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Chapter 1

A September sun, losing some of its heat if not its brilliance, was drop-
ping low in the west over the black Colorado range. Purple haze began
to thicken in the timbered notches. Gray foothills, round and billowy,
rolled down from the higher country. They were smooth, sweeping, with
long velvety slopesand isolated patches of aspensthat blazed in autumn
gold. Splotches of red vine colored the soft gray of sage. Old White
Slides, a mountain scarred by avalanche, towered with bleak rocky peak
above the valley, sheltering it from the north.

A girl rode along the slope, with gaze on the sweep and range and col-
or of the mountain fastnessthat was her home. Shefollowed an old trail
which led to a bluff overlooking an arm of the valley. Onceit had beena
familiar lookout for her, but she had not visited the place of late. It was
associatedwith serious hours of her life. Here seven years before, when
she was twelve, she had made a hard choice to please her guardianNthe
old rancher whom she loved and called father, who had indeed been a
father to her. That choice had beento go to school in Denver. Four years
she had lived away from her beloved gray hills and black mountains.
Only once since her return had she climbed to this height, and that occa-
sion, too, was memorable as an unhappy hour. It had been three years
ago. To-day girlish ordeals and griefs seemedback in the past: shewas a
woman at nineteen and face to face with the first great problem in her
life.

The trail came up back of the bluff, through a clump of aspenswith
white trunks and yellow fluttering leaves,and led acrossa level bench of
luxuriant grass and wild flowers to the rocky edge.

Shedismounted and threw the bridle. Her mustang, used to being pet-
ted, rubbed his sleek, dark head against her and evidently expected like
demonstration in return, but as none was forthcoming he bent his nose
to the grass and began grazing. The girl's eyes were intent upon some
waving, slender, white-and-blue flowers. They smiled up wanly, like
pale stars, out of the long grass that had a tinge of gold.




"Columbines," she mused, wistfully, as she plucked several of the
flowers and held them up to gaze wonderingly at them, asif to seein
them some revelation of the mystery that shrouded her birth and her
name. Then she stood with dreamy gaze upon the distant ranges.

"Columbine!E So they named meNthose miners who found meNa
babyNlost in the woodsNasleep among the columbines." She spoke
aloud, as if the sound of her voice might convince her.

Somuch of the mystery of her had beenrevealed that day by the man
she had always called father. Vaguely she had always been conscious of
some mystery, something strange about her childhood, some relation
never explained.

"No name but Columbine,"” she whispered, sadly, and now she under-
stood a strange longing of her heart.

Scarcelyan hour back, assheran down the Wide porch of White Slides
ranch-house, she had encountered the man who had taken care of her all
her life. He had looked upon her as kindly and fatherly as of old, yet
with a difference. She seemedto seehim as old Bill Belllounds, pioneer
and rancher, of huge frame and broad face, hard and scarred and
grizzled, with big eyes of blue fire.

"Collie," the old man had said, "I reckon hyar's news. A letter from
JackE . He's comin' home."

Belllounds had waved the letter. His huge hand trembled as he
reachedto put it on her shoulder. The hardness of him seemedstrangely
softened. Jackwas his son. Buster Jack,the range had always called him,
with other terms, lesskind, that never got to the ears of his father. Jack
had been sent away three years ago, just before Columbine's return from
school. Therefore she had not seenhim for over seven years. But she re-
membered him wellNa big, rangy boy, handsome and wild, who had
made her childhood almost unendurable.

"YesNmy sonNJackNhe's comin' home," said Belllounds, with a break
in his voice. "An', CollieNnow | must tell you somethin"."

"Yes,dad," she had replied, with strong clasp of the heavy hand on her
shoulder.

“Thet's just it, lass.| ain't your dad. I've tried to be a dad to you an' I've
loved you as my own. But you're not flesh an' blood of mine. An' now |
must tell you."

The brief story followed. Seventeenyears ago miners working a claim
of Belllounds's in the mountains above Middle Park had found a child
asleep in the columbines along the trail. Near that point Indians, prob-
ably Arapahoes coming across the mountains to attack the Utes, had



captured or killed the occupants of a prairie-schooner. There was no oth-
er clue. The miners took the child to their camp, fed and cared for it, and,
after the manner of their kind, named it Columbine. Then they brought it
to Belllounds.

"Collie," said the old rancher, "it needn't never have been told, an'
wouldn't but fer one reason. I'm gettin' old. | reckon I'd never split my
property between you an' Jack.Sol mean you an' him to marry. You al-
ways steadied Jack. With a wife like you'll beNwal, mebbe Jack'lIN"

"Dad!" burst out Columbine. "Marry Jack!E Why INI don't even re-
member him!"

"Haw! Haw!" laughed Belllounds. "Wal, you dog-gone soon will. Jack's
in Kremmlin', an' he'll be hyar to-night or to-morrow."

"ButNINI don't I-love him," faltered Columbine.

The old man lost his mirth; the strong-lined faceresumed its hard cast;
the big eyessmoldered. Her appealing objection had wounded him. She
was reminded of how sensitive the old man had always beento any re-
flection cast upon his son.

"Wal, thet's onlucky;" he replied, gruffly. "Mebbe you'll change.| reck-
on no girl could help aboy much, onlessshe cared for him. Anyway, you
an' Jack will marry."

He had stalked away and Columbine had ridden her mustang far up
the valley slope where she could be alone. Standing on the verge of the
bluff, she suddenly became aware that the quiet and solitude of her
lonely resting-place had been disrupted. Cattle were bawling below her
and along the slope of old White Slidesand on the grassy uplands above.
She had forgotten that the cattle were being driven down into the low-
lands for the fall round-up. A great red-and-white-spotted herd was
milling in the park just beneath her. Calves and yearlings were making
the dust fly along the mountain slope; wild old steerswere crashing in
the sage,holding level, unwilling to be driven down; cows were running
and lowing for their lost ones. Melodious and clear rose the clarion calls
of the cowboys. The cattle knew those calls and only the wild steerskept
up-grade.

Columbine also knew each call and to which cowboy it belonged.
They sang and yelled and swore, but it was all music to her. Here and
there along the slope, where the aspen groves clustered, a horse would
flash acrossan open space;the dust would fly, and a cowboy would peal
out alusty yell that rang along the slope and echoed under the bluff and
lingered long after the daring rider had vanished in the steep thickets.



"I wonder which is Wils," murmured Columbine, as she watched and
listened, vaguely conscious of a little difference, a strange check in her
remembrance of this particular cowboy. Shefelt the change, yet did not
understand. One after one sherecognized the riders on the slopes below,
but Wilson Moore was not among them. He must be above her, then,
and sheturned to gaze acrossthe grassy bluff, up the long, yellow slope,
to where the gleaming aspenshalf hid ared bluff of mountain, towering
aloft. Then from far to her left, high up a scrubby ridge of the slope, rang
down a voice that thrilled her: "GoNaloongNyou-ooood Red cattle
dashed pell-mell down the slope, raising the dust, tearing the brush,
rolling rocks, and letting out hoarse bawils.

"Whoop-e¥ High-pitched and pealing came a clearer yell.

Columbine saw a white mustang flash out on top of the ridge, silhou-
etted against the blue, with mane and tail flying. His gait on that edge of
steep slope proved his rider to be a reckless cowboy for whom no
heights or depths had terrors. Shewould have recognized him from the
way he rode, if she had not known the slim, erect figure. The cowboy
saw her instantly. He pulled the mustang, about to plunge down the
slope, and lifted him, rearing and wheeling. Then Columbine waved her
hand. The cowboy spurred his horse along the crest of the ridge, disap-
peared behind the grove of aspens,and came in sight again around to
the right, where on the grassy bench he slowed to a walk in descentto
the bluff.

The girl watched him come, conscious of an unfamiliar senseof uncer-
tainty in this meeting, and of the fact that she was seeing him differently
from any other time in the years he had beena playmate, a friend, almost
like a brother. He had ridden for Belllounds for years, and was a cowboy
becausehe loved cattle well and horses better, and above all a life in the
open. Unlike most cowboys, he had been to school; he had a family in
Denver that objected to his wild range life, and often importuned him to
come home; he seemed aloof sometimes and not readily understood.

While many thoughts whirled through Columbine's mind she watched
the cowboy ride slowly down to her, and she became more concerned
with a sudden restraint. How was Wilson going to take the news of this
forced change about to comein her life? That thought leaped up. It gave
her a strange pang. But she and he were only good friends. As to that,
she reflected, of late they had not been the friends and comrades they
formerly were. In the thrilling uncertainty of this meeting she had forgot-
ten his distant manner and the absence of little attentions she had
missed.



By this time the cowboy had reachedthe level, and with the lazy grace
of his kind slipped out of the saddle. He was tall, slim, round-limbed,
with the small hips of a rider, and square, though not broad shoulders.
He stood straight like an Indian. His eyeswere hazel, his features regu-
lar, his face bronzed. All men of the open had still, lean, strong faces,but
added to this in him was a steadiness of expression, a restraint that
seemed to hide sadness.

"Howdy, Columbine!" he said. "What are you doing up here? You
might get run over."

"Hello, Wils!" she replied, slowly. "Oh, | guess| can keep out of the
way."

"Some bad steersin that bunch. If any of them run over here Pronto
will leave you to walk home. That mustang hates cattle. And he's only
half broke, you know."

"l forgot you were driving to-day," shereplied, and looked away from
him. There was a moment's pauseNlong, it seemed to her.

"What'd you come for?" he asked, curiously.

"I wanted to gather columbines. See." She held out the nodding
flowers toward him. "Take oneE . Do you like them?"

"Yes. | like columbine,” he replied, taking one of them. His keen hazel
eyes, softened, darkened. "Colorado's flower."

"Columbine!E It is my name."

"Well, could you have a better? It sure suits you."

"Why?" she asked, and she looked at him again.

"You're slenderNgraceful. You sort of hold your head high and proud.
Your skin is white. Your eyesare blue. Not bluebell blue, but columbine
blueNand they turn purple when you're angry."

"Compliments! Wilson, this is new kind of talk for you," she said.

"You're different to-day."

"Yes, | am." She looked acrossthe valley toward the westering sun,
and the slight flush faded from her cheeks."l have no right to hold my
head proud. No one knows who | amNwhere | came from."

"As if that made any difference!" he exclaimed.

"Belllounds is not my dad. | have no dad. | was a waif. They found me
in the woodsNa babyNlost among the flowers. Columbine Belllounds
I've always been.But that is not my name. No one cantell what my name
really is."

"I knew your story years ago, Columbine," he replied, earnestly.
"Everybody knows. Old Bill ought to have told you long before this. But
he loves you. So doesNeverybody. You must not let this knowledge



sadden youE . I'm sorry you've never known a mother or a sister. Why,
| could tell you of many orphans whoNwhose stories were different.”

"You don't understand. I've been happy. I've not longed for anyNany
one except a mother. It's onlyN"

"What don't | understand?"

“I've not told you all.”

"No? Well, go on," he said, slowly.

Meaning of the hesitation and the restraint that had obstructed her
thought now flashed over Columbine. It lay in what Wilson Moore
might think of her prospective marriage to Jack Belllounds. Still she
could not guesswhy that should make her feel strangely uncertain of the
ground she stood on or how it could causea constraint she had to fight
herself to hide. Moreover, to her annoyance, she found that she was
evading his direct request for the news she had withheld.

"Jack Belllounds is coming home to-night or to-morrow," she said.
Then, waiting for her companion to reply, she kept an unseeing gaze
upon the scanty pines fringing Old White Slides. But no reply appeared
to be forthcoming from Moore. His silence compelled her to turn to him.
The cowboy's face had subtly altered; it was darker with a tinge of red
under the bronze; and his lower lip was releasedfrom his teeth, even as
she looked. He had his eyesintent upon the lasso he was coiling. Sud-
denly he faced her and the dark fire of his eyes gave her a shock.

I've been expecting that shorthorn back for months." he said, bluntly.

"YouNneverNliked Jack?"queried Columbine, slowly. That was not
what she wanted to say, but the thought spoke itself.

"l should smile | never did."

"Ever since you and he foughtNlong agoNall overN"

His sharp gesture made the coiled lasso loosen.

"Ever since | licked him goodNdon't forget that," interrupted Wilson.
The red had faded from the bronze.

"Yes,you licked him," mused Columbine. "I remember that. And Jack's
hated you ever since."

“There's been no love lost."

"But, Wils, you never before talked this wayNspoke out soNagainst
Jack," she protested.

"Well, I'm not the kind to talk behind a fellow's back. But I'm not
mealy-mouthed, either, andNandN"

He did not complete the sentenceand his meaning was enigmatic. Al-
together Moore seemednot like himself. The fact disturbed Columbine.
Always she had confided in him. Here was a most complex



situationNshe burned to tell him, yet somehow feared toNshe felt an in-
comprehensible satisfaction in his bitter referenceto JackNshe seemedto
realize that she valued Wilson's friendship more than she had known,
and now for some strange reason it was slipping from her.

"WeNwe were such good friendsNpards," said Columbine, hurriedly
and irrelevantly.

"Who?" He stared at her.

"Why, youNand me."

"Oh!" His tone softened, but there was still disapproval in his glance.
"What of that?"

"Something has happened to make me think I've missed
youNlatelyNthat's all."

"Ahuh!" His tone held finality and bitterness, but he would not com-
mit himself. Columbine senseda pride in him that seemedthe cause of
his aloofness.

"Wilson, why have you been different lately?" she asked, plaintively.

"What's the good to tell you now?" he queried, in reply.

That gave her a blank senseof actual loss. Shehad lived in dreams and
he in realities. Right now she could not dispel her dreamNsee and un-
derstand all that he seemedto. Shefelt like a child, then, growing old
swiftly. The strange past longing for a mother surged up in her like a
strong tide. Some one to lean on, some one who loved her, some one to
help her in this hour when fatality knocked at the door of her
youthNhow she needed that!

"It might be bad for meNto tell me, but tell me, anyhow," she said, fi-
nally, answering as some one older than she had been an hour agoNto
something feminine that leaped up. Shedid not understand this impulse,
but it was in her.

"No!" declared Moore, with dark red staining his face. He slapped the
lasso against his saddle, and tied it with clumsy hands. He did not look
at her. His tone expressed anger and amaze.

"Dad says | must marry Jack,"she said, with a sudden return to her
natural simplicity.

"l heard him tell that months ago," snapped Moore.

"You did! Was thatNwhy?" she whispered.

"It was," he answered, ringingly.

"But that was no reasonfor you to beNbeNto stay away from me," she
declared, with rising spirit.

He laughed shortly.

"Wils, didn't you like me any more after dad said that?" she queried.



"Columbine, a girl nineteen years and about toNto get mar-
riedNought not be a fool," he replied, with sarcasm.

“I'm not a fool," she rejoined, hotly.

"You ask fool questions."

"Well, you didn't like me afterward or you'd never have mistreated
me."

"If you say | mistreated youNyou say what's untrue," he replied, just
as hotly.

They had never been so near a quarrel before. Columbine experienced
a sensation new to herNa commingling of fear, heat, and pang, it
seemed,all in one throb. Wilson was hurting her. A quiver ran all over
her, along her veins, swelling and tingling.

"You mean | lie?" she flashed.

"Yes, | doNifN"

But before he could conclude she slapped his face. It grew pale then,
while she began to tremble.

"OhNI didn't intend that. Forgive me," she faltered.

He rubbed his cheek. The hurt had not been great, so far as the blow
was concerned. But his eyes were dark with pain and anger.

"Oh, don't distress yourself," he burst out. "You slapped me be-
foreNonce, years agoNfor kissing you. INI apologize for saying you
lied. You're only out of your head. So am [."

That poured oil upon the troubled waters. The cowboy appeared to be
hesitating between sudden flight and the risk of staying longer.

"Maybe that's it," replied Columbine, with a half-laugh. She was not
far from tears and fury with herself. "Let us make upNbe friends again."

Moore squared around aggressively. He seemed to fortify himself
against something in her. She felt that. But his face grew harder and
older than she had ever seen it.

"Columbine, do you know where Jack Belllounds has been for these
three years?" he asked, deliberately, entirely ignoring her overtures of
friendship.

"No. Somebody said Denver. Some one else said Kansas City. | never
asked dad, becausel knew Jack had been sent away. I've supposed he
was workingNmaking a man of himself."

"Well, | hope to HeavenNfor your sakeNwhat you suppose comes
true," returned Moore, with exceeding bitterness.

"Do you know where he has been?"asked Columbine. Some strange
feeling prompted that. There was a mystery here. Wilson's agitation
seemed strange and deep.
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"Yes,| do." The cowboy bit that out through closing teeth, asif locking
them against an almost overmastering temptation.

Columbine lost her curiosity. Shewas woman enough to realize that
there might well be facts which would only make her situation harder.

"Wilson," shebegan, hurriedly, "l owe all | am to dad. He has cared for
meNsent me to school. He has been so good to me. I've loved him al-
ways. It would be a shabby return for all his protection and love ifNif |
refusedN"

"Old Bill is the best man ever," interrupted Moore, as if to repudiate
any hint of disloyalty to his employer. "Everybody in Middle Park and
all over owes Bill something. He's sure good. There never was anything
wrong with him except his crazy blindness about his son. Buster
JackNtheNtheN"

Columbine put a hand over Moore's lips.

“The man | must marry," she said, solemnly.

"You mustNyou will?" he demanded.

"Of course. What else could | do? | never thought of refusing."”

"Columbine!" Wilson's cry was so poignant, his gesture so violent, his
dark eyes so piercing that Columbine sustained a shock that held her
trembling and mute. "How can you love Jack Belllounds? You were
twelve years old when you saw him last. How can you love him?"

"I don't" replied Columbine.

“Then how could you marry him?"

"I owe dad obedience. It's his hope that | can steady Jack."

"Steady Jack! exclaimed Moore, passionately. "Why, you girlNyou
white-faced flower! You with your innocence and sweetnesssteady that
damned pup! My Heavens! He was a gambler and a drunkard. HeN"

"Hush!" implored Columbine.

"He cheated at cards," declared the cowboy, with a scorn that placed
that vice as utterly base.

"But Jackwas only a wild boy," replied Columbine, trying with brave
words to champion the son of the man she loved as her father. "He has
been sent away to work. He'll have outgrown that wildness. He'll come
home a man."

"Bah!" cried Moore, harshly.

Columbine felt a sinking within her. Where was her strength? She,
who could walk and ride so many miles, to become sick with an inward
guaking! It was childish. She struggled to hide her weakness from him.

“It's not like you to be this way," she said. "You used to be generous.
Am | to blame? Did | choose my life?"
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Moore looked quickly away from her, and, standing with a hand on
his horse, he was silent for a moment. The squaring of his shoulders bore
testimony to his thought. Presently he swung up into the saddle. The
mustang snorted and champed the bit and tossed his head, ready to bolt.

"Forget my temper,” begged the cowboy, looking down upon
Columbine. "I take it all back. I'm sorry. Don't let a word of mine worry
you. | was only jealous."

"Jealous!" exclaimed Columbine, wonderingly.

"Yes. That makes a fellow seered and green. Bad medicine! You never
felt it."

"What were you jealous of?" asked Columbine.

The cowboy had himself in hand now and he regarded her with a grim
amusement.

"Well, Columbine, it's like a story," he replied. "I'm the fellow dis-
owned by his familyNa wanderer of the wildsNno goodNand no pro-
spectsE . Now our friend Jack,he's handsome and rich. He has a doting
old dad. Cattle, horsesNranches! He wins the girl. See!"

Spurring his mustang, the cowboy rode away. At the edge of the slope
he turned in the saddle. "I've got to drive in this bunch of cattle. It's late.
You hurry home." Then he was gone. The stones cracked and rolled
down under the side of the bluff.

Columbine stood where he had left her: dubious, yet with the blood
still hot in her cheeks.

"Jealous?E He wins the girl?" she murmured in repetition to herself.
"What ever could he have meant? He didn't meanNhe didn'tN"

The simple, logical interpretation of Wilson's words opened
Columbine's mind to a disturbing possibility of which she had never
dreamed. That he might love her! If he did, why had he not said so?Jeal-
ous, maybe, but he did not love her! The next throb of thought was like a
knock at a door of her heartNa door never yet opened, inside which
seemed a mystery of feeling, of hope, despair, unknown longing, and
clamorous voices. The woman just born in her, instinctive and self-pre-
servative, shut that door before she had more than a glimpse inside. But
then she felt her heart swell with its nameless burdens.

Pronto was grazing near at hand. She caught him and mounted. It
struck her then that her hands were numb with cold. The wind had
ceasedfluttering the aspens,but the yellow leaveswere falling, rustling.
Out on the brow of the slope she faced home and the west.

A glorious Colorado sunset had just reached the wonderful height of
its color and transformation. The sage slopes below her seemed rosy
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velvet; the golden aspenson the farther reacheswere on fire at the tips;
the foothills rolled clear and mellow and rich in the light; the gulf of dis-
tance on to the great black range was veiled in mountain purple; and the
dim peaks beyond the range stood up, sunset-flushed and grand. The
narrow belt of blue sky between crags and clouds was like ariver full of
fleecy sails and wisps of silver. Above towered a pall of dark cloud, full
of the shades of approaching night.

"Oh, beautiful!" breathed the girl, with all her worship of nature. That
wild world of sunsetgrandeur and loneliness and beauty was hers. Over
there, under a peak of the black range, was the place where she had been
found, a baby, lost in the forest. Shebelonged to that, and so it belonged
to her. Strength came to her from the glory of light on the hills.

Pronto shot up his ears and checked his trot.

"What is it, boy?" called Columbine. The trail was getting dark. Shad-
ows were creeping up the slope as she rode down to meet them. The
mustang had keen sight and scent. She reined him to a halt.

All was silent. The valley had begun to shade on the far side and the
rose and gold seemedfading from the nearer. Below, on the level floor of
the valley, lay the rambling old ranch-house, with the cabins nestling
around, and the corrals leading out to the soft hay-fields, misty and gray
in the twilight. A single light gleamed. It was like a beacon.

The air was cold with a nip of frost. From far on the other side of the
ridge she had descended came the bawls of the last straggling cattle of
the round-up. But surely Pronto had not shot up his earsfor them. As if
in answer a wild sound pealed down the slope, making the mustang
jump. Columbine had heard it before.

"Pronto, it's only a wolf," she soothed him.

The peal was loud, rather harsh at first, then softened to a mourn,
wild, lonely, haunting. A pack of coyotes barked in angry answer, a
sharp, staccato, yelping chorus, the more piercing notes biting on the
cold night air. These mountain mourns and yelps were music to
Columbine. Sherode on down the trail in the gathering darkness, less
afraid of the night and its wild denizens than of what awaited her at
White Slides Ranch.
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Chapter 2

Darkness settled down like a black mantle over the valley. Columbine
rather hoped to find Wilson waiting to take care of her horse, as used to
be his habit, but she was disappointed. No light showed from the cabin
in which the cowboys lived; he had not yet come in from the round-up.
She unsaddled, and turned Pronto loose in the pasture.

