. Some of
the outlaws glanced good-naturedly at Duane. They bore him no ill will.
Manifestly they were aware of Mrs. Bland's infatuation.

"Pete, 'pears to me you've said thet before."

"Shore. Wal, it's happened before."

This remark drew louder laughter and more significant glances at
Duane. He did not choose to ignore them any longer.

"Boys, poke all the fun you like at me, but don't mention any lady's
name again. My hand is nervous and itchy these days."

He smiled as he spoke, and his speechwas drawled; but the good hu-
mor in no wise weakened it. Then his latter remark was significant to a
classof men who from inclination and necessity practiced at gun-draw-
ing until they wore callous and sore places on their thumbs and incul-
cated in the very deeps of their nervous organization a habit that made
even the simplest and most innocent motion of the hand end at or near
the hip. There was something remarkable about a gun-fighter's hand. It
never seemedto be gloved, never to be injured, never out of sight or in
an awkward position.

There were grizzled outlaws in that group, some of whom had many
notches on their gun-handles, and they, with their comrades, accorded
Duane silence that carried conviction of the regard in which he was held.

Duane could not recall any other instance where he had let fall a famil-
lar speechto these men, and certainly he had never before hinted of his
possibilities. He saw instantly that he could not have done better.

"Orful hot, ain't it?" remarked Bill Black, presently. Bill could not keep
quiet for long. He was a typical Texas desperado, had never been any-
thing else.He was stoop-shouldered and bow-legged from much riding;
awiry little man, all muscle, with a square head, a hard face partly black
from scrubby beard and red from sun, and a bright, roving, cruel eye.
His shirt was open at the neck, showing a grizzled breast.

"Is there any guy in this heah outfit sport enough to go swimmin'?" he
asked.
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"My Gawd, Bill, you ain't agoin' to wash!" exclaimed a comrade.

This raised a laugh in which Black joined. But no one seemedeagerto
join him in a bath.

"Laziest outfit | ever rustled with,” went on Bill, discontentedly.
“Nuthin' to do! Say, if nobody wants to swim maybe some of you'll
gamble?"

He produced a dirty pack of cards and waved them at the motionless
crowd.

"Bill, you're too good at cards," replied a lanky outlaw.

"Now, Jasper,you say thet powerful sweet, an' you look sweet, er |
might take it to heart," replied Black, with a sudden change of tone.

Here it was againNthat upflashing passion. What Jasper saw fit to
reply would mollify the outlaw or it would not. There was an even
balance.

"No offense, BIll," said Jasper, placidly, without moving.

Bill grunted and forgot Jasper.But he seemedrestlessand dissatisfied.
Duane knew him to be an inveterate gambler. And asBenson'splace was
out of running-order, Black was like a fish on dry land.

"Wal, if you-all are afraid of the cairds, what will you bet on?" he
asked, in disgust.

"Bill, I'll play you a game of mumbly peg fer two bits." replied one.

Black eagerly accepted.Betting to him was a serious matter. The game
obsessedhim, not the stakes. He entered into the mumbly peg contest
with a thoughtful mien and a corded brow. He won. Other comrades
tried their luck with him and lost. Finally, when Bill had exhausted their
supply of two-bit pieces or their desire for that particular game, he
offered to bet on anything.

"Seethet turtle-dove there?"he said, pointing. "I'll bet he'll scareat one
stone or he won't. Five pesos he'll fly or he won't fly when some one
chucks a stone. Who'll take me up?"

That appeared to be more than the gambling spirit of several outlaws
could withstand.

"Take thet. Easy money," said one.

"Who's goin' to chuck the stone?" asked another.

"Anybody," replied Bill.

"Wal, I'll bet you | can scare him with one stone," said the first outlaw.

"We're in on thet, Jim to fire the darnick," chimed in the others.

The money was put up, the stone thrown. The turtle-dove took flight,
to the great joy of all the outlaws except Bill.
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“I'l' bet you-all he'll come back to thet tree inside of five minnits," he
offered, imperturbably.

Hereupon the outlaws did not show any laziness in their alacrity to
cover Bill's money as it lay on the grass. Somebody had a watch, and
they all satdown, dividing attention between the timepiece and the tree.
The minutes dragged by to the accompaniment of various jocular re-
marks anent a fool and his money. When four and three-quarter minutes
had passed a turtle-dove alighted in the cottonwood. Then ensued an
impressive silence while Bill calmly pocketed the fifty dollars.

"But it hadn't the same dove!" exclaimed one outlaw, excitedly. "This
'n'is smaller, dustier, not so purple.”

Bill eyed the speaker loftily.

"Wal, you'll have to ketch the other one to prove thet. Sabe,pard? Now
I'll bet any gent heah the fifty | won thet | can scarethet dove with one
stone."

No one offered to take his wager.

"Wal, then, I'll bet any of you even money thet you CAN'T scare him
with one stone."

Not proof against this chance,the outlaws made up a purse, in no wise
disconcerted by Bill's contemptuous allusions to their banding together.
The stone was thrown. The dove did not fly. Thereafter, in regard to that
bird, Bill was unable to coax or scorn his comrades into any kind of
wager.

He tried them with a multiplicity of offers, and in vain. Then he ap-
peared at a loss for some unusual and seductive wager. Presently a little
ragged Mexican boy camealong the river trail, a particularly starved and
poor-looking little fellow. Bill called to him and gave him a handful of
silver coins. Speechless, dazed, he went his way hugging the money.

"Il bet he drops some before he gits to the road," declared Bill. "I'll bet
he runs. Hurry, you four-flush gamblers."

Bill failed to interest any of his companions, and forthwith becamesul-
len and silent. Strangely his good humor departed in spite of the fact that
he had won considerable.

Duane, watching the disgruntled outlaw, marveled at him and
wondered what was in his mind. These men were more variable than
children, as unstable as water, as dangerous as dynamite.

"Bill, I'll bet you ten you can't spill whatever's in the bucket thet peon's
packin'," said the outlaw called Jim.

Black's head came up with the action of a hawk about to swoop.
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Duane glanced from Black to the road, where he saw a crippled peon
carrying atin bucket toward the river. This peon was a half-witted Indi-
an who lived in a shack and did odd jobs for the Mexicans. Duane had
met him often.

"Jim, I'll take you up," replied Black.

Something, perhaps a harshnessin his voice, caused Duane to whirl.
He caught a leaping gleam in the outlaw's eye.

"Aw, Bill, thet's too fur a shot," said Jasper,asBlack rested an elbow on
his knee and sighted over the long, heavy Colt. The distance to the peon
was about fifty paces,too far for even the most expert shot to hit a mov-
ing object so small as a bucket.

Duane, marvelously keen in the alignment of sights, was positive that
Black held too high. Another look at the hard face, now tense and dark
with blood, confirmed Duane's suspicion that the outlaw was not aiming
at the bucket at all. Duane leaped and struck the leveled gun out of his
hand. Another outlaw picked it up.

Black fell back astounded. Deprived of his weapon, he did not seem
the same man, or else he was cowed by Duane's significant and formid-
able front. Sullenly he turned away without even asking for his gun.
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Chapter 8

What a contrast, Duane thought, the evening of that day presented to the
state of his soul!

The sunset lingered in golden glory over the distant Mexican moun-
tains; twilight came slowly; a faint breeze blew from the river cool and
sweet; the late cooing of a dove and the tinkle of a cowbell were the only
sounds; a serene and tranquil peace lay over the valley.

Inside Duane's body there was strife. This third facing of a desperate
man had thrown him off his balance. It had not been fatal, but it
threatened so much. The better side of his nature seemedto urge him to
die rather than to go on fighting or opposing ignorant, unfortunate, sav-
age men. But the perversity of him was so great that it dwarfed reason,
conscience.He could not resist it. He felt something dying in him. He
suffered. Hope seemedfar away. Despair had seized upon him and was
driving him into a reckless mood when he thought of Jennie.

He had forgotten her. He had forgotten that he had promised to save
her. He had forgotten that he meant to snuff out as many lives as might
stand between her and freedom. The very remembrance sheered off his
morbid introspection. She made a difference. How strange for him to
realize that! He felt grateful to her. He had been forced into outlawry;
she had beenstolen from her people and carried into captivity. They had
met in the river fastness,he to instil hope into her despairing life, sheto
be the means, perhaps, of keeping him from sinking to the level of her
captors. He became conscious of a strong and beating desire to seeher,
talk with her.

These thoughts had run through his mind while on his way to Mrs.
Bland's house. He had let Euchre go on ahead becausehe wanted more
time to compose himself. Darkness had about setin when he reached his
destination. There was no light in the house. Mrs. Bland was waiting for
him on the porch.

She embraced him, and the sudden, violent, unfamiliar contact sent
such a shock through him that he all but forgot the deep game he was
playing. She, however, in her agitation did not notice his shrinking.
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From her embrace and the tender, incoherent words that flowed with it
he gathered that Euchre had acquainted her of his action with Black.

"He might have killed your" shewhispered, more clearly; and if Duane
had ever heard love in avoice he heard it then. It softened him. After all,
shewas a woman, weak, fated through her nature, unfortunate in her ex-
perience of life, doomed to unhappiness and tragedy. He met her ad-
vance so far that he returned the embrace and kissed her. Emotion such
as she showed would have made any woman sweet, and she had a cer-
tain charm. It was easy, even pleasant, to kiss her; but Duane resolved
that, whatever her abandonment might become,he would not go further
than the lie she made him act.

"Buck, you love me?" she whispered.

"YesNyes," he burst out, eagerto get it over, and even as he spoke he
caught the pale gleam of Jennie's face through the window. He felt a
shame he was glad she could not see.Did she remember that she had
promised not to misunderstand any action of his? What did she think of
him, seeinghim out there in the dusk with this bold woman in his arms?
Somehow that dim sight of Jennie'spale face, the big dark eyes,thrilled
him, inspired him to his hard task of the present.

“Listen, dear," he said to the woman, and he meant his words for the
girl. "I'm going to take you away from this outlaw den if | have to Kill
Bland, Alloway, RuggNanybody who stands in my path. You were
dragged here. You are goodNI know it. There's happiness for you some-
whereNa home among good people who will care for you. Just wait
tilIN"

His voice trailed off and failed from excessof emotion. Kate Bland
closed her eyes and leaned her head on his breast. Duane felt her heart
beat against his, and consciencesmote him a keen blow. If sheloved him
so much! But memory and understanding of her character hardened him
again, and he gave her such commiseration as was due her sex, and no
more.

"Boy, that's good of you," shewhispered, "but it's too late. I'm done for.
| can't leave Bland. All | ask is that you love me a little and stop your
gun-throwing."

The moon had risen over the easternbulge of dark mountain, and now
the valley was flooded with mellow light, and shadows of cottonwoods
wavered against the silver.

Suddenly the clip-clop, clip-clop of hoofs caused Duane to raise his
head and listen. Horses were coming down the road from the head of the
valley. The hour was unusual for riders to comein. Presently the narrow,
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moonlit lane was crossed at its far end by black moving objects. Two
horses Duane discerned.

“It's Bland!" whispered the woman, grasping Duane with shaking
hands. "You must run! No, he'd seeyou. That 'd be worse. It's Bland! |
know his horse's trot."

"But you said he wouldn't mind my calling here," protested Duane.
"Euchre's with me. It'll be all right."

"Maybe so," she replied, with visible effort at self-control. Manifestly
she had a great fear of Bland. "If | could only think!"

Then she dragged Duane to the door, pushed him in.

"Euchre, come out with me! Duane, you stay with the girl! I'll tell
Bland you're in love with her. Jen,if you give us away I'll wring your
neck."

The swift action and fierce whisper told Duane that Mrs. Bland was
herself again. Duane stepped close to Jennie,who stood near the win-
dow. Neither spoke, but her hands were outstretched to meet his own.
They were small, trembling hands, cold asice. He held them close, trying
to convey what he feltNthat he would protect her. She leaned against
him, and they looked out of the window. Duane felt calm and sure of
himself. His most pronounced feeling besidesthat for the frightened girl
was a curiosity asto how Mrs. Bland would rise to the occasion.He saw
the riders dismount down the lane and wearily come forward. A boy led
away the horses. Euchre, the old fox, was talking loud and with remark-
able ease, considering what he claimed was his natural cowardice.

"Nthat was way back in the sixties, about the time of the war," he was
saying. "Rustlin' cattle wasn't nuthin' then to what it is now. An' times is
rougher these days. This gun-throwin' has come to be a disease. Men
have an itch for the draw same asthey used to have fer poker. The only
real gambler outside of greaserswe ever had here was Bill, an' | presume
Bill is burnin' now."

The approaching outlaws, hearing voices, halted a rod or so from the
porch. Then Mrs. Bland uttered an exclamation, ostensibly meant to ex-
press surprise, and hurried out to meet them. She greeted her husband
warmly and gave welcome to the other man. Duane could not seewell
enough in the shadow to recognize Bland's companion, but he believed it
was Alloway.

"Dog-tired we are and starved,” said Bland, heavily. "Who's here with
you?"

“That's Euchre on the porch. Duane is inside at the window with Jen,"
replied Mrs. Bland.
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"Duane!" he exclaimed. Then he whispered lowNsomething Duane
could not catch.

"Why, | asked him to come," said the chief's wife. Shespoke easily and
naturally and made no change in tone. "Jen has been ailing. She gets
thinner and whiter every day. Duane came here one day with Euchre,
saw Jen,and went loony over her pretty face,sameasall you men. Sol
let him come."

Bland cursed low and deep under his breath. The other man made a
violent action of some kind and apparently was quieted by a restraining
hand.

"Kate, you let Duane make love to Jennie?" queried Bland,
incredulously.

"Yes, | did," replied the wife, stubbornly. "Why not? Jen'sin love with
him. If he takes her away and marries her she can be a decent woman."

Bland kept silent a moment, then his laugh pealed out loud and harsh.

"Chess, did you get that? Well, by God! what do you think of my
wife?"

"She'slyin' or she'scrazy," replied Alloway, and his voice carried an
unpleasant ring.

Mrs. Bland promptly and indignantly told her husband's lieutenant to
keep his mouth shut.

"Ho, ho, ho!" rolled out Bland's laugh.

Then he led the way to the porch, his spurs clinking, the weapons he
was carrying rattling, and he flopped down on a bench.

"How are you, boss?" asked Euchre.

"Hello, old man. I'm well, but all in."

Alloway slowly walked on to the porch and leaned against the rail. He
answered Euchre's greeting with a nod. Then he stood there a dark, si-
lent figure.

Mrs. Bland's full voice in eagerquestioning had a tendency to easethe
situation. Bland replied briefly to her, reporting a remarkably successful
trip.

Duane thought it time to show himself. He had a feeling that Bland
and Alloway would let him go for the moment. They were plainly non-
plussed, and Alloway seemed sullen, brooding. "Jennie," whispered
Duane, "that was clever of Mrs. Bland. We'll keep up the deception. Any
day now be ready!"

She pressed close to him, and a barely audible "Hurry!" came breath-
ing into his ear.

"Good night, Jennie," he said, aloud. "Hope you feel better to-morrow."
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Then he stepped out into the moonlight and spoke. Bland returned the
greeting, and, though he was not amiable, he did not show resentment.

"Met Jasperas| rode in," said Bland, presently. "He told me you made
Bill Black mad, and there's liable to be a fight. What did you go off the
handle about?"

Duane explained the incident. "I'm sorry | happened to be there," he
went on. "It wasn't my business."

"Scurvy trick that 'd been," muttered Bland. "You did right. All the
same, Duane, | want you to stop quarreling with my men. If you were
one of usNthat'd be different. | can't keep my men from fighting. But I'm
not called on to let an outsider hang around my camp and plug my
rustlers."

"l guess I'll have to be hitting the trail for somewhere," said Duane.

"Why not join my band? You've got a bad start already, Duane, and if |
know this border you'll never be a respectable citizen again. You're a
born killer. | know every bad man on this frontier. More than one of
them have told me that something exploded in their brain, and when
sense came back there lay another dead man. It's not so with me. I've
done a little shooting, too, but | never wanted to kill another man just to
rid myself of the last one. My dead men don't sit on my chest at night.
That's the gun-fighter's trouble. He's crazy. He has to kil a new
manNhe's driven to it to forget the last one."

"But I'm no gun-fighter,"” protested Duane. "Circumstances made
meN"

“No doubt,” interrupted Bland, with alaugh. "Circumstances made me
a rustler. You don't know yourself. You're young; you've got a temper;
your father was one of the most dangerous men Texasever had. | don't
seeany other career for you. Instead of going it aloneNa lone wolf, as
the Texans sayNwhy not make friends with other outlaws? You'll live
longer."

Euchre squirmed in his seat.