The windows of the long, low ranch-house were bright squaresin the
blackness, sending cheerful rays afar. Columbine wondered in trepida-
tion if Jack Belllounds had come home. It required effort of will to ap-
proach the house. Yet since she must meet him, the sooner the ordeal
was over the better. Nevertheless she tiptoed past the bright windows,
and went all the length of the long porch, and turned around and went
back, and then hesitated, fighting a slow drag of her spirit, an oppression
upon her heart. The door was crude and heavy. It opened hard.

Columbine entered a big room lighted by a lamp on the upper table
and by blazing logs in a huge stone fireplace. This was the living-room,
rather gloomy in the corners, and bare, but comfortable, for all simple
needs. The logs were new and the chinks between them filled with clay,
still white, showing that the house was of recent build.

The rancher, Belllounds, sat in his easy-chair before the fire, his big,
horny hands extended to the warmth. He was in his shirt-sleeves, a gray,
bold-faced man, of over sixty years, still muscular and rugged.

At Columbine's entrance he raised his drooping head, and so removed
the suggestion of sadness in his posture.

"Wal, lass, hyar you are," was his greeting. "Jakehas beenhollerin’ thet
chuck was ready. Now we can eat."

"DadNdidNdid your son come?" asked Columbine.

“No. | got word jestat sundown. One of Baker's cowpunchers from up
the valley. He rode up from Kremmlin' an' stopped to say Jackwas cel-
ebratin' his arrival by too much red liquor. Reckon he won't be home to-
night. Mebbe to-morrow."

Belllounds spoke in an even, heavy tone, without any apparent feel-
ing. Always he was mercilessly frank and never spared the truth. But
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Columbine, who knew him well, felt how this news flayed him. Resent-
ment stirred in her toward the wayward son, but she knew better than to
voice it.

“Natural like, | reckon, fer Jackto feel gay on gettin' home. | ain't hold-
in' thet ag'in' him. These last three years must have been gallin' to thet
boy."

Columbine stretched her hands to the blaze.

“It's cold, dad," she averred. "I didn't dress warmly, so | nearly froze.
Autumn is here and there's frost in the air. Oh, the hills were all gold and
redNthe aspenleaveswere falling. | love autumn, but it meanswinter is
So near."

"Wal, wal, time flies," sighed the old man. "Where'd you ride?"

"Up the west slope to the bluff. It's far. | don't go there often."

"Meet any of the boys? | sent the outfit to drive stock down from the
mountain. I've lost a good many head lately. They're eatin' some weed
thet poisons them. They swell up an' die. Wuss this year than ever
before."

"Why, that is serious, dad! Poor things! That's worse than eating locoE
. Yes, | met Wilson Moore driving down the slope."

"Ahuh! Wal, let's eat."

They took seats at the table which the cook, Jake,was loading with
steaming victuals. Supper appeared to be a rather sumptuous one this
evening, in honor of the expected guest, who had not come. Columbine
helped the old man to his favorite dishes, stealing furtive glancesat his
lined and shadowed face. Shesenseda subtle changein him since the af-
ternoon, but could not seeany sign of it in his look or demeanor. His ap-
petite was as hearty as ever.

"So you met Wils. Is he still makin' up to you?" asked Belllounds,
presently.

"No, he isn't. | don't see that he ever didNthatNdad," she replied.

"You're akid in mind an'awoman in body. Thet cowpuncher hasbeen
lovesick over you sinceyou were alittle girl. It's what kept him hyar rid-
in' fer me."

"Dad, | don't believe it," said Columbine, feeling the blood at her
temples. "You always imagined such things about Wilson, and the other
boys as well."

"Ahuh! I'm an old fool about wimmen, hey? Mebbe | was years ago.
But | can seenowE . Didn't Wils always get ory-eyed when any of the
other boys shined up to you?"
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"I can't remember that he did," replied Columbine. Shefelt a desire to
laugh, yet the subject was anything but amusing to her.

"Wal, you've always been innocent-like. Thank the Lord you never
leaned to tricks of most pretty lasses,makin’ eyesat all the men. Any-
way, a matter of three months ago | told Wils to keep away from
youNthet you were not fer any poor cowpuncher."

"You never liked him. Why? Was it fair, taking him as boys come?"

"Wal, | reckon it wasn't," replied Belllounds, and as he looked up his
broad face changed to ruddy color. "Thet boy's the best rider an' roper
I've had in years. He ain't the bronco-bustin' kind. He never drank. He
was honest an' willin'. He saveshis money. He's good at handlin' stock.
Thet boy will be a rich rancher some day."

"Strange, then, you never liked him," murmured Columbine. She felt
ashamed of the good it did her to hear Wilson praised.

“No, it ain't strange. | have my own reasons," replied Belllounds,
gruffly, as he resumed eating.

Columbine believed she could guessthe causeof the old rancher's un-
reasonable antipathy for this cowboy. Not improbably it was because
Wilson had always been superior in every way to JackBelllounds. The
boys had beennatural rivals in everything pertaining to life on the range.
What Bill Belllounds admired most in men was paramount in Wilson
and lacking in his own son.

"Will you put Jack in charge of your ranches, now?" asked Columbine.

"Not much. | reckon I'll try him hyar at White Slides asforeman. An' if
he runs the outfit, then I'll see."

"Dad, he'll never run the White Slides outfit," asserted Columbine.

"Wal, it is a hard bunch, I'll agree.But | reckon the boys will stay, ex-
ceptin', mebbe, Wils. An' it'll be jest as well fer him to leave."

“It's not good businessto send away your bestcowboy. I've heard you
complain lately of lack of men."

"l sure do need men," replied Belllounds, seriously. "Stock gettin' more
'n we can handle. | sent word over the range to Meeker, hopin' to get
some men there. What | need most jest now is a fellar who knows dogs
an' who'll hunt down the wolves an' lions an' bears thet're livin' off my
cattle.”

"Dad, you need a whole outfit to handle the packs of hounds you've
got. Such an assortment of them! There must be a hundred. Only yester-
day some man brought a lot of mangy, long-eared canines. It's funny.
Why, dad, you're the laughing-stock of the range!'
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"Yes,an' the range'll be thankin® me when | rid it of all thesevarmints,”
declared Belllounds. "Lass,| swore I'd buy every dog fetched to me, until
| had enough to kill off the coyotesan' lofers an' lions. I'll do it, too. But |
need a hunter."

"Why not put Wilson Moore in charge of the hounds? He's a hunter."

"Wal, lass,thet might be a good idee," replied the rancher, nodding his
grizzled head. "Say, you're sort of wantin' me to keep Wils on."

"Yes, dad."

"Why? Do you like him so much?"

"| like himNof course. He has been almost a brother to me."

"Ahuh! Wal, are you sure you don't like him more'n you
oughtNconsiderin' what's in the wind?"

"Yes, I'm sure | don't,” replied Columbine, with tingling cheeks.

"Wal, I'm glad of thet. Reckon it'll be no great matter whether Wils
stays or leaves. If he wants to I'll give him a job with the hounds."

That evening Columbine went to her room early. It was a cozy little
blanketed nest which she had arranged and furnished herself. There was
a little square window cut through the logs and through which many a
night the snow had blown in upon her bed. Sheloved her little isolated
refuge. This night it was cold, the first time this autumn, and the lighted
lamp, though brightening the room, did not make it appreciably warmer.
There was a stone fireplace, but as she had neglected to bring in wood
she could not start a fire. Soshe undressed, blew out the lamp, and went
to bed. Columbine was soon warm, and the darkness of her little room
seemed good to her. Sleep she felt never would come that night. She
wanted to think; she could not help but think; and she tried to halt the
whirl of her mind. Wilson Moore occupied the foremost place in her
varying thoughtsNa fact quite remarkable and unaccountable. She tried
to change it. In vain! Wilson persistedNon his white mustang flying
acrossthe ridge-topNcoming to her as never beforeNwith his anger and
disapprovalNhis strange, poignant cry, "Columbine!" that haunted
herNwith his bitter smile and his resignation and his mocking talk of
jealousy. He persisted and grew with the old rancher's frank praise.

"I must not think of him," she whispered. "Why, I'l beNbe married
soonE . Married!"

That word transformed her thought, and where she had thrilled she
now felt cold. She revolved the fact in mind.

"It's true, I'll be married, becausel oughtNl must," she said, half aloud.
"Becausel can't help myself. | ought to want toNfor dad's sakeE . But |
don'tNI don't."
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Shelonged above all things to be good, loyal, loving, helpful, to show
her gratitude for the home and the affection that had been bestowed
upon a namelesswaif. Bill Belllounds had not beenunder any obligation
to succor a strange, lost child. He had done it becausehe was big, noble.
Many splendid deeds had been laid at the old rancher's door. She was
not of an ungrateful nature. Shemeant to pay. But the significance of the
price began to dawn upon her.

"It will change my whole life," she whispered, aghast.

But how? Columbine pondered. She must go over the details of that
change. No mother had ever taught her. The few women that had been
in the Belllounds home from time to time had not been sympathetic or
had not stayed long enough to help her much. Even her school life in
Denver had left her still a child as regarded the serious problems of
women.

"If I'm his wife," she went on, "Il have to be with himNI'll have to
give up this little roomNI'll never be freeNaloneNhappy, any more."

That was the first detail she enumerated. It was also the last. Realiza-
tion camewith a sickening little shudder. And that moment gave birth to
the nucleus of an unconscious revolt.

The coyoteswere howling. Wild, sharp, sweet notes! They soothed her
troubled, aching head, lulled her toward sleep,reminded her of the gold-
and-purple sunset, and the slopes of sage, the lonely heights, and the
beauty that would never change.On the morrow, shedrowsily thought,
shewould persuade Wilson not to kill all the coyotes;to leave a few, be-
cause she loved them.

Bill Belllounds had settled in Middle Park in 1860.1t was wild country,
a home of the Ute Indians, and a natural paradise for elk, deer, antelope,
buffalo. The mountain ranges harbored bear. Theseranges sheltered the
rolling valley land which some explorer had named Middle Park in earli-
er days.

Much of this inclosed table-land was prairie, where long grass and
wild flowers grew luxuriantly. Belllounds was a cattleman, and he saw
the possibilities there. To which end he sought the friendship of Piah,
chief of the Utes. This noble red man was well disposed toward the
white settlers, and his tribe, during those troublous times, kept peace
with these invaders of their mountain home.

In 1868 Belllounds was instrumental in persuading the Utes to relin-
quish Middle Park. The slopes of the hills were heavily timbered; gold
and silver had been found in the mountains. It was a country that
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attracted prospectors, cattlemen, lumbermen. The summer seasonwas
not long enough to grow grain, and the nights too frosty for corn; other-
wise Middle Park would have increased rapidly in population.

In the years that succeededthe departure of the Utes Bill Belllounds
developed several cattle-ranches and acquired others. White Slides
Ranch lay some twenty-odd miles from Middle Park, being a winding
arm of the main valley land. Its development was a matter of later years,
and Belllounds lived there becausethe country was wilder. The rancher,
as he advanced in years, seemedto want to keep the loneliness that had
been his in earlier days. At the time of the return of his son to White
Slides Belllounds was rich in cattle and land, but he avowed frankly that
he had not saved any money, and probably never would. His hand was
always open to every man and he never remembered an obligation. He
trusted every one. A proud boast of his was that neither white man nor
red man had ever betrayed his trust. His cowboys took advantage of
him, his neighbors imposed upon him, but none were there who did not
make good their debts of service or stock. Belllounds was one of the
great pioneers of the frontier days to whom the West owed its settle-
ment; and he was finer than most, becausehe proved that the Indians, if
not robbed or driven, would respond to friendliness.

Belllounds was not seenat his customary tasks on the day he expected
his son. He walked in the fields and around the corrals; he often paced
up and down the porch, scanning the horizon below, where the road
from Kremmling showed white down the valley; and part of the time he
stayed indoors.

It so happened that early in the afternoon he came out in time to seea
buckboard, drawn by dust-and-lather-stained horses, pull into the yard.
And then he saw his son. Some of the cowboys came running. There
were greetings to the driver, who appeared well known to them.

JackBelllounds did not look at them. He threw a bag out of the buck-
board and then clambered down slowly, to go toward the porch.

"Wal, JackNmy sonNI'm sure glad you're back home," said the old
rancher, striding forward. His voice was deep and full, singularly rich.
But that was the only sign of feeling he showed.

"HowdyNdad!" replied the son, not heartily, ashe put out his hand to
his father's.

JackBelllounds's form was tail, with a promise of his father's bulk. But
he did not walk erect; he slouched a little. His face was pale, showing he
had not of late been used to sun and wind. Any stranger would have
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seenthe resemblance of boy to man would have granted the handsome
boldness, but denied the strength. The lower part of Jack Belllounds's
face was weak.

The constraint of this meeting was manifest mostly in the manner of
the son. He looked ashamed, almost sullen. But if he had beenunder the
influence of liquor at Kremmling, asreported the day before, he had en-
tirely recovered.

"Come on in," said the rancher.

When they got into the big living-room, and Belllounds had closed the
doors, the son threw down his baggage and faced his father aggressively.

"Do they all know where I've been?"he asked, bitterly. Broken pride
and shame flamed in his face.

"Nobody knows. The secret's been kept." replied Belllounds.

Amaze and relief transformed the young man. "Aw, now,
I'mNgladN" he exclaimed, and he sat down, half covering his face with
shaking hands.

"Jack, we'll start over,” said Belllounds, earnestly, and his big eyes
shone with a warm and beautiful light. "Right hyar. We'll never speak of
where you've been these three years. Never again!"

Jack gazed up, then, with all the sullenness and shadow gone.

"Father, you were wrong aboutNdoing me good. It's done me harm.
But now, if nobody knowsNwhy, I'll try to forget it."

"Mebbe | blundered,” replied Belllounds, pathetically. "Yet, God
knows | meant well. You sure wereNBut thet's enough palaverE . You'll
go to work asforeman of White Slides. An' if you make a successof it I'll
be only too glad to have you bossthe ranch. I'm gettin' along in years,
son. An' the last year has made me poorer. Hyar's a fine range, but I've
less stock this year than last. There's beensome rustlin' of cattle, an a big
loss from wolves an' lions an' poison-weedE . What d'you say, son?"

“I'l run White Slides," replied Jack,with a wave of his hand. "I hadn't
hoped for such a chance. But it's due me. Who's in the outfit | know?"

"Reckon no one, except Wils Moore."

"Is that cowboy here yet? | don't want him."

"Wal, I'll put him to chasin' varmints with the hounds. An' say, son,
this outfit is bad. You savvyNit's bad. You can't run that bunch. The only
way you can handle them is to get up early an' come back late. Sayin’
little, but sawin' wood. Hard work."

JackBelllounds did not evince any sign of assimilating the seriousness
of his father's words.
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“I'l' show them," he said. "They'll find out who's boss. Oh, I'm aching
to get into boots and ride and tear around."

Belllounds stroked his grizzled beard and regarded his son with
mingled pride and doubt. Not at this moment, most assuredly, could he
get away from the wonderful fact that his only son was home.

“Thet's all right, son. But you've been off the range fer three years.
You'll need advice. Now listen. Be gentle with hosses.You used to be
mean with a hoss. Some cowboys jam their hossesaround an' make ‘em
pitch an' bite. But it ain't the best way. A hoss has got sense.l've some
fine stock, an' don't want it spoiled. An' be easyan' quiet with the boys.
It's hard to get help these days. I'm short on hands nowE . You'd do
best, son, to stick to your dad's ways with hosses an' men."

"Dad, I've seen you kick horses an' shoot at men" replied Jack.

"Right, you have. But them was particular bad cases.I'm not advisin’
thet wayE . Son, it's close to my heartNthis hope | have thet you'llN"

The full voice quavered and broke. It would indeed have been a
hardened youth who could not have felt something of the deep and un-
utterable affection in the old man. JackBelllounds put an arm around his
father's shoulder.

"Dad, I'll make you proud of me yet. Give me a chance.And don't be
sore if | can't do wonders right at first."

"Son, you shall have every chance. An' thet reminds me. Do you re-
member Columbine?"

"I should say so," replied Jack, eagerly. "They spoke of her in
Kremmling. Where is she?"

"l reckon somewheres about. Jack, you an' Columbine are to marry."

"Marry! Columbine and me?" he ejaculated.

"Yes. You're my son an' she'smy adopted daughter. | won't split my
property. An' it's right she had a share. A fine, strong, quiet, pretty lass,
Jack, an' she'll make a good wife. I've set my heart on the idee."”

"But Columbine always hated me."

"Wal, she was a kid then an' you teased her. Now she'sa woman, an’
willin' to please me. Jack, you'll not buck ag'in' this deal?"

"That depends," replied Jack."l'd marry "most any girl you wanted me
to. But if Columbine were to flout me asshe used toNwhy, I'd buck sure
enoughE . Dad, are you sure she knows nothing, suspects nothing of
where youNyou sent me?"

"Son, | swear she doesn't."

“Do you mean you'd want us to marry soon?"
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"Wal, yes, as soon as Collie would think reasonable.Jack,she'sshy an'
strange, an' deep, too. If you ever win her heart you'll be richer than if
you owned all the gold in the Rockies.I'd say go slow. But contrariwise,
it'd mebbe be surer to steady you, keep you home, if you married right
off."

"Married right off!" echoed Jack,with a laugh. "It's like a story. But
wait till | see her."

At that very moment Columbine was sitting on the topmost log of a
high corral, deeply interested in the scene before her.

Two cowboys were in the corral with a saddled mustang. One of them
carried a canvas sack containing tools and horseshoes.As he dropped it
with a metallic clink the mustang snorted and jumped and rolled the
whites of his eyes. He knew what that clink meant.

"Miss Collie, air you-all goin' to sit up thar?" inquired the taller cow-
boy, a lean, supple, and powerful fellow, with a rough, red-blue face,
hard as a rock, and steady, bright eyes.

"l sure am, Jim," she replied, imperturbably.

"But we've gotta hawg-tie him," protested the cowboy.

"Yes, | know. And you're going to be gentle about it."

Jim scratched his sandy head and looked at his comrade, a little
gnarled fellow, like the bleached root of a tree. He seemed all legs.

"You hear, you Wyomin' galoot,” he said to Jim. "Them shoesgoeson
Whang right gentle.”

Jim grinned, and turned to speak to his mustang. "Whang, the law's
laid down an' we wanta see how much hoss sense you hev."

The shaggy mustang did not appear to be favorably impressed by this
speech. It was a mighty distrustful look he bent upon the speaker.

"Jim, seein' as how this here job's aboot the last Miss Collie will ever
boss us on, we gotta do it without Whang turnin' a hair," drawled the
other cowboy.

“Lem, why is this the last job I'll ever boss you boys?" demanded
Columbine, quickly.

Jim gazed quizzically at her, and Lem assumed that blank, innocent
face Columbine always associated with cowboy deviltry.

"Wal, Miss Collie, we reckon the new boss of White Slides rode in to-
day."

"You mean Jack Belllounds came home," said Columbine. "Well, I'll
boss you boys the same as always."
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“Thet'd be mighty fine for us, but I'm feared it ain't writ in the fatal his-
tory of White Slides," replied Jim.

"Buster Jack will run over the ole man an' marry you," added Lem.

"Oh, so that's your idea," rejoined Columbine, lightly. "Well, if such a
thing did come to pass I'd be your boss more than ever."

"l reckon no, Miss Collie, for we'll not be ridin* fer White Sides," said
Jim, simply.

Columbine had sensed this very significance long before when the
possibility of Buster Jack'sreturn had beenrumored. Sheknew cowboys.
As well try to change the rocks of the hills!

"Boys, the day you leave White Slideswill be a sad one for me," sighed
Columbine.

"Miss Collie, we 'ain't gone yet," put in Lem, with awkward softness.
"Jim has long hankered fer Wyomin' an' he jest talks thet way."

Then the cowboys turned to the businessin hand. Jim removed the
saddle, but left the bridle on. This move, of course, deceived Whang. He
had been broken to stand while his bridle hung, and, like a horse that
would have been good if given a chance, he obeyed as best he could,
shaking in every limb. Jim, apparently to hobble Whang, roped his fore-
legs together, low down, but suddenly slipped the rope over the knees.
Then Whang knew he had been deceived. He snorted fire, let out a
scream, and, rearing on his hind legs, he pawed the air savagely. Jim
hauled on the rope while Whang screamed and fought with his forefeet
high in the air. Then Jim, with a powerful jerk, pulled Whang down and
threw him, while Lem, seizing the bridle, hauled him over on his side
and sat upon his head. Whereupon Jim slipped the loop off one front
hoof and pulled the other leg back acrossone of the hind ones, where
both were secured by a quick hitch. Then the lasso was wound and
looped around front and back hoofs together. When this had been done
the mustang was rolled over on his other side, his free front hoof lassoed
and pulled back to the hind one, where both were secured, as had been
the others. This rendered the mustang powerless, and the shoeing
proceeded.

Columbine hated to sit by and watch it, but she always stuck to her
post, when opportunity afforded, becauseshe knew the cowboys would
not be brutal while she was there.

"Wal, he'll step high to-morrer,” said Lem, as he got up from his seat
on the head of Whang.

"Ahuh! An', like amule, he'll be my friend fer twenty yearsjestto geta
chance to kick me." replied Jim.
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For Columbine, the most interesting moment of this incident was
when the mustang raised his head to look at his legs, in order to seewhat
had beendone to them. There was something almost human in that look.
It expressed intelligence and fear and fury.

The cowboys releasedhis legs and let him get up. Whang stamped his
iron-shod hoofs.

"It was a mean trick, Whang," said Columbine. "If | owned you that'd
never be done to you."

"l reckon you can have him fer the askin'," said Jim, as he threw on the
saddle. "Nobody but me can ride him. Do you want to try?"

“Not in these clothes," replied Columbine, laughing.

"Wal, Miss Collie, you're shore dressed up fine to-day, fer some reason
or other,” said Lem, shaking his head, while he gathered up the tools
from the ground.

"Ahuh! An' here comes the reason," exclaimed Jim, in low, hoarse
whisper.

Columbine heard the whisper and at the same instant a sharp footfall
on the gravel road. She quickly turned, almost losing her balance. And
she recognized JackBelllounds. The boy Buster Jackshe remembered so
well was approaching, now a young man, taller, heavier, older, with
paler face and bolder look. Columbine had feared this meeting, had pre-
pared herself for it. But all she felt when it came was annoyance at the
fact that he had caught her sitting on top of the corral fence,with little re-
gard for dignity. It did not occur to her to jump down. She merely sat
straight, smoothed down her skirt, and waited.

Jim led the mustang out of the corral and Lem followed. It looked asif
they wanted to avoid the young man, but he prevented that.

"Howdy, boys! I'm Jack Belllounds," he said, rather loftily. But his
manner was nonchalant. He did not offer to shake hands.

Jim mumbled something, and Lem said, "Hod do."

"That's an orneryNlooking bronc," went on Belllounds, and he reached
with carelesshand for the mustang. Whang jerked so hard that he pulled
Jim half over.

"Wal, he ain't a bronc, but | reckon he's all the rest." drawled Jim.

Both cowboys seemedslow, careless.They were neither indifferent nor
responsive. Columbine saw their keen, steady glances go over
Belllounds. Then shetook a second and less hasty look at him. He wore
high-heeled, fancy-topped boots, tight-fitting trousers of dark material, a
heavy belt with silver buckle, and a white, soft shirt, with wide collar,
open at the neck. He was bareheaded.
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“I'm going to run White Slides," he said to the cowboys. "What're your
names?"

Columbine wanted to giggle, which impulse she smothered. The idea
of any one asking Jim his name! She had never been able to find out.

"My handle is Lemuel Archibawld Billings," replied Lem, blandly. The
middle name was an addition no one had ever heard.

Belllounds then directed his glance and stepstoward the girl. The cow-
boys dropped their heads and shuffled on their way.

“There's only one girl on the ranch,” said Belllounds, "so you must be
Columbine."

"Yes.And you're Jack,"shereplied, and slipped off the fence."I'm glad
to welcome you home."

Sheoffered her hand, and he held it until she extricated it. There was
genuine surprise and pleasure in his expression.

"Well, I'd never have known you," he said, surveying her from head to
foot. "It's funny. | had the clearestpicture of you in mind. But you're not
at all like | imagined. The Columbine | remember was thin, white-faced,
and all eyes."

“It's been a long time. Seven years," she replied. "But | knew you.
You're older, taller, bigger, but the same Buster Jack."

"l hope not," he said, frankly condemning that former self. "Dad needs
me. He wants me to take charge hereNto be a man. I'm back now. It's
good to be home. | never was worth much. Lord! | hope | don't disap-
point him again."

"l hope so, t00," she murmured. To hear him talk frankly, seriously,
like this counteracted the unfavorable impression she had received. He
seemed earnest. He looked down at the ground, where he was pushing
little pebbles with the toe of his boot. She had a good opportunity to
study his face, and availed herself of it. He did look like his father, with
his big, handsome head, and his blue eyes, bolder perhaps from their
prominence than from any direct gaze or fire. His face was pale, and
shadowed by worry or discontent. It seemedasthough arepressedchar-
acter showed there. His mouth and chin were undisciplined. Columbine
could not imagine that she despised anything she saw in the features of
this young man. Yet there was something about him that held her aloof.
Shehad made up her mind to do her part unselfishly. Shewould find the
bestin him, like him for it, be strong to endure and to help. Yet she had
no power to control her vague and strange perceptions. Why was it that
she could not feel in him what she liked in Jim Montana or Lem or
Wilson Moore?
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“This was my second long stay away from home," said Belllounds.
“The first was when | went to school in Kansas City. | liked that. | was
sorry when they turned me outNsent me homeE . But the last three
years were hell."

His face worked, and a shade of dark blood rippled over it.

"Did you work?" queried Columbine.

"Work! It was worse than workE . Sure | worked," he replied.

Columbine's sharp glance sought his hands. They looked as soft and
unscarred as her own. What kind of work had he done, if he told the
truth?

"Well, if you work hard for dad, learn to handle the cowboys, and nev-
er take up those old bad habitsN"

"You mean drink and cards? | swear I'd forgotten them for three
yearsNuntil yesterday. | reckon I've the better of them."

“Then you'll make dad and me happy. You'll be happy, too."

Columbine thrilled at the touch of fineness coming out in him. There
was good in him, whatever the mad, wild pranks of his boyhood.

"Dad wants us to marry,” he said, suddenly, with shyness and a
strange, amused smile. "Isn't that funny? You and meNwho used to fight
like cat and dog! Do you remember the time | pushed you into the old
mud-hole? And you lay in wait for me, behind the house, to hit me with
a rotten cabbage?"

"Yes, | remember," replied Columbine, dreamily. "It seems so long
ago."

"And the time you ate my pie, and how | got even by tearing off your
little dress, so you had to run home almost without a stitch on?"

"Guess I've forgotten that," replied Columbine, with a blush. "I must
have been very little then."

"You were a little devilE . Do you remember the fight | had with
MooreNabout you?"

She did not answer, for she disliked the fleeting expression that
crossed his face. He remembered too well.

“I'l' settle that score with Moore," he went on. "Besides,| won't have
him on the ranch.”

"Dad needs good hands," she said, with her eyes on the gray sage
slopes. Mention of Wilson Moore augmented the aloofnessin her. An an-
noyance pricked along her veins.

"Before we get any farther I'd like to know something. Has Moore ever
made love to you?"
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Columbine felt that prickling augment to a hot, sharp wave of blood.
Why was she at the mercy of strange, quick, unfamiliar sensations?Why
did she hesitate over that natural query from Jack Belllounds?

"No. He never has," she replied, presently.

“That's damn queer. You used to like him better than anybody else.
You sure hated meE . Columbine, have you outgrown that?"

"Yes, of course," she answered. "But | hardly hated you."

"Dad said you were willing to marry me. Is that so?"

Columbine dropped her head. His question, kindly put, did not af-
front her, for it had been expected. But his actual presence,the meaning
of his words, stirred in her an unutterable spirit of protest. She had
already in her will consented to the demand of the old man; she was
learning now, however, that she could not force her flesh to consentto a
surrender it did not desire.

"Yes, I'm willing," she replied, bravely.

"Soon?" he flashed, with an eager difference in his voice.

"If | had my way itd not beNtoo soon," she faltered. Her downcast
eyes had seenthe stride he had made closer to her, and she wanted to
run.

"Why? Dad thinks it'd be good for me," went on Belllounds, now, with
strong, self-centeredthought. "It'd give me responsibility. | reckon | need
it. Why not soon?"

"Wouldn't it be better to wait awhile?" she asked. "We do not know
each otherNlet alone careN"

"Columbine, I've fallen in love with you." he declared, hotly.

"Oh, how could you!" cried Columbine, incredulously.

"Why, | always was moony over youNwhen we were kids," he said.
"And now to meet you grown up like thisNso pretty and sweetNsuch
aNa healthy, blooming girlE . And dad's word that you'd be my wife
soonN mineNlwhy, | just went off my head at sight of you."

Columbine looked up at him and was reminded of how, as a boy, he
had always taken a quick, passionate longing for things he must and
would have. And his father had not denied him. It might really be that
Jack had suddenly fallen in love with her.

"Would you want to take me without myNmy love?" she asked, very
low. "I don't love you now. | might sometime, if you were goodNif you
made dad happyNif you conqueredN"

"Take you! I'd take you if youNif you hated me," he replied, now in
the grip of passion.
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"I'l tell dad how | feel," she said, faintly, "andNand marry you when
he says."

He kissed her, would have embraced her had she not put him back.

"Don't! SomeNsome one will see."

"Columbine, we're engaged," he asserted, with a laugh of possession.
"Say, you needn't look so white and scared.| won't eat you. But I'd like
toE . Oh, you're a sweet girl! Here | was hating to come home. And look
at my luck!"

Then with a sudden change, that seemed significant of his character,
he lost his ardor, dropped the half-bold, half-masterful air, and showed
the softer side.

“Collie, | never was any good," he said. "But | want to be better. I'll
prove it. I'll make a clean breast of everything. | won't marry you with
any secretbetween us. You might find out afterward and hate meE . Do
you have any idea where I've been these last three years?"

“No," answered Columbine.

“I'l tell you right now. But you must promise never to mention it to
any oneNor throw it up to meNever."

He spoke hoarsely, and had grown quite white. Suddenly Columbine
thought of Wilson Moore! He had known where Jack had spent those
years. He had resisted a strong temptation to tell her. That was as noble
in him as the implication of Jack's whereabouts had been base.

"Jack, that is big of you," she replied, hurriedly. "I respect youNlike
you for it. But you needn't tell me. I'd rather you didn't. I'll take the will
for the deed."

Belllounds evidently experienced a poignant shock of amaze, of relief,
of wonder, of gratitude. In an instant he seemed transformed.

"Collie, if 1 hadn't loved you before I'd love you now. That was going
to be the hardest job | ever hadNto tell you myNmy story. | meant it.
And now I'll not have to feel your shame for me and I'll not feel I'm a
cheator aliarE . But | will tell you thisNif you love me you'll make a
man of me!"
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Chapter

The rancher thought it best to wait till after the round-up before he
turned over the foremanship to his son. This was wise, but Jackdid not
seeit that way. He showed that his old, intolerant spirit had, if anything,
grown during his absence.Belllounds patiently argued with him, ex-
plaining what certainly should have been clear to a young man brought
up in Colorado. The fall round-up was the most important time of the
year, and during the strenuous drive the appointed foreman should have
absolute control. Jack gave in finally with a bad grace.

It was unfortunate that he went directly from his father's presenceout
to the corrals. Some of the cowboys who had ridden all the day before
and stood guard all night had just come in. They were begrimed with
dust, weary, and sleepy-eyed.

“This hyar outfit won't seemy tracks no more," said one, disgustedly.
"I never kicked on doin' two men's work. But when it comesto rustlin’
day and night, all the time, I'm a-goin' to pass."”

“Turn in, boys, and sleeptill we get back with the chuck-wagon," said
Wilson Moore. "We'll clean up that bunch to-day."

"Ain't you tired, Wils?" queried Bludsoe, a squat, bow-legged cow-
puncher who appeared to be crippled or very lame.

"Me? Naw!" grunted Moore, derisively. "Blud, you sure ask fool ques-
tionsE . Why, youNmahogany-colored, stump-legged, biped of a cow-
puncher, I've had three hours' sleep in four nights!"

"What's a biped?" asked Bludsoe, dubiously.

Nobody enlightened him.

"Wils, you-all air the only eddicated cowman | ever loved, but I'm a
son-of-a-gun if we ain't agoin' to come to blows some day," declared
Bludsoe.

"He shore can sling English," drawled Lem Billings. "I reckon he swal-
lowed a dictionary onct."

"Wal, he can sling a rope, too, an' thet evens up," added Jim Montana.

Just at this moment Jack Belllounds appeared upon the scene. The
cowboys took no notice of him. Jim was bandaging a leg of his horse;
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Bludsoe was wearily gathering up his saddle and trappings; Lem was
giving his tired mustang a parting slap that meant much. Moore evid-
ently awaited a fresh mount. A Mexican lad had come in out of the pas-
ture leading several horses,one of which was the mottled white mustang
that Moore rode most of the time.

Belllounds lounged forward with interest as Moore whistled, and the
mustang showed his pleasure. Manifestly he did not like the Mexican
boy and he did like Moore.

"Spottie, it's drag yearlings around for you to-day," said the cowboy,
as he caught the mustang. Spottie tossed his head and stepped high until
the bridle was on. When the saddle was thrown and strapped in place
the mustang showed to advantage. He was beautiful, but not too grace-
ful or sleek or fine-pointed or prancing to prejudice any cowboy against
his qualities for work.

JackBelllounds admiringly walked all around the mustang a little too
close to please Spottie.

"Moore, he's a fair-to-middling horse," said Belllounds, with the air of
judge of horseflesh. "What's his name?"

"Spottie," replied Moore, shortly, as he made ready to mount.

"Hold on, will you!" ordered Jack, peremptorily. "I like this horse. |
want to look him over."

When he grasped the bridle-reins out of the cowboy's hand Spottie
jumped as if he had been shot at. Belllounds jerked at him and went
closer. The mustang reared, snorting, plunging to get loose. Then Jack
Belllounds showed the sudden temper for which he was noted. Red
stained his pale cheeks.

"Damn youNcome down!" he shouted, infuriated at the mustang, and
with both hands he gave a powerful lunge. Spottie came down, and
stood there, trembling all over, his earslaid back, his eyesshowing fright
and pain. Blood dripped from his mouth where the bit had cut him.

“I'l teachyou to stand," said Belllounds, darkly. "Moore, lend me your
spurs. | want to try him out.”

"| don't lend my spursNor my horse, either," replied the cowboy,
quietly, with a stride that put him within reach of Spottie.

The other cowboys had dropped their trappings and stood at atten-
tion, with intent gaze and mute lips.

“Is he your horse?" demanded Jack, with a quick flush.

"l reckon so," replied Moore, slowly. "No one but me ever rode him."

"Does my father own him or do you own him?"
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"Well, if that's the way you figureNhe belongs to White Slides," re-
turned the cowboy. "I never bought him. | only raised him from a colt,
broke him, and rode him."

"l thought so. Moore, he's mine, and I'm going to ride him now. Lend
me spurs, one of you cowpunchers."

Nobody made any motion to comply. There seemedto be a suspense
at hand that escaped Belllounds.

“I'l' ide him without spurs,” he declared, presently, and again he
turned to mount the mustang.

"Belllounds, it'd be better for you not to ride him now," said Moore,
coolly.

"Why, I'd like to know?" demanded Belllounds, with the temper of one
who did not tolerate opposition.

"He's the only horse left for me to ride," answered the cowboy. "We're
branding to-day. Hudson was hurt yesterday. He was foreman, and he
appointed me to fill his place. I've got to rope yearlings. Now, if you get
up on Spottie you'll excite him. He's high-strung, nervous. That'll be bad
for him, as he hates cutting-out and roping."

The reasonableness of this argument was lost upon Belllounds.

"Moore, maybe it'd interest you to know that I'm foreman of White
Slides," he asserted, not without loftiness.

His speech manifestly decided something vital for the cowboy.

"Ahuh!E I'm sure interested this minute,” replied Moore, and then,
stepping to the side of the mustang, with swift hands he unbuckled the
cinch, and with one sweep he drew saddle and blanket to the ground.

The action surprised Belllounds. He stared. There seemed something
boyish in his lack of comprehension. Then his temper flamed.

"What do you mean by that?" he demanded, with a strident note in his
voice. "Put that saddle back."

“"Not much. It's my saddle. Cost sixty dollars at Kremmling last year.
Good old hard-earned saddle!E And you can't ride it. Savvy?"

"Yes, | savvy," replied Belllounds, violently. "Now you'll savvy what |
say. I'll have you discharged."

"Nope. Too late," said Moore, with cool, easy scorn. "l figured that.
And | quit a minute agoNwhen you showed what little regard you had
for a horse."

"You quit'E Well, it's damned good riddance. | wouldn't have you in
the outfit."

"You couldn't have kept me, Buster Jack."
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The epithet must have been an insult to Belllounds. "Don't you dare
call me that," he burst out, furiously.

Moore pretended surprise. "Why not? It's your range name. We all get
a handle, whether we like it or not. There's Montana and Blud and
Lemme Two Bits. They call me Professor. Why should you kick on
yours?"

"| won't stand it now. Not from any oneNespecially not you."

"Ahuh! Well, I'm afraid it'll stick," replied Moore, with sarcasm. "It
sure suits you. Don't you bust everything you monkey with? Your old
dad will sure be glad to seeyou bust the round-up to-dayNand | reckon
the outfit to-morrow."

"You insolent cowpuncher!" shouted Belllounds, growing beside him-
self with rage. "If you don't shut up I'll bust your face."

"Shut up!E Me? Nope. It can't be did. This is a free country, Buster
Jack."There was no denying Moore's cool, stinging repetition of the epi-
thet that had so affronted Belllounds.

"l always hated you!" he rasped out, hoarsely. Striking hard at Moore,
he missed, but a second effort landed a glancing blow on the cowboy's
face.

Moore staggered back, recovered his balance, and, hitting out shortly,
he returned the blow. Belllounds fell against the corral fence, which up-
held him.

"Buster JackNyou're crazy!" cried the cowboy, his eyes flashing. "Do
you think you can lick meNafter where you've been these three years?"

Like a maddened boy Belllounds leaped forward, this time his in-
creasedviolence and wildness of face expressive of malignant rage. He
swung his arms at random. Moore avoided his blows and planted a fist
squarely on his adversary's snarling mouth. Belllounds fell with a
thump. He got up with clumsy haste, but did not rush forward again.
His big, prominent eyes held a dark and ugly look. His lower jaw
wabbled as he panted for breath and speech at once.

"MooreNI'll killNyou!" he hissed, with glance flying everywhere for a
weapon. From ground to cowboys he looked. Bludsoe was the only one
packing a gun. Belllounds saw it, and he was so swift in bounding for-
ward that he got a hand on it before Bludsoe could prevent.

"Let go! Give meNthat gun! By God! I'll fix him!" yelled Belllounds, as
Bludsoe grappled with him.

There was a sharp struggle. Bludsoe wrenched the other's hands free,
and, pulling the gun, he essayedto throw it. But Belllounds blocked his
action and the gun fell at their feet.
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"Grab it!" sangout Bludsoe, ringingly. "Quick, somebody! The damned
fool'll kill Wils."

Lem, running in, kicked the gun just as Belllounds reached for it.
When it rolled against the fence Jim was there to secureit. Lem likewise
grappled with the struggling Belllounds.

"Hyar, you JackBelllounds," said Lem, "couldn't you seeWils wasn't
packin' no gun? A-rarin' like thet!E Stop your rantin' or we'll sure
handle you rough."

“The old man's comin'," called Jim, warningly.

The rancher appeared. He strode swiftly, ponderously. His gray hair
waved. His look was as stern as that of an eagle.

"What the hell's goin' on?" he roared.

The cowboys releasedJack.That worthy, sullen and downcast, mutter-
ing to himself, stalked for the house.

"Jack, stand your ground," called old Belllounds.

But the son gave no heed. Once he looked back over his shoulder, and
his dark glance saw no one save Moore.

"Boss, thar's beena little argyment,” explained Jim, as with swift hand
he hid Bludsoe's gun. "Nuthin' much."

"Jim, you're a liar," replied the old rancher.

"Aw!" exclaimed Jim, crestfallen.

"What're you hidin'?E You've got somethin' there. Gimme thet gun."

Without more ado Jim handed the gun over.

"It's mine, boss," put in Bludsoe.

"Ahuh? Wal, what was Jim hidin' it fer?" demanded Belllounds.

"Why, | jesttossedit to himNwhen INsort of jiined in with the argy-
ment. We was tusslin' some an' | didn't want no gun."

How characteristic of cowboys that they lied to shield JackBelllounds!
But it was futile to attempt to deceive the old rancher. Here was a man
who had been forty years dealing with all kinds of men and events.

"Bludsoe, you can't fool me," said old Bill, calmly. He had roared at
them, and his eyesstill flashed like blue fire, but he was calm and cool.
Returning the gun to its owner, he continued: "l reckon you'd spare my
feelin's an' lie about some trick of Jack's. Did he bust out?"

"Wal, tolerable like," replied Bludsoe, dryly.

"Ahuh! Tell me, thenNan' no lies."

Belllounds's shrewd eyes had rested upon Wilson Moore. The
cowboy's face showed the red marks of battle and the white of passion.

“I'm not going to lie, you can bet on that," he declared, forcefully.
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"Ahuh! | might hev knowed you an' Jack'd clash," said Belllounds,
gruffly. "What happened?"

"He hurt my horse. If it hadn't been for that there'd been no trouble."

A light leaped up in the old man's bold eyes.He was a lover of horses.
Many hard words, and blows, too, he had dealt cowboys for being
brutal.

"What'd he do?"

"Look at Spottie's mouth."

The rancher's way of approaching a horse was singularly different
from his son's, notwithstanding the fact that Spottie knew him and
showed no uneasiness. The examination took only a moment.

"Tongue cut bad. Thet's a damn shame. Take thet bridle offE . There.
If it'd been an ornery hoss, nowE . Moore, how'd this happen?"

"We just rode in," replied Wilson, hurriedly. "I was saddling Spottie
when Jackcame up. He took a shine to the mustang and wanted to ride
him. When Spottie rearedNhe's shy with strangersNwhy, Jack gave a
hell of a jerk on the bridle. The bit cut SpottieE . Well, that made me
mad, but | held in. | objected to Jackriding Spottie. You see,Hudson was
hurt yesterday and he appointed me foreman for to-day. | needed Spot-
tie. But your son couldn't seeit, and that made me sore. Jack said the
mustang was hisN"

"His?" interrupted Belllounds.

"Yes. He claimed Spottie. Well, he wasn't really mine, so | gave in.
When | threw off the saddle, which wasmine, Jackbeganto roar. He said
he was foreman and he'd have me discharged. But | said I'd quit already.
We both kept getting sorer and | called him Buster JackE . He hit me
first. Then we fought. | reckon | was getting the best of him when he
made a dive for Bludsoe's gun. And that's all.”

"Boss, as sure as I'm a born cowman,"” put in Bludsoe, "he'd hev
plugged Wils if he'd got my gun. At thet he damn near got it!"

The old man stroked his scantgray beard with his huge, steady hand,
apparently not greatly concerned by the disclosure.

"Montana, what do you say?"he queried, asif he held strong store by
that quiet cowboy's opinion.

"Wal, boss," replied Jim, reluctantly, "Buster Jack'stemper was bad
onct, but now it's plumb wuss."

Whereupon Belllounds turned to Moore with a gesture and a look of a
man who, in justice to something in himself, had to speak.

"Wils, it's onlucky you clashed with Jackright off," he said. "But thet
was to be expected. | reckon Jackwas in the wrong. Thet hosswas yours
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by all a cowboy holds right an' square. Mebbe by law Spottie belonged to
White Slides RanchNto me. But he's yours now, fer | give him to you."

"Much obliged, Belllounds. | sure do appreciate that," replied Moore,
warmly. "It's what anybody'd gamble Bill Belllounds would do."

"Ahuh! An' I'd take it as a favor if you'd stay on to-day an' get thet
brandin' done:"

"All right, I'll do that for you," replied Moore. "Lem, | guessyou won't
get your sleep till to-night. Come on."

"Awl" sighed Lem, as he picked up his bridle.

Late that afternoon Columbine sat upon the porch, watching the sun-
set. It had been a quiet day for her, mostly indoors. Once only had she
seenJack,and then he was riding by toward the pasture, whirling alasso
round his head. Jackcould ride like one born to the range, but he was not
an adept in the use of a rope. Nor had Columbine seenthe old rancher
since breakfast. She had heard his footsteps, however, pacing slowly up
and down his room.

Shewas watching the last rays of the setting sun rimming with gold
the ramparts of the mountain eastward, and burning a crown for Old
White Slides peak. A distant bawl and bellow of cattle had died away.
The branding was over for that fall. How glad shefelt! The wind, begin-
ning to grow cold asthe sun declined, cooled her hot face.In the solitude
of her room Columbine had cried enough that day to scald her cheeks.

Presently, down the lane between the pastures, she saw a cowboy ride
into view. Very slowly he came, leading another horse. Columbine re-
cognized Lem a second before she saw that he was leading Pronto. That
struck her as strange. Another glance showed Pronto to be limping. Ap-
parently he could just get along, and that was all. Columbine ran out in
dismay, reaching the corral gate before Lem did. At first she had eyes
only for her beloved mustang.

"Oh, LemNPronto's hurt!" she cried.

"Wal, | should smile he is," replied Lem.

But Lem was not smiling. And when he wore a serious face for
Columbine something had indeed happened. The cowboy was the color
of dust and so tired that he reeled.

“Lem, he's all bloody!" exclaimed Columbine, as she ran toward
Pronto.