"Boss, I've been givin' the boy egzactly thet same line of talk. Thet's
why | took him in to bunk with me. If he makes pards among us there
won't be any more trouble. An' he'd be a grand feller fer the gang. I've
seen Wild Bill Hickok throw a gun, an' Billy the Kid, an' Hardin, an'
Chess hereNall the fastest men on the border. An' with apologies to
present company, I'm here to say Duane hasthem all skinned. His draw
Is different. You can't see how he does it."
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Euchre's admiring praise served to create an effective little silence. Al-
loway shifted uneasily on his feet, his spurs jangling faintly, and did not
lift his head. Bland seemed thoughtful.

“That's about the only qualification | have to make me eligible for your
band," said Duane, easily.

“It's good enough," replied Bland, shortly. "Will you consider the
idea?"

“I'll think it over. Good night."

He left the group, followed by Euchre. When they reached the end of
the lane, and before they had exchanged a word, Bland called Euchre
back. Duane proceeded slowly along the moonlit road to the cabin and
sat down under the cottonwoods to wait for Euchre. The night was in-
tense and quiet, alow hum of insects giving the effect of a congestion of
life. The beauty of the soaring moon, the ebony canons of shadow under
the mountain, the melancholy serenity of the perfect night, made Duane
shudder in the realization of how far aloof he now was from enjoyment
of these things. Never again so long as he lived could he be natural. His
mind was clouded. His eye and ear henceforth must register impressions
of nature, but the joy of them had fled.

Still, as he satthere with a foreboding of more and darker work ahead
of him there was yet a strange sweetnessleft to him, and it lay in thought
of Jennie.The pressure of her cold little hands lingered in his. He did not
think of her asawoman, and he did not analyze his feelings. He just had
vague, dreamy thoughts and imaginations that were interspersed in the
constant and stern revolving of plans to save her.

A shuffling step roused him. Euchre's dark figure came crossing the
moonlit grass under the cottonwoods. The moment the outlaw reached
him Duane saw that he was laboring under great excitement. It scarcely
affected Duane. He seemed to be acquiring patience, calmness, strength.

"Bland kept you pretty long," he said.

"Wait till | git my breath," replied Euchre. He sat silent a little while,
fanning himself with a sombrero, though the night was cool, and then he
went into the cabin to return presently with a lighted pipe.

"Fine night,” he said; and his tone further acquainted Duane with
Euchre's quaint humor. "Fine night for love-affairs, by gum!"

"I'd noticed that," rejoined Duane, dryly.

"Wal, I'm a son of a gun if | didn't stand an' watch Bland choke his
wife till her tongue stuck out an' she got black in the face."

"No!" ejaculated Duane.
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"Hope to die if | didn't. Buck, listen to this here yarn. When | got back
to the porch | seenBland was wakin' up. He'd beentoo fagged out to fig-
ger much. Alloway an' Kate had gone in the house, where they lit up the
lamps. | heard Kate's high voice, but Alloway never chirped. He's not the
talkin' kind, an' he's damn dangerous when he's thet way. Bland asked
me some questions right from the shoulder. | was ready for them, an' |
swore the moon was green cheese.He was satisfied. Bland always trus-
ted me, an' liked me, too, | reckon. | hated to lie black thet way. But he'sa
hard man with bad intentions toward Jennie,an' I'd double-cross him
any day.

“Then we went into the house. Jennie had gone to her little room, an’
Bland called her to come out. She said she was undressin'. An' he
ordered her to put her clothes back on. Then, Buck, his next move was
some surprisin'. He deliberately thronged a gun on Kate. Yes sir, he
pointed his big blue Colt right at her, an' he says:

“I've a mind to blow out your brains.’

"'Go ahead," says Kate, cool as could be.

"You lied to me,' he roars.

"Kate laughed in his face. Bland slammed the gun down an' made a
grab fer her. Shefought him, but wasn't a match fer him, an' he got her
by the throat. He choked her till | thought she was strangled. Alloway
made him stop. She flopped down on the bed an' gasped fer a while.
When she come to them hardshelled cusseswent after her, trying to
make her give herself away. | think Bland was jealous. He suspected
she'd got thick with you an' was foolin' him. | reckon thet's a sore feelin'
fer aman to haveNto guesspretty nice, but not to BE sure. Bland gave it
up after a while. An' then he cussedan' raved at her. One sayin' of his is
worth pinnin' in your sombrero: 'It ain't nuthin' to kill a man. | don't
need much fer thet. But | want to KNOW, you hussy!'

“Then he went in an' dragged poor Jenout. She'd had time to dress. He
was so mad he hurt her soreleg. You know Jengot thet injury fightin' off
one of them devils in the dark. An' when | seenBland twist herNhurt
herNl had a queer hot feelin' deep down in me, an' fer the only time in
my life | wished | was a gun-fighter.

"Wal, Jenamazed me. Shewas whiter'n a sheet,an' her eyeswere big
and stary, but she had nerve. Fust time | ever seen her show any.

"Jennie,'he said, 'my wife said Duane came here to seeyou. | believe
she'slyin'. | think she'sbeen carryin’' on with him, an' | want to KNOW.
If she'sbeen an' you tell me the truth I'll let you go. I'll send you out to
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Huntsville, where you can communicate with your friends. I'll give you
money.’

"Thet must hev been a hell of a minnit fer Kate Bland. If evet | seen
death in a man's eye | seenit in Bland's. He loves her. Thet's the strange
part of it.

"'Has Duane been comin' here to see my wife?' Bland asked, fierce-like.

"No,' said Jennie.

"He's been after you?'

"Yes.'

"He has fallen in love with you? Kate said thet.'

"INI'm notNI don't knowNhe hasn't told me.'

"But you're in love with him?'

"Yes,' she said; an', Buck, if you only could have seen her! She
thronged up her head, an' her eyeswere full of fire. Bland seemeddazed
at sight of her. An' Alloway, why, thet little skunk of an outlaw cried
right out. He was hit plumb center. He's in love with Jen.An' the look of
her then was enough to make any feller quit. He jest slunk out of the
room. | told you, mebbe, thet he'd beentryin' to git Bland to marry Jento
him. So even a tough like Alloway can love a woman!

"Bland stamped up an' down the room. He sure was dyin' hard.

"Jennie,' he said, once more turnin' to her. 'You swear in fear of your
life thet you're tellin' truth. Kate's not in love with Duane? She'slet him
come to see you? There's been nuthin' between them?'

“No. | swear,' answered Jennie; an' Bland sat down like a man licked.

"Go to bed, you white-facedN' Bland choked on some word or oth-
erNa bad one, | reckonNan' he positively shook in his chair.

"Jennie went then, an' Kate began to have hysterics. An' your Uncle
Euchre ducked his nut out of the door an' come home."

Duane did not have a word to say at the end of Euchre's long har-
angue. He experiencedrelief. As a matter of fact, he had expected a good
deal worse. He thrilled at the thought of Jennieperjuring herself to save
that abandoned woman. What mysteries these feminine creatures were!

"Wal, there's where our little deal stands now," resumed Euchre, med-
itatively. "You know, Buck, aswell as me thet if you'd been some feller
who hadn't shown he was a wonder with a gun you'd now be full of
lead. If you'd happen to kill Bland an' Alloway, | reckon you'd be as safe
on this here border as you would in Santone. Such is gun fame in this
land of the draw."
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Chapter 9

Both men were awake early, silent with the premonition of trouble
ahead, thoughtful of the fact that the time for the long-planned action
was at hand. It was remarkable that a man asloquacious as Euchre could
hold his tongue so long; and this was significant of the deadly nature of
the intended deed. During breakfast he said a few words customary in
the service of food. At the conclusion of the meal he seemedto come to
an end of deliberation.

"Buck, the sooner the better now," he declared, with a glint in his eye.
“The more time we use up now the less surprised Bland'll be."

“I'm ready when you are,"replied Duane, quietly, and he rose from the
table.

"Wal, saddle up, then,” went on Euchre, gruffly. "Tie on them two
packs | made, one fer eachsaddle. You can't tellNmebbe either hoss will
be carryin' double. It's good they're both big, strong hosses.Guess thet
wasn't a wise move of your Uncle Euchre'sNbringin' in your hossesan'
havin' them ready?"

"Euchre, | hope you're not going to getin bad here. I'm afraid you are.
Let me do the rest now," said Duane.

The old outlaw eyed him sarcastically.

“Thet 'd be turrible now, wouldn't it? If you want to know, why, I'm in
bad already. | didn't tell you thet Alloway called me last night. He's get-
tin' wise pretty quick."

"Euchre, you're going with me?" queried Duane, suddenly divining
the truth. '

"Wal, | reckon. Either to hell or safe over the mountain! | wisht | was a
gun-fighter. | hate to leave here without takin' a peg at Jackrabbit Ben-
son. Now, Buck, you do some hard figgerin' while | go nosin' round. It's
pretty early, which 's all the better."

Euchre put on his sombrero, and as he went out Duane saw that he
wore a gun-and-cartridge belt. It was the first time Duane had ever seen
the outlaw armed.
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Duane packed his few belongings into his saddlebags, and then car-
ried the saddles out to the corral. An abundance of alfalfa in the corral
showed that the horses had fared well. They had gotten almost fat dur-
ing his stay in the valley. He watered them, put on the saddles loosely
cinched, and then the bridles. His next move was to fill the two canvas
water-bottles. That done, he returned to the cabin to wait.

At the moment he felt no excitement or agitation of any kind. There
was no more thinking and planning to do. The hour had arrived, and he
was ready. He understood perfectly the desperate chanceshe must take.
His thoughts became confined to Euchre and the surprising loyalty and
goodnessin the hardened old outlaw. Time passed slowly. Duane kept
glancing at his watch. He hoped to start the thing and get away before
the outlaws were out of their beds. Finally he heard the shuffle of
Euchre's boots on the hard path. The sound was quicker than usual.

When Euchre came around the corner of the cabin Duane was not so
astounded as he was concerned to seethe outlaw white and shaking.
Sweat dripped from him. He had a wild look.

"Luck oursNso-fur, Buck!" he panted.

"You don't look it," replied Duane.

“I'm turrible sick. Jest killed a man. Fust one | ever killed!"

"Who?" asked Duane, startled.

"Jackrabbit Benson. An' sick as | am, I'm gloryin' in it. | went nosin'
round up the road. Saw Alloway goin' into Deger's. He's thick with the
Degers. Reckonhe'saskin' questions. Anyway, | was sure glad to seehim
away from Bland's. An' he didn't seeme. When | dropped into Benson's
there wasn't nobody there but Jackrabbit an' some greasers he was
startin' to work. Benson never had no use fer me. An' he up an' said he
wouldn't give a two-bit piece fer my life. | asked him why.

"You're double-crossin' the boss an' Chess,' he said.

"Jack, what 'd you give fer your own life?' | asked him.

"He straightened up surprised an' mean-lookin'. An' | let him have it,
plumb center! He wilted, an' the greasersrun. | reckon I'll never sleep
again. But | had to do it."

Duane asked if the shot had attracted any attention outside.

"l didn't seeanybody but the greasers,an' | sure looked sharp. Comin'
back | cut acrossthrough the cottonwoods past Bland's cabin. | meant to
keep out of sight, but somehow | had an idee | might find out if Bland
was awake yet. Sure enough | run plumb into Beppo, the boy who tends
Bland's hosses.Beppo likes me. An' when | inquired of his boss he said
Bland had been up all night fightin' with the Senora. An', Buck, here's
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how | figger. Bland couldn't let up last night. He was sore, an' he went
after Kate again, tryin' to wear her down. Jestas likely he might have
went after Jennie,with wuss intentions. Anyway, he an' Kate must have
had it hot an' heavy. We're pretty lucky."

"It seems so. Well, I'm going," said Duane, tersely.

"Lucky! | should smiler Bland's beenup all night after a most draggin’
ride home. He'll be fagged out this mornin', sleepy, sore,an' he won't be
expectin' hell before breakfast. Now, you walk over to his house. Meet
him how you like. Thet's your game. But I'm suggestin’, if he comesout
an' you want to parley, you can jest say you'd thought over his proposi-
tion an' was ready to join his band, or you ain't. You'll have to kill him,
an'it 'd savetime to go fer your gun on sight. Might be wise, too, fer it's
likely he'll do thet same."

"How about the horses?"

"Il fetch them an' come along about two minnits behind you. 'Pearsto
me you ought to have the job done an' Jennie outside by the time | git
there. Once on them hosses,we can ride out of camp before Alloway or
anybody else gits into action. Jennie ain't much heavier than a rabbit.
Thet big black will carry you both."

"All right. But once more let me persuade you to stayNnot to mix any
more in this," said Duane, earnestly.

“Nope. I'm goin'. You heard what Bensontold me. Alloway wouldn't
give me the benefit of any doubts. Buck, a last wordNlook out fer thet
Bland woman!"

Duane merely nodded, and then, saying that the horseswere ready, he
strode away through the grove. Accounting for the short cut across
grove and field, it was about five minutes' walk up to Bland's house. To
Duane it seemedlong in time and distance, and he had difficulty in re-
straining his pace.As he walked there came a gradual and subtle change
in his feelings. Again he was going out to meet a man in conflict. He
could have avoided this meeting. But despite the fact of his courting the
encounter he had not asyet felt that hot, inexplicable rush of blood. The
motive of this deadly action was not personal, and somehow that made a
difference.

No outlaws were in sight. He saw several Mexican herders with cattle.
Blue columns of smoke curled up over some of the cabins. The fragrant
smell of it reminded Duane of his home and cutting wood for the stove.
He noted a cloud of creamy mist rising above the river, dissolving in the
sunlight.

Then he entered Bland's lane.
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While yet some distance from the cabin he heard loud, angry voices of
man and woman. Bland and Kate still quarreling! He took a quick survey
of the surroundings. There was now not even a Mexican in sight. Then
he hurried a little. Halfway down the lane he turned his head to peer
through the cottonwoods. This time he saw Euchre coming with the
horses. There was no indication that the old outlaw might lose his nerve
at the end. Duane had feared this.

Duane now changed his walk to a leisurely saunter. He reached the
porch and then distinguished what was said inside the cabin.

“If you do, Bland, by Heaven I'll fix you and her!" That was panted out
in Kate Bland's full voice.

“Let me looser I'm going in there, | tell you!" replied Bland, hoarsely.

"What for?"

"I want to make a little love to her. Ha! ha! It'll be fun to have the laugh
on her new lover."

"You lie!" cried Kate Bland.

“I'm not saying what I'll do to her AFTERWARD!" His voice grew
hoarser with passion. "Let me go now!"

"No! no! | won't let you go. You'll choke theNthe truth out of
herNyou'll kill her."

“The TRUTH!" hissed Bland.

"Yes. | lied. Jenlied. But she lied to save me. You needn'tNmurder
herNfor that."

Bland cursed horribly. Then followed a wrestling sound of bodies in
violent straining contactNthe scrapeof feetNthe jangle of spursNa crash
of sliding table or chair, and then the cry of a woman in pain.

Duane stepped into the open door, inside the room. Kate Bland lay
half acrossa table where she had beenflung, and shewas trying to getto
her feet. Bland's back was turned. He had opened the door into Jennie's
room and had one foot acrossthe threshold. Duane caught the girl's low,
shuddering cry. Then he called out loud and clear.

With cat-like swiftness Bland wheeled, then froze on the threshold.
His sight, quick as his action, caught Duane's menacing unmistakable
position.

Bland's big frame filled the door. He was in a bad place to reach for his
gun. But he would not have time for a step. Duane read in his eyesthe
desperate calculation of chances.For a fleeting instant Bland shifted his
glance to his wife. Then his whole body seemed to vibrate with the
swing of his arm.
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Duane shot him. He fell forward, his gun exploding as it hit into the
floor, and dropped loose from stretching fingers. Duane stood over him,
stooped to turn him on his back. Bland looked up with clouded gaze,
then gasped his last.

"Duane, you've killed him!" cried Kate Bland, huskily. "I knew you'd
have to!"

She staggered against the wall, her eyes dilating, her strong hands
clenching, her face slowly whitening. She appeared shocked, half
stunned, but showed no grief.

"Jennie!" called Duane, sharply.

"OhNDuane!" came a halting reply.

"Yes. Come out. Hurry!"

She came out with uneven steps, seeing only him, and she stumbled
over Bland's body. Duane caught her arm, swung her behind him. He
feared the woman when she realized how she had been duped. His ac-
tion was protective, and his movement toward the door equally as
significant.

"Duane," cried Mrs. Bland.

It was no time for talk. Duane edged on, keeping Jennie behind him.
At that moment there was a pounding of iron-shod hoofs out in the lane.
Kate Bland bounded to the door. When she turned back her amazement
was changing to realization.

"Where 're you taking Jen?"she cried, her voice like a man's. "Get out
of my way," replied Duane. His look perhaps, without speech, was
enough for her. In an instant she was transformed into a fury.

"You hound! All the time you were fooling me! You made love to me!
You let me believeNyou swore you loved me! Now | seewhat was queer
about you. All for that girl! But you can't have her. You'll never leave
here alive. Give me that girl! Let meNget at her! She'll never win any
more men in this camp."