"Hyar, you jestwait,"” ordered Lem, testily. "Pronto's all cut up, an' you
gotta hustle some linen an' salve."
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Columbine flew away to do his bidding, and so quick and violent was
she that when she got back to the corral she was out of breath. Pronto
whinnied as she fell, panting, on her knees beside Lem, who was ex-
amining bloody gashes on the legs of the mustang.

"Wal, | reckon no great harm did," said Lem, with relief. "But he shore
hed a close shave. Now you help me doctor him up."

"YesNI'll help," panted Columbine. "I've done this kindNof thing of-
tenNbut neverNto ProntoE . Oh, | was afraidNhe'd been gored by a
steer."”

"Wal, he come damn near bein'," replied Lem, grimly. "An' if it hedn't
been fer ridin' you don't see every day, why thet ornery Texas steer'd
hev got him."

"Who was riding? Lem, was it you? Oh, I'll never be able to do enough
for you!"

"Wuss luck, it weren't me," said Lem.

"No? Who, then?"

"Wal, it was Wils, an' he made me swear to tell you nuthin'Nleastways
about him."

"Wils! Did he save Pronto?E And didn't want you to tell me? Lem,
something has happened. You're not like yourself."

"Miss Collie, | reckon I'm nigh all in," replied Lem, wearily. "When |
git this bandagin' done I'll fall right off my hoss."

"But you're on the ground now, Lem," said Columbine, with a nervous
laugh. "What happened?"

"Did you hear about the argyment this mawnin'?"

"No. WhatNwhoN"

"You can ask Ole Bill aboot thet. The way Pronto was hurt come off
like this. Buster Jackrode out to where we was brandin' an' jumped his
hoss over a fence into the pasture. He hed a rope an' he got to chasin'
some hossesover thar. One was Pronto, an' the son-of-a-gun somehow
did git the noose over Pronto's head. But he couldn't hold it, or didn't
want to, fer Pronto broke loose an' jumped the fence. This wasn't so bad
asfar asit went. But one of them bad steersgot after Pronto. He run an'
sure stepped on the rope, an' fell. The big steer nearly piled on him.
Pronto broke some records then. He shore was scared. Howsoever he
picked out rough ground an' run plumb into some dead brush. Reckon
thar he got cut up. We was all a good ways off. The steer went bawlin’
an' plungin' after Pronto. Wils yelled fer arifle, but nobody hed one. Nor
a six-shooter, eitherE . I'm goin' back to packin' a gun. Wal, Wils did
some ridin' to git over thar in time to save Pronto."
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“Lem, that is not all," said Columbine, earnestly, as the cowboy con-
cluded. Her knowledge of the range told her that Lem had narrated
nothing so far which could have been causefor his cold, grim, evasive
manner; and her woman's intuition divined a catastrophe.

"NopeE . Wils's hoss fell on him."

Lem broke that final news with all a cowboy's bluntness.

"Was he hurtN Lem" cried Columbine.

"Say, Miss Collie," remonstrated Lem, "we're doctorin' up your hoss.
You needn't drop everythin' an' grab me like thet. An' you're white asa
sheet, too. It ain't nuthin' much fer a cowboy to hev a hoss fall on him."

“Lem Billings, I'l hate you if you don't tell me quick,"” flashed
Columbine, fiercely.

"Ahuh! Sothet's how the land lays," replied Lem, shrewdly. "Wal, I'm
sorry to tell you thet Wils was bad hurt. Now, not realbad!E The hoss
fell on his leg an' broke it. | cut off his boot. His foot was all smashed.But
thar wasn't any other hurtNhonest! They're takin' him to Kremmlin'."

"Ah!" Columbine's low cry sounded strangely in her ears, as if some
one else had uttered it.

"Buster Jackmade two bursts this hyar day," concluded Lem, reflect-
ively. "Miss Collie, | ain't shore how you're regardin' thet individool, but
I'm tellin® you this, fer your own good. He's bad medicine. He has his old
man's temper thet riles up at nuthin' an' never felt a halter. Wusser'n
thet, he's spoiled an' he actslike a colt thet'd tasted loco. The idee of his
ropin' Pronto right thar near the round-up! Any one would think he jest
come West. Old Bill is no fool. But he wears blinders when he looks at
his son. I'm predictin' bad days fer White Slides Ranch."
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Chapter

Only one man at Meeker appeared to be attracted by the news that
Rancher Bill Belllounds was offering employment. This was a little
cadaverous-looking fellow, apparently neither young nor old, who said
his name was Bent Wade. He had drifted into Meeker with two poor
horses and a pack.

"Whar you from?" askedthe innkeeper, observing how Wade cared for
his horses before he thought of himself. The query had to be repeated.

"Cripple Creek. | was cook for some miners an' | panned gold between
times," was the reply.

"Humph! Thet oughter been a better-payin' job than any to be hed
hereabouts."

"Yes, got big pay there," said Wade, with a sigh.

"What'd you leave fer?"

"We hed a fight over the diggin's an' | was the only one left. I'll tell
youE ." Whereupon Wade sat down on a box, removed his old som-
brero, and began to talk. An idler sauntered over, attracted by
something. Then a miner happened by to halt and join the group.

Next, old Kemp, the patriarch of the village, came and listened attent-
ively. Wade seemed to have a strange magnetism, a magic tongue.

He was small of stature, but wiry and muscular. His garments were
old, soiled, worn. When he removed the wide-brimmed sombrero he ex-
posed a remarkable face. It was smooth except for a drooping mustache,
and pallid, with drops of sweat standing out on the high, broad fore-
head; gaunt and hollow-cheeked, with an enormous nose,and cavernous
eyessetdeep under shaggy brows. Thesefeatures, however, were not so
striking in themselves. Long, sloping, almost invisible lines of pain, the
shadow of mystery and gloom in the deep-set,dark eyes,a sad harmony
between features and expression, these marked the man's face with a re-
cord no keen eye could miss.

Wade told aterrible tale of gold and blood and death. It seemedto re-
lieve him. His face changed, and lost what might have beencalled its tra-
gic light, its driven intensity.
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His listeners shook their headsin awe. Hard taleswere common in Co-
lorado, but this one was exceptional. Two of the group left without com-
ment. Old Kemp stared with narrow, half-recognizing eyes at the new-
comer.

"Wal! Wal!" ejaculated the innkeeper. "It do beat hell what can hap-
pen!E Stranger, will you put up your hosses an' stay?"

"I'm lookin' for work," replied Wade.

It was then that mention was made of Belllounds sending to Meeker
for hands.

"Old Bill Belllounds thet settled Middle Park an' made friends with the
Utes," said Wade, as if certain of his facts.

"Yep, you have Bill to rights. Do you know him?"

"l seen him once twenty years ago."

"Ever beento Middle Park? Belllounds owns ranches there," said the
innkeeper.

"He ain't livin' in the Park now," interposed Kemp. "He's at White

Slides, | reckon, these last eight or ten years. Thet's over the Gore Range.

"Prospected all through that country,” said Wade.

"Wal, it's a fine part of Colorado. Hay an' stock countryNtoo high fer
grain. Did you mean you'd been through the Park?"

"OnceNlong ago," replied Wade, staring with his great, cavernous
eyes into space. Some memory of Middle Park haunted him.

"Wal, then, | won't be steerin' you wrong," said the innkeeper. "l like
thet country. Some people don't. An' | say if you can cook or pack or
punch cows or 'most anythin' you'll find a bunk with Old Bill. | under-
stand he was needin' a hunter most of all. Lions an' wolves bad! Can you
hunt?"

"Hey?" queried Wade, absently, ashe inclined his ear."I'm deaf on one
side."

"Are you a good man with dogs an' guns?" shouted his questioner.

“Tolerable," replied Wade.

“Then you're sure of a job."

“I'll go. Much obliged to you."

“Not a-tall. I'm doin' Belllounds a favor. Reckonyou'll put up here to-
night?"

"l always sleep out. But I'll buy feed an' supplies,"” replied Wade, as he
turned to his horses.

Old Kemp trudged down the road, wagging his gray head asif he was
contending with a memory sadly failing him. An hour later when Bent
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Wade rode out of town he passed Kemp, and hailed him. The old-timer
suddenly slapped his leg: "By Golly! | knowed I'd met him before!"

Later, he said with a show of gossipy excitement to his friend the
innkeeper, "Thet fellar was Bent Wade!"

"So he told me," returned the other.

"But didn't you never hear of him? Bent Wade”

“"Now you tax me, thet name do 'pear familiar. But dash take it, | can't
remember. | knowed he was somebody, though. Hope | didn't wish a
gun-fighter or outlaw on Old Bill. Who was he, anyhow?"

“They call him Hell-Bent Wade. | seenhim in Wyomin', whar he were
a stage-driver. But | never heerd who he was an' what he was till years
after. Thet was onct | dropped down into Boulder. Wade was thar, all
shot up, bein' nussed by Sam Coles. Sam'sdead now. He was a friend of
Wade's an' knowed him fer long. Wal, | heerd all thet anybody ever
heerd about him, | reckon. Accordin' to Coles this hyar Hell-Bent Wade
was a strange, wonderful sort of fellar. He had the most amazin' ways.
He could do anythin' under the sun better'n any one else.Bad with guns!
He never stayed in one place fer long. He never hunted trouble, but
trouble follered him. As | remember Coles, thet was Wade's queer
ideeNhe couldn't shake trouble. No matter whar he went, always thar
was hell. Thet's what gave him the name Hell-BentE . An' Coles swore
thet Wade was the whitest man he ever knew. Heart of gold, he said. Al-
ways savin' somebody, helpin' somebody, givin' his money or
timeNnever thinkin' of himself a-tallE . When he beganto tell thet story
about Cripple Creek then my ole head begun to ache with rememberin'.
Fer I'd heerd Bent Wade talk before. Jestthe same kind of story he told
hyar, only wuss. Lordy! but thet fellar has seentimes. An' queerestof all
Is thet idee he has how hell's on his trail an' everywhere he roams it
ketches up with him, an' thar he meets the man who's got to hear his
tale!"

Sunset found Bent Wade far up the valley of White River under the
shadow of the Flat Top Mountains. It was beautiful country. Grassy hills,
with colored aspen groves, swelled up on his left, and acrossthe brawl-
ing stream rose a league-long slope of black spruce, above which the
bare red-and-gray walls of the range towered, glorious with the blaze of
sinking sun. White patches of snow showed in the sheltered nooks.
Wade's gaze rested longest on the colored heights.

By and by the narrow valley opened into a park, at the upper end of
which stood a log cabin. A few cattle and horses grazed in an inclosed
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pasture. The trail led by the cabin. As Wade rode up a bushy-haired man
came out of the door, rifle in hand. He might have been going out to
hunt, but his scrutiny of Wade was that of a lone settler in a wild land.

"Howdy, stranger!" he said.

"Good evenin'," replied Wade. "Reckon you're Blair an' I'm nigh the
headwaters of this river?"

"Yep, a matter of three miles to Trapper's Lake."

"My name's Wade. I'm packin' over to take a job with Bill Belllounds."

"Git down an' come in," returned Blair. "Bill's man stopped with me
some time ago."

"Obliged, I'm sure, but I'll be goin' on," responded Wade. "Do you hap-
pen to have a hunk of deer meat? Game powerful scarcecomin' up this
valley."

"Lots of deer an' elk higher up. | chased a bunch of more'n thirty, |
reckon, right out of my pasture this mornin'."

Blair crossedto an open shed near by and returned with half a deer
haunch, which he tied upon Wade's pack-horse.

"My ole woman's ailin'. Do you happen to hev some terbaccer?

"| sure doNboth smokin' an' chewin', an' | can spare more chewin'. A
little goes a long ways with me."

"Wal, gimme some of both, most chewin'," replied Blair, with evident
satisfaction.

"You acquainted with Belllounds?" asked Wade, as he handed over the
tobacco.

"Wal, yes, everybody knows Bill. You'd never find a whiter bossin
these hills."

"Has he any family?"

"Now, | can't say asto thet," replied Blair. "I heerd he lost a wife years
ago. Mebbe he married ag'in. But Bill's gittin' along."

"Good day to you, Blair," said Wade, and took up his bridle.

"Good day an' good luck. Take the right-hand trail. Better trot up a bit,
if you want to make camp before dark."

Wade soon entered the spruce forest. Then he cameto a shallow, roar-
ing river. The horsesdrank the water, foaming white and amber around
their knees,and then with splash and thump they forded it over the slip-
pery rocks. As they cracked out upon the trail a covey of grouse whirred
up into the low branches of spruce-trees. They were tame.

"That's somethin' like," said Wade. "First birds I've seenthis fall. Reck-
on | can have stew any day."
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He halted his horse and made a move to dismount, but with his eyes
on the grouse he hesitated. "Tame as chickens, an' they sure are pretty."

Then he rode on, leading his pack-horse. The trail was not steep, al-
though in placesit had washed out, thus hindering a steady trot. As he
progressed the forest grew thick and darker, and the fragrance of pine
and spruce filled the air. A dreamy roar of water rushing over rocks rang
in the traveler's ears. It receded at times, then grew louder. Presently the
forest shade ahead lightened and he rode out into a wide space where
green moss and flags and flowers surrounded a wonderful spring-hole.
Sunset gleams shone through the treesto color the wide, round pool. It
was shallow all along the margin, with a deep, large green hole in the
middle, where the water boiled up. Trout were feeding on gnats and
playing on the surface, and some big ones left wakes behind them as
they sped to deeper water. Wade had an appreciative eye for all this
beauty, his gaze lingering longest upon the flowers.

"Wild woods is the place for me," he soliloquized, as the cool wind
fanned his cheeks and the sweet tang of evergreen tingled his nostrils.
"But sure I'm most haunted in these lonely, silent places."

Bent Wade had the look of a haunted man. Perhaps the consciousness
he confessed was part of his secret.

Twilight had come when again he rode out into the open. Trapper's
Lake lay before him, a beautiful sheet of water, mirroring the black
slopes and the fringed spruces and the flat peaks. Over all its gray,
twilight-softened surface showed little swirls and boils and splashes
where the myriads of trout were rising. The trail led out over open
grassy shores, with a few pines straggling down to the lake, and clumps
of spruces raising dark blurs against the background of gleaming lake.
Wade heard a sharp crack of hoofs on rock, and he knew he had dis-
turbed deer at their drinking; also he heard aring of horns on the branch
of atree, and was sure an elk was slipping off through the woods. Across
the lake he saw a camp-fire and a pale, sharp-pointed object that was a
trapper's tent or an Indian's tepee.

Selecting a camp-site for himself, he unsaddled his horse, threw the
pack off the other, and, hobbling both animals, he turned them loose. His
roll of bedding, roped in canvastarpaulin, he threw under a spruce-tree.
Then he opened his oxhide-covered packs and laid out utensils and bags,
little and big. All his movements were methodical, yet swift, accurate,
habitual. He was not thinking about what he was doing. It took him
some little time to find a suitable log to split for fire-wood, and when he
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had started a blaze night had fallen, and the light as it grew and
brightened played fantastically upon the isolating shadows.

Lid and pot of the little Dutch oven he threw separately upon the sput-
tering fire, and while they heated he washed his hands, mixed the bis-
cuits, cut slices of meat off the deer haunch, and put water on to boil. He
broiled his meat on the hot, red coals, and laid it near on clean pine
chips, while he waited for bread to bake and coffee to boil. The smell of
wood-smoke and odorous steam from pots and the fragrance of spruce
mingled together, keen, sweet, appetizing. Then he ate his simple meal
hungrily, with the content of the man who had fared worse.

After he had satisfied himself he washed his utensils and stowed them
away, with the bags. Whereupon his movements acquired less dexterity
and speed. The rest hour had come. Still, like the long-experienced man
in the open, he looked around for more to do, and his gaze fell upon his
weapons, lying on his saddle. His rifle was a HenryNshiny and smooth
from long service and care. His small gun was a Colt's 45. It had been
carried in a saddle holster. Wade rubbed the rifle with his hands, and
then with a greasy rag which he took from the sheath. After that he held
the rifle to the heat of the fire. A squall of rain had overtaken him that
day, wetting his weapons. A subtle and singular difference seemed to
show in the way he took up the Colt's. His action was slow, his look re-
luctant. The small gun was not merely a thing of steel and powder and
ball. He dried it and rubbed it with care, but not with love, and then he
stowed it away.

Next Wade unrolled his bed under the spruce, with one end of the tar-
paulin resting on the soft mat of needles. On top of that came the two
woolly sheepskins, which he used to lie upon, then his blankets, and
over all the other end of the tarpaulin.

This ended his tasks for the day. He lighted his pipe and composed
himself beside the camp-fire to smoke and rest awhile before going to
bed. The silence of the wilderness enfolded lake and shore; yet presently
it came to be a silence accentuated by near and distant sounds, faint,
wild, lonelyNthe low hum of falling water, the splash of tiny waves on
the shore, the song of insects, and the dismal hoot of owls.

"Bill BellloundsNan' he needsa hunter," soliloquized Bent Wade, with
gloomy, penetrating eyes, seeing far through the red embers. "That will
suit me an' change my luck, likely. Livin' in the woods, away from
peopleNI could stick to ajob like thatE . But if this White Slidesis close
to the old trail I'll never stay."
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He sighed, and a darker shadow, not from flickering fire, overspread
his cadaverous face. Eighteen years ago he had driven the woman he
loved away from him, out into the world with her baby girl. Never had
he rested beside a camp-fire that that old agony did not recur! Jealous
fool! Too late he had discovered his fatal blunder; and then had begun a
searchover Colorado, ending not a hundred miles acrossthe wild moun-
tains from where he brooded that lonely hourNa searchended by news
of the massacre of a wagon-train by Indians.

That was Bent Wade's secret.

And no earthly sufferings could have been crueler than his agony and
remorse, as through the long years he wandered on and on. The very
good that he tried to do seemedto foment evil. The wisdom that grew
out of his suffering opened pitfalls for his wandering feet. The wildness
of men and the passion of women somehow waited with incredible fatal-
ity for that hour when chanceled him into their lives. He had toiled, he
had given, he had fought, he had sacrificed, he had killed, he had en-
dured for the human nature which in his savageyouth he had betrayed.
Yet out of his supreme and endlessstriving to undo, to make reparation,
to give his life, to find God, had come, it seemedto Wade in his abase-
ment, only a driving torment.

But though his thought and emotion fluctuated, varying, wandering,
his memory held a fixed and changelesspicture of a woman, fair and
sweet, with eyes of nameless blue, and face as white as a flower.

"Baby would have beenNlet's seeN'most nineteen years old nowNif
she'd lived,” he said. "A big girl, | reckon, like her motherE . Strange
how, as | grow older, | remember better!"

The night wind moaned through the spruces; dark clouds scudded
acrossthe sky, blotting out the bright stars; a steady, low roar of water
camefrom the outlet of the lake. The camp-fire flickered and burned out,
so that no sparks blew into the blackness, and the red embers glowed
and paled and crackled. Wade at length got up and made ready for bed.
He threw back tarpaulin and blankets, and laid his rifle alongside where
he could cover it. His coat served for a pillow and he put the Colt's gun
under that; then pulling off his boots, he slipped into bed, dressed as he
was, and, like all men in the open, at once fell asleep.

For Wade, and for countless men like him, who for many years had
roamed the West, this sleeping alone in wild placesheld both charm and
peril. But the fascination of it was only a vague realization, and the
danger was laughed at.
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Over Bent Wade's quiet form the shadows played, the spruce boughs
waved, the piny needles rustled down, the wind moaned louder asthe
night advanced. By and by the horses rested from their grazing; the in-
sects ceasedto hum; and the continuous roar of water dominated the
solitude. If wild animals passed Wade's camp they gave it a wide berth.

Sunrise found Wade on the trail, climbing high up above the lake,
making for the passover the range. He walked, leading his horsesup a
zigzag trail that bore the tracks of recenttravelers. Although this country
was sparsely settled, yet there were men always riding from camp to
camp or from one valley town to another. Wade never tarried on a well-
trodden trail.

As he climbed higher the spruce-treesgrew smaller, no longer forming
a green aisle before him, and at length they became dwarfed and stun-
ted, and at last failed altogether. Soon he was above timber-line and out
upon a flat-topped mountain range, where in both directions the land
rolled and dipped, free of tree or shrub, colorful with grassand flowers.
The elevation exceeded eleven thousand feet. A whipping wind swept
acrossthe plain-land. The sun was pale-bright in the east, slowly being
obscured by gray clouds. Snow began to fall, first in scudding, scanty
flakes, but increasing until the air was full of a great, fleecy swirl. Wade
rode along the rim of a mountain wall, watching a beautiful snow-storm
falling into the brown gulf beneath him. Once as he headed round a
break he caught sight of mountain-sheep cuddled under a protecting
shelf. The snow-squall blew away, like areceding wall, leaving grassand
flowers wet. As the dark clouds parted, the sun shone warmer out of the
blue. Gray peaks, with patches of white, stood up above their black-
timbered slopes.

Wade soon crossed the flat-topped pass over the range and faced a
descent, rocky and bare at first, but yielding gradually to the encroach-
ment of green. He left the cold winds and bleak trails above him. In an
hour, when he was half down the slope, the forest had become warm
and dry, fragrant and still. At length he rode out upon the brow of a last
wooded bench above a grassy valley, where a bright, winding stream
gleamed in the sun. While the horses rested Wade looked about him.
Nature never tired him. If he had any peaceit emanated from the silent
places, the solemn hills, the flowers and animals of the wild and lonely
land.

A few straggling pines shaded this last low hill above the valley. Grass
grew luxuriantly there in the open, but not under the trees, where the
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brown needle-mats jealously obstructed the green. Clusters of
columbines waved their graceful, sweet, pale-blue flowers that Wade felt
a joy in seeing. He loved flowersNcolumbines, the glory of Colorado,
camefirst, and next the many-hued purple asters,and then the flaunting
spikes of paint-brush, and after them the namelessand numberless wild
flowers that decked the mountain meadows and colored the grass of the
aspen groves and peeped out of the edge of snow fields.

"Strange how it seemsgood to liveNwhen | look at a columbineNor
watch a beaver at his workNor listen to the bugle of an elk!" mused Bent
Wade. He wondered why, with all his life behind him, he could still find
comfort in these things.

Then he rode on his way. The grassy valley, with its winding stream,
slowly descended and widened, and left foothill and mountain far be-
hind. Far acrossa wide plain rose another range, black and bold against
the blue. In the afternoon Wade reached Elgeria, a small hamlet, but im-
portant by reason of its being on the main stage line, and becausehere
miners and cattlemen bought supplies. It had one street, so wide it ap-
peared to be a square, on which faced a line of bold board houses with
high, flat fronts. Wade rode to the inn where the stagecoachesmade
headquarters. It suited him to feed and rest his horsesthere, and partake
of a meal himself, before resuming his journey.

The proprietor was a stout, pleasant-faced little woman, loquacious
and amiable, glad to see a stranger for his own sake rather than from
considerations of possible profit. Though Wade had never before visited
Elgeria, he soon knew all about the town, and the miners up in the hills,
and the only happenings of momentNthe arrival and departure of
stages.

"Prosperous place," remarked Wade. "I saw that. An' it ought to be
growin'."

"Not so prosperous fer me as it uster be," replied the lady. "We did
well when my husband was alive, before our competitor come to town.
He runs a hotel where miners candrink an' gamble. | don'tE . But | reck-
on I've no cause to complain. | live."

"Who runs the other hotel?"

"Man named Smith. Reckon thet's not his real name. I've had people
here whoNbut it ain't no matter."

"Men change their names," replied Wade.

"Stranger, air you packin' through or goin' to stay?"

"On my way to White Slides Ranch, where I'm goin' to work for
Belllounds. Do you know him?"
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"Know Belllounds? Me? Wal, he's the best friend | ever had when |
was at Kremmlin'. | lived there several years. My husband had stock
there. In fact, Bill started us in the cattle business.But we got out of there
an' come here, where Bob died, an' I've been stuck ever since."

"Everybody has a good word for Belllounds," observed Wade.

"You'll never hear a bad one,” replied the woman, with cheerful
warmth. "Bill never had but one fault, an' people loved him fer thet."

"What was it?"

"He's got awild boy thet he thinks the sun rises an' setsin. Buster Jack,
they call him. He used to come here often. But Bill sent him away some-
where. The boy was spoiled. | saw his mother years agoNshe's dead this
long timeNan' she was no wife fer Bill Belllounds. Jacktook after her.
An' Bill was thet woman's slave. When shedied all his big heart went to
the son, an' thet accounts. Jack will never be any good."

Wade thoughtfully nodded his head, as if he understood, and was
pondering other possibilities.

"Is he the only child?"

“There's a girl, but she'snot Bill's kin. He adopted her when shewas a
baby. An' Jack'smother hated this childNjealous, we used to think, be-
cause it might grow up an' get some of Bill's money.'

"What's the girl's name?" asked Wade.

"Columbine. Shewas over here last summer with OId Bill. They stayed
with me. It was then Bill had hard words with Smith acrossthe street.
Bill was resentin' somethin' Smith put in my way. Wal, the lass'sthe pret-
tiest | ever seenin Colorado, an' as good as she's pretty. Old Bill hinted
to me he'd likely make a match between her an' his son Jack.An' | ups
an' told him, if Jackhadn't turned over a new leaf when he comeshome,
thet such a marriage would be tough on Columbine. Whew, but Old Bill
was mad. He jest can't stand a word ag'in' thet Buster Jack."

"Columbine Belllounds," mused Wade. "Queer name."

"Oh, I've knowed three girls named Columbine. Don't you know the
flower? It's common in these parts. Very delicate, like a sago lily, only
paler."

"Were you livin' in Kremmlin® when Belllounds adopted the girl?"
asked Wade.

“Laws no!" was the reply. "Thet was long before | come to Middle
Park. But | heerd all about it. The baby was found by gold-diggers up in
the mountains. Must have got lost from awagon-train thet Indians seton
soon afterNso the miners said. Anyway, OId Bill took the baby an' raised
her as his own."
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"How old is she now?" queried Wade, with a singular change in his
tone.

"Columbine's around nineteen."

Bent Wade lowered his head a little, hiding his features under the old,
battered, wide-brimmed hat. The amiable innkeeper did not see the
tremor that passedover him, nor the slight stiffening that followed, nor
the gray pallor of his face. She went on talking until some one called her.

Wade went outdoors, and with bent head walked down the street,
across a little river, out into green pasture-land. He struggled with an
amazing possibility. Columbine Belllounds might be his own daughter.
His heart leaped with joy. But the joy was short-lived. No such hope in
this world for Bent Wade! This coincidence, however, left him with a
strange, prophetic sensein his soul of a tragedy coming to White Slides
Ranch. Wade possessedsome power of divination, some strange gift to
pierce the veil of the future. But he could not exercisethis power at will;
it came involuntarily, like a messenger of trouble in the dark night.
Moreover, he had never yet beenable to draw away from the fascination
of this knowledge. It lured him on. Always his decision had beento go
on, to meet this boding circumstance, or to remain and meet it, in the
hope that he might take some one's burden upon his shoulders. He
sensedit now, in the keen, poignant clairvoyance of the momentNthe
tangle of life that he was about to enter. Old Bill Belllounds, big and fine,
victim of love for a wayward son; Buster Jack, the waster, the tearer-
down, the destroyer, the wild youth at a wild time; Columbine, the girl
of unknown birth, good and loyal, subjectto a condition sure to ruin her.
Wade's strange mind revolved a hundred outcomes to this conflict of
characters, but not one of them was the one that was written. That re-
mained dark. Never had he received so strong a call out of the unknown,
nor had he ever felt such intense curiosity. Hope had long been dead in
him, except the one that he might atone in some way for the wrong he
had done his wife. Sothe pangs of emotion that recurred, in spite of reas-
on and bitterness, were not recognized by him aslingering hopes. Wade
denied the human in him, but he thrilled at the thought of meeting
Columbine Belllounds. There was something here beyond all his
comprehension.

"It mightNbe true!" he whispered. "I'll know when | see her."

Then he walked back toward the inn. On the way he looked into the
barroom of the hotel run by Smith. It was a hard-looking place, half full
of idle men, whose faceswere asopen pagesto Bent Wade. Curiosity did
not wholly control the impulse that made him wait at the door till he

48



could have a look at the man Smith. Somewhere, at some time, Wade
had met most of the veterans of western Colorado. So much he had
traveled! But the impulse that held him was answered and explained
when Smith cameinNa burly man, with an ugly scar marring one eye.
Bent Wade recognized Smith. He recognized the scar. For that scar was
his own mark, dealt to this man, whose name was not Smith, and who
had beenasevil ashe looked, and whose nomadic life was not due to re-
morse or love of travel.

Wade passed on without being seen. This recognition meant less to
him than it would have ten years ago, as he was not now the kind of
man who hunted old enemiesfor revenge or who went to great lengths
to keep out of their way. Men there were in Colorado who would shoot
at him on sight. There had been more than one that had shot to his cost.

That night Wade camped in the foothills eastof Elgeria, and upon the
following day, at sunrise, his horses were breaking the frosty grass and
ferns of the timbered range. This he crossed, rode down into a valley
where a lonely cabin nestled, and followed an old, blazed trail that
wound up the course of a brook. The water was of a color that made rock
and sand and moss seemlike gold. He saw no signs or tracks of game. A
gray jay now and then screechedhis approach to unseen denizens of the
woods. The stream babbled past him over mossy ledges, under the dark
shade of clumps of spruces,and it grew smaller as he progressed toward
its source. At length it was lost in a swale of high, rank grass, and the
blazed trail led on through heavy pine woods. At noon he reached the
crest of the divide, and, halting upon an open, rocky eminence, he gazed
down over a green and black forest, slow-descending to a great irregular
park that was his destination for the night.

Wade needed meat, and to that end, as he went on, he kept a sharp
lookout for deer, especially after he espied fresh tracks crossing the trail.
Slipping along ahead of his horses, that followed, him almost too closely
to permit of his noiselessapproach to game, he hunted all the way down
to the great open park without getting a shot.

This park was miles acrossand miles long, covered with tall, waving
grass,and it had straggling arms that led off into the surrounding belt of
timber. It sloped gently toward the center, where a round, green acreage
of grass gave promise of water. Wade rode toward this, keeping some-
what to the right, as he wanted to camp at the edge of the woods. Soon
he rode out beyond one of the projecting peninsulas of forest to find the
park spreading wider in that direction. He saw horses grazing with elk,

49



and far down at the notch, where evidently the park had outlet in a nar-
row valley, he espied the black, hump-shaped, shaggy forms of buffalo.
They bobbed off out of sight. Then the elk saw or scented him, and they
trotted away, the antlered bulls ahead of the cows. Wade wondered if
the horses were wild. They showed great interest, but no fear. Beyond
them was arising piece of ground, covered with pine, and it appeared to
stand aloft from the forest on the far side aswell asupon that by which
he was approaching. Riding a mile or so farther he ascertained that this
bit of wooded ground resembled an island in a lake. Presently he saw
smoke arising above the treetops.

A tiny brook welled out of the green center of the park and meandered
around to passnear the island of pines. Wade saw unmistakable signs of
prospecting along this brook, and farther down, where he crossedit, he
found tracks made that day.

The elevated plot of ground appeared to be several acres in extent,
covered with small-sized pines, and at the far edge there was a little log
cabin. Wade expected to surprise a lone prospector at his evening meal.
As he rode up a dog ran out of the cabin, barking furiously. A man,
dressed in fringed buckskin, followed. He was tall, and had long, iron-
gray hair over his shoulders. His bronzed and weather-beaten face was a
mass of fine wrinkles where the grizzled hair did not hide them, and his
shining, red countenance proclaimed an honest, fearless spirit.

"Howdy, stranger!" he called, as Wade halted several rods distant. His
greeting was not welcome, but it was civil. His keen scrutiny, however,
attested to more than his speech.

"Evenin’, friend," replied Wade. "Might | throw my pack here?"

"Sure. Get down," answered the other. "I calkilate | never seenyou in
these diggin's."

“No. I'm Bent Wade, an' on my way to White Slides to work for
Belllounds."

"Glad to meetyou. I'm new hereabouts, myself, but | know Belllounds.
My name's Lewis. | was jest cookin' grub. An' it'll burn, too, if | don't
rustle. Turn your hosses loose an' come in."

Wade presented himself with something more than his usual method-
ical action. He smelled buffalo steak, and he was hungry. The cabin had
beenbuilt years ago, and was a ramshackle shelter at best. The stone fire-
place, however, appeared well preserved. A bed of red coals glowed and
cracked upon the hearth.

"Reckon | sure smelled buffalo meat," observed Wade, with much sat-
isfaction. "It's long since | chewed a hunk of that."
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"All ready. Now pitch inE . Yes,thar's some buffalo left in here. Not
hunted much. Thar's lots of elk an' herds of deer. After a little snow
you'd think a drove of sheep had been trackin' around. An' some bear."

Wade did not waste many words until he had enjoyed that meal.
Later, while he helped his host, he recurred to the subject of game.

"If there's so many deer then there's lions an' wolves."

"You bet. | seetracks every day. Had a shot at a lofer not long ago.
Missed him. But | reckon thar's more varmints over in the Troublesome
country back of White Slides."

“Troublesome! Do they call it that?" asked Wade, with a queer smile.

"Sure. An' it is troublesome. Belllounds hasbeentryin' to hire a hunter.
Offered me big wages to kill off the wolves an' lions."

“That's the job I'm goin' to take."

"Good!" exclaimed Lewis. "I'm sure glad. Belllounds is a nice fellar. |
felt sort of cheaptill | told him | wasn't really a hunter. You see,I'm pro-
spectin' up here, an' pretendin' to be a hunter."

"What do you make that bluff for?" queried Wade.

"You couldn't fool any one who'd ever prospected for gold. | saw your
signs out here."

"Wal, you've sharp eyes,thet's all. Wade, I've some ondesirable neigh-
bors over here. I'd just aslief they didn't seeme diggin' gold. Lately I've
had a hunch they're rustlin® cattle. Anyways, they've sold cattle in
Kremmlin' thet came from over around Elgeria."

"Wherever there's cattle there's sure to be some stealin',” observed
Wade.

"Wal, you needn't say anythin' to Belllounds, because mebbe I'm
wrong. An' if | found out | was right I'd go down to White Slides an' tell
it myself. Belllounds done some favors."

"How far to White Slides?" asked Wade, with a puff on his pipe.

"Roundabout trail, an' rough, but you'll make it in one day, easy.Beau-
tiful country. Open, big peaks an' ranges, with valleys an' lakes. Never
seen such grass!"

"Did you ever see Belllounds's son?"

“No. Didn't know he hed one. But | seenhis gal the fust day | was thar.
Shewas nice to me. | went thar to be fixed up a bit. Nearly chopped my
hand off. The galNColumbine, she's calledNdoctored me up. Factis, |
owe considerable to thet White Slides Ranch. There's a cowboy, Wils
somethin’, who rode up here with some medicine fer meNsome they
didn't have when | was thar. You'll like thet boy. | seenhe was sweet on
the gal an' | sure couldn't blame him."
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Bent Wade removed his pipe and let out a strange laugh, significant
with its little note of grim confirmation.

"What's funny about thet?" demanded Lewis, rather surprised.

"l was only laughin'," replied Wade. "What you said about the cowboy
bein' sweet on the girl popped into my head before you told it. Well,
boys will be boys. | was young once an' had my day."

Lewis grunted ashe bent over to lift ared coal to light his pipe, and as
he raised his head he gave Wade a glance of sympathetic curiosity.

"Wal, | hope I'll seemore of you," he said, as his guest rose, evidently

to go.

"Reckonyou will, asl'll be chasin'hounds all over. An' | want alook at
them neighbors you spoke of that might be rustlersg . I'll turn in now.
Good night."
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Chapter

Bent Wade rode out of the forest to look down upon the White Slides
country at the hour when it was most beautiful.

"Never seen the beat of that!" he exclaimed, as he halted.

The hour was sunset, with the golden rays and shadows streaking
ahead of him down the rolling sage hills, all rosy and gray with rich,
strange softness.Groves of aspensstood isolated from one anotherNhere
crowning a hill with blazing yellow, and there fringing the brow of an-
other with gleaming gold, and lower down reflecting the sunlight with
brilliant red and purple. The valley seemedfilled with a delicate haze, al-
most like smoke. White Slides Ranch was hidden from sight, asit lay in
the bottomland. The gray old peak towered proud and aloof, clear-cut
and sunset-flushed against the blue. The easternslope of the valley was a
vast sweep of sage and hill and grassy bench and aspen bench, on fire
with the colors of autumn made molten by the last flashing of the sun.
Great black slopes of forest gave sharp contrast, and led up to the red-
walled ramparts of the mountain range.

Wade watched the sceneuntil the fire faded, the golden shafts paled
and died, the rosy glow on sagechangedto cold steelgray. Then he rode
out upon the foothills. The trail led up and down slopes of sage. Grass
grew thicker as he descended. Once he startled a great flock of prairie-
chickens, or sage-hens, large gray birds, lumbering, swift fliers, that
whirred up, and soon plumped down again into the sage. Twilight
found him on alast long slope of the foothills, facing the pasture-land of
the valley, with the ranch still five miles distant, now showing misty and
dim in the gathering shadows.

Wade made camp where a brook ran near an aspenthicket. He had no
desire to hurry to meet events at White Slides Ranch, although he longed
to seethis girl that belonged to Belllounds. Night settled down over the
quiet foothills. A pack of roving coyotes visited Wade, and satin a half-
circle in the shadows back of the camp-fire. They howled and barked.
Nevertheless sleep visited Wade's tired eyelids the moment he lay down
and closed them.
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Next morning, rather late, Wade rode down to White Slides Ranch. It
looked to him like the property of arich rancher who held to the old and
proven customs of his generation. The corrals were new, but their style
was old. Wade reflected that it would be hard for rustlers or horse-
thieves to steal out of those corrals. A long lane led from the pasture-
land, following the brook that ran through the corrals and by the back
door of the rambling, comfortable-looking cabin. A cowboy was leading
horsesacrossa wide square between the main ranch-house and a cluster
of cabins and sheds. He saw the visitor and waited.

"Mornin'," said Wade, as he rode up.

"Hod do," replied the cowboy.

Then these two eyed each other, not curiously nor suspiciously, but
with that steady, measuring gaze common to Western men.

"My name's Wade," said the traveler. "Come from Meeker way. I'm
lookin' for a job with Belllounds."

“I'm Lem Billings," replied the other. "Ridin' fer White Slides fer years.
Reckon the boss'll be glad to take you on."

“Is he around?"

"Sure. | jest seenhim," replied Billings, as he haltered his horsesto a
post. "l reckon | ought to give you a hunch."

"I'd take that as a favor."

"Wal, we're short of hands," said the cowboy. "Jestgot the round-up
over. Hudson was hurt an' Wils Moore got crippled. Then the boss'sson
has been put on asforeman. Three of the boys quit. Couldn't stand him.
This hyar son of Belllounds is a son-of-a-gun! Me an' pards of mine,
Montana an' Bludsoe, are stickin' onNwal, fer reasonsthet ain't egzactly
love fer the boss. But Old Bill's the best of bossesE . Now the hunch
isNthet if you git on hyar you'll hev to do two or three men's work."

"Much obliged," replied Wade. "I don't shy at that."

"Wal, git down an' come in," added Billings, heartily.

He led the way across the square, around the corner of the ranch-
house, and up on a long porch, where the arrangement of chairs and
blankets attested to the hand of a woman. The first door was open, and
from it issued voices; first a shrill, petulant boy's complaint, and then a
man's deep, slow, patient reply.

Lem Billings knocked on the door-jamb.

"Wal, what's wanted?" called Belllounds.

"Boss, thar's a man wantin' to see you," replied Lem.
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Heavy steps approached the doorway and it was filled with the large
figure of the rancher. Wade remembered Belllounds and saw only a gray
difference in years.

"Good mornin', Lem, an' good moinin' to you, stranger,"” was the
rancher's greeting, his bold, blue glance, honest and frank and keen, with
all his long experience of men, taking Wade in with one flash.

Lem discreetly walked to the end of the porch as another figure, that
of the son who resembled the father, filled the doorway, with eyesless
kind, bent upon the visitor.

"My name's Wade. I'm over from Meeker way, hopin' to find a job
with you," said Wade.

"Glad to meet you," replied Belllounds, extending his huge hand to
shake Wade's. "I need you, sure bad. What's your special brand of
work?"

"l reckon any kind."

"Setdown, stranger,"” replied Belllounds, pulling up a chair. He seated
himself on a bench and leaned against the log wall. "Now, when a boy
comes an' says he can do anythin', why | jest haw! haw! at him. But
you're a man, Wade, an' one as has been there. Now I'm hard put fer
hands. Jestspeak out now fer yourself. No one else can speak fer you,
thet's sure. An' this is bizness."

"Any work with stock, from punchin' steers to doctorin' horses,"
replied Wade, quietly. "Am fair carpenter an' mason. Good packer.
Know farmin'. Can milk cows an' make butter. I've been cook in many
outfits. Readan' write an' not bad at figures. Can do work on saddles an'
harness, an-"

"Hold on!" yelled Belllounds, with a hearty laugh. "I ain't imposin' on
no man, no matter how | need help. You're sure a jack of all range trades.
An' | wish you was a hunter."

"l was comin' to that. You didn't give me time."

"Say, do you know hounds?" queried Belllounds, eagerly.

"Yes. Was raised where everybody had packs. I'm from Kentucky. An'
I've run hounds off an' on for years. I'll tell youN"

Belllounds interrupted Wade.

"By all that's lucky! An' last, can you handle guns? We 'ain't had a
good shot on this range fer Lord knows how long. | used to hit plumb
center with arifle. My eyesare pore now. An' my son can't hit a flock of
haystacks. An' the cowpunchers are 'most as bad. Sometimesright hyar
where you could hit elk with a club we're out of fresh meat.”
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"Yes,| can handle guns,"” replied Wade, with a quiet smile and a lower-
ing of his head. "Reckon you didn't catch my name."

"WalNno, | didn't," slowly replied Belllounds, and his pause, with the
keener look he bestowed upon Wade, told how the latter's query had
struck home.

"WadeNBent Wade," said Wade, with quiet distinctness.

"Not Hell-Bent Wadé' ejaculated Belllounds.

"The sameE . | ain't proud of the handle, but | never sail under false
colors."

"Wal, I'll be damned!" went on the rancher. "Wade, I've heerd of you
fer years. Some bad, but most good, an' | reckon I'm jestas glad to meet
you as if you'd been somebody else."

"You'll give me the job?"

"l should smile."

“I'm thankin' you. Reckon | was some worried. Jobsare hard for me to
get an' harder to keep."

"Thet's not onnatural, considerin' the hell which's said to camp on your
trail," replied Belllounds, dryly. "Wade, | can't say | take a hell of alot of
stock in such talk. Fifty years I've been west of the Missouri. | know the
West an' | know men. Talk flies from camp to ranch, from diggin's to
town, an' always some one adds a little more. Now | trust my judgment
an' | trust men. No one ever betrayed me yet."

“I'm that way, too," replied Wade. "But it doesn't pay, an' yet | still kept
on bein' that wayE . Belllounds, my name's asbad asgood all over west-
ern Colorado. But as man to man | tell youNIl never did a low-down
trick in my lifeE . Never but once."

"An' what was thet?" queried the rancher, gruffly.

"l killed a man who was innocent," replied Wade, with quivering lips,
"an'Nan' drove the woman | loved to her death."

"Aw! we all make mistakes some time in our lives," said Belllounds,
hurriedly. "I made 'most as big a one as yoursNso help me God!E "

"I'll tell youN" interrupted Wade.

"You needn't tell me anythin',” said Belllounds, interrupting in his
turn. "But at thet sometime I'd like to hear about the Lascellesoutfit over
on the Gunnison. | knowed Lascelles. An' a pardner of mine down in
Middle Park came back from the Gunnison with the dog-gondest story |
ever heerd. Thet was five years ago this summer. Of course | knowed
your name long before, but this time | heerd it powerful strong. You got
in thet mix-up to your neckE . Wal, what consarns me now is this. Is
there any sense in the talk thet wherever you land there's hell to pay?"
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"Belllounds, there's no sensein it, but a lot of truth," confessedWade,
gloomily.

"Ahuh!E Wal, Hell-Bent Wade, I'll take a chanceon you," boomed the
rancher's deep voice, rich with the intent of his big heart. "I've gambled
all my life. An' the best friends | ever made were men I'd helpedE
What wages do you ask?"

"“I'll take what you offer."

“I'm payin' the boys forty a month, but thet's not enough fer you."

"Yes, that'll do."

"Good, it's settled,” concluded Belllounds, rising. Then he saw his son
standing inside the door. "Say, Jack, shake hands with Bent Wade,
hunter an' all-around man. Wade, this's my boy. I've jest put him on as
foreman of the outfit, an' while I'm at it I'll say thet you'll take orders
from me an' not from him."

Wade looked up into the face of Jack Belllounds, returned his brief
greeting, and shook his limp hand. The contact sent a strange chill over
Wade. Young Belllounds's face was marred by a bruise and shaded by a
sullen light.

"Get Billin's to take you out to thet new cabin an' sheds| jest had put
up," said the rancher. "You'll bunk in the cabinE . Aw, | know. Men like
you sleep in the open. But you can't do thet under Old White Slides in
winter. Not much! Make yourself to home, an' I'll walk out after a bit an’
we'll look over the dog outfit. When you seethet outfit you'll holler fer
help."

Wade bowed his thanks, and, putting on his sombrero, he turned
away. As he did so he caught a sound of light, quick footsteps on the far
end of the porch.

"Hello, you-all!" cried a girl's voice, with melody in it that vibrated
piercingly upon Wade's sensitive ears.

"Mornin', Columbine," replied the rancher.

Bent Wade's heart leaped up. This girlish voice rang upon the chord of
memory. Wade had not the strength to look at her then. It was not that
he could not bear to look, but that he could not bear the disillusion sure
to follow his first glimpse of this adopted daughter of Belllounds. Sweet
to delude himself! Ah! the years were bearing sterner upon his head! The
old dreams persisted, sadder now for the fact that from long use they
had become half-realities! Wade shuffled slowly acrossthe green square
to where the cowboy waited for him. His eyeswere dim, and a sickness
attended the sinking of his heart.
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"Wade, | ain't a bettin' fellar, but I'll bet Old Bill took you up," vouch-
safed Billings, with interest.