Shewas a powerful woman, and it took all Duane's strength to ward
off her onslaughts. She clawed at Jennie over his upheld arm. Every
second her fury increased.

"HELP! HELP! HELP!" she shrieked, in a voice that must have penet-
rated to the remotest cabin in the valley.

“Let go! Let go!" cried Duane, low and sharp. He still held his gun in
his right hand, and it began to be hard for him to ward the woman off.
His coolness had gone with her shriek for help. "Let go!" he repeated,
and he shoved her fiercely.
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Suddenly she snatched arifle off the wall and backed away, her strong
hands fumbling at the lever. As shejerked it down, throwing a shell into
the chamber and cocking the weapon, Duane leaped upon her. He struck
up the rifle as it went off, the powder burning his face.

"Jennie, run out! Get on a horse!" he said.

Jennie flashed out of the door.

With an iron grasp Duane held to the rifle-barrel. He had grasped it
with his left hand, and he gave such a pull that he swung the crazed wo-
man off the floor. But he could not loose her grip. Shewas as strong as
he.

"Kate! Let go!"

He tried to intimidate her. Shedid not seehis gun thrust in her face, or
reason had given way to such an extent to passion that she did not care.
She cursed. Her husband had used the same curses, and from her lips
they seemed strange, unsexed, more deadly. Like a tigress she fought
him; her face no longer resembled a woman's. The evil of that outlaw
life, the wildness and rage, the meaning to kill, was even in such a mo-
ment terribly impressed upon Duane.

He heard a cry from outsideNa man's cry, hoarse and alarming.

It made him think of loss of time. This demon of a woman might yet
block his plan.

“Let go!" he whispered, and felt his lips stiff. In the grimness of that in-
stant he relaxed his hold on the rifle-barrel.

With sudden, redoubled, irresistible strength she wrenched the rifle
down and discharged it. Duane felt a blowNa shockNa burning agony
tearing through his breast. Then in a frenzy he jerked so powerfully
upon the rifle that he threw the woman against the wall. She fell and
seemed stunned.

Duane leaped back, whirled, flew out of the door to the porch. The
sharp cracking of a gun halted him. He saw Jennieholding to the bridle
of his bay horse. Euchre was astride the other, and he had a Colt leveled,
and he was firing down the lane. Then came a single shot, heavier, and
Euchre's ceased. He fell from the horse.

A swift glance back showed to Duane a man coming down the lane.
ChessAlloway! His gun was smoking. He broke into arun. Thenin an
instant he saw Duane, and tried to check his pace as he swung up his
arm. But that slight pause was fatal. Duane shot, and Alloway was fall-
ing when his gun went off. His bullet whistled closeto Duane and thud-
ded into the cabin.
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Duane bounded down to the horses. Jennie was trying to hold the
plunging bay. Euchre lay flat on his back, dead, a bullet-hole in his shirt,
his face set hard, and his hands twisted round gun and bridle.

"Jennie,you've nerve, all right!" cried Duane, as he dragged down the
horse she was holding. "Up with you now! There! Never mindNlong
stirrups! Hang on somehow!"

He caught his bridle out of Euchre's clutching grip and leaped astride.
The frightened horsesjumped into a run and thundered down the lane
into the road. Duane saw men running from cabins. He heard shouts.
But there were no shots fired. Jennie seemed able to stay on her horse,
but without stirrups she was thrown about so much that Duane rode
closer and reached out to grasp her arm.

Thus they rode through the valley to the trail that led up over, the
steep and broken Rim Rock. As they beganto climb Duane looked back.
No pursuers were in sight.

"Jennie, we're going to get away!" he cried, exultation for her in his
voice.

Shewas gazing horror-stricken at his breast, asin turning to look back
he faced her.

"Oh, Duane, your shirt's all bloody!" she faltered, pointing with trem-
bling fingers.

With her words Duane becameaware of two thingsNthe hand he in-
stinctively placed to his breast still held his gun, and he had sustained a
terrible wound.

Duane had been shot through the breastfar enough down to give him
grave apprehension of his life. The clean-cut hole made by the bullet
bled freely both at its entrance and where it had come out, but with no
signs of hemorrhage. He did not bleed at the mouth; however, he began
to cough up a reddish-tinged foam.

As they rode on, Jennie, with pale face and mute lips, looked at him.

“I'm badly hurt, Jennie," he said, "but | guess I'll stick it out.”

"The womanNdid she shoot you?"

"Yes. She was a devil. Euchre told me to look out for her. | wasn't
quick enough."

"You didn't have toNtoN" shivered the girl.

“No! no!" he replied.

They did not stop climbing while Duane tore a scarf and made com-
presses,which he bound tightly over his wounds. The fresh horses made
fast time up the rough trail. From open places Duane looked down.
When they surmounted the steep ascentand stood on top of the Rim
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Rock, with no signs of pursuit down in the valley, and with the wild,
broken fastnessesbefore them, Duane turned to the girl and assured her
that they now had every chance of escape.

"ButNyourNwound!"  she faltered, with dark, troubled eyes. "I
seeNthe bloodNdripping from your back!"

"Jennie, I'll take a lot of killing," he said.

Then he becamesilent and attended to the uneven trail. He was aware
presently that he had not come into Bland's camp by this route. But that
did not matter; any trail leading out beyond the Rim Rock was safe
enough. What he wanted was to get far away into some wild retreat
where he could hide till he recovered from his wound. He seemedto feel
a fire inside his breast, and his throat burned so that it was necessaryfor
him to take a swallow of water every little while. He beganto suffer con-
siderable pain, which increased asthe hours went by and then gave way
to a numbness. From that time on he had need of his great strength and
endurance. Gradually he lost his steadinessand his keen sight; and he
realized that if he were to meet foes, or if pursuing outlaws should come
up with him, he could make only a poor stand. Sohe turned off on atralil
that appeared seldom traveled.

Soonafter this move he becameconsciousof a further thickening of his
senses.He felt able to hold on to his saddle for a while longer, but he was
failing. Then he thought he ought to advise Jennie,soin caseshewas left
alone she would have some idea of what to do.

"Jennie, I'll give out soon," he said. "No-I don't meanNwhat you think.
But I'l drop soon. My strength's going. If | dieNyou ride back to the
main trail. Hide and rest by day. Ride at night. That trail goesto water. |
believe you could get acrossthe Nueces, where some rancher will take
you in."

Duane could not get the meaning of her incoherent reply. He rode on,
and soon he could not seethe trail or hear his horse. He did not know
whether they traveled a mile or many times that far. But he was con-
scious when the horse stopped, and had a vague senseof falling and
feeling Jennie's arms before all became dark to him.

When consciousnessreturned he found himself lying in a little hut of
mesquite branches. It was well built and evidently some yearsold. There
were two doors or openings, one in front and the other at the back.
Duane imagined it had beenbuilt by a fugitiveNone who meant to keep
an eye both ways and not to be surprised. Duane felt weak and had no
desire to move. Where was he, anyway? A strange, intangible sense of
time, distance, of something far behind weighed upon him. Sight of the
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two packs Euchre had made brought his thought to Jennie.What had be-
come of her? There was evidence of her work in a smoldering fire and a
little blackened coffee-pot. Probably she was outside looking after the
horses or getting water. He thought he heard a step and listened, but he
felt tired, and presently his eyes closed and he fell into a doze.

Awakening from this, he saw Jennie sitting beside him. In some way
she seemedto have changed. When he spoke she gave a start and turned
eagerly to him.

"Duane!" she cried.

"Hello. How're you, Jennie,and how am I?" he said, finding it a little
difficult to talk.

"Oh, I'm all right," she replied. "And you've come toNyour wound's
healed; but you've been sick. Fever, | guess. | did all | could."”

Duane saw now that the difference in her was a whiteness and tight-
ness of skin, a hollowness of eye, a look of strain.

"Fever? How long have we been here?" he asked.

Shetook some pebbles from the crown of his sombrero and counted
them.

“Nine. Nine days," she answered.

“Nine days!" he exclaimed, incredulously. But another look at her as-
sured him that she meant what she said. "I've beensick all the time? You
nursed me?"

"Yes."

"Bland's men didn't come along here?"

"No."

"Where are the horses?"

"l keep them grazing down in a gorge back of here. There'sgood grass
and water."

"Have you slept any?"

"A little. Lately | couldn't keep awake."

"Good Lord! | should think not. You've had atime of it sitting here day
and night nursing me, watching for the outlaws. Come, tell me all about
it."

“There's nothing much to tell.”

"| want to know, anyway, just what you didNhow you felt."

"l can't remember very well," she replied, simply. "We must have rid-
den forty miles that day we got away. You bled all the time. Toward
evening you lay on your horse's neck. When we came to this place you
fell out of the saddle. | dragged you in here and stopped your bleeding. |
thought you'd die that night. But in the morning | had a little hope. | had
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forgotten the horses. But luckily they didn't stray far. | caught them and
kept them down in the gorge. When your wounds closed and you began
to breathe stronger | thought you'd get well quick. It was fever that put
you back. You raved a lot, and that worried me, becausel couldn't stop
you. Anybody trailing us could have heard you a good ways. | don't
know whether | was scared most then or when you were quiet, and it
was so dark and lonely and still all around. Every day | put a stone in
your hat."

"Jennie, you saved my life," said Duane.

"I don't know. Maybe. | did all | knew how to do," she replied. "You
saved mineNmore than my life."

Their eyes met in a long gaze, and then their hands in a close clasp.

"Jennie,we're going to get away," he said, with gladness."I'll be well in
a few days. You don't know how strong | am. We'll hide by day and
travel by night. | can get you across the river."

"And then?" she asked.

"We'll find some honest rancher."

"And then?" she persisted.

"Why," he began, slowly, "that's asfar as my thoughts ever got. It was
pretty hard, | tell you, to assuremyself of so much. It meansyour safety.
You'll tell your story. You'll be sentto some village or town and taken
care of until a relative or friend is notified."

"And you?" she inquired, in a strange voice.

Duane kept silence.

"What will you do?" she went on.

"Jennie, I'll go back to the brakes. | daren't show my face among re-
spectable people. I'm an outlaw."

"You're no criminal!" she declared, with deep passion.

"Jennie, on this border the little difference between an out law and a
criminal doesn't count for much."

"You won't go back among those terrible men? You, with your gentle-
nessand sweetnessNall that's good about you? Oh, Duane, don'tNdon't
go!"

"l can't go back to the outlaws, at least not Bland's band. No, I'll go
alone. I'll lone-wolf it, as they say on the border. What else can | do,
Jennie?"

"Oh, | don't know. Couldn't you hide? Couldn't you slip,out of
TexasNgo far away?"

"l could never get out of Texaswithout being arrested. | could hide,
but a man must live. Never mind about me, Jennie."
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In three days Duane was able with great difficulty to mount his horse.
During daylight, by short relays, he and Jennie rode back to the main
trail, where they hid again till he had rested. Then in the dark they rode
out of the canons and gullies of the Rim Rock, and early in the morning
halted at the first water to camp.

From that point they traveled after nightfall and went into hiding dur-
ing the day. Once acrossthe Nueces River, Duane was assured of safety
for her and great danger for himself. They had crossedinto a country he
did not know. Somewhere eastof the river there were scattered ranches.
But he was as liable to find the rancher in touch with the outlaws as he
was likely to find him honest. Duane hoped his good fortune would not
desert him in this last service to Jennie. Next to the worry of that was
realization of his condition. He had gotten up too soon; he had ridden
too far and hard, and now he felt that any moment he might fall from his
saddle. At last, far ahead over a barren mesquite-dotted stretch of dusty
ground, he espied a patch of green and a little flat, red ranch-house. He
headed his horse for it and turned a face he tried to make cheerful for
Jennie's sake. She seemed both happy and sorry.

When near at hand he saw that the rancher was a thrifty farmer. And
thrift spoke for honesty. There were fields of alfalfa, fruit-trees, corrals,
windmill pumps, irrigation-ditches, all surrounding a neat little adobe
house. Somechildren were playing in the yard. The way they ran at sight
of Duane hinted of both the loneliness and the fear of their isolated lives.
Duane saw a woman come to the door, then a man. The latter looked
keenly, then stepped outside. He was a sandy-haired, freckled Texan.

"Howdy, stranger," he called, as Duane halted. "Get down, you an’
your woman. Say, now, air you sick or shot or what? Let meN"

Duane, reeling in his saddle, bent searching eyesupon the rancher. He
thought he saw good will, kindness, honesty. He risked all on that one
sharp glance. Then he almost plunged from the saddle.

The rancher caught him, helped him to a bench.

"Martha, come out here!" he called. "This man's sick. No; he's shot, or |
don't know blood-stains."

Jenniehad slipped off her horse and to Duane's side. Duane appeared
about to faint.

"Air you his wife?" asked the rancher.

“No. I'm only a girl he saved from outlaws. Oh, he's so paler Duane,
Duane!"
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"Buck Duane!" exclaimed the rancher, excitedly. "The man who killed
Bland an' Alloway? Say, | owe him a good turn, an' I'll pay it, young
woman."

The rancher's wife came out, and with a manner at once kind and
practical essayedto make Duane drink from a flask. He was not so far
gone that he could not recognize its contents, which he refused, and
weakly asked for water. When that was given him he found his voice.

"Yes, I'm Duane. I've only overdone myselfNjust all in. The wounds |
got at Bland's are healing. Will you take this girl inNhide her awhile till
the excitement's over among the outlaws?"

"l shore will," replied the Texan.

"Thanks. Il remember youNI'll square it."

"What 're you goin' to do?"

"I'll rest a bitNthen go back to the brakes."

"Young man, you ain't in any shape to travel. SeehereNany rustlers
on your trail?"

"l think we gave Bland's gang the slip."

"Good. I'll tell you what. I'll take you in along with the girl, an' hide
both of you till you get well. It'll be safe. My nearest neighbor is five
miles off. We don't have much company.”

"You risk a great deal. Both outlaws and rangers are hunting me," said
Duane.

"Never seen a ranger yet in these parts. An' have always got along
with outlaws, mebbe exceptin' Bland. | tell you | owe you a good turn."

"My horses might betray you," added Duane.

“I'l' hide them in a place where there's water an' grass.Nobody goesto
it. Come now, let me help you indoors."

Duane's last fading sensationsof that hard day were the strange feel of
a bed, arelief at the removal of his heavy boots, and of Jennie'ssoft, cool
hands on his hot face.

He lay ill for three weeks before he beganto mend, and it was another
week then before he could walk out a little in the dusk of the evenings.
After that his strength returned rapidly. And it was only at the end of
this long siegethat he recovered his spirits. During most of his illness he
had been silent, moody.

"Jennie,l'll beriding off soon," he said, one evening. "l can'timpose on
this good man Andrews much longer. I'll never forget his kindness. His
wife, tooNshe's been so good to us. Yes, Jennie,you and | will have to
say good-by very soon."

"Don't hurry away," she replied.
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Lately Jenniehad appeared strange to him. She had changed from the
girl he used to seeat Mrs. Bland's house. He took her reluctance to say
good-by as another indication of her regret that he must go back to the
brakes. Yet somehow it made him observe her more closely. Shewore a
plain, white dress made from material Mrs. Andrews had given her.
Sleepand good food had improved her. If she had been pretty out there
in the outlaw den now she was more than that. But she had the same
paleness, the same strained look, the same dark eyes full of haunting
shadows. After Duane's realization of the changein her he watched her
more, with a growing certainty that he would be sorry not to see her
again.

"It's likely we won't ever seeeachother again," he said. "That's strange
to think of. We've been through some hard days, and | seemto have
known you a long time."

Jennie appeared shy, almost sad, so Duane changed the subject to
something less personal.

Andrews returned one evening from a several days' trip to Huntsville.

"Duane, everybody's talkie' about how you cleaned up the Bland out-
fit," he said, important and full of news. "It's some exaggerated,accordin’
to what you told me; but you've shore made friends on this side of the
Nueces. | reckon there ain't a town where you wouldn't find people to
welcome you. Huntsville, you know, is some divided in its ideas. Half
the people are crooked. Likely enough, all them who was so loud in
praise of you are the crookedest. For instance, | met King Fisher, the boss
outlaw of these parts. Well, King thinks he's a decent citizen. He was tel-
lin" me what a grand job yours was for the border an' honest cattlemen.
Now that Bland and Alloway are done for, King Fisher will find rustlin’
easier.There'stalk of Hardin movie' his camp over to Bland's. But | don't
know how true it is. | reckon there ain't much to it. In the past when a
big outlaw chief went under, his band almost always broke up an'
scattered. There's no one left who could run thet outfit."

"Did you hear of any outlaws hunting me?" asked Duane.

“"Nobody from Bland's outfit is huntin® you, thet's shore,” replied
Andrews. "Fisher said there never was a hoss straddled to go on your
trail. Nobody had any use for Bland. Anyhow, his men would be afraid
to trail you. An' you could go right in to Huntsville, where you'd be
some popular. Reckonyou'd be safe,too, exceptwhen some of them fool
saloon loafers or bad cowpunchers would try to shoot you for the glory
in it. Them kind of men will bob up everywhere you go, Duane."
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“I'l' be able to ride and take care of myself in a day or two," went on
Duane. "Then I'll goNI'd like to talk to you about Jennie."

"She's welcome to a home here with us."

“Thank you, Andrews. You're a kind man. But | want Jennie to get
farther away from the Rio Grande. She'd never be safe here. Besides,she
may be able to find relatives. She has some, though she doesn't know
where they are."

"All right, Duane. Whatever you think best.| reckon now you'd better
take her to some town. Go north an' strike for Shelbyville or Crockett.
Them's both good towns. I'll tell Jennie the names of men who'll help
her. You needn't ride into town at all.”

"Which place is nearer, and how far is it?"

"Shelbyville. | reckon about two days' ride. Poor stock country, so you
ain't liable to meet rustlers. All the same, better hit the trail at night an'
go careful."

At sunsettwo days later Duane and Jennie mounted their horses and
said good-by to the rancher and his wife. Andrews would not listen to
Duane's thanks.

"l tell you I'm beholden to you yet," he declared.

"Well, what can | do for you?" asked Duane. "I may come along here
again some day."

"Get down an' come in, then, or you're no friend of mine. | reckon
there ain't nothin' | can think ofNI just happen to rememberN" Here he
led Duane out of earshot of the women and went on in awhisper. "Buck,
| used to be well-to-do. Got skinned by a man named BrownNRodney
Brown. He lives in Huntsville, an' he'smy enemy. | never was much on
fightin', or I'd fixed him. Brown ruined meNstole all | had. He's a hoss
an' cattle thief, an' he has pull enough at home to protect him. | reckon |
needn't say any more."

“Is this Brown a man who shot an outlaw named Stevens?"queried
Duane, curiously.

"Shore, he's the same. | heard thet story. Brown swears he plugged
Stevensthrough the middle. But the outlaw rode off, an' nobody ever
knew for shore."

"Luke Stevens died of that shot. | buried him," said Duane.

Andrews made no further comment, and the two men returned to the
women.

"The main road for about three miles, then where it forks take the left-
hand road and keep on straight. That what you said, Andrews?"

"Shore. An' good luck to you both!"
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Duane and Jennietrotted away into the gathering twilight. At the mo-
ment an insistent thought bothered Duane. Both Luke Stevensand the
rancher Andrews had hinted to Duane to kil a man named Brown.
Duane wished with all his heart that they had not mentioned it, let alone
taken for granted the execution of the deed. What a bloody place Texas
was! Men who robbed and men who were robbed both wanted murder.
It was in the spirit of the country. Duane certainly meant to avoid ever
meeting this Rodney Brown. And that very determination showed
Duane how dangerous he really wasNto men and to himself. Sometimes
he had afeeling of how little stood between his saneand better self and a
self utterly wild and terrible. He reasoned that only intelligence could
save himNonly a thoughtful understanding of his danger and a hold
upon some ideal.

Then he fell into low conversation with Jennie, holding out hopeful
views of her future, and presently darkness setin. The sky was overcast
with heavy clouds; there was no air moving; the heat and oppression
threatened storm. By and by Duane could not seearod in front of him,
though his horse had no difficulty in keeping to the road. Duane was
bothered by the blackness of the night. Traveling fast was impossible,
and any moment he might miss the road that led off to the left. Sohe was
compelled to give all his attention to peering into the thick shadows
ahead. As good luck would have it, he came to higher ground where
there was less mesquite, and therefore not such impenetrable darkness;
and at this point he came to where the road split.

Once headed in the right direction, he felt easierin mind. To his an-
noyance, however, a fine, misty rain setin. Jenniewas not well dressed
for wet weather; and, for that matter, neither was he. His coat, which in
that dry warm climate he seldom needed, was tied behind his saddle,
and he put it on Jennie.

They traveled on. The rain fell steadily; if anything, growing thicker.
Duane grew uncomfortably wet and chilly. Jennie,however, fared some-
what better by reason of the heavy coat. The night passed quickly des-
pite the discomfort, and soon a gray, dismal, rainy dawn greeted the
travelers.

Jennieinsisted that he find some shelter where a fire could be built to
dry his clothes. He was not in afit condition to risk catching cold. In fact,
Duane's teeth were chattering. To find a shelter in that barren waste
seemeda futile task. Quite unexpectedly, however, they happened upon
a deserted adobe cabin situated a little off the road. Not only did it prove
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to have a dry interior, but also there was firewood. Water was available
in pools everywhere; however, there was no grass for the horses.

A good fire and hot food and drink changed the aspectof their condi-
tion as far as comfort went. And Jennielay down to sleep. For Duane,
however, there must be vigilance. This cabin was no hiding-place. The
rain fell harder all the time, and the wind changed to the north. "It's a
norther, all right," muttered Duane. "Two or three days." And he felt that
his extraordinary luck had not held out. Still one point favored him, and
it was that travelers were not likely to come along during the storm. Jen-
nie slept while Duane watched. The saving of this girl meant more to
him than any task he had ever assumed. First it had been partly from a
human feeling to succor an unfortunate woman, and partly a motive to
establish clearly to himself that he was no outlaw. Lately, however, had
come a different sense, a strange one, with something personal and
warm and protective in it.

As he looked down upon her, a slight, slender girl with bedraggled
dress and disheveled hair, her face, pale and quiet, a little stern in sleep,
and her long, dark lasheslying on her cheek, he seemedto seeher fragil-
ity, her prettiness, her femininity as never before. But for him she might
at that very moment have been a broken, ruined girl lying back in that
cabin of the Blands'. The fact gave him a feeling of his importance in this
shifting of her destiny. Shewas unharmed, still young; she would forget
and be happy; she would live to be a good wife and mother. Somehow
the thought swelled his heart. His act, death-dealing asit had been, was
a noble one, and helped him to hold on to his drifting hopes. Hardly
once since Jenniehad entered into his thought had those ghosts returned
to torment him.

To-morrow she would be gone among good, kind people with a pos-
sibility of finding her relatives. He thanked God for ,that; nevertheless,
he felt a pang.

She slept more than half the day. Duane kept guard, always alert,
whether he was sitting, standing, or walking. The rain pattered steadily
on the roof and sometimes came in gusty flurries through the door. The
horses were outside in a shed that afforded poor shelter, and they
stamped restlessly. Duane kept them saddled and bridled.

About the middle of the afternoon Jennieawoke. They cooked a meal
and afterward sat beside the little fire. She had never been,in his obser-
vation of her, anything but a tragic figure, an unhappy qirl, the farthest
removed from serenity and poise. That characteristic capacity for agita-
tion struck him asstronger in her this day. He attributed it, however, to
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the long strain, the suspensenearing an end. Yet sometimes when her
eyeswere on him shedid not seemto be thinking of her freedom, of her
future.

"“This time to-morrow you'll be in Shelbyville," he said.

"Where will you be?" she asked, quickly.

"Me? Oh, I'll be making tracks for some lonesome place,' he replied.

The girl shuddered.

"I've beenbrought up in Texas.l remember what a hard lot the men of
my family had. But poor asthey were, they had aroof over their heads, a
hearth with a fire, a warm bedNsomebody to love them. And you,
DuaneNoh, my God! What must your life be? You must ride and hide
and watch eternally. No decent food, no pillow, no friendly word, no
clean clothes, no woman's hand! Horses, guns, trails, rocks, holesNthese
must be the important things in your life. You must go on riding, hiding,
killing until you meetN"

Sheended with a sob and dropped her head on her knees. Duane was
amazed, deeply touched.

"My qirl, thank you for that thought of me," he said, with a tremor in
his voice. "You don't know how much that means to me."

She raised her face, and it was tear-stained, eloquent, beautiful.

"I'e heard tellNthe best of men go to the bad out there. You won't.
Promise me you won't. | neverNknew any manNlike you. ININwe may
never see each other againNafter to-day. I'll never forget you. I'll pray
for you, and I'll never give up trying toNto do something. Don't despair.
It's never too late. It was my hope that kept me aliveNout there at
Bland'sNbefore you came.| was only a poor weak girl. But if | could
hopeNso can you. Stay away from men. Be a lone wolf. Fight for your
life. Stick out your exileNand maybeNsome dayN"

Then she lost her voice. Duane clasped her hand and with feeling as
deep as hers promised to remember her words. In her despair for him
she had spoken wisdomNpointed out the only course.

Duane's vigilance, momentarily broken by emotion, had no sooner re-
asserteditself than he discovered the bay horse, the one Jennierode, had
broken his halter and gone off. The soft wet earth had deadened the
sound of his hoofs. His tracks were plain in the mud. There were clumps
of mesquite in sight, among which the horse might have strayed. It
turned out, however, that he had not done so.

Duane did not want to leave Jenniealone in the cabin so near the road.
Sohe put her up on his horse and bade her follow. The rain had ceased
for the time being, though evidently the storm was not yet over. The
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tracks led up a wash to a wide flat where mesquite, prickly pear, and
thorn-bush grew so thickly that Jenniecould not ride into it. Duane was
thoroughly concerned. He must have her horse. Time was flying. It
would soon be night. He could not expect her to scramble quickly
through that brake on foot. Therefore he decided to risk leaving her at
the edge of the thicket and go in alone.

As he went in a sound startled him. Was it the breaking of a branch he
had stepped on or thrust aside? He heard the impatient pound of his
horse's hoofs. Then all was quiet. Still he listened, not wholly satisfied.
He was never satisfied in regard to safety; he knew too well that there
never could be safety for him in this country.

The bay horse had threaded the aisles of the thicket. Duane wondered
what had drawn him there. Certainly it had not beengrass,for there was
none. Presently he heard the horse tramping along, and then he ran. The
mud was deep, and the sharp thorns made going difficult. He came up
with the horse, and at the same moment crossed a multitude of fresh
horse-tracks.

He bent lower to examine them, and was alarmed to find that they had
been made very recently, even since it had ceasedraining. They were
tracks of well-shod horses.Duane straightened up with a cautious glance
all around. His instant decision was to hurry back to Jennie.But he had
come a goodly way through the thicket, and it was impossible to rush
back. Once or twice he imagined he heard crashingsin the brush, but did
not halt to make sure. Certain he was now that some kind of danger
threatened.

Suddenly there came an unmistakable thump of horses' hoofs off
somewhere to the fore. Then a scream rent the air. It ended abruptly.
Duane leaped forward, tore his way through the thorny brake. He heard
Jennie cry againNan appealing call quickly hushed. It seemed more to
his right, and he plunged that way. He burst into a glade where a smol-
dering fire and ground covered with footprints and tracks showed that
campers had lately been.Rushing acrossthis, he broke his passageout to
the open. But he was too late. His horse had disappeared. Jennie was
gone. There were no riders in sight. There was no sound. There was a
heavy trail of horses going north. Jenniehad been carried offNprobably
by outlaws. Duane realized that pursuit was out of the questionNthat
Jennie was lost.
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Chapter 1 O

A hundred miles from the haunts most familiar with Duane's deeds, far
up where the Nueces ran a trickling clear stream between yellow cliffs,
stood a small deserted shack of covered mesquite poles. It had been
made long ago, but was well preserved. A door faced the overgrown
trail, and another faced down into a gorge of dense thickets. On the bor-
der fugitives from law and men who hid in fear of some one they had
wronged never lived in houses with only one door.

It was a wild spot, lonely, not fit for human habitation except for the
outcast. He, perhaps, might have found it hard to leave for most of the
other wild nooks in that barren country. Down in the gorge there was
never-failing sweet water, grass all the year round, cool, shady retreats,
deer, rabbits, turkeys, fruit, and miles and miles of narrow-twisting,
deep canon full of broken rocks and impenetrable thickets. The scream of
the panther was heard there, the squall of the wildcat, the cough of the
jaguar. Innumerable beesbuzzed in the spring blossoms, and, it seemed,
scattered honey to the winds. All day there was continuous song of
birds, that of the mocking-bird loud and sweet and mocking above the
rest.

On clear daysNand rare indeed were cloudy daysNwith the subsid-
ing of the wind at sunseta hush seemedto fall around the little hut. Far-
distant dim-blue mountains stood gold-rimmed gradually to fade with
the shading of light.

At this quiet hour a man climbed up out of the gorge and sat in the
westward door of the hut. This lonely watcher of the west and listener to
the silence was Duane. And this hut was the one where, three years be-
fore, Jennie had nursed him back to life.

The killing of a man named Sellers, and the combination of circum-
stancesthat had made the tragedy a memorable regret, had marked, if
not a change, at least a cessation in Duane's activities. He had trailed
Sellersto kill him for the supposed abducting of Jennie.He had trailed
him long after he had learned Sellerstraveled alone. Duane wanted ab-
solute assuranceof Jennie'sdeath. Vague rumors, a few words here and
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there, unauthenticated stories, were all Duane had gathered in years to
substantiate his beliefNthat Jenniedied shortly after the beginning of her
second captivity. But Duane did not know surely. Sellersmight have told
him. Duane expected, if not to force it from him at the end, to read it in
his eyes. But the bullet went too unerringly; it locked his lips and fixed
his eyes.

After that meeting Duane lay long at the ranchhouse of a friend, and
when he recovered from the wound Sellers had given him he started
with two horsesand a pack for the lonely gorge on the Nueces. There he
had been hidden for months, a prey to remorse, a dreamer, a victim of
phantoms.

It took work for him to find subsistencein that rocky fastness.And
work, action, helped to pass the hours. But he could not work all the
time, evenif he had found it to do. Thenin his idle moments and at night
his task was to live with the hell in his mind.

The sunset and the twilight hour made all the rest bearable. The little
hut on the rim of the gorge seemedto hold Jennie'spresence.It was not
as if he felt her spirit. If it had been he would have been sure of her
death. He hoped Jennie had not survived her second misfortune; and
that intense hope had burned into belief, if not surety. Upon his return to
that locality, on the occasion of his first visit to the hut, he had found
things just asthey had left them, and a poor, faded piece of ribbon Jennie
had used to tie around her bright hair. No wandering outlaw or traveler
had happened upon the lonely spot, which further endeared it to Duane.

A strange feature of this memory of Jenniewas the freshnessof itNthe
failure of years, toil, strife, death-dealing to dim itNto deaden the
thought of what might have been.He had a marvelous gift of visualiza-
tion. He could shut his eyesand seeJenniebefore him just asclearly asif
she had stood there in the flesh. For hours he did that, dreaming, dream-
ing of life he had never tasted and now never would taste. He saw
Jennie'sslender, graceful figure, the old brown ragged dressin which he
had seenher first at Bland's, her little feet in Mexican sandals, her fine
hands coarsenedby work, her round arms and swelling throat, and her
pale, sad, beautiful facewith its staring dark eyes.He remembered every
look she had given him, every word she had spoken to him, every time
she had touched him. He thought of her beauty and sweetness,of the
few things which had come to mean to him that she must have loved
him; and he trained himself to think of thesein preference to her life at
Bland's, the escape with him, and then her recapture, because such
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memories led to bitter, fruitless pain. He had to fight suffering becauseit
was eating out his heart.

Sitting there, eyes wide open, he dreamed of the old homestead and
his white-haired mother. He saw the old home life, sweetened and filled
by dear new facesand added joys, go on before his eyeswith him a part
of it.

Then in the inevitable reaction, in the reflux of bitter reality, he would
send out a voicelesscry no lesspoignant becauseit was silent: "Poor fool!
No, | shall never seemother againNnever go homeNnever have a home.
| am Duane, the Lone Wolf! Oh, God! | wish it were over! Thesedreams
torture me! What have | to do with a mother, a home, a wife? No bright-
haired boy, no dark-eyed girl will ever love me. | am an outlaw, an out-
cast, dead to the good and decent world. | am aloneNalone. Better be a
callous brute or better dead! | shall go mad thinking! Man, what is left to
you? A hiding-place like a wolf'sNlonely silent days, lonely nights with
phantoms! Or the trail and the road with their bloody tracks, and then
the hard ride, the sleepless,hungry ride to some hole in rocks or brakes.
What hellish thing drives me? Why can't | end it all? What is left? Only
that damned unquenchable spirit of the gun-fighter to liveNto hang on
to miserable lifeNto have no fear of death, yet to cling like a leachNto
die as gun-fighters seldom die, with boots off! Bain, you were first, and
you're long avenged. I'd change with you. And Sellers, you were last,
and you're avenged. And you othersNyou're avenged. Lie quiet in your
graves and give me peace!"

But they did not lie quiet in their graves and give him peace.

A group of specterstrooped out of the shadows of dusk and, gathering
round him, escorted him to his bed.