"Glad to say he did," replied Wade. "You're to show me the new cabin
where I'm to bunk."”

"Come along," said Lem, leading off. "Air you agoin' to handle stock or
chase coyotes?"

"My job's huntin'."
"Wal, it may be thet from sunup to sundown, but between times you'll
be sure busy otherwise, | opine,"” went on Lem. "Did you meet the boss's

son?"

"Yes, he was there. An' Belllounds made it plain | was to take orders
from him an' not from his son."

“Thet'll make your job a million times easier," declared Lem, as if to
make up for former hasty pessimism. He led the way past some log cab-
ins, and shedswith dirt roofs, and low, flat-topped barns, out acrossan-
other brook where willow-trees were turning yellow. Then the new cabin
came into view. It was small, with one door and one window, and a
porch acrossthe front. It stood on a small elevation, near the swift brook,
and overlooking the ranch-house perhaps a quarter of a mile below.
Above it, and acrossthe brook, had been built a high fence constructed
of aspen poles laced closely together. The sounds therefrom proclaimed
this stockade to be the dog-pen.

Lem helped Wade unpack and carry his outfit into the cabin. It con-
tained one room, the corner of which was filled with blocks and slabs of
pine, evidently left there after the construction of the cabin, and meant
for fire-wood. The ample size of the stone fireplace attested to the sever-
ity of the winters.

"Real sawed boards on the floor!" exclaimed Lem, meaning to impress
the new-comer. "l call this a plumb good bunk."

"Much too good for me," replied Wade.

"Wal, I'll look after your hosses,"said Lem. "I reckon you'll fix up your
bunk. Take my hunch an' ask Miss Collie to find you some furniture an'
sich like. She'sOle Bill's daughter, an' she makes up ferNferNwal, fer a
lot we hev to stand. I'll fetch the boys over later."

"Do you smoke?" asked Wade. "I've somethin' fine | fetched up from
Leadville."

"Smoke! Me? I'll give you a hossright now for a cigar. | git one onct a
year, mebbe."

"Here's a box I've been packin' for long," replied Wade, as he handed it
up to Billings. "They're Spanish, all right. Too rich for my blood!"
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A box of gold could not have made that cowboy's eyes shine any
brighter.

"Whoop-eé! he yelled. "Why, man, you're like the fairy in the kid's
story! Won't | make the outfit wild? Aw, | forgot. Thar's only Jim an'
Blud left. Wal, I'll divwy with them. Sure, Wade, you hit me right. | was
dyin' fer a real smoke. An' | reckon what's mine is yours."

Then he strode out of the cabin, whistling a merry cowboy tune.

Wade was left sitting in the middle of the room on his roll of bedding,
and for along time he remained there motionless, with his head bent, his
worn hands idly clasped. A heavy footfall outside aroused him from his
meditation.

"Hey, Wade!" called the cheery voice of Belllounds. Then the rancher
appeared at the door. "How's this bunk suit you?"

"Much too fine for an old-timer like me," replied Wade.

"Old-timer! Say, you're young yet. Look at me. Sixty-eight last birth-
day! Wal, every dog has his dayE . What're you needin' to fix this bunk
comfortable like?"

"Reckon | don't need much."

"Wal, you've beddin' an' cook outfit. Go get a table, an' a chair an' a
bench from thet first cabin. The boys thet had it are gone. Somethin' with
a back to it, a rockin'-chair, if there's one. You'll find tools, an' boxes, an'
stuff in the workshop, if you want to make a cupboard or anythin'."

"How about a lookin'-glass?" asked Wade. "I had a piece, but | broke
it."

"Haw! Haw! Mebbe we can rustle thet, too. My girl's good on helpin'
the boys fix up. Woman-like, you know. An' she'll fetch you some decor-
ations on her own hook. Now let's take a look at the hounds."

Belllounds led the way out toward the crude dog-corral, and the way
he leaped the brook bore witness to the fact that he was still vigorous
and spry. The door of the pen was made of boards hung on wire. As
Belllounds opened it there came a pattering rush of many padded feet,
and a chorus of barks and whines. Wade's surprised gazetook in forty or
fifty dogs, mostly hounds, browns and blacks and yellows, all sizesNa
motley, mangy, hungry pack, if he had ever seen one.

"l swore I'd buy every hound fetched to me, till I'd cleanedup the var-
mints around White Slides. An' sure | was imposed on," explained the
rancher.

"Some good-lookin' hounds in the bunch,” replied Wade. "An' there's
hardly too many. I'll train two packs, so | can rest one when the other's
huntin'."
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"Wal, I'll be dog-goned!" ejaculated Belllounds, with relief. "l sure
thought you'd roar. All this rabble to take care of!"

“"No trouble after I've got acquainted," said Wade. "Have they been
hunted any?"

"Some of the boys took out a bunch. But they split on deer tracks an’
elk tracks an' Lord knows what all. Never put up a lion! Then again
Billings took some out after a pack of coyotes, an' gol darn me if the
coyotes didn't lick the hounds. An' wuss! Jack, my son, got it into his
head thet he was a hunter. The other mornin' he found a fresh lion track
back of the corral. An' he ups an' puts the whole pack of hounds on the
trail. | had a good many more hounds in the pack than you see now.
Wal, anyway, it was great to hear the noise thet pack made. Jack lost
every blamed hound of them. Thet night an' next day an' the followin’
they straggled in. But twenty some never did come back."

Wade laughed. "They may come yet. | reckon, though, they've gone
home where they came from. Are any of these hounds recommended?"

"Every consarned one of them," declared Belllounds.

“That's funny. But | guessit's natural. Do you know for sure whether
you bought any good dogs?"

"Yes, | gave fifty dollars for two hounds. Got them of a friend in
Middle Park whose pack killed off the lions there. They're good dogs,
trained on lion, wolf, an' bear."

"Pick 'em out," said Wade.

With athrong of caninescrowding and fawning round him, and snap-
ping at one another, it was difficult for the rancher to draw the two par-
ticular ones apart so they could be looked over. At length he succeeded,
and Wade drove back the rest of the pack.

"The big fellar's Sampson an' the other's Jim," said Belllounds.

Sampson was a huge hound, gray and yellow, with mottled black
marks, very long ears, and big, solemn eyes. Jim, a good-sized dog, but
small in comparison with the other, was black all over, exceptaround the
nose and eyes.Jim had many scars.He was old, yet not past a vigorous
age, and he seemeda quiet, dignified, wise hound, quite out of his ele-
ment in that mongrel pack.

"If they're asgood asthey look we're lucky," said Wade, as he tied the
ends of his rope round their necks."Now are there any more you know

are good?"
"Denver, come hyar!" yelled Belllounds. A white, yellow-spotted
hound came wagging his tail. "I'll swear by Denver. An' there's one
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moreNKane. He's half bloodhound, a queer, wicked kind of dog. He
keeps to himselfE . Kane! Come hyar!"

Belllounds tramped around the corral, and finally found the hound in
guestion, asleepin a dusty hole. Kane was the only beautiful dog in the
lot. If half of him was bloodhound the other half was shepherd, for his
black and brown hair was inclined to curl, and his head had the fine
thoroughbred contour of the shepherd. His ears,long and drooping and
thin, betrayed the hound in him. Kane showed no disposition to be
friendly. His dark eyes, sad and mournful, burned with the fires of
doubt.

Wade haltered Kane, Jim, and Sampson,which act almost precipitated
a fight, and led them out of the corral. Denver, friendly and glad, fol-
lowed at the rancher's heels.

“I'l' keep them with me an' make lead dogs out of them," said Wade.
"Belllounds, that bunch hasn't had enough to eat. They're half starved."

"Wal, thet's worried me more'n you'll guess," declared Belllounds,
with irritation. "What do a lot of cow-punchin’ fellars know about dogs?
Why, they nearly ate Bludsoe up. He wouldn't feed 'em. An' Wils, who
seemed good with dogs, was taken off bad hurt the other day. Lem's
been tryin' to rustle feed fer them. Now we'll give back the dogs you
don't want to keep, an' thet way thin out the pack."

"Yes, we won't need ‘'em all. An' | reckon I'll take the worry of this
dog-pack off your mind."

“Thet's your job, Wade. My orders are fer you to kill off the varmints.
Lions, wolves, coyotes. An' every fall some ole silvertip gits bad, an' now
an' then other bears. Whatever you need in the way of supplies jest ask
fer. We send regular to Kremmlin'. You can hunt fer two months yet,
barrin' an onusual early winterE . I'm askin' youNif my son tramps on
your toesNI'd take it asa favor fer you to be patient. He's only a boy yet,
an' coltish."

Wade divined that was a favor difficult for Belllounds to ask. The old
rancher, dominant and forceful and self-sufficient all his days, had be-
gun to feel an encroachment of opposition beyond his control. If he but
realized it, the favor he asked of Wade was an appeal.

“Belllounds, | get along with everybody,” Wade assured him. "An’
maybe | can help your son. Before I'd reached here I'd heard he was
wild, an' so I'm prepared.”

"If you'd do thetNwal, I'd never forgit it," replied the rancher, slowly.
"Jack's been away fer three years. Only got back a week or so ago. |
calkilated he'd be sobered, steadied, byNthetNthet work | put him to.
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But I'm not sure. He's changed. When he gits his own way he'sall | could
ask. But thet way he wants ain't always what it ought to be. An' so thar's
been clashes.But Jack'sa fine young man. An' he'll outgrow his temper
an' crazy notions. Work'll do it."

"Boys will be boys," replied Wade, philosophically. "I've not forgotten
when | was a boy."

"Neither hev I. Wal, I'll be goin’, Wade. | reckon Columbine will be up
to call on you. Bein' the only woman-folk in my house, she sort of runs it.
An' she's sure interested in thet pack of hounds."

Belllounds trudged away, his fine old head erect, his gray hair shining
in the sun.

Wade sat down upon the step of his cabin, pondering over the
rancher's remarks about his son. Recalling the young man's
physiognomy, Wade began to feel that it was familiar to him. He had
seenJackBelllounds before. Wade never made mistakes in faces,though
he often had a task to recall names. And he beganto go over the recent
past, recalling all that he could remember of Meeker, and Cripple Creek,
where he had worked for several months, and so on, until he had gone
back as far as his last trip to Denver.

"Must have beenthere," mused Wade, thoughtfully, and he tried to re-
call all the faceshe had seen. This was impossible, of course, yet he re-
membered many. Then he visualized the placesin Denver that for one
reason or another had struck him particularly. Suddenly into one of
these flashed the pale, sullen, bold face of Jack Belllounds.

"It was there!" he exclaimed, incredulously. "WelllE If thet's not the
strangest yet! Could | be mistaken? No. | saw himE . Belllounds must
have known itNmust have let him stay thereE . Maybe put him there!
He's just the kind of a man to go to extremes to reform his son."

Singular as was this circumstance, Wade dwelt only momentarily on
it. He dismissed it with the conviction that it was another strange hap-
pening in the string of events that had turned his steps toward White
Slides Ranch. Wade's mind stirred to the probability of an early sight of
Columbine Belllounds. He would welcome it, both as interesting and
pleasurable, and surely as a relief. The sooner a meeting with her was
over the better. His life had beenone long successionof shocks, so that it
seemed nothing the future held could thrill him, amaze him, torment
him. And yet how well he knew that his heart was only the more re-
sponsive for all it had withstood! Perhaps here at White Slides he might
meet with an experiencedwarfing all others. It was possible;it was in the
nature of events. And though he repudiated such a possibility, he
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fortified himself against a subtle divination that he might at last have
reached the end of his long trail, where anything might happen.

Three of the hounds lay down at Wade's feet. Kane, the bloodhound,
stood watching this new master, after the manner of a dog who was a
judge of men. He sniffed at Wade. He grew a little less surly.

Wade's gaze, however, was on the path that led down along the bor-
der of the brook to disappear in the willows. Above this clump of yel-
lowing trees could be seenthe ranch-house. A girl with fair hair stepped
off the porch. She appeared to be carrying something in her arms, and
shortly disappeared behind the willows. Wade saw her and surmised
that she was coming to his cabin. He did not expect any more or think
any more. His faculties condensed to the objective one of sight.

The qirl, when she reappeared, was perhaps a hundred yards distant.
Wade bent on her one keen, clear glance. Then his brain and his blood
beat wildly. He saw a slender girl in riding-costume, lithe and strong,
with the free step of one used to the open. It was this form, this step that
struck Wade. "MyNGod! how like Lucy!" he whispered, and he tried to
pierce the distance to see her face. It gleamed in the sunshine. Her fair
hair waved in the wind. Shewas coming, but so slowly! All of Wade that
was physical and emotional seemedto waitNclamped. The moment was
age-long, with nothing beyond it. While she was still at a distance her
face became distinct. And Wade sustained a terrible shockE . Then, as
one in adream, asin a blur of strained peering into a maze, he saw the
face of his sweetheart, his wife, the Lucy of his early manhood. It moved
him out of the past. Closer! Pang on pang quivered in his heart. Was this
only a nightmare? Or had he at last gone mad! This girl raised her head.
She was lookingNshe saw him. Terror mounted upon Wade's
consciousness.

"That's Lucy's face!" he gasped. "So helpNme, God!E It's for thisNI
wandered here! She's my flesh an' bloodNmy Lucy's childNmy own!"

Fear and presentiment and blank amaze and stricken consciousness
left him in the lightning-flash of divination that was recognition aswell.
A shuddering cataclysm enveloped him, a passion so stupendous that it
almost brought oblivion.

The three hounds leaped up with barks and wagging tails. They wel-
comed this visitor. Kane lost still more of his canine aloofness.

Wade's breast heaved. The blue sky, the gray hills, the green willows,
all blurred in his sight, that seemedto hold clear only the face floating
closer.

“I'm Columbine Belllounds," said a voice.
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It stilled the storm in Wade. It was real. It was a voice of twenty years
ago. The burden on his breastlifted. Then flashed the spirit, the old self-
control of a man whose life had held many terrible moments.

"Mornin’, miss. I'm glad to meet you," he replied, and there was no
break, no tone unnatural in his greeting.

Sothey gazed at each other, she with that instinctive look peculiar to
women in its intuitive powers, but common to all personswho had lived
far from crowds and to whom a new-comer was an event. Wade's gaze,
intense and all-embracing, found that face now closerin resemblanceto
the imagined Lucy'sNa pretty face, rather than beautiful, but strong and
sweetNits striking qualities being a colorless fairness of skin that yet
held arose and golden tint, and the eyesof a rare and exquisite shade of
blue.

"Oh! Are you feeling ill?" she asked. "You look soNso pale."

“No. I'm only tuckered out,” replied Wade, easily, as he wiped the
clammy drops from his brow. "It was a long ride to get here."

“I'm the lady of the house," she said, with a smile. "I'm glad to wel-
come you to White Slides, and hope you'll like it."

"Well, Miss Columbine, | reckon | will," he replied, returning the smile.
"Now if | was younger I'd like it powerful much."

She laughed at that. "Men are all alike, young or old."

"Don't ever think so," said Wade, earnestly.

"No? | guessyou're right about that. I've fetched you up some things
for your cabin. May | peep in?"

"Come in," replied Wade, rising. "You must excuse my manners. It's
long indeed since | had a lady caller.”

Shewent in, and Wade, standing on the threshold, saw her survey the
room with a woman's sweeping glance.

"| told dad to put someN"

"Miss, your dad told me to go get them, an' I've not done it yet. But |
will presently.”

“Very well. I'll leave thesethings and come back later," shereplied, de-
positing a bundle upon the floor. "You won't mind if | try toNto make
you a little comfortable. It's dreadful the way outdoor men live when
they do get indoors."

"I reckon I'll be slow in lettin' you seewhat a good housekeeperl am,"
he replied. "Because then, maybe, I'll see more of you."

"Weren't you a sad flatterer in your day?" she queried, archly.
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Her intonation, the tilt of her head, gave Wade such a pang that he
could not answer. And to hide his momentary restraint he turned backto
the hounds. Then she came out upon the porch.

"I love hounds," she said, patting Denver, which caressimmediately
made Jim and Sampson jealous. "I've gotten on pretty well with these,
but that Kane won't make up. Isn't he splendid? But he's afraidNno, not
afraid of me, but he doesn't like me."

“It's mistrust. He's been hurt. | reckon he'll get over that after a while."

"You don't beat dogs?" she asked, eagerly.

“No, miss. That's not the way to get on with hounds or horses."

Her glance was a blue flash of pleasure.

"How glad that makes me! Why, | quit coming here to seeand feed the
dogs because somebody was always kicking them around."

Wade handed the rope to her. "You hold them, so when | come out
with some meat they won't pile over me." He went inside, took all that
was left of the deer haunch out of his pack, and, picking up his knife, re-
turned to the porch. The hounds saw the meat and yelped. They pulled
on the rope.

"You hounds behave," ordered Wade, as he sat down on the step and
beganto cut the meat. "Jim, you're the oldest an' hungriest. HereE . Now
you, Sampson.Here!"E The big hound snapped at the meat. Whereupon
Wade slapped him. "Are you a pup or awolf that you grab for it? Here."
Sampsonwas slower to act, but he snapped again. Whereupon Wade hit
him again, with open hand, not with violence or rancor, but a blow that
meant Sampson must obey.

Next time the hound did not snap. Denver had to be cuffed several
times before he showed deference to this new master. But the blood-
hound Kane refused to take any meat out of Wade's hand. He growled
and showed his teeth, and sniffed hungrily.

"Kane will have to be handled carefully,” observed Wade. "He'd bite
pretty quick."

"But, he's so splendid,” said the girl. "I don't like to think he's mean.
You'll be good to himNtry to win him?"

“I'l do my best with him."

"Dad's full of gleethat he hasareal hunter at White Slides at last. Now
I'm glad, and sorry, too. | hate to think of little calves being torn and
killed by lions and wolves. And it's dreadful to know bearseatgrown-up
cattle. But I love the mourn of awolf and the yelp of a coyote. | can't help
hoping you don't kill them allNquite."
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“It's not likely, miss,” he replied. "I'll be pretty sure to clean out the
lions an' drive off the bears. But the wolf family can't be exterminated.
No animal so cunnin' asa wolflE [I'll tell youE . Someyears ago | went
to cook on aranch north of Denver, on the edge of the plains. An' right
off | beganto hear stories about a big loboNa wolf that was an old resid-
enter. He'd been known for long, an' he got meaner an' wiser as he was
hunted. His specialty got to be yearlings, an' the ranchers all over rose up
in arms against him. They hired all the old hunters an' trappers in the
country to kill him. No good! Old Lobo went right on pullin® down
yearlings. Every night he'd get one or more. An' he was so cute an' so
swift that he'd work on different ranches on different nights. Finally he
killed eleven yearlings for my bosson one night. Eleven! Think of that.
An' then | said to my boss,'l reckon you'd better let me go kill that gray
butcher." An' my bosslaughed at me. But he let me go. He'd have tried
anythin'. | took a hunk of meat, a blanket, my gun, an' a pair of snow-
shoes,an' | setout on old Lobo's tracksE . An', Miss Columbine, | walked
old Lobo to death in the snow!"

"Why, how wonderful!" exclaimed the girl, breathless and glowing
with interest. "Oh, it seemsa pity such a splendid brute should be killed.
Wild animals are cruel. | wish it were different.”

“Life is cruel, miss, an' | echo your wish," replied Wade, sadly.

"You have had great experiences.Dad said to me, 'Collie, here at last is
a man who can tell you enough stories!'E But | don't believe you ever
could.”

"You like stories?" asked Wade, curiously.

“Love them. All kinds, but | like adventure best.| should have beena
boy. Isn't it strange, | can't hurt anything myself or bear to seeeven a
steer slaughtered? But you can't tell too bloody and terrible stories for
me. Except | hate Indian stories. The very thought of Indians makes me
shudderE . Some day I'll tell you a story."

Wade could not find his tongue readily.

"l must go now," she continued, and moved off the porch. Then she
hesitated, and turned with a smile that was wistful and impulsive. "IN
believe we'll be good friends."

"Miss Columbine, we sure will, if | can live up to my part," replied
Wade.

Her smile deepened, even while her gaze grew unconsciously penet-
rating. Wade felt how subtly they were drawn to eachother. But she had
no inkling of that.
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"It takes two to make a bargain," she replied, seriously. "lI've my part.
Good-by."

Wade watched her lithe stride, and as she drew away the restraint he
had put upon himself loosened. When she disappeared his feeling burst
all bounds. Dragging the dogs inside, he closed the door. Then, like one
broken and spent, he fell face against the wall, with the hoarsely
whispered words, "I'm thankin' God!"
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Chapter 6

September'sglory of gold and red and purple beganto fade with the au-
tumnal equinox. It rained enough to soak the frost-bitten leaves, and
then the mountain winds sent them flying and fluttering and scurrying
to carpet the dells and spot the pools in the brooks and color the trails.
When the weather cleared and the sun rose bright again many of the as-
pen thickets were leafless and bare, and the willows showed stark
against the gray sagehills, and the vines had lost their fire. Hills and val-
leys had sobered with subtle change that left them none the less
beautiful.

A mile or more down the road from White Slides, in a protected nook,
nestled two cabins belonging to a cattleman named Andrews, who had
formerly worked for Belllounds and had recently gone into the stock
business for himself. He had a rather young wife, and several children,
and a brother who rode for him. These people were the only neighbors
of Belllounds for some ten miles on the road toward Kremmling.

Columbine liked Mrs. Andrews and often rode or walked down there
for a little visit and a chat with her friend and a romp with the children.

Toward the end of September Columbine found herself combating a
strong desire to go down to the Andrews ranch and try to learn some
news about Wilson Moore. If anything had been heard at White Slides it
certainly had not been told her. Jack Belllounds had ridden to
Kremmling and back in one day, but Columbine would have endured
much before asking him for information.

She did, however, inquire of the freighter who hauled Belllounds's
supplies, and the answer she got was awkwardly evasive. That nettled
Columbine. Also it raised a suspicion which she strove to subdue. Fin-
ally it seemed apparent that Wilson Moore's name was not to be men-
tioned to her.

First, in her growing resentment, she had an impulse to go to her new
friend, the hunter Wade, and confide in him not only her longing to
learn about Wilson, but also other matters that were growing daily more
burdensome. How strange for her to feel that in some way Jack
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Belllounds had come between her and the old man she loved and called
father! Columbine had not divined that until lately. Shefelt it now in the
fact that she no longer sought the rancher as she used to, and he had ap-
parently avoided her. But then, Columbine reflected, she might be en-
tirely wrong, for when Belllounds did meet her at meal-times, or any-
where, he seemedjust as affectionate as of old. Still he was not the same
man. A chill, an atmosphere of shadow, had pervaded the once whole-
some ranch. And so, feeling not yet well enough acquainted with Wade
to confide so intimately in him, she stifled her impulses and resolved to
make some effort herself to find out what she wanted to know.