When Duane had been riding the trails passion-bent to escape pur-
suers, or passion-bentin his search,the constant action and toil and ex-
haustion made him sleep. But when in hiding, astime passed,gradually
he required lessrest and sleep, and his mind becamemore active. Little
by little his phantoms gained hold on him, and at length, but for the sav-
ing power of his dreams, they would have claimed him utterly.

How many times he had said to himself: "I am an intelligent man. I'm
not crazy. I'm in full possession of my faculties. All this is
fancyNimaginationNconscience. I've no work, no duty, no ideal, no
hopeNand my mind is obsessed,thronged with images. And these im-
ages naturally are of the men with whom | have dealt. | can't forget
them. They come back to me, hour after hour; and when my tortured
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mind grows weak, then maybe I'm not just right till the mood wears out
and lets me sleep.”

Sohe reasonedashe lay down in his comfortable camp. The night was
star-bright above the canon-walls, darkly shadowing down between
them. The insects hummed and chirped and thrummed a continuous
thick song, low and monotonous. Slow-running water splashed softly
over stones in the stream-bed. From far down the canon came the
mournful hoot of an owl. The moment he lay down, thereby giving up
action for the day, all these things weighed upon him like a great heavy
mantle of loneliness. In truth, they did not constitute loneliness.

And he could no more have dispelled thought than he could have
reached out to touch a cold, bright star.

He wondered how many outcastslike him lay under this star-studded,
velvety sky acrossthe fifteen hundred miles of wild country between El
Pasoand the mouth of the river. A vast wild territoryNa refuge for out-
laws! Somewhere he had heard or read that the Texas Rangers kept a
book with names and records of outlawsNthree thousand known out-
laws. Yet these could scarcely be half of that unfortunate horde which
had been recruited from all over the states. Duane had traveled from
camp to camp, den to den, hiding-place to hiding-place, and he knew
these men. Most of them were hopelesscriminals; some were avengers;a
few were wronged wanderers; and among them occasionally was a man,
human in his way, honest as he could be, not yet lost to good.

But all of them were akin in one senseNtheir outlawry; and that starry
night they lay with their dark facesup, somein packs like wolves, others
alone like the gray wolf who knew no mate. It did not make much differ-
encein Duane's thought of them that the majority were steepedin crime
and brutality, more often than not stupid from rum, incapable of a fine
feeling, just lost wild dogs.

Duane doubted that there was a man among them who did not realize
his moral wreck and ruin. He had met poor, half witted wretches who
knew it. He believed he could enter into their minds and feel the truth of
all their livesNthe hardened outlaw, coarse, ignorant, bestial, who
murdered as Bill Black had murdered, who stole for the sake of stealing,
who craved money to gamble and drink, defiantly ready for death, and,
like that terrible outlaw, Helm, who cried out on the scaffold, "Let her
rip!"

The wild youngsters seeking notoriety and reckless adventure; the
cowboys with a notch on their guns, with boastful pride in the know-
ledge that they were marked by rangers; the crooked men from the
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North, defaulters, forgers, murderers, all pale-faced, flat-chested men not
fit for that wilderness and not surviving; the dishonest cattlemen, hand
and glove with outlaws, driven from their homes;the old grizzled, bow-
legged genuine rustlersNall these Duane had come in contact with, had
watched and known, and as he felt with them he seemedto seethat as
their lives were bad, sooner or later to end dismally or tragically, sothey
must pay somekind of earthly penaltyNif not of conscience,then of fear;
if not of fear, then of that most terrible of all things to restless, active
menNpain, the pang of flesh and bone.

Duane knew, for he had seenthem pay. Bestof all, moreover, he knew
the internal life of the gun-fighter of that select but by no means small
classof which he was representative. The world that judged him and his
kind judged him as a machine, a killing-machine, with only mind
enough to hunt, to meet, to slay another man. It had taken three endless
years for Duane to understand his own father. Duane knew beyond all
doubt that the gun-fighters like Bland, like Alloway, like Sellers, men
who were evil and had no remorse, no spiritual accusing Nemesis, had
something far more torturing to mind, more haunting, more murderous
of rest and sleep and peace;and that something was abnormal fear of
death. Duane knew this, for he had shot these men; he had seen the
quick, dark shadow in eyes,the presentiment that the will could not con-
trol, and then the horrible certainty. Thesemen must have beenin agony
at every meeting with a possible or certain foeNmore agony than the hot
rend of a bullet. They were haunted, too, haunted by this fear, by every
victim calling from the grave that nothing was so inevitable as death,
which lurked behind every corner, hid in every shadow, lay deep in the
dark tube of every gun. These men could not have a friend; they could
not love or trust a woman. They knew their one chanceof holding on to
life lay in their own distrust, watchfulness, dexterity, and that hope, by
the very nature of their lives, could not be lasting. They had doomed
themselves. What, then, could possibly have dwelt in the depths of their
minds asthey went to their beds on a starry night like this, with mystery
in silence and shadow, with time passing surely, and the dark future and
its secret approaching every hourNwhat, then, but hell?

The hell in Duane's mind was not fear of man or fear of death. He
would have been glad to lay down the burden of life, providing death
came naturally. Many times he had prayed for it. But that overde-
veloped, superhuman spirit of defensein him precluded suicide or the
inviting of an enemy's bullet. Sometimes he had a vague, scarcely
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analyzed idea that this spirit was what had made the Southwest habit-
able for the white man.

Every one of his victims, singly and collectively, returned to him for
ever, it seemed, in cold, passionless, accusing domination of these
haunted hours. They did not accuse him of dishonor or cowardice or
brutality or murder; they only accusedhim of Death. It was as if they
knew more than when they were alive, had learned that life was a divine
mysterious gift not to be taken. They thronged about him with their
voiceless clamoring, drifted around him with their fading eyes.
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craner L. 1.

After nearly six months in the Nueces gorge the loneliness and inaction
of his life drove Duane out upon the trails seeking anything rather than
to hide longer alone, a prey to the scourge of his thoughts. The moment
he rode into sight of men a remarkable transformation occurred in him.
A strange warmth stirred in himNa longing to seethe facesof people, to
hear their voicesNa pleasurable emotion sad and strange. But it was
only a precursor of his old bitter, sleepless,and eternal vigilance. When
he hid alone in the brakes he was safe from all except his deeper, better
self; when he escapedfrom this into the haunts of men his force and will
went to the preservation of his life.

Mercer was the first village he rode into. He had many friends there.
Mercer claimed to owe Duane a debt. On the outskirts of the village
there was a grave overgrown by brush so that the rude-lettered post
which marked it was scarcely visible to Duane as he rode by. He had
never read the inscription. But he thought now of Hardin, no other than
the erstwhile ally of Bland. For many years Hardin had harassed the
stockmen and ranchersin and around Mercer. On an evil day for him he
or his outlaws had beaten and robbed a man who once succored Duane
when sore in need. Duane met Hardin in the little plaza of the village,
called him every name known to border men, taunted him to draw, and
killed him in the act.

Duane went to the house of one Jones,a Texan who had known his
father, and there he was warmly received. The feel of an honest hand,
the voice of a friend, the prattle of children who were not afraid of him
or his gun, good wholesome food, and change of clothesNthese things
for the time being made a changed man of Duane. To be sure, he did not
often speak. The price of his head and the weight of his burden made
him silent. But eagerly he drank in all the news that was told him. In the
years of his absencefrom home he had never heard a word about his
mother or uncle. Those who were his real friends on the border would
have beenthe last to make inquiries, to write or receive letters that might
give a clue to Duane's whereabouts.
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Duane remained all day with this hospitable Jones,and astwilight fell
was loath to go and yielded to a pressing invitation to remain overnight.
It was seldom indeed that Duane slept under aroof. Early in the evening,
while Duane sat on the porch with two awed and hero-worshiping sons
of the house, Jonesreturned from a quick visit down to the post-office.
Summarily he sent the boys off. He labored under intense excitement.

"Duane, there's rangers in town," he whispered. "It's all over town, too,
that you're here. You rode in long after sunup. Lots of people saw you. |
don't believe there's a man or boy that 'd squeal on you. But the women
might. They gossip, and these rangers are handsome fellowsNdevils
with the women."

"What company of rangers?" asked Duane, quickly.

"Company A, under Captain MacNelly, that new ranger. He made a
big name in the war. And since he's beenin the ranger service he's done
wonders. He's cleaned up some bad places south, and he's working
north."

"MacNelly. I've heard of him. Describe him to me."

"Slight-built chap, but wiry and tough. Clean face, black mustache and
hair. Sharp black eyes. He's got a look of authority. MacNelly's a fine
man, Duane. Belongs to a good Southern family. I'd hate to have him
look you up."

Duane did not speak.

"MacNelly's got nerve, and his rangers are all experienced men. If they
find out you're here they'll come after you. MacNelly's no gun-fighter,
but he wouldn't hesitate to do his duty, even if he faced sure death.
Which he would in this case. Duane, you mustn't meet Captain
MacNelly. Your record is clean, if it is terrible. You never met a ranger or
any officer except a rotten sheriff now and then, like Rod Brown."

Still Duane kept silence. He was not thinking of danger, but of the fact
of how fleeting must be his stay among friends.

"I've already fixed up a pack of grub,” went on Jones."I'll slip out to
saddle your horse. You watch here."

He had scarcely uttered the last word when soft, swift footsteps soun-
ded on the hard path. A man turned in at the gate. The light was dim, yet
clean enough to disclose an unusually tall figure. When it appeared near-
er he was seento be walking with both arms raised, hands high. He
slowed his stride.

"Does Burt Jones live here?" he asked, in a low, hurried voice.

"l reckon. I'm Burt. What can | do for you?" replied Jones.
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The stranger peered around, stealthily came closer, still with his hands
up.

"It is known that Buck Duane is here. Captain MacNelly's camping on
the river just out of town. He sends word to Duane to come out there
after dark."

The stranger wheeled and departed as swiftly and strangely as he had
come.

"Bust me! Duane, whatever do you make of that?" exclaimed Jones.

"A new one on me," replied Duane, thoughtfully.

"First fool thing | ever heard of MacNelly doing. Can't make head nor
tails of it. I'd have said offhand that MacNelly wouldn't double-cross
anybody. He struck me as a square man, sand all through. But, hell! he
must mean treachery. | can't see anything else in that deal."”

"Maybe the Captain wants to give me a fair chance to surrender
without bloodshed," observed Duane. "Pretty decent of him, if he meant
that."

"He INVITES YOU out to his camp AFTER DARK. Something strange
about this, Duane. But MacNelly's a new man out here. He does some
gueer things. Perhaps he's getting a swelled head. Well, whatever his in-
tentions, his presence around Mercer is enough for us. Duane, you hit
the road and put some miles between you the amiable Captain before
daylight. To-morrow I'll go out there and ask him what in the devil he
meant."

"That messenger he sentNhe was a ranger," said Duane.

"Sure he was, and a nervy one! It must have taken sand to come bra-
cing you that way. Duane, the fellow didn't pack agun. I'll swear to that.
Pretty odd, this trick. But you can't trust it. Hit the road, Duane."

A little later a black horse with muffled hoofs, bearing a tall, dark rider
who peered keenly into every shadow, trotted down a pasture lane back
of Jones'shouse, turned into the road, and then, breaking into swifter
gait, rapidly left Mercer behind.

Fifteen or twenty miles out Duane drew rein in a forest of mesquite,
dismounted, and searchedabout for a glade with a little grass. Here he
staked his horse on a long lariat; and, using his saddle for a pillow, his
saddle-blanket for covering, he went to sleep.

Next morning he was off again, working south. During the next few
days he paid brief visits to several villages that lay in his path. And in
eachsome one particular friend had a piece of news to impart that made
Duane profoundly thoughtful. A ranger had made a quiet, unobtrusive
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call upon thesefriends and left this message,"Tell Buck Duane to ride in-
to Captain MacNelly's camp some time after night."

Duane concluded, and his friends all agreed with him, that the new
ranger's main purpose in the Nueces country was to capture or kill Buck
Duane, and that this messagewas simply an original and striking ruse,
the daring of which might appeal to certain outlaws.

But it did not appeal to Duane. His curiosity was aroused; it did not,
however, tempt him to any foolhardy act. He turned southwest and rode
a hundred miles until he again reached the sparsely settled country.
Here he heard no more of rangers. It was a barren region he had never
but once ridden through, and that ride had cost him dear. He had been
compelled to shoot his way out. Outlaws were not in accord with the few
ranchers and their cowboys who ranged there. He learned that both out-
laws and Mexican raiders had long been at bitter enmity with these
ranchers. Being unfamiliar with roads and trails, Duane had pushed on
into the heart of this district, when all the time he really believed he was
traveling around it. A rifle-shot from aranch-house, a deliberate attempt
to kill him becausehe was an unknown rider in those parts, discovered
to Duane his mistake; and a hard ride to get away persuaded him to re-
turn to his old methods of hiding by day and traveling by night.

He got into rough country, rode for three days without covering much
ground, but believed that he was getting on safer territory. Twice he
came to a wide bottom-land green with willow and cottonwood and
thick as chaparral, somewhere through the middle of which ran a river
he decided must be the lower Nueces.

One evening, as he stole out from a covert where he had camped, he
saw the lights of a village. He tried to passit on the left, but was unable
to becausethe brakes of this bottom-land extended in almost to the out-
skirts of the village, and he had to retrace his steps and go round to the
right. Wire fencesand horsesin pasture made this a task, so it was well
after midnight before he accomplished it. He made ten miles or more
then by daylight, and after that proceeded cautiously along a road which
appeared to be well worn from travel. He passedseveral thickets where
he would have halted to hide during the day but for the fact that he had
to find water.

He was a long while in coming to it, and then there was no thicket or
clump of mesquite near the waterhole that would afford him covert. So
he kept on.

The country before him was ridgy and began to show cottonwoods
here and there in the hollows and yucca and mesquite on the higher
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ground. As he mounted a ridge he noted that the road made a sharp
turn, and he could not seewhat was beyond it. He slowed up and was
making the turn, which was down-hill between high banks of yellow
clay, when his mettlesome horse heard something to frighten him or
shied at something and bolted.

The few bounds he took before Duane's iron arm checked him were
enough to reach the curve. One flashing glance showed Duane the open
once more, a little valley below with a wide, shallow, rocky stream, a
clump of cottonwoods beyond, a somber group of men facing him, and
two dark, limp, strangely grotesque figures hanging from branches.

The sight was common enough in southwest Texas, but Duane had
never before found himself so unpleasantly close.

A hoarse voice pealed out: "By hell! there's another one!"

"Stranger, ride down an' account fer yourself!" yelled another.

"Hands up!"

“Thet's right, Jack; don't take no chances. Plug him!"

These remarks were so swiftly uttered as almost to be continuous.
Duane was wheeling his horse when arifle cracked. The bullet struck his
left forearm and he thought broke it, for he dropped the rein. The
frightened horse leaped. Another bullet whistled past Duane. Then the
bend in the road saved him probably from certain death. Like the wind
his fleet steed wend down the long hill.

Duane was in no hurry to look back. He knew what to expect. His
chief concern of the moment was for his injured arm. He found that the
boneswere still intact; but the wound, having beenmade by a soft bullet,
was an exceedingly bad one. Blood poured from it. Giving the horse his
head, Duane wound his scarftightly round the holes, and with teeth and
hand tied it tightly. That done, he looked back over his shoulder.

Riders were making the dust fly on the hillside road. There were more
coming round the cut where the road curved. The leader was perhaps a
quarter of a mile back, and the others strung out behind him. Duane
needed only one glance to tell him that they were fast and hard-riding
cowboys in a land where all riders were good. They would not have
owned any but strong, swift horses. Moreover, it was a district where
ranchers had suffered beyond all endurance the greed and brutality of
outlaws. Duane had simply been so unfortunate asto run right into a
lynching party at a time of all times when any stranger would be in
danger and any outlaw put to his limit to escape with his life.

Duane did not look back again till he had crossed the ridgy piece of
ground and had gotten to the level road. He had gained upon his
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pursuers. When he ascertained this he tried to save his horse, to check a
little that killing gait. This horse was a magnificent animal, big, strong,
fast; but his endurance had never been put to a grueling test. And that
worried Duane. His life had made it impossible to keep one horse very
long at a time, and this one was an unknown quantity.

Duane had only one planNthe only plan possible in this caseNand
that was to make the river-bottoms, where he might elude his pursuers
in the willow brakes. Fifteen miles or so would bring him to the river,
and this was not a hopelessdistance for any good horse if not too closely
pressed. Duane concluded presently that the cowboys behind were los-
ing a little in the chasebecausethey were not extending their horses. It
was decidedly unusual for such riders to save their mounts. Duane
pondered over this, looking backward several times to seeif their horses
were stretched out. They were not, and the fact was disturbing. Only one
reason presented itself to Duane's conjecturing, and it was that with him
headed straight on that road his pursuers were satisfied not to force the
running. He began to hope and look for a trail or a road turning off to
right or left. There was none. A rough, mesquite-dotted and yucca-spired
country extended away on either side. Duane believed that he would be
compelled to take to this hard going. One thing was certainNhe had to
go round the village. The river, however, was on the outskirts of the vil-
lage; and once in the willows, he would be safe.

Dust-clouds far ahead caused his alarm to grow. He watched with his
eyes strained; he hoped to see a wagon, a few stray cattle. But no, he
soon descried several horsemen. Shots and yells behind him attested to
the fact that his pursuers likewise had seenthese new-comers on the
scene.More than a mile separatedthesetwo parties, yet that distance did
not keep them from soon understanding each other. Duane waited only
to seethis new factor show signs of sudden quick action, and then, with
a muttered curse, he spurred his horse off the road into the brush.

He chosethe right side, becausethe river lay nearer that way. There
were patches of open sandy ground between clumps of cactus and mes-
quite, and he found that despite a zigzag course he made better time. It
was impossible for him to locate his pursuers. They would come togeth-
er, he decided, and take to his tracks.

What, then, was his surprise and dismay to run out of a thicket right
into alow ridge of rough, broken rock, impossible to get a horse over. He
wheeled to the left along its base. The sandy ground gave place to a
harder soil, where his horse did not labor so. Here the growths of mes-
guite and cactus became scanter, affording better travel but poor cover.
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He kept sharp eyes ahead, and, as he had expected, soon saw moving
dust-clouds and the dark figures of horses. They were half a mile away,
and swinging obliquely acrossthe flat, which fact proved that they had
entertained a fair idea of the country and the fugitive's difficulty.

Without an instant's hesitation Duane put his horse to his best efforts,
straight ahead. He had to pass those men. When this was seemingly
made impossible by a deep wash from which he had to turn, Duane
beganto feel cold and sick. Was this the end? Always there had to be an
end to an outlaw's career. He wanted then to ride straight at these pur-
suers. But reason outweighed instinct. He was fleeing for his life; never-
theless, the strongest instinct at the time was his desire to fight.

He knew when these three horsemen saw him, and a moment after-
ward he lost sight of them as he got into the mesquite again. He meant
now to try to reachthe road, and pushed his mount severely, though still
saving him for a final burst. Rocks, thickets, bunches of cactus,
washesNall operated against his following a straight line. Aimost he lost
his bearings, and finally would have ridden toward his enemieshad not
good fortune favored him in the matter of an open burned-over stretch
of ground.

Here he saw both groups of pursuers, one on each side and almost
within gun-shot. Their sharp yells, as much as his cruel spurs, drove his
horse into that pace which now meant life or death for him. And never
had Duane bestrode a gamer, swifter, stancher beast. He seemed about
to accomplish the impossible. In the dragging sand he was far superior
to any horse in pursuit, and on this sandy open stretch he gained enough
to spare a little in the brush beyond. Heated now and thoroughly terror-
ized, he kept the pace through thickets that almost tore Duane from his
saddle. Something weighty and grim easedoff Duane. He was going to
get out in front! The horse had speed, fire, stamina.

Duane dashed out into another open place dotted by few trees, and
here, right in his path, within pistol-range, stood horsemen waiting.
They yelled, they spurred toward him, but did not fire at him. He turned
his horseNfaced to the right. Only one thing kept him from standing his
ground to fight it out. He remembered those dangling limp figures
hanging from the cottonwoods. These ranchers would rather hang an
outlaw than do anything. They might draw all his fire and then capture
him. His horror of hanging was so great as to be all out of proportion
compared to his gun-fighter's instinct of self-preservation.

A race began then, a dusty, crashing drive through gray mesquite.
Duane could scarcely see,he was so blinded by stinging branchesacross
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his eyes. The hollow wind roared in his ears. He lost his senseof the
nearnessof his pursuers. But they must have been close. Did they shoot
at him? He imagined he heard shots. But that might have beenthe crack-
ing of dead snags.His left arm hung limp, almost useless;he handled the
rein with his right; and most of the time he hung low over the pommel.

The gray walls flashing by him, the whip of twigs, the rush of wind, the
heavy, rapid pound of hoofs, the violent motion of his horseNthese vied

in sensation with the smart of sweat in his eyes, the rack of his wound,

the cold, sick cramp in his stomach. With these also was dull, raging

fury. He had to run when he wanted to fight. It took all his mind to force
back that bitter hate of himself, of his pursuers, of this racefor his useless
life.

Suddenly he burst out of a line of mesquite into the road. A long
stretch of lonely road! How fiercely, with hot, strange joy, he wheeled his
horse upon it! Then he was sweeping along, sure now that he was out in
front. His horse still had strength and speed, but showed signs of break-
ing. Presently Duane looked back. PursuersNhe could not count how
manyNwere loping along in his rear. He paid no more attention to them,
and with teeth set he faced ahead, grimmer now in his determination to
foil them.

He passed a few scattered ranch-houses where horses whistled from
corrals, and men curiously watched him fly past. He saw one rancher
running, and he felt intuitively that this fellow was going to join in the
chase.Duane's steed pounded on, not noticeably slower, but with a lack
of former smoothness, with a strained, convulsive, jerking stride which
showed he was almost done.

Sight of the village ahead surprised Duane. He had reached it sooner
than he expected. Then he made a discoveryNhe had entered the zone of
wire fences.As he dared not turn back now, he kept on, intending to ride
through the village. Looking backward, he saw that his pursuers were
half a mile distant, too far to alarm any villagers in time to intercept him
in his flight. As he rode by the first houses his horse broke and beganto
labor. Duane did not believe he would last long enough to go through
the village.

Saddled horses in front of a store gave Duane an idea, not by any
means new, and one he had carried out successfully before. As he pulled
in his heaving mount and leaped off, a couple of ranchers came out of
the place, and one of them stepped to a clean-limbed, fiery bay. He was
about to get into his saddle when he saw Duane, and then he halted, a
foot in the stirrup.
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Duane strode forward, grasped the bridle of this man's horse.

"Mine's doneNbut not killed," he panted. "Trade with me."

"Wal, stranger, I'm shore always ready to trade,” drawled the man.
“But ain't you a little swift?"

Duane glanced back up the road. His pursuers were entering the
village.

"I'm DuaneNBuck Duane," he cried, menacingly. "Will you trade?
Hurry!"

The rancher, turning white, dropped his foot from the stirrup and fell
back.

"I reckon I'll trade," he said.

Bounding up, Duane dug spurs into the bay's flanks. The horse
snorted in fright, plunged into a run. He was fresh, swift, half wild.
Duane flashed by the remaining houses on the street out into the open.
But the road ended at that village or else led out from some other
qguarter, for he had ridden straight into the fields and from them into
rough desert. When he reached the cover of mesquite once more he
looked backto find six horsemen within rifle-shot of him, and more com-
ing behind them.

His new horse had not had time to get warm before Duane reached a
high sandy bluff below which lay the willow brakes. As far as he could
seeextended an immense flat strip of red-tinged willow. How welcome
it was to his eye! He felt like a hunted wolf that, weary and lame, had
reached his hole in the rocks. Zigzagging down the soft slope, he put the
bay to the dense wall of leaf and branch. But the horse balked.

There was little time to lose. Dismounting, he dragged the stubborn
beast into the thicket. This was harder and slower work than Duane
cared to risk. If he had not beenrushed he might have had better success.
So he had to abandon the horseN a circumstance that only such sore
straits could have driven him to. Then he went slipping swiftly through
the narrow aisles.

He had not gotten under cover any too soon. For he heard his pursuers
piling over the bluff, loud-voiced, confident, brutal. They crashed into
the willows.

"Hi, Sid! Heah's your hoss!" called one, evidently to the man Duane
had forced into a trade.

"Say, if you locoed gents'll hold up a little I'll tell you somethin',"
replied a voice from the bluff.

"Come on, Sid! We got him corralled," said the first speaker.
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"Wal, mebbe, an' if you hev it's liable to be damn hot. THET FELLER
WAS BUCK DUANE!"

Absolute silence followed that statement. Presently it was broken by a
rattling of loose gravel and then low voices.

"He can't git acrossthe river, | tell you," came to Duane's ears. "He's
corralled in the brake. | know thet hole."

Then Duane, gliding silently and swiftly through the willows, heard
no more from his pursuers. He headed straight for the river. Threading a
passagethrough awillow brake was an old task for him. Many days and
nights had gone to the acquiring of a skill that might have been envied
by an Indian.

The Rio Grande and its tributaries for the most of their length in Texas
ran between wide, low, flat lands covered by a dense growth of willow.
Cottonwood, mesquite, prickly pear, and other growths mingled with
the willow, and altogether they made a matted, tangled copse, a thicket
that an inexperienced man would have considered impenetrable. From
above, these wild brakes looked green and red; from the inside they
were gray and yellowNa striped wall. Trails and glades were scarce.
There were a few deer-runways and sometimes little paths made by pec-
cariesNthe jabali, or wild pigs, of Mexico. The ground was clay and un-
usually dry, sometimes baked so hard that it left no imprint of a track.
Where a growth of cottonwood had held back the encroachment of the
willows there usually was thick grassand underbrush. The willows were
short, slender poles with stems so close together that they almost
touched, and with the leafy foliage forming a thick covering. The depths
of this brake Duane had penetrated was a silent, dreamy, strange place.
In the middle of the day the light was weird and dim. When a breeze
fluttered the foliage, then slender shafts and spears of sunshine pierced
the green mantle and danced like gold on the ground.

Duane had always felt the strangenessof this kind of place, and like-
wise he had felt a protecting, harboring something which always seemed
to him to be the sympathy of the brake for a hunted creature. Any un-
wounded creature, strong and resourceful, was safe when he had glided
under the low, rustling green roof of this wild covert. It was not hard to
concealtracks; the springy soil gave forth no sound; and men could hunt
each other for weeks, pass within a few yards of each other and never
know it. The problem of sustaining life was difficult; but, then, hunted
men and animals survived on very little.

Duane wanted to cross the river if that was possible, and, keeping in
the brake, work his way upstream till he had reached country more
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hospitable. Remembering what the man had said in regard to the river,
Duane had his doubts about crossing. But he would take any chanceto
put the river between him and his hunters. He pushed on. His left arm
had to be favored, ashe could scarcely move it. Using his right to spread
the willows, he slipped sideways between them and made fast time.
There were narrow aisles and washes and holes low down and paths
brushed by animals, all of which he took advantage of, running, walk-
ing, crawling, stooping any way to get along. To keep in a straight line
was not easyNhe did it by marking some bright sunlit stem or tree
ahead, and when he reached it looked straight on to mark another. His
progress necessarily grew slower, for as he advanced the brake became
wilder, denser, darker. Mosquitoes began to whine about his head. He
kept on without pause.Deepening shadows under the willows told him
that the afternoon was far advanced. He began to fear he had wandered
in a wrong direction. Finally a strip of light ahead relieved his anxiety,
and after a toilsome penetration of still denser brush he broke through to
the bank of the river.

He faced a wide, shallow, muddy stream with brakes on the opposite
bank extending like a green and yellow wall. Duane perceived at a
glance the futility of his trying to cross at this point. Everywhere the
sluggish water raved quicksand bars. In fact, the bed of the river was all
quicksand, and very likely there was not a foot of water anywhere. He
could not swim; he could not crawl; he could not push alog across.Any
solid thing touching that smooth yellow sand would be grasped and
sucked down. To prove this he seized a long pole and, reaching down
from the high bank, thrust it into the stream. Right there near shore there
apparently was no bottom to the treacherous quicksand. He abandoned
any hope of crossing the river. Probably for miles up and down it would
be just the same as here. Before leaving the bank he tied his hat upon the
pole and lifted enough water to quench his thirst. Then he worked his
way back to where thinner growth made advancement easier, and kept
on up-stream till the shadows were so deep he could not see. Feeling
around for a place big enough to stretch out on, he lay down. For the
time being he was as safe there as he would have been beyond in the
Rim Rock. He was tired, though not exhausted, and in spite of the throb-
bing pain in his arm he dropped at once into sleep.
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Chapter 1 2

Sometime during the night Duane awoke. A stillness seemingly so thick
and heavy as to have substance blanketed the black willow brake. He
could not seea star or a branch or tree-trunk or even his hand before his
eyes.He lay there waiting, listening, sure that he had been awakened by
an unusual sound. Ordinary noises of the night in the wilderness never
disturbed his rest. His faculties, like those of old fugitives and hunted
creatures, had become trained to a marvelous keenness.A long low
breath of slow wind moaned through the willows, passedaway; some
stealthy, soft-footed beast trotted by him in the darkness; there was a
rustling among dry leaves;a fox barked lonesomely in the distance. But
none of these sounds had broken his slumber.

Suddenly, piercing the stillness, came a bay of a bloodhound. Quickly
Duane sat up, chilled to his marrow. The action made him aware of his
crippled arm. Then came other bays, lower, more distant. Silence enfol-
ded him again, all the more oppressive and menacing in his suspense.
Bloodhounds had been put on his trail, and the leader was not far away.
All his life Duane had beenfamiliar with bloodhounds; and he knew that
if the pack surrounded him in this impenetrable darkness he would be
held at bay or dragged down aswolves dragged a stag. Rising to his feet,
prepared to flee asbest he could, he waited to be sure of the direction he
should take.

The leader of the hounds broke into cry again, a deep, full-toned,
ringing bay, strange, ominous, terribly significant in its power. It caused
a cold sweat to ooze out all over Duane's body. He turned from it, and
with his uninjured arm outstretched to feel for the willows he groped his
way along. As it was impossible to pick out the narrow passageshe had
to slip and squeeze and plunge between the yielding stems. He made
such a crashing that he no longer heard the baying of the hounds. He
had no hope to elude them. He meant to climb the first cottonwood that
he stumbled upon in his blind flight. But it appeared he never was going
to be lucky enough to run against one. Often he fell, sometimes flat, at
others upheld by the willows. What made the work so hard was the fact
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that he had only one arm to open a clump of close-growing stems and
his feet would catch or tangle in the narrow crotches, holding him fast.
He had to struggle desperately. It was as if the willows were clutching
hands, his enemies, fiendishly impeding his progress. He tore his clothes
on sharp branches and his flesh suffered many a prick. But in a terrible
earnestnesshe kept on until he brought up hard against a cottonwood
tree.

There he leaned and rested. He found himself as nearly exhausted as
he had ever been,wet with sweat, his hands torn and burning, his breast
laboring, his legs stinging from innumerable bruises. While he leaned
there to catch his breath he listened for the pursuing hounds. For a long
time there was no sound from them. This, however, did not deceive him
into any hopefulness. There were bloodhounds that bayed often on a
trail, and others that ran mostly silent. The former were more valuable to
their owner and the latter more dangerous to the fugitive. Presently
Duane's earswere filled by a chorus of short ringing yelps. The pack had
found where he had slept, and now the trail was hot. Satisfied that they
would soon overtake him, Duane set about climbing the cottonwood,
which in his condition was difficult of ascent.

It happened to be a fairly large tree with a fork about fifteen feet up,
and branchesthereafter in succession.Duane climbed until he got above
the enshrouding belt of blackness. A pale gray mist hung above the
brake, and through it shone a line of dim lights. Duane decided these
were bonfires made along the bluff to render his escapemore difficult on
that side. Away round in the direction he thought was north he ima-
gined he saw more fires, but, asthe mist was thick, he could not be sure.
While he sat there pondering the matter, listening for the hounds, the
mist and the gloom on one side lightened; and this side he concluded
was eastand meant that dawn was near. Satisfying himself on this score,
he descended to the first branch of the tree.

His situation now, though still critical, did not appear to be so hope-
less as it had been. The hounds would soon close in on him, and he
would kill them or drive them away. It was beyond the bounds of pos-
sibility that any men could have followed running hounds through that
brake in the night. The thing that worried Duane was the fact of the bon-
fires. He had gathered from the words of one of his pursuers that the
brake was a kind of trap, and he began to believe there was only one
way out of it, and that was along the bank where he had entered, and
where obviously all night long his pursuers had kept fires burning.
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Further conjecture on this point, however, was interrupted by a crashing
in the willows and the rapid patter of feet.

Underneath Duane lay a gray, foggy obscurity. He could not seethe
ground, nor any objectbut the black trunk of the tree. Sight would not be
neededto tell him when the pack arrived. With a pattering rush through
the willows the hounds reached the tree; and then high above crash of
brush and thud of heavy paws rose a hideous clamor. Duane's pursuers
far off to the south would hearthat and know what it meant. And at day-
break, perhaps before, they would take a short cut across the brake,
guided by the baying of hounds that had treed their quarry.