As luck would have it, when she started out to walk down to the
Andrews ranch she encountered Jack Belllounds.

"Where are you going?" he inquired, inquisitively.

“I'm going to see Mrs. Andrews," she replied.

“No, you're not!" he declared, quickly, with a flash.

Columbine felt a queer sensationdeep within her, a hot little gathering
that seemedforeign to her physical being, and ready to burst out. Of late
it had stirred in her at words or acts of JackBelllounds. Shegazed stead-
ily at him, and he returned her look with interest. What he was thinking
she had no idea of, but for herself it was a recurrence and an emphasis of
the fact that she seemedgrowing farther away from this young man she
had to marry. The weeks since his arrival had beenthe most worrisome
she could remember.

"l amgoing," she replied, slowly.

“No!" he replied, violently. "I won't have you running off down there
toNto gossip with that Andrews woman."

"Oh, you won't?" inquired Columbine, very quietly. How little he un-
derstood her!

“That's what | said."

"You're not my bossyet, Mister JackBelllounds," sheflashed, her spirit
rising. He could irritate her as no one else.

"l soon will be. And what's a matter of a week or a month?" he went
on, calming down a little.

"I've promised, yes," she said, feeling her face blanch, "and | keep my
promisesE . But | didn't say when. If you talk like that to me it might be
a good many weeksNorNor months before | name the day."

"Columbine® he cried, as she turned away. There was genuine distress
in his voice. Columbine felt again an assurancethat had troubled her. No
matter how she was reacting to this new relation, it seemed a fearful
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truth that Jackwas really falling in love with her. This time she did not
soften.

“I'l' call dad to makeyou stay home," he burst out again, his temper
rising.

Columbine wheeled as on a pivot.

“If you do you've got less sense than | thought."”

Passion claimed him then.

"I know why vyou're going. It's to see that club-footed cowboy
Moore!E Don't let me catch you with him!"

Columbine turned her back upon Belllounds and swung away, every
pulse in her throbbing and smarting. She hurried on into the road. She
wanted to run, not to get out of sight or hearing, but to fly from
something, she knew not what.

"Oh! it's more than his temper!" she cried, hot tears in her eyes."He's
meanN meatNMEAN!  What's the use of me denying thatNany
moreNjust because | love dad?E My life will be wretchedE . It is
wretched!"

Her anger did not last long, nor did her resentment. She reproached
herself for the tart replies that had inflamed Jack.Never again would she
forget herself!

"But heNhe makes me furious," shecried, in sudden excusefor herself.
"What did he say?'That club-footed cowboy Moore'lE Oh, that was vile.
He's heard, then, that poor Wilson has a bad foot, perhaps permanently
crippledE . If it's trueE . But why should he yell that he knew | wanted
to see Wilson?E | did not! | donotE . Oh, but | do, | do!"

And then Columbine was to learn straightway that she would forget
herself again, that she had forgotten, and that a sadder, stranger truth
was dawning upon herNshe was discovering another Columbine within
herself, a wilful, passionate, different creature who would no longer be
denied.

Almost before Columbine realized that she had started upon the visit
she was within sight of the Andrews ranch. Soswiftly had shewalked! It
behooved her to hide such excitement ashad dominated her. And to that
end she slowed her pace, trying to put her mind on other matters.

The children saw her first and rushed upon her, so that when she
reached the cabin door she could not well have been otherwise than rosy
and smiling. Mrs. Andrews, ruddy and strong, looked the pioneer
rancher's hard-working wife. Her face brightened at the advent of
Columbine, and showed a little surprise and curiosity as well.
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“Laws, but it's good to seeyou, Columbine," was her greeting. "You
‘ain't been here for a long spell.”

“I've been coming, but just put it off," replied Columbine.

And so, after the manner of women neighbors, they began to talk of
the fall round-up, and the near approach of winter with its loneliness,
and the children, all of which naturally led to more personal and inter-
esting topics.

"An' is it so, Columbine, that you're to marry JackBelllounds?" asked
Mrs. Andrews, presently.

"Yes, | guess it is," replied Columbine, smiling.

"Humph! I'm no relative of yours or even a particular, closefriend, but
I'd like to sayN"

"Please don't," interposed Columbine.

"All right, my girl. | guessit's better | don't say anythin'. It's a pity,
though, onlessyou love this Buster Jack.An' you never used to do that,
I'll swan."

"No, | don't love JackNyetNas | ought to love a husband. But I'll try,
and ifNif INI never doNstill, it's my duty to marry him."

"Some woman ought to talk to Bill Belllounds,” declared Mrs.
Andrews with a grimness that boded ill for the old rancher.

"Did you know we had a new man up at the ranch?"asked Columbine,
changing the subject.

"You mean the hunter, Hell-Bent Wade?"

"Yes. But | hate that ridiculous name," said Columbine.

“It's queer, like lots of names men get in these parts. An' it'll stick.
Wade's been here twice; once as he was passin' with the hounds, an' the
other night. | like him, Columbine. He's true-blue, for all his strange
name. My men-folks took to him like ducks to water."

“I'm glad. | took to him almost like that," rejoined Columbine. "He has
the saddest face | ever saw."

"Sad?Wal, yes. That man has seena good deal of what they tacked on
to his name. | laughed when | seenhim first. Little lame fellar, crooked-
legged an' ragged, with thet awful homely face! But | forgot how he
looked next time he came."”

“That's just it. He's not much to look at, but you forget his homeliness
right off," replied Columbine, warmly. "You feel something behind all
hisNhis looks."

"Wal, you an' me are women, an' we feel different,” replied Mrs.
Andrews. "Now my men-folks take much store on what Wade cando. He
fixed up Tom's gun, that's been out of whack for a year. He made our
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clock run ag'in, an' run better than ever. Then he saved our cow from
that poison-weed. An' Tom gave her up to die."

"The boys up home were telling me Mr. Wade had saved some of our
cattle. Dad was delighted. You know he'slost a good many head of stock
from this poison-weed. | saw so many dead steerson my last ride up the
mountain. It's too bad our new man didn't get here sooner to save them.
| asked him how he did it, and he said he was a doctor."

"A cow-doctor," laughed Mrs. Andrews. "Wal, that's a new one on me.
Accordin' to Tom, this here Wade, when he seenour sick cow, said she'd
eat poison-weedNlarkspur, | think he called itNan' then when she drank
water it formed a gasin her stomach an' she swelled up turrible. Wade
jest stuck his knife in her side a little an' let the gas out, and she got well."

"Ughh!E What cruel doctoring! But if it saves the cattle, then it's
good."

"It'll save them if they can be got to right off," replied Mrs. Andrews.

"Speaking of doctors,"” went on Columbine, striving to make her query
casual,"do you know whether or not Wilson Moore had his foot treated
by a doctor at Kremmling?"

"He did not,” answered Mrs. Andrews. "Wasn't no doctor there.
They'd had to send to Denver, an', as Wils couldn't take that trip or wait
solong, why, Mrs. Plummer fixed up his foot. Shemade a good job of it,
too, as | can testify."

"Oh, I'mNvery thankful!® murmured Columbine. "He'll not be
crippled orNor club-footed, then?"

"l reckon not. You can seefor yourself. For Wils's here. He was drove
up night before last an' is stayin' with my brother-in-lawNin the other
cabin there."

Mrs. Andrews launched all this swiftly, with evident pleasure, but
with more of woman's subtle motive. Her eyeswere bent with shrewd
kindness upon the younger woman.

"Here!" exclaimed Columbine, with a start, and for an instant she was
at the mercy of conflicting surprise and joy and alarm. Alternately she
flushed and paled.

"Sure he's here," replied Mrs. Andrews, now looking out of the door.
"He ought to be in sight somewheres. He's walkin' with a crutch."

"Crutch!" cried Columbine, in dismay.

"Yes, crutch, an' he made it himselfE . | don't see him nowheres.
Mebbe he went in when he seeyou comin'. For he's powerful sensitive
about that crutch."
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"ThenNif he'ssoNso sensitive, perhaps I'd better go," said Columbine,
struggling with embarrassment and discomfiture. What if she happened
to meet him! Would he imagine her purpose in coming there? Her heart
began to beat unwontedly.

"Suit yourself, lass," replied Mrs. Andrews, kindly. "I know you and
Wils quarreled, for he told me. An' it's a pityE . Wal, if you must go, |
hope you'll come again before the snow flies. Good-by."

Columbine bade her a hurried good-by and ventured forth with mis-
givings. And almost around the corner of the second cabin, which she
had to pass,and before she had time to recover her composure, she saw
Wilson Moore, hobbling along on a crutch, holding a bandaged foot off
the ground. He had seenher; he was hurrying to avoid a meeting, or to
get behind the corrals there before she observed him.

"Wilson!" she called, involuntarily. The instant the name left her lips
she regretted it. But too late! The cowboy halted, slowly turned.

Then Columbine walked swiftly up to him, suddenly as brave as she
had been fearful. Sight of him had changed her.

"Wilson Moore, you meant to avoid me," she said, with reproach.

"Howdy, Columbine!" he drawled, ignoring her words.

"Oh, | was so sorry you were hurt!" she burst out. "And now I'm so
gladNyou'reNyou're E Wilson, you're thin and paleNyou've suffered!"

"It pulled me down a bit," he replied.

Columbine had never before seen his face anything except bronzed
and lean and healthy, but now it bore testimony to pain and strain and
patient endurance. He looked older. Something in the fine, dark, hazel
eyes hurt her deeply.

"You never sent me word," shewent on, reproachfully. "No one would
tell me anything. The boys said they didn't know. Dad was angry when |
asked him. I'd never have asked Jack. And the freighter who drove
upNhe lied to me. Sol camedown here to-day purposely to ask news of
you, but | never dreamed you were hereE . Now I'm glad | came."

What a singular, darkly kind, yet strange glance he gave her!

“That was like you, Columbine,"” he said. "I knew you'd feel badly
about my accident. But how could | send word to you?"

"You savedNPronto," shereturned, with a strong tremor in her voice.
"l can't thank you enough."

"That was a funny thing. Pronto went out of his head. | hope he's all
right.”
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"He's almost well. It took sometime to pick all the splinters out of him.
He'll be all right soonNnone the worse for thatNthat cowboy trick of
Mister Jack Belllounds."

Columbine finished bitterly. Moore turned his thoughtful gaze away
from her.

"I hope OlId Bill is well," he remarked, lamely.

"Have you told your folks of your accident?" asked Columbine, ignor-
ing his remark.

"No."

"Oh, Wilson, you ought to have sent for them, or have written at least."”

"Me? To go crying for them when | got in trouble? | couldn't seeit that
way."

"Wilson, you'll be goingNhomeNsoonNto DenverNwon't you?" she
faltered.

“No," he replied, shortly.

"But what will you do? Surely you can't workNnot so soon?"

"Columbine, I'l neverNbe able to ride againNlike | used to," he said,
tragically. "I'll ride, yes, but never the old way."

"Oh!" Columbine's tone, and the exquisite softness and tenderness
with which she placed a hand on the rude crutch would have been en-
lightening to any one but thesetwo absorbedin themselves."l can't bear
to believe that."

“I'm afraid it's true. Bad smash, Columbine! | just missed being club-
footed."

"You should have care. You should haveE . Wilson, do you intend to
stay here with the Andrews?"

"Not much. They have troubles of their own. Columbine, I'm going to
homestead one hundred and sixty acres."

"Homestead!" she exclaimed, in amaze. "Where?"

"Up there under Old White Slides. I've long intended to. You know
that pretty little valley under the red bluff. There's a fine spring. You've
been there with me. There by the old cabin built by prospectors?"

"Yes, | know. It's a pretty placeNfine valley, but Wils, you can't live
there," she expostulated.

"Why not, I'd like to know?"

“That little cubby-hole! It's only a tiny one-room cabin, roof all gone,
chinks open, chimney crumblingE . Wilson, you don't mean to tell me
you want to live there alone?"

"Sure. What'd you think?" he replied, with sarcasm.
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"Expect me to marry some girl? Well, I wouldn't, even if any one
would have a cripple."

"WhoRNwho will take care of you?" she asked, blushing furiously.

"Il take care of myself," he declared. "Good Lord! Columbine, I'm not
aninvalid yet. I've got afew friends who'll help me fix up the cabin. And
that reminds me. There'sa lot of my stuff up in the bunk-house at White
Slides. I'm going to drive up soon to haul it away."

"Wilson Moore, do you mean it?" she asked, with grave wonder. "Are
you going to homestead near White Slides RanchNand live
thereNwhenN"

Shecould not finish. An overwhelming disaster, for which she had no
name, seemed to be impending.

"Yes, | am," he replied. "Funny how things turn out, isn't it?"

"It's veryNvery funny," shesaid, dazedly, and sheturned slowly away
without another word.

"Good-by, Columbine," he called out after her, with farewell, indeed,
in his voice.

All the way home Columbine was occupied with feelings that swayed
her to the exclusion of rational consideration of the increasing perplexity
of her situation. And to make matters worse, when she arrived at the
ranch it was to meet JackBelllounds with a face as black as a thunder-
cloud.

“The old man wants to seeyou," he announced, with an accentthat re-
called his threat of a few hours back.

"Does he?" queried Columbine, loftily. "From the courteous way you
speak | imagine it's important.”

Belllounds did not deign to reply to this. He sat on the porch, where
evidently he had awaited her return, and he looked anything but happy.

"Where is dad?" continued Columbine.

Jackmotioned toward the second door, beyond which he sat, the one
that opened into the room the rancher used asa kind of office and store-
room. As Columbine walked by Jack he grasped her skirt.

"Columbine! you're angry?" he said, appealingly.

"l reckon | am," replied Columbine.

"Don't go in to dad when you're that way," implored Jack."He's angry,
tooNandNandNit'll only make matters worse."

From long experience Columbine could divine when Jack had done
something in the interest of self and then had awakened to possible con-
sequences.Shepulled away from him without replying, and knocked on
the office door.
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"Come in," called the rancher.

Columbine went in. "Hello, dad! Do you want me?"

Belllounds sat at an old table, bending over a soiled ledger, with a
stubby pencil in his huge hand. When he looked up Columbine gave a
little start.

"Where've you been?" he asked, gruffly.

"I've been calling on Mrs. Andrews," replied Columbine.

"Did you go thar to see her?"

"WhyNcertainly!" answered Columbine, with a slow break in her
speech.

"You didn't go to meet Wilson Moore?"

"No."

"An' | reckon you'll say you hadn't heerd he was there?"

"l had not," flashed Columbine.

"Wal, did you see him?"

"Yes, sir, | did, but quite by accident."

"Ahuh! Columbine, are you lyin' to me?"

The hot blood flooded to Columbine's cheeks,asif she had been struck
a blow.

"Dad" she cried, in hurt amaze.

Belllounds seemed thick, imponderable, asif something had forced a
crisis in him and his brain was deeply involved. The habitual, cool, easy,
bold, and frank attitude in the meeting of all situations seemedto have
been encroached upon by a break, a bewilderment, a lessening of
confidence.

"Wal, are you lyin'?" he repeated, either blind to or unaware of her
distress.

"| could notNlie to you," she faltered, "evenNifNI wanted to."

The heavy, shadowed gaze of his big eyeswas bent upon her asif she
had become a new and perplexing problem.

"But you seen Moore?"

"YesNsir." Columbine's spirit rose.

"An' talked with him?"

"Of course."

“Lass, | ain't likin' thet, an' | ain't likin' the way you look an' speak."

"l am sorry. | can't help either."

"What'd this cowboy say to you?"

"We talked mostly about his injured foot."

"An' what else?" went on Belllounds, his voice rising.

"AboutNwhat he meant to do now."
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"Ahuh! An' thet's homesteadin' the Sage Creek Valley?"

"Yes, sir."

"Did you want him to do thet?"

“I' Indeed | didn't."

"Columbine, not so long ago you told me this fellar wasn't sweet on
you. An' do you still say that to meNare you still insistin' he ain't in love
with you?"

"He never said soNI never believed it E and now I'm sureNhe isn't!"

"Ahuh! Wal, thet same day you was jest as sure you didn't care any-
thin' particular fer him. Are you thet sure now?"

"No!" whispered Columbine, very low. Shetrembled with a suggestion
of unknown forces. Not to save a new and growing pride would she
evade any question from this man upon whom she had no claim, to
whom she owed her life and her bringing up. But something cold
formed in her.

Belllounds, self-centered and serious as he strangely was, seemed to
check his probing, either from fear of hearing more from her or from an
awakening of former kindness. But her reply was a shock to him, and,
throwing down his pencil with the gesture of a man upon whom de-
cision was forced, he rose to tower over her.

"You've been like a daughter to me. I've done all | knowed how fer
you. I've lived up to the best of my lights. An' I've loved you," he said,
sonorously and pathetically. "You know what my hopes areNfer the
boyNan' fer youE . We needn't waste any more talk. From this minnit
you're free to do asyou like. Whatever you do won't make any changein
my carin' fer youE . But you gotta decide. Will you marry Jack or not?"

"| promised youNI would. Il keep my word," replied Columbine,
steadily.

"Sofar so good," went on the rancher. "I'm respectin’' you fer what you
sayE . An' now, whenwill you marry him?"

The little room drifted around in Columbine's vague, blank sight. All
seemed to be drifting. She had no solid anchor.

"AnyNday you sayNthe sooner theNbetter," she whispered.

"Wal, lass, I'm thankin' you," he replied, with voice that sounded afar
to her. "An' | swear, if | didn't believe it's best fer Jackan' you, why I'd
never let you marryE . Sowe'll setthe day. October first! Thet's the day
you was fetched to me a babyNmore'n seventeen years ago."

"OctoberNfirstNthen, dad," she said, brokenly, and she kissed him as
if in token of what she knew she owed him. Then she went out, closing
the door behind her.
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Jack,upon seeing her, hastily got up, with more than concern in his
pale face.

"Columbine!" he cried, hoarsely. "How you look!E Tell me. What
happened? Girl, don't tell me you'veNyou'veN"

"JackBelllounds," interrupted Columbine, in tragic amaze at this truth
about to issue from her lips, "I've promised to marry youNon October
first."

He let out a shout of boyish exultation and suddenly clasped her in his
arms. But there was nothing boyish in the way he handled her, in the al-
most savage evidence of possession. "Collie, I'm mad about you," he
began, ardently. "You never let me tell you. And I've grown worse and
worse. To-day INwhen | saw you going down thereNwhere that Wilson
Moore isNI got terribly jealous. | was sick. I'd beenglad to kill him!E It
made me seehow | loved you. Oh, | didn't know. But now E Oh, I'm
mad for you!" He crushed her to him, unmindful of her struggles; his
face and neck were red; his eyeson fire. And he begantrying to kiss her
mouth, but failed, as she struggled desperately. His kisses fell upon
cheek and ear and hair.

"Let meNgo!" panted Columbine. "You've noNnoNOh, you might
have waited." Breaking from him, shefled, and got inside her room with
the door almost closed, when his foot intercepted it.

Belllounds was half laughing his exultation, half furious at her escape,
and altogether beside himself.

"No," shereplied, soviolently that it appeared to awake him to the fact
that there was some one besides himself to consider.

"Aw!" He heaved a deep sigh. "All right. | won't try to get in. Only
listenE . Collie, don't mind myNmy way of showing you how | felt. Fact
is, | went plumb off my head. Is that any wonder, youNyou
darlingNwhen I've been so scaredyou'd never have me? Collie, I've felt
that you were the one thing in the world | wanted most and would never
get. But nowE . October first! Listen. | promise you I'll not drink any
moreNnor gambleNnor nag dad for money. | don't like his way of run-
ning the ranch, but I'll do it, aslong as he lives. I'll even try to tolerate
that club-footed cowboy's brassin homesteading a ranch right under my
nose. I'INI'll do anything you ask of me."

"ThenNpleaseNgo away!" cried Columbine, with a sob.

When he was gone Columbine barred the door and threw herself upon
her bed to shut out the light and to give vent to her surcharged emotions.
She wept like a girl whose youth was ending; and after the paroxysm
had passed,leaving her weak and strangely changed, shetried to reason
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out what had happened to her. Over and over again she named the ap-
peal of the rancher, the senseof her duty, the decision she had reached,
and the disgust and terror inspired in her by JackBelllounds's reception
of her promise. Thesewere facts of the day and they had made of her a
palpitating, unhappy creature, who nevertheless had been brave to face
the rancher and confessthat which she had scarceconfessedto herself.
But now she trembled and cringed on the verge of a catastrophe that
withheld its whole truth.

"l begin to seenow," she whispered, after the thought had come and
gone and returned to change again. "If Wilson hadNcared for me INI
might haveNcared, tooE . But | doNcareNsomething. | couldn't lie to
dad. Only I'm not sureNhow much. | never dreamed ofNof loving him,
or any one. It's so strange. All at once | feel old. And | can't understand
theseNthese feelings that shake me."

SoColumbine brooded over the trouble that had cometo her, never re-
gretting her promise to the old rancher, but growing keenerin the realiz-
ation of a complexity in her nature that sooner or later would separate
the life of her duty from the life of her desire. Sheseemedall alone, and
when this feeling possessedher a strange reminder of the hunter Wade
flashed up. Shestifled another impulse to confide in him. Wade had the
softnessof a woman, and his face was a record of the trials and travails
through which he had come unhardened, unembittered. Yet how could
shetell her troubles to him? A stranger, a rough man of the wilds, whose
name had preceded him, notorious and deadly, with that vital tang of
the West in its meaning! Nevertheless, Wade drew her, and she thought
of him until the recurring memory of JackBelllounds's rude clasp again
crept over her with an augmenting disgust and fear. Must she submit to
that? Had she promised that? And then Columbine felt the dawning of
realities.
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Chapter 7

Columbine was awakened in the gray dawn by the barking of coyotes.
Shedreaded the daylight thus heralded. Never before in her life had she
hated the rising of the sun. Resolutely she put the past behind her and
faced the future, believing now that with the great decision made she
needed only to keep her mind off what might have been,and to attend to
her duty.

At breakfast she found the rancher in better spirits than he had been
for weeks. He informed her that Jack had ridden off early for
Kremmling, there to make arrangements for the wedding on October
first.

"Jack'sout of his head," said Belllounds. "Wal, thet comesonly onct in
aman's life. | remember E Jack'sgoin' to drive you to Kremmlin' an' ther
take stagefer Denver. | allow you'd better put in your bestlicks on fixin'
up an' packin' the clothes you'll need. Women-folk naturally want to
look smart on weddin'-trips."

"Dad!" exclaimed Columbine, in dismay. "I never thought of clothes.
And | don't want to leave White Slides."

"But, lass, you're goin' to be married!" expostulated Belllounds.

"Didn't it occur to Jackto take me to Kremmling? | can't make new
dresses out of old ones."

"Wal, | reckon neither of us thought of thet. But you can buy what you
like in Denver."

Columbine resigned herself. After all, what did it matter to her? The
vague, haunting dreams of girlhood would never come true. Soshe went
to her wardrobe and laid out all her wearing apparel. Taking stock of it
this way caused her further dismay, for she had nothing fit to wear in
which either to be married or to take atrip to Denver. There appeared to
be nothing to do but take the rancher's advice, and Columbine setabout
refurbishing her meager wardrobe. She sewed all day.