It wanted only a few moments, however, till Duane could distinguish
the vague forms of the hounds in the gray shadow below. Still he waited.
He had no shots to spare. And he knew how to treat bloodhounds.
Gradually the obscurity lightened, and at length Duane had good
enough sight of the hounds for his purpose. His first shot killed the huge
brute leader of the pack. Then, with unerring shots, he crippled several
others. That stopped the baying. Piercing howls arose. The pack took
fright and fled, its course easily marked by the howls of the crippled
members. Duane reloaded his gun, and, making certain all the hounds
had gone, he descendedto the ground and set off at a rapid paceto the
northward.

The mist had dissolved under arising sun when Duane made his first
halt some miles north of the scenewhere he had waited for the hounds.
A barrier to further progress, in shape of a precipitous rocky bluff, rose
sheerfrom the willow brake. He skirted the baseof the cliff, where walk-
ing was comparatively easy, around in the direction of the river. He
reached the end finally to seethere was absolutely no chanceto escape
from the brake at that corner. It took extreme labor, attended by some
hazard and considerable pain to his arm, to get down where he could fill
his sombrero with water. After quenching his thirst he had alook at his
wound. It was caked over with blood and dirt. When washed off the arm
was seento be inflamed and swollen around the bullet-hole. He bathed
it, experiencing a soothing relief in the cool water. Then he bandaged it
as best he could and arranged a sling round his neck. This mitigated the
pain of the injured member and held it in a quiet and restful position,
where it had a chance to begin mending.

As Duane turned away from the river he felt refreshed. His great
strength and endurance had always made fatigue something almost un-
known to him. However, tramping on foot day and night was asunusual
to him asto any other riders of the Southwest, and it had begun to tell on
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him. Retracing his steps, he reached the point where he had abruptly
come upon the bluff, and here he determined to follow along its basein
the other direction until he found a way out or discovered the futility of
such effort.

Duane covered ground rapidly. From time to time he paused to listen.
But he was always listening, and his eyes were ever roving. This alert-
nesshad becomesecond nature with him, sothat exceptin extreme cases
of caution he performed it while he pondered his gloomy and fateful
situation. Such habit of alertness and thought made time fly swiftly.

By noon he had rounded the wide curve of the brake and was facing
south. The bluff had petered out from a high, mountainous wall to alow
abutment of rock, but it still held to its steep,rough nature and afforded
no crack or slope where quick ascent could have been possible. He
pushed on, growing warier as he approached the danger-zone, finding
that as he neared the river on this side it was imperative to go deeper in-
to the willows. In the afternoon he reached a point where he could see
men pacing to and fro on the bluff. This assuredhim that whatever place
was guarded was one by which he might escape.He headed toward
thesemen and approached to within a hundred pacesof the bluff where
they were. There were several men and several boys, all armed and, after
the manner of Texans, taking their task leisurely. Farther down Duane
made out black dots on the horizon of the bluff-line, and these he con-
cluded were more guards stationed at another outlet. Probably all the
available men in the district were on duty. Texanstook a grim pleasure
in such work. Duane remembered that upon several occasions he had
served such duty himself.

Duane peered through the branches and studied the lay of the land.
For several hundred yards the bluff could be climbed. He took stock of
those carelessguards. They had rifles, and that made vain any attempt to
passthem in daylight. He believed an attempt by night might be success-
ful; and he was swiftly coming to a determination to hide there till dark
and then try it, when the sudden yelping of a dog betrayed him to the
guards on the bluff.

The dog had likely been placed there to give an alarm, and he was
lustily true to his trust. Duane saw the men run together and begin to
talk excitedly and peer into the brake, which was a signal for him to slip
away under the willows. He made no noise, and he assured himself he
must be invisible. Nevertheless, he heard shouts, then the cracking of
rifles, and bullets began to zip and swish through the leafy covert. The
day was hot and windless, and Duane concluded that whenever he
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touched a willow stem, even ever so slightly, it vibrated to the top and
sent a quiver among the leaves. Through this the guards had located his
position. Once a bullet hissed by him; another thudded into the ground
before him. This shooting loosed a rage in Duane. He had to fly from
these men, and he hated them and himself becauseof it. Always in the
fury of such moments he wanted to give back shot for shot. But he
slipped on through the willows, and at length the rifles ceased to crack.

He sheeredto the left again, in line with the rocky barrier, and kept on,
wondering what the next mile would bring.

It brought worse, for he was seenby sharp-eyed scouts, and a hot fu-
sillade drove him to run for his life, luckily to escapewith no more than
a bullet-creased shoulder.

Later that day, still undaunted, he sheeredagain toward the trap-wall,
and found that the nearer he approached to the place where he had come
down into the brake the greater his danger. To attempt to run the block-
ade of that trail by day would be fatal. He waited for night, and after the
brightness of the fires had somewhat lessenedhe assayedto creep out of
the brake. He succeededin reaching the foot of the bluff, here only a
bank, and had begun to crawl stealthily up under cover of a shadow
when a hound again betrayed his position. Retreating to the willows was
as perilous a task as had ever confronted Duane, and when he had ac-
complished it, right under what seemeda hundred blazing rifles, he felt
that he had indeed beenfavored by Providence. This time men followed
him a goodly ways into the brake, and the ripping of lead through the
willows sounded on all sides of him.

When the noise of pursuit ceasedDuane satdown in the darkness, his
mind clamped between two thingsNwhether to try again to escapeor
wait for possible opportunity. He seemed incapable of decision. His in-
telligence told him that every hour lessenedhis chancesfor escape.He
had little enough chancein any case,and that was what made another
attempt so desperately hard. Still it was not love of life that bound him.
There would come an hour, sooner or later, when he would wrench de-
cision out of this chaos of emotion and thought. But that time was not
yet. he had remained quiet long enough to cool off and recover from his
run he found that he was tired. He stretched out to rest. But the swarms
of vicious mosquitoes prevented sleep. This corner of the brake was low
and near the river, a breeding-ground for the blood-suckers. They sang
and hummed and whined around him in an ever-increasing horde. He
covered his head and hands with his coat and lay there patiently. That
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was a long and wretched night. Morning found him still strong physic-
ally, but in a dreadful state of mind.

First he hurried for the river. He could withstand the pangs of hunger,
but it was imperative to quench thirst. His wound made him feverish,
and therefore more than usually hot and thirsty. Again he was refreshed.
That morning he was hard put to it to hold himself back from attempting
to crossthe river. If he could find alight log it was within the bounds of
possibility

that he might ford the shallow water and bars of quicksand. But not
yet! Wearily, doggedly he faced about toward the bluff.

All that day and all that night, all the next day and all the next night,
he stole like a hunted savagefrom river to bluff; and every hour forced
upon him the bitter certainty that he was trapped.

Duane lost track of days, of events. He had cometo an evil pass.There
arrived an hour when, closely pressed by pursuers at the extreme south-
ern corner of the brake, he took to a dense thicket of willows, driven to
what he believed was his last stand.

If only these human bloodhounds would swiftly closein on him! Let
him fight to the last bitter gasp and have it over! But these hunters, eager
asthey were to get him, had care of their own skins. They took few risks.
They had him cornered.

It was the middle of the day, hot, dusty, oppressive, threatening storm.
Like a snake Duane crawled into a little spacein the darkest part of the
thicket and lay still. Men had cut him off from the bluff, from the river,
seemingly from all sides. But he heard voices only from in front and to-
ward his left. Even if his passageto the river had not been blocked, it
might just as well have been.

"Come on fellersNdown hyar," called one man from the bluff.

"Got him corralled at last," shouted another.

"Reckon ye needn't be too shore. We thought thet more'n once,"
taunted another.

"I seen him, | tell you."

"Aw, thet was a deer."

"But Bill found fresh tracks an' blood on the willows. '

"If he's winged we needn't hurry."

"Hold on thar, you boys," came a shout in authoritative tones from
farther up the bluff. "Go slow. You-all air gittin' foolish at the end of a
long chase."

“Thet's right, Colonel. Hold 'em back. There's nothin' shorer than
somebody'll be stoppin' lead pretty quick. He'll be huntin' us soon!"
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“Let's surround this corner an' starve him out.”

"Fire the brake."

How clearly all this talk pierced Duane's ears!In it he seemedto hear
his doom. This, then, was the end he had always expected, which had
been close to him before, yet never like now.

"By God!" whispered Duane, "the thing for me to do nowNis go
outNmeet them!"

That was prompted by the fighting, the killing instinct in him. In that
moment it had almost superhuman power. If he must die, that was the
way for him to die. What else could be expected of Buck Duane? He got
to his kneesand drew his gun. With his swollen and almost uselesshand
he held what spare ammunition he had left. He ought to creep out noise-
lessly to the edge of the willows, suddenly face his pursuers, then, while
there was a beat left in his heart, kill, kill, kill. Thesemen all had rifles.
The fight would be short. But the marksmen did not live on earth who
could make such a fight go wholly against him. Confronting them sud-
denly he could kill a man for every shot in his gun.

Thus Duane reasoned. So he hoped to accept his fateNto meet this
end. But when he tried to step forward something checked him. He
forced himself; yet he could not go. The obstruction that opposed his will
was as insurmountable asit had been physically impossible for him to
climb the bluff.

Slowly he fell back, crouched low, and then lay flat. The grim and
ghastly dignity that had been his a moment before fell away from him.
He lay there stripped of his last shred of self-respect. He wondered was
he afraid; had he, the last of the DuanesNhad he come to feel fear? No!
Never in all his wild life had he solonged to go out and meet men faceto
face. It was not fear that held him back. He hated this hiding, this eternal
vigilance, this hopelesslife. The damnable paradox of the situation was
that if he went out to meet these men there was absolutely no doubt of
his doom. If he clung to his covert there was a chance,a merest chance,
for his life. These pursuers, dogged and unflagging as they had been,
were mortally afraid of him. It was his fame that made them cowards.
Duane's keennesstold him that at the very darkest and most perilous
moment there was still a chancefor him. And the blood in him, the tem-
per of his father, the years of his outlawry, the pride of his unsought and
hated career, the nameless,inexplicable something in him made him ac-
cept that slim chance.

Waiting then becamea physical and mental agony. He lay under the
burning sun, parched by thirst, laboring to breathe, sweating and
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bleeding. His uncared-for wound was like a red-hot prong in his flesh.
Blotched and swollen from the never-ending attack of flies and mosqui-
toes his face seemed twice its natural size, and it ached and stung.

On one side, then, was this physical torture; on the other the old hell,
terribly augmented at this crisis, in his mind. It seemedthat thought and
imagination had never been so swift. If death found him presently, how
would it come? Would he get decent burial or be left for the peccaries
and the coyotes?Would his people ever know where he had fallen? How
wretched, how miserable his state! It was cowardly, it was monstrous for
him to cling longer to this doomed life. Then the hate in his heart, the
hellish hate of these men on his trailNthat was like a scourge. He felt no
longer human. He had degenerated into an animal that could think. His
heart pounded, his pulse beat, his breast heaved; and this internal strife
seemedto thunder into his ears.He was now enacting the tragedy of all
crippled, starved, hunted wolves at bay in their dens. Only his tragedy
was infinitely more terrible because he had mind enough to see his
plight, his resemblance to a lonely wolf, bloody-fanged, dripping,
snarling, fire-eyed in a last instinctive defiance.

Mounted upon the horror of Duane's thought was a watching, listen-
ing intensity so supreme that it registered impressions which were cre-
ations of his imagination. He heard stealthy stepsthat were not there; he
saw shadowy moving figures that were only leaves. A hundred times
when he was about to pull trigger he discovered his error. Yet voices
came from a distance, and steps and crackings in the willows, and other
sounds real enough. But Duane could not distinguish the real from the
false. There were times when the wind which had arisen sent a hot, pat-
tering breath down the willow aisles, and Duane heard it as an ap-
proaching army.

This straining of Duane's faculties brought on a reaction which in itself
was a respite. He saw the sun darkened by thick slow spreading clouds.
A storm appeared to be coming. How slowly it moved! The air was like
steam. If there broke one of those dark, violent storms common though
rare to the country, Duane believed he might slip away in the fury of
wind and rain. Hope, that seemedunqgquenchable in him, resurged again.
He hailed it with a bitterness that was sickening.

Then at a rustling step he froze into the old strained attention. He
heard a slow patter of soft feet. A tawny shape crosseda little opening in
the thicket. It was that of a dog. The moment while that beastcame into
full view was an age. The dog was not a bloodhound, and if he had a
trail or a scent he seemedto be at fault on it. Duane waited for the
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inevitable discovery. Any kind of a hunting-dog could have found him
in that thicket. Voices from outside could be heard urging on the dog.
Rover they called him. Duane sat up at the moment the dog entered the
little shaded covert. Duane expected a yelping, a baying, or at least a
bark that would tell of his hiding-place. A strange relief swiftly swayed
over Duane. The end was near now. He had no further choice. Let them
comeNa quick fierce exchange of shotsNand then this torture past! He
waited for the dog to give the alarm.

But the dog looked at him and trotted by into the thicket without a
yelp. Duane could not believe the evidence of his senses.He thought he
had suddenly gone deaf. He saw the dog disappear, heard him running
to and fro among the willows, getting farther and farther away, till all
sound from him ceased.

“Thar's Rover," called a voice from the bluff-side. "He's been through
thet black patch."

“"Nary a rabbit in there," replied another.

"Bah! Thet pup's no good," scornfully growled another man. "Put a
hound at thet clump of willows."

"Fire's the game. Burn the brake before the rain comes."

The voices droned off as their owners evidently walked up the ridge.

Then upon Duane fell the crushing burden of the old waiting, watch-
ing, listening spell. After all, it was not to end just now. His chance still
persistedNlooked a little brighterNled him on, perhaps, to forlorn hope.

All at once twilight settled quickly down upon the willow brake, or
else Duane noted it suddenly. He imagined it to be caused by the ap-
proaching storm. But there was little movement of air or cloud, and
thunder still muttered and rumbled at a distance. The fact was the sun
had set, and at this time of overcast sky night was at hand.

Duane realized it with the awakening of all his old force. He would yet
elude his pursuers. That was the moment when he seized the signific-
ance of all these fortunate circumstanceswhich had aided him. Without
haste and without sound he beganto crawl in the direction of the river. It
was not far, and he reached the bank before darkness setin. There were
men up on the bluff carrying wood to build a bonfire. For a moment he
half yielded to a temptation to try to slip along the river-shore, closein
under the willows. But when he raised himself to peer out he saw that an
attempt of this kind would be liable to failure. At the same moment he
saw a rough-hewn plank lying beneath him, lodged against some wil-
lows. The end of the plank extended in almost to a point beneath him.
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Quick as a flash he saw where a desperate chanceinvited him. Then he
tied his gun in an oilskin bag and put it in his pocket.,

The bank was steep and crumbly. He must not break off any earth to
splash into the water. There was a willow growing back some few feet
from the edge of the bank. Cautiously he pulled it down, bent it over the
water so that when he released it there would be no springing back.
Then he trusted his weight to it, with his feet sliding carefully down the
bank. He went into the water almost up to his knees, felt the quicksand
grip his feet; then, leaning forward till he reached the plank, he pulled it
toward him and lay upon it.

Without a sound one end went slowly under water and the farther end
appeared lightly braced against the overhanging willows. Very carefully
then Duane began to extricate his right foot from the sucking sand. It
seemed as if his foot was incased in solid rock. But there was a move-
ment upward, and he pulled with all the power he dared use. It came
slowly and at length was free. The left one he released with less diffi-
culty. The next few moments he put all his attention on the plank to as-
certain if his weight would sink it into the sand. The far end slipped off
the willows with a little splash and gradually settled to rest upon the
bottom. But it sank no farther, and Duane's greatest concern was re-
lieved. However, as it was manifestly impossible for him to keep his
head up for long he carefully crawled out upon the plank until he could
rest an arm and shoulder upon the willows.

When he looked up it was to find the night strangely luminous with
fires. There was a bonfire on the extreme end of the, bluff, another a hun-
dred pacesbeyond. A great flare extended over the brake in that direc-
tion. Duane heard aroaring on the wind, and he knew his pursuers had
fired the willows. He did not believe that would help them much. The
brake was dry enough, but too greento burn readily. And asfor the bon-
fires he discovered that the men, probably having run out of wood, were
keeping up the light with oil and stuff from the village. A dozen men
kept watch on the bluff scarcely fifty pacesfrom where Duane lay con-
cealed by the willows. They talked, cracked jokes, sang songs,and mani-
festly considered this outlaw-hunting a great lark. As long as the bright
light lasted Duane dared not move. He had the patience and the endur-
anceto wait for the breaking of the storm, and if that did not come, then
the early hour before dawn when the gray fog and gloom were over the
river.
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Escapewas now in his grasp. He felt it. And with that in his mind he
waited, strong as steel in his conviction, capable of withstanding any
strain endurable by the human frame.

The wind blew in puffs, grew wilder, and roared through the willows,
carrying bright sparks upward. Thunder rolled down over the river, and
lightning beganto flash. Then the rain fell in heavy sheets,but not stead-
ily. The flashes of lightning and the broad flares played so incessantly
that Duane could not trust himself out on the open river. Certainly the
storm rather increased the watchfulness of the men on the bluff. He
knew how to wait, and he waited, grimly standing pain and cramp and
chill. The storm wore away as desultorily asit had come, and the long
night setin. There were times when Duane thought he was paralyzed,
others when he grew sick, giddy, weak from the strained posture. The
first paling of the stars quickened him with a kind of wild joy. He
watched them grow paler, dimmer, disappear one by one. A shadow
hovered down, rested upon the river, and gradually thickened. The bon-
fire on the bluff showed asthrough afoggy veil. The watchers were mere
groping dark figures.

Duane, aware of how cramped he had become from long inaction,
beganto move his legs and uninjured arm and body, and at length over-
came a paralyzing stiffness. Then, digging his hand in the sand and
holding the plank with his knees, he edged it out into the river. Inch by
inch he advanced until clear of the willows. Looking upward, he saw the
shadowy figures of the men on the bluff. He realized they ought to see
him, feared that they would. But he kept on, cautiously, noiselessly, with
a heart-numbing slowness. From time to time his elbow made a little
gurgle and splash in the water. Try as he might, he could not prevent
this. It got to be like the hollow roar of arapid filling his earswith mock-
ing sound. There was a perceptible current out in the river, and it
hindered straight advancement. Inch by inch he crept on, expecting to
hear the bang of rifles, the spattering of bullets. He tried not to look
backward, but failed. The fire appeared a little dimmer, the moving
shadows a little darker.

Oncethe plank stuck in the sand and felt asif it were settling. Bringing
feet to aid his hand, he shoved it over the treacherous place. This way he
made faster progress. The obscurity of the river seemedto be enveloping
him. When he looked back again the figures of the men were coalescing
with the surrounding gloom, the fires were streaky, blurred patches of
light. But the sky above was brighter. Dawn was not far off.
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To the west all was dark. With infinite care and implacable spirit and
waning strength Duane shoved the plank along, and when at last he dis-
cerned the black border of bank it camein time, he thought, to save him.

He crawled out, rested till the gray dawn broke, and then headed north
through the willows.
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Chapter 1 3

How long Duane was traveling out of that region he never knew. But he
reached familiar country and found a rancher who had before be-
friended him. Here his arm was attended to; he had food and sleep; and
in a couple of weeks he was himself again.

When the time came for Duane to ride away on his endless trail his
friend reluctantly imparted the information that some thirty miles south,
near the village of Shirley, there was posted at a certain cross-road a re-
ward for Buck Duane dead or alive. Duane had heard of such notices,
but he had never seenone. His friend's reluctance and refusal to state for
what particular deed this reward was offered roused Duane's curiosity.
He had never beenany closerto Shirley than this rancher's home. Doubt-
less some post-office burglary, some gun-shooting scrape had been at-
tributed to him. And he had been accused of worse deeds. Abruptly
Duane decided to ride over there and find out who wanted him dead or
alive, and why.

As he started south on the road he reflected that this was the first time
he had ever deliberately hunted trouble. Introspection awarded him this
knowledge; during that last terrible flight on the lower Nuecesand while
he lay abed recuperating he had changed. A fixed, immutable, hopeless
bitterness abided with him. He had reached the end of his rope. All the
power of his mind and soul were unavailable to turn him back from his
fate.

That fate was to become an outlaw in every senseof the term, to be
what he was credited with beingNthat is to say, to embraceevil. He had
never committed a crime. He wondered now was crime closeto him? He
reasonedfinally that the desperation of crime had beenforced upon him,
If not its motive; and that if driven, there was no limit to his possibilities.
He understood now many of the hitherto inexplicable actions of certain
noted outlawsNwhy they had returned to the sceneof the crime that
had outlawed them; why they took such strangely fatal chances;why life
was no more to them than a breath of wind; why they rode straight into
the jaws of death to confront wronged men or hunting rangers,
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vigilantes, to laugh in their very faces.It was such bitterness as this that
drove these men.

Toward afternoon, from the top of a long hill, Duane saw the green
fields and trees and shining roofs of a town he considered must be Shir-
ley. And at the bottom of the hill he came upon an intersecting road.
There was a placard nailed on the crossroad sign-post. Duane drew rein
near it and leaned close to read the faded print. $1000REWARD FOR
BUCK DUANE DEAD OR ALIVE. Peering closer to read the finer, more
faded print, Duane learned that he was wanted for the murder of Mrs.
Jeff Aiken at her ranch near Shirley. The month Septemberwas named,
but the date was illegible. The reward was offered by the woman's hus-
band, whose name appeared with that of a sheriff's at the bottom of the
placard.

Duane read the thing twice. When he straightened he was sick with
the horror of his fate, wild with passion at those misguided fools who
could believe that he had harmed a woman. Then he remembered Kate
Bland, and, as always when she returned to him, he quaked inwardly.
Years before word had gone abroad that he had killed her, and soit was
easy for men wanting to fix a crime to name him. Perhapsit had been
done often. Probably he bore on his shoulders a burden of numberless
crimes.

A dark, passionate fury possessedhim. It shook him like a storm
shakes the oak. When it passed, leaving him cold, with clouded brow
and piercing eye, his mind was set. Spurring his horse, he rode straight
toward the village.

Shirley appeared to be a large, pretentious country town. A branch of
some railroad terminated there. The main street was wide, bordered by
trees and commodious houses,and many of the stores were of brick. A
large plaza shaded by giant cottonwood trees occupied a central
location.

Duane pulled his running horse and halted him, plunging and snort-
ing, before a group of idle men who lounged on benchesin the shade of
a spreading cottonwood. How many times had Duane seenjust that kind
of lazy shirt-sleeved Texasgroup! Not often, however, had he seensuch
placid, lolling, good-natured men change their expression, their attitude
so swiftly. His advent apparently was momentous. They evidently took
him for an unusual visitor. Sofar asDuane could tell, not one of them re-
cognized him, had a hint of his identity.

He slid off his horse and threw the bridle.
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"I'm Buck Duane," he said. "I saw that placardNout there on a sign-
post. It's a damn lie! Somebody find this man Jeff Aiken. | want to see
him."

His announcement was taken in absolute silence. That was the only ef-
fect he noted, for he avoided looking at these villagers. The reason was
simple enough; Duane felt himself overcome with emotion. There were
tears in his eyes. He sat down on a bench, put his elbows on his knees
and his hands to his face. For once he had absolutely no concern for his
fate. This ignominy was the last straw.

Presently, however, he became aware of some kind of commotion
among these villagers. He heard whisperings, low, hoarse voices, then
the shuffle of rapid feet moving away. All at once a violent hand jerked
his gun from its holster. When Duane rose a gaunt man, livid of face,
shaking like a leaf, confronted him with his own gun.

"Hands up, thar, you Buck Duane!" he roared, waving the gun.

That appeared to be the cue for pandemonium to break loose. Duane
opened his lips to speak, but if he had yelled at the top of his lungs he
could not have made himself heard. In weary disgust he looked at the
gaunt man, and then at the others, who were working themselvesinto a
frenzy. He made no move, however, to hold up his hands. The villagers
surrounded him, emboldened by finding him now unarmed. Then sever-
al men lay hold of his arms and pinioned them behind his back. Resist-
ance was uselesseven if Duane had had the spirit. Some one of them
fetched his halter from his saddle, and with this they bound him
helpless.

People were running now from the street, the stores, the houses. Old
men, cowboys, clerks, boys, ranchers came on the trot. The crowd grew.
The increasing clamor began to attract women as well as men. A group
of girls ran up, then hung back in fright and pity.

The presenceof cowboys made a difference. They split up the crowd,
got to Duane, and lay hold of him with rough, businesslike hands. One
of them lifted his fists and roared at the frenzied mob to fall back, to stop
the racket. He beatthem back into a circle; but it was some little time be-
fore the hubbub quieted down so a voice could be heard.

"Shut up, will you-all?" he was yelling. "Give us a chance to hear
somethin'. Easy nowNsoho. There ain't nobody goin' to be hurt. Thet's
right; everybody quiet now. Let's see what's come off."

This cowboy, evidently one of authority, or at least one of strong per-
sonality, turned to the gaunt man, who still waved Duane's gun.
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"Abe, put the gun down," he said. "It might go off. Here, give it to me.
Now, what's wrong? Who's this roped gent, an' what's he done?"

The gaunt fellow, who appeared now about to collapse, lifted a shak-
ing hand and pointed.

"Thet thar fellerNhe's Buck Duane!" he panted.

An angry murmur ran through the surrounding crowd.

“The rope! The rope! Throw it over a branch! String him up!" cried an
excited villager.

"Buck Duane! Buck Duane!"

"Hang him!"

The cowboy silenced these cries.

"Abe, how do you know this fellow is Buck Duane?" he asked, sharply.

"WhyNhe said so," replied the man called Abe.

"What!" came the exclamation, incredulously.

“It's a tarnal fact," panted Abe, waving his hands importantly. He was
an old man and appeared to be carried away with the significance of his
deed. "He like to rid' his hossright over us-all. Then he jumped off, says
he was Buck Duane, an' he wanted to see Jeff Aiken bad."

This speechcauseda second commotion asnoisy though not so endur-
ing asthe first. When the cowboy, assistedby a couple of his mates, had
restored order again some one had slipped the noose-end of Duane's
rope over his head.

"Up with him!" screeched a wild-eyed youth.

The mob surged closer was shoved back by the cowboys.

"Abe, if you ain't drunk or crazy tell thet over,” ordered Abe's
interlocutor.

With some show of resentment and more of dignity Abe reiterated his
former statement.

"If he's Buck Duane how'n hell did you get hold of his gun?" bluntly
queried the cowboy.

"WhyNhe setdown tharNan' he kind of hid his face on his hand. An' |
grabbed his gun an' got the drop on him."

What the cowboy thought of this was expressedin alaugh. His mates
likewise grinned broadly. Then the leader turned to Duane.

"Stranger, | reckon you'd better speak up for yourself," he said.

That stilled the crowd as no command had done.

"I'm Buck Duane, all right." said Duane, quietly. "It was this wayN"

The big cowboy seemedto vibrate with a shock. All the ruddy warmth
left his face; his jaw began to bulge; the corded veins in his neck stood
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out in knots. In an instant he had a hard, stern, strange look. He shot out
a powerful hand that fastened in the front of Duane's blouse.

"Somethin' queer here. But if you're Duane you're sure in bad. Any
fool ought to know that. You mean it, then?"

"Yes."

"Rode in to shoot up the town, eh? Sameold stunt of you gunfighters?
Meant to kill the man who offered a reward? Wanted to see Jeff Aiken
bad, huh?"

“No," replied Duane. "Your citizen here misrepresented things. He
seems a little off his head."

"Reckon he is. Somebody is, that's sure. You claim Buck Duane, then,
an' all his doings?"

“I'm Duane; yes. But | won't stand for the blame of things | never did.
That's why I'm here. | saw that placard out there offering the reward.
Until now | never was within half a day's ride of this town. I'm blamed
for what | never did. | rode in here, told who | was, asked somebody to
send for Jeff Aiken."

"An' then you set down an'let this old guy throw your own gun on
you?" queried the cowboy in amazement.

"l guess that's it," replied Duane.

"Well, it's powerful strange, if you're really Buck Duane."

A man elbowed his way into the circle.

"It's Duane. | recognize him. | seenhim in more'n one place," he said.
"Sibert, you can rely on what | tell you. | don't know if he's locoed or
what. But | do know he's the genuine Buck Duane. Any one who'd ever
seen him onct would never forget him."

"What do you want to see Aiken for?" asked the cowboy Sibert.

"I want to face him, and tell him | never harmed his wife."

"Why?"

"Because I'm innocent, that's all.”

"Suppose we send for Aiken an' he hearsyou an' doesn't believe you;
what then?"

"If he won't believe meNwhy, then my case'sso badNI'd be better off
dead."

A momentary silence was broken by Sibert.

“If this isn't a queer deal! Boys, reckon we'd better send for Jeff."

"Somebody went fer him. He'll be comin' soon," replied a man.

Duane stood a head taller than that circle of curious faces.He gazed
out above and beyond them. It was in this way that he chancedto seea
number of women on the outskirts of the crowd. Some were old, with
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hard faces, like the men. Some were young and comely, and most of
these seemed agitated by excitement or distress. They cast fearful, pity-
ing glances upon Duane as he stood there with that noose round his
neck. Women were more human than men, Duane thought. He met eyes
that dilated, seemedfascinated at his gaze, but were not averted. It was
the old women who were voluble, loud in expression of their feelings.

Near the trunk of the cottonwood stood a slender woman in white.
Duane's wandering glance rested upon her. Her eyeswere riveted upon
him. A soft-hearted woman, probably, who did not want to see him
hanged!

"Thar comes Jeff Aiken now," called a man, loudly.

The crowd shifted and trampled in eagerness.

Duane saw two men coming fast, one of whom, in the lead, was of
stalwart build. He had a gun in his hand, and his manner was that of
fierce energy.

The cowboy Sibert thrust open the jostling circle of men.

"Hold on, Jeff," he called, and he blocked the man with the gun. He
spoke so low Duane could not hear what he said, and his form hid
Aiken's face. At that juncture the crowd spread out, closedin, and Aiken
and Sibert were caught in the circle. There was a pushing forward, a
pressing of many bodies, hoarse cries and flinging handsNagain the in-
sanetumult was about to break outNthe demand for an outlaw's blood,
the call for a wild justice executed a thousand times before on Texas's
bloody soil.

Sibert bellowed at the dark encroaching mass. The cowboys with him
beat and cuffed in vain.

"Jeff, will you listen?" broke in Sibert, hurriedly, his hand on the other
man's arm.

Aiken nodded coolly. Duane, who had seenmany men in perfect con-
trol of themselves under circumstances like these, recognized the spirit
that dominated Aiken. He was white, cold, passionless.There were lines
of bitter grief deep round his lips. If Duane ever felt the meaning of
death he felt it then.

"Sure this 's your game, Aiken," said Sibert. "But hear me a minute.
Reckon there's no doubt about this man bein' Buck Duane. He seenthe
placard out at the cross-roads. He rides in to Shirley. He says he's Buck
Duane an' he's lookin' for Jeff Aiken. That's all clear enough. You know
how thesegunfighters go lookin' for trouble. But here'swhat stumps me.
Duane sits down there on the bench and lets old Abe Strickland grab his
gun ant get the drop on him. More'n that, he gives me some strange talk
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about how, if he couldn't make you believe he's innocent, he'd better be
dead. You see for yourself Duane ain't drunk or crazy or locoed. He
doesn't strike me as a man who rode in here huntin' blood. Sol reckon
you'd better hold on till you hear what he has to say."

Then for the first time the drawn-faced, hungry-eyed giant turned his
gaze upon Duane. He had intelligence which was not yet subservient to
passion. Moreover, he seemed the kind of man Duane would care to
have judge him in a critical moment like this.

“Listen," said Duane, gravely, with his eyes steady on Aiken's, "I'm
Buck Duane. | never lied to any man in my life. | was forced into out-
lawry. I've never had a chanceto leave the country. I've killed men to
savemy own life. | never intentionally harmed any woman. | rode thirty
miles to-dayNdeliberately to seewhat this reward was, who made it,
what for. When | read the placard | went sick to the bottom of my soul.
Sol rode in hereto find youNto tell you this: | never saw Shirley before
to-day. It was impossible for me to haveNkilled your wife. Last Septem-
ber | was two hundred miles north of here on the upper Nueces.| can
prove that. Men who know me will tell you I couldn't murder a woman.
| haven't any idea why such a deed should be laid at my hands. It's just
that wild border gossip. | have no idea what reasonsyou have for hold-
ing me responsible. | only knowNyou're wrong. You've been deceived.
And see here, Aiken. You understand I'm a miserable man. I'm about
broken, | guess.| don't care any more for life, for anything. If you can't
look me in the eyes,man to man, and believe what | sayNwhy, by God!
you can kill me!"

Aiken heaved a great breath.

"Buck Duane, whether I'm impressed or not by what you say needn't
matter. You've had accusers,justly or unjustly, aswill soon appear. The
thing is we can prove you innocent or guilty. My girl Lucy saw my wife's
assailant."

He motioned for the crowd of men to open up.

"SomebodyNyou, SibertNgo for Lucy. That'll settle this thing."

Duane heard as a man in an ugly dream. The facesaround him, the
hum of voices, all seemedfar off. His life hung by the merest thread. Yet
he did not think of that so much as of the brand of a woman-murderer
which might be soon sealed upon him by a frightened, imaginative child.

The crowd trooped apart and closed again. Duane caught a blurred
image of a slight girl clinging to Sibert's hand. He could not see dis-
tinctly. Aiken lifted the child, whispered soothingly to her not to be
afraid. Then he fetched her closer to Duane.
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