What with self-control and work and the passing of hours, Columbine
beganto make some approach to tranquillity. In her simplicity she even
beganto hope that being good and steadfastand dutiful would earn her
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a little meed of happiness. Some haunting doubt of this flashed over her
mind like a swift shadow of a black wing, but she dispelled that as she
had dispelled the fear and disgust which often rose up in her mind.

To Columbine's surprise and to the rancher's concern the prospective
bridegroom did not return from Kremmling on the second day. When
night came Belllounds reluctantly gave up looking for him.

Jack's non-appearance suited Columbine, and she would have been
glad to be let alone until October first, which date now seemed ap-
pallingly close.On the afternoon of Jack'sthird day of absencefrom the
ranch Columbine rode out for some needed exercise. Pronto not being
available, she rode another mustang and one that kept her busy. On the
way back to the ranch she avoided the customary trail which led by the
cabins of Wade and the cowboys. Columbine had not seenone of her
friends since the unfortunate visit to the Andrews ranch. Sheparticularly
shrank from meeting Wade, which feeling was in strange contrast to her
former impulses.

As she rode around the house she encountered Wilson Moore seated
in a light wagon. Her mustang reared, almost unseating her. But she
handled him roughly, being suddenly surprised and angry at this unex-
pected meeting with the cowboy.

"Howdy, Columbine!" greeted Wilson, as she brought the mustang to
his feet. "You're sure learning to handle a horseNsince | left this here
ranch. Wonder who's teaching you! | never could get you to rake even a
bronc!"

The cowboy had drawled out his admiring speech, half amused and
half satiric.

"I'mNmad!" declared Columbine. "That's why."

"What're you mad at?" queried Wilson.

She did not reply, but kept on gazing steadily at him. Moore still
looked pale and drawn, but he had improved since last she saw him.

"Aren't you going to speak to a fellow?" he went on.

"How are you, Wils?" she asked.

"Pretty good for a club-footed has-been cow puncher."

"I wish you wouldn't call yourself such names," rejoined Columbine,
peevishly. "You're not a club-foot. | hate that word!"

"Me, too. Well, joking aside, I'm better. My foot is fine. Now, if | don't
hurt it again I'll sure never be a club-foot."

"You must be careful,” she said, earnestly.

"Sure. But it's hard for me to be idle. Think of me lying still all day
with nothing to do but read! That's what knocked me out. | wouldn't
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have minded the pain if | could have gotten aboutE . Columbine, I've
moved in!"

"What! Moved in?" she queried, blankly.

"Sure.I'm in my cabin on the hill. It's plumb great. Tom Andrews and
Bert and your hunter Wade fixed up the cabin for me. That Wade is sure
a good fellow. And say! what he can do with his hands! He's been kind
to me. Took an interest in me, and between you and me he sort of
cheered me up."

"Cheered you up! Wils, were you unhappy?" she asked, directly.

"Well, rather. What'd you expect of a cowboy who'd crippled him-
selfNand lost his girl?"

Columbine felt the smart of tingling blood in her face, and she looked
from Wilson to the wagon. It contained saddles, blankets, and other cow-
boy accoutrements for which he had evidently come.

“That's a double misfortune,” she replied, evenly. "It's too bad both
came at once. It seemsto me if | were a cowboy andNand felt so toward
a girl, I'd have let her know."

“This girl I mean knew, all right," he said, nodding his head.

"She didn'tNshe didn't!" cried Columbine.

"How do you know?" he queried, with feigned surprise. He was bent
upon torturing her.

"You meant me. I'm the girl you lost!"

"Yes, you areNGod help me!" replied Moore, with genuine emotion.

"But youNyou never told meNyou never told me," faltered
Columbine, in distress.

"Never told you what? That you were my girl?"

"NoNno. But that youNyou caredN"

"Columbine Belllounds, | told youNlet you seeNin every way under
the sun," he flashed at her.

"Let me seeNwhat?" faltered Columbine, feeling asif the world were
about to end.

“That | loved you."

"Oh!E Wilson!" whispered Columbine, wildly.

"YesNloved you. Could you have beensoinnocentNso blind you nev-
er knew? | can't believe it."

"But | never dreamed youNyouN" She broke off dazedly, over-
whelmed by a tragic, glorious truth.

"Collie!E Would it have made any difference?"

"Oh, all the difference in the world!" she wailed.

"What difference?" he asked, passionately.
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Columbine gazed wide-eyed and helpless at the young man. Shedid
not know how to tell him what all the difference in the world really was.

Suddenly Wilson turned away from her to listen. Then she heard rapid
beating of hoofs on the road.

“That's Buster Jack,"said the cowboy. "Just my luck! There wasn't any
one here when | arrived. Reckon| oughtn't have stayed. Columbine, you
look pretty much upset.”

"What do | care how | look!" she exclaimed, with a sharp resentment
attending this abrupt and painful break in her agitation.

Next moment Jack Belllounds galloped a foam-lashed horse into the
courtyard and hauled up short with a recklessnesshe was noted for. He
swung down hard and violently cast the reins from him.

"Ahuh! | gambled on just this," he declared, harshly.

Columbine's heart sank. His gazewas fixed on her face,with its telltale
evidences of agitation.

"What've you been crying about?" he demanded.

"l haven't been," she retorted.

His bold and glaring eyes, hot with sudden temper, passed slowly
from her to the cowboy. Columbine became aware then that Jack was
under the influence of liquor. His heated red face grew darker with a
sneering contempt.

"Where's dad?" he asked, wheeling toward her.

"I don't know. He's not here," replied Columbine, dismounting. The
leap of thought and blood to Jack'sface gave her a further sinking of the
heart. The situation unnerved her.

Wilson Moore had grown a shade paler. He gathered up his reins,
ready to drive off.

"Belllounds, | came up after my things I'd left in the bunk,” he said,
coolly. "Happened to meet Columbine and stopped to chat a minute."

“That's what you say," sneered Belllounds. "You were making love to
Columbine. | saw that in her face.You know itNand sheknows itNand |
know itE . You're a liar!"

“Belllounds, | reckon | am," replied Moore, turning white. "l did tell
Columbine what | thought she knewNwhat | ought to have told long
ago."

"Ahuh! Well, | don't want to hear it. But I'm going to search that
wagon."

"What!" ejaculated the cowboy, dropping his reins as if they stung
him.
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"You just hold on till | see what you've got in there,” went on
Belllounds, and he reached over into the wagon and pulled at a saddle.

"Say, do you mean anything?E This stuff's mine, every strap of it.
Take your hands off."

Belllounds leaned on the wagon and looked up with insolent, dark
intent.

"Moore, | wouldn't trust you. | think you'd steal anything you got your
hands on."

Columbine uttered a passionate little cry of shame and protest.

"Jack, how dare you!"

"You shut up! Go in the house!" he ordered.

"You insult me," she replied, in bitter humiliation.

"Will you go in?" he shouted.

"No, | won't."

"All right, look on, then. I'd just as lief have you." Then he turned to
the cowboy. "Moore, show up that wagon-load of stuff unless you want
me to throw it out in the road."

"Belllounds, you know | can't do that," replied Moore, coldly. "And ['ll
give you a hunch. You'd better shut up yourself and let me drive onE . If
not for her sake, then for your own."

Belllounds grasped the reins, and with a sudden jerk pulled them out
of the cowboy's hands.

"You damn club-foot! Your gift of gab doesn't go with me," yelled
Belllounds, as he swung up on the hub of the wheel. But it was manifest
that his desire to search the wagon was only a pretense, for while he
pulled at this and that his evil gaze was on the cowboy, keento meet any
move that might give excusefor violence. Moore evidently read this, for,
gazing at Columbine, he shook his head, asif to acquaint her with a situ-
ation impossible to help.

"Columbine, please hand me up the reins,"” he said. "I'm lame, you
know. Then I'll be going."

Columbine stepped forward to comply, when Belllounds, leaping
down from the wheel, pushed her hack with masterful hand. Opposition
to him was like waving a red flag in the face of a bull. Columbine re-
coiled from his look as well as touch.

"You keep out of this or I'll teach you who's boss here," he said,
stridently.

"You're going too far!" burst out Columbine.

Meanwhile Wilson had laboriously climbed down out of the wagon,
and, utilizing his crutch, he hobbled to where Belllounds had thrown the
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reins, and stooped to pick them up. Belllounds shoved Columbine
farther back, and then he leaped to confront the cowboy.

"I've got you now, Moore," he said, hoarseand low. Stripped of all pre-
tense, he showed the ungovernable nature of his temper. His face grew
corded and black. The hand he thrust out shook like a leaf. "You smooth-
tongued liar! I'm on to your game. | know you'd put her against me. |
know you'd try to win herNless than a week before her wedding-dayE
But it's not for that I'm going to beat hell out of you! It's becausel hate
you! Ever since | can remember my father held you up to me! And he
sent me toNtoNhe sent me away becauseof you. By God! that's why |
hate you!"

All that was primitive and violent and base came out with strange
frankness in Belllounds's tirade. Only when calm could his mind be cap-
able of hidden calculation. The devil that was in him now seemed
rampant.

“Belllounds, you're mighty brave to stack up this way against a one-
legged man," declared the cowboy, with biting sarcasm.

“If you had two club-feet I'd only be the gladder," yelled Belllounds,
and swinging his arm, he slapped Moore so that it nearly toppled him
over. Only the injured foot, coming down hard, saved him.

When Columbine saw that, and then how Wilson winced and grew
deathly pale, she uttered a low cry, and she seemedsuddenly rooted to
the spot, weak, terrified at what was now inevitable, and growing sick
and cold and faint.

“It's a damn lucky thing for you I'm not packing a gun,” said Moore,
grimly. "But you knewNor you'd never hit meNyou coward."

"Il make you swallow that,” snarled Belllounds, and this time he
swung his fist, aiming a heavy blow at Moore.

Then the cowboy whirled aloft the heavy crutch. "If you hit at me
again I'll let out what little brains you've got. God knows that's little
enough!E Belllounds, I'm going to call you to your faceNbefore this girl
your bat-eyed old man meansto give you. You're not drunk. You're only
uglyNmean. You've got a chance now to lick me becausel'm crippled.
And you're going to make the most of it. Why, you cur, | could come
near licking you with only one leg. But if you touch me again I'll brain
you!E You never were any good. You're no good now. You never will
be anything but Buster JackNhalf dotty, selfish as hell, bull-headed and
mean!E And that's the last word I'll ever waste on you."

“I'll kill you!" bawled Belllounds, black with fury.
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Moore wielded the crutch menacingly, but as he was not steady on his
feet he was at the disadvantage his adversary had calculated upon.
Belllounds ran around the cowboy, and suddenly plunged in to grapple
with him. The crutch descended,but to little purpose. Belllounds's heavy
onslaught threw Moore to the ground. Before he could rise Belllounds
pounced upon him.

Columbine saw all this dazedly. As Wilson fell she closed her eyes,
fighting a faintness that almost overcame her. She heard wrestling,
threshing sounds, and sodden thumps, and a scattering of gravel. These
noises seemedat first distant, then grew closer. As she gazed again with
keener perception, Moore's horse plunged away from the fiercely strug-
gling forms that had rolled almost under his feet. During the ensuing
moments it was an equal battle so far as Columbine could tell. Repelled,
yet fascinated, she watched. They beat each other, grappled and rolled
over, first one on top, then the other. But the advantage of being upper-
most presently was Belllounds's. Moore was weakening. That became
noticeable more and more after each time he had wrestled and rolled
about. Then Belllounds, getting this position, lay with his weight upon
Moore, holding him down, and at the same time kicking with all his
might. He was aiming to disable the cowboy by kicking the injured foot.
And he was succeeding. Moore let out a strangled cry, and struggled
desperately. But he was held and weighted down. Belllounds raised up
now and, looking backward, he deliberately and furiously kicked
Moore's bandaged foot; once, twice, again and again, until the straining
form under him grew limp. Columbine, slowly freezing with horror, saw
all this. Shecould not move. Shecould not scream.Shewanted to rush in
and drag Jackoff of Wilson, to hurt him, to kill him, but her muscles
were paralyzed. In her agony she could not even look away. Belllounds
got up astride his prostrate adversary and began to beat him brutally,
swinging heavy, sodden blows. His face then was terrible to see.He
meant murder.

Columbine heard approaching voices and the thumping of hasty feet.
That unclamped her cloven tongue. Wildly she screamed. Old Bill
Belllounds appeared, striding off the porch. And the hunter Wade came
running down the path.

"Dad! he's killing Wilson!" cried Columbine.

"Hyar, you devil!" roared the rancher.

JackBelllounds got up. Panting, disheveled, with hair ruffled and face
distorted, he was not a pleasant sight for even the father. Moore lay
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unconscious, with ghastly, bloody features, and his bandaged foot
showed great splotches of red.

"My Gawd, son!" gasped Old Bill. "You didn't pick on this hyar
crippled boy?"

The evidence was plain, in Moore's quiet, pathetic form, in the
panting, purple-faced son. JackBelllounds did not answer. He was in the
grip of a passionthat had at last beenwholly unleashed and was still un-
satisfied. Yet a malignant and exultant gratification showed in his face.

"ThatNevens usNup, Moore," he panted, and stalked away.

By this time Wade reached the cowboy and knelt beside him.
Columbine came running to fall on her knees. The old rancher seemed
stricken.

"OhNOh! it was terribleN" cried Columbine. "OhNhe's sowhiteNand
the bloodN"

"Now, lass, that's no way for a woman," said Wade, and there was
something in his kind tone, in his look, in his presence, that calmed
Columbine. "I'll look after Moore. You go get some water an' a towel."

Columbine rose to totter into the house. She saw a red stain on the
hand she had laid upon the cowboy's face,and with a strange, hot, burst-
Ing sensation, strong and thrilling, sheput that red place to her lips. Run-
ning out with the things required by Wade, she was in time to hear the
rancher say, "Looks hurt bad, to me."

"Yes, | reckon," replied Wade.

While Columbine held Moore's head upon her lap the hunter bathed
the bloody face. It was battered and bruised and cut, and in some places,
as fast as Wade washed away the red, it welled out again.

Columbine watched that quiet face, while her heart throbbed and
swelled with emotions wholly beyond her control and understanding.
When at last Wilson opened his eyes, fluttering at first, and then wide,
shefelt a surge that shook her whole body. He smiled wanly at her, and
at Wade, and then his gaze lifted to Belllounds.

"| guessNhe licked me," he said, in weak voice. "He kept kicking my
sore footNtill | fainted. But he licked meNall right."

"Wils, mebbe he did lick you," replied the old rancher, brokenly, "but |
reckon he's damn little to be proud ofNlickin' a crippled manNthet
way."

"Boss, Jack'd been drinking,” said Moore, weakly. "And he sure
hadNsome excusefor going off his head. He caught meNtalking sweet
to Columbine E and thenNI called him all the namesNI could lay my
tongue to."
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"Ahuh!" The old man seemed at a loss for words, and presently he
turned away, sagging in the shoulders, and plodded into the house.

The cowboy, supported by Wade on one side, with Columbine on the
other, was helped to an upright position, and with considerable diffi-
culty was gotten into the wagon. He tried to sit up, but made a sorry
showing of it.

“I'l drive him home an' look after him," said Wade. "Now, Miss Collie,
you're upset, which ain't no wonder. But now you brace. It might have
been worse. Just you go to your room till you're sure of yourself again."

Moore smiled another wan smile at her. "I'm sorry," he said.

"What for? Me?" she asked.

"I mean I'm sorry | was so infernal unluckyNrunning into youNand
bringing all this distressNto you. It was my fault. If I'd only keptNmy
mouth shut!"

"You need not be sorry you met me," she said, with her eyes straight
upon his. "I'm gladE . But oh! if your foot is badly hurt Il nev-
erNneverN'

"Don't say it," interrupted Wilson.

“Lass, you're bent on doin' somethin'," said Wade, in his gentle voice.

"Bent?" she echoed, with something deep and rich in her voice. "Yes,
I'm bentN bentlike your nameNto speak my mind!"

Then she ran toward the house and up on the porch, to enter the
living-room with heaving breastand flashing eyes.Manifestly the ranch-
er was berating his son. The former gaped at sight of her and the latter
shrank.

"JackBelllounds," shecried, "you're not half amanE . You're a coward
and a brute!"

One tense moment she stood there, lightning scorn and passion in her
gaze, and then she rushed out, impetuously, as she had come.
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Chapter

Columbine did not leave her room any more that day. What she suffered
there shedid not want any one to know. What it cost her to conquer her-
self again she had only a faint conception of. Shedid conquer, however,
and that night made up the sleep she had lost the night before.

Strangely enough, she did not feel afraid to face the rancher and his
son. Recent happenings had not only changed her, but had seemed to
give her strength. When she presented herself at the breakfast-table Jack
was absent. The old rancher greeted her with more thar usual solicitude.

"Jack's sick," he remarked, presently.

“Indeed," replied Columbine.

"Yes. He said it was the drinkin' he's not accustomed to. Wal, | reckon
it was what you called him. He didn't take much store on what | called
him, which was wussE . | tell you, lass, Jack'sset his heart so hard on
you thet it's turrible."

"Queer way he has of showing theNthe affections of his heart," replied
Columbine, shortly.

"Thet was the drink," remonstrated the old man, pathetic and earnest
in his motive to smooth over the quarrel.

"But he promised me he would not drink any more."

Belllounds shook his gray old head sadly.

"Ahuh! Jackfires up an' promises anythin'. He meansit at the time. But
the next hankerin' thet comesover him wipes out the promise. | knowE
. But he's had good excusefer this break. The boys in town began celeb-
ratin' fer October first. Great wonder Jack didn't come home clean
drunk."

"Dad, you're as good as gold," said Columbine, softening. How could
she feel hard toward him?

"Collie, then you're not agoin' back on the ole man?"

"No."

"l was afeared you'd change your mind about marryin' Jack."

"When | promised | meant it. | didn't make it on conditions."
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"But, lass, promises can be broke," he said, with the sonorous roll in his
voice.

"l never yet broke one of mine."

"Wal, | hev. Not often, mebbe, but | hevE . An', lass, it's reasonable.
Thar's times when a man jest can't live up to what he swore by. An' fer a
girlNwhy, | can seehow easy she'd change an' grow overnight. It's only
fair fer me to say that no matter what you think you owe me you
couldn't be blamed now fer dislikin' Jack."

"Dad, if by marrying Jackl can help him to be a better son to you, and
more of a man, I'll be glad," she replied.

“Lass, I'm beginnin' to see how big an' fine you are,"” replied
Belllounds, with strong feeling. "An' it's worryin' meE . My neighbors
hev always accused me of seein' only my son. Only Buster Jack!| was
blind an' deaf asto him!E Wal, I'm not so damn blind as| used to be.
The scalesare droppin' off my ole eyesk . But I've got one hope left as
far as Jack's concerned. Thet's marryin' him to you. An' I'm stickin' to it."

"So will | stick to it, dad," she replied. "I'll go through with October
first!"

Columbine broke off, vouchsafing no more, and soon left the
breakfast-table, to take up the work she had laid out to do. And she ac-
complished it, though many times her hands dropped idle and her eyes
peered out of her window at the drab slides of the old mountain.

Later, when shewent out to ride, she saw the cowboy Lem working in
the blacksmith shop.

"Wal, Miss Collie, air you-all still hangin' round this hyar ranch?" he
asked, with welcoming smile.

“Lem, I'm almost ashamednow to face my good friends, I've neglected
them so long," she replied.

"Aw, now, what're friends fer but to go to?E You're lookin' pale, |
reckon. More like thet thar flower | see so much on the hills."

“Lem, | want to ride Pronto. Do you think he's all right, now?"

"l reckon some movin' round will do Pronto good. He's eatin' his haid
off."

The cowboy went with her to the pasture gate and whistled Pronto up.
The mustang came trotting, evidently none the worse for his injuries,
and eagerto resume the old climbs with his mistress. Lem saddled him,
paying particular attention to the cinch.

"Reckonwe'd better not cinch him tight," said Lem. "You jest be careful
an' remember your saddle's loose."
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"All right, Lem," replied Columbine, as she mounted. "Where are the
boys this morning?"

"Blud an' Jim air repairin' fence up the crick."

"And where's Ben?"

"Ben?Oh, you mean Wade. Wal, | 'ain't seenhim since yestidday. He
was skinnin' a lion then, over hyar on the ridge. Thet was in the mawn-
in'. | reckon he's around, fer | seen some of the hounds."

"Then, LemNyou haven't heard about the fight yesterday between
Jack and Wilson Moore?"

Lem straightened up quickly. "Nope, | ‘ain't heerd a word."

"Well, they fought, all right,” said Columbine, hurriedly. "l saw it. |
was the only one there. Wilson was badly used up before dad and Ben
got there. Ben drove off with him."

"But, Miss Collie, how'd it come off? | seenWils the other day. Was up
to his homestead. An' the boy jest managesto rustle round on a crutch.
He couldn't fight."

“That was just it. Jack saw his opportunity, and he forced Wilson to
fightNaccused him of stealing. Wils tried to avoid trouble. Then Jack
jumped him. Wilson fought and held his own until Jackbeganto kick his
injured foot. Then Wilson fainted andNand Jack beat him."

Lem dropped his head, evidently to hide his expression. "Wal, dog-
gone me!" he ejaculated. "Thet's too bad."

Columbine left the cowboy and rode up the lane toward Wade's cabin.
Shedid not analyze her deliberate desire to tell the truth about that fight,
but she would have liked to proclaim it to the whole range and to the
world. Once clear of the house she felt free, unburdened, and to talk
seemed to relieve some congestion of her thoughts.

The hounds heralded Columbine's approach with a deep and booming
chorus. Sampson and Jim lay upon the porch, unleashed. The other
hounds were chained separately in the aspen grove a few rods distant.
Sampson thumped the boards with his big tail, but he did not get up,
which laziness attested to the fact that there had been a lion chasethe
day before and he was weary and stiff. If Wade had been at home he
would have come out to see what had occasioned the clamor. As
Columbine rode by she saw another fresh lion-pelt pegged upon the wall
of the cabin.

Shefollowed the brook. It had cleared since the rains and was shining
and sparkling in the rough, swift places,and limpid and greenin the ed-
dies. Shepassedthe dam made by the solitary beaver that inhabited the
valley. Freshly cut willows showed how the beaver was preparing for
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the long winter ahead. Columbine remembered then how greatly
pleased Wade had been to learn about this old beaver; and more than
once Wade had talked about trapping some younger beaversand bring-
ing them there to make company for the old fellow.

The trail led across the brook at a wide, shallow place, where the
splashing made by Pronto sent the trout scurrying for deeper water.
Columbine kept to that trail, knowing that it led up into Sage Valley,
where Wilson Moore had taken up the homestead property. Fresh horse
tracks told her that Wade had ridden along there some time earlier.
Pronto shied at the whirring of sage-hens.Presently Columbine ascer-
tained they were flushed by the hound Kane, that had broken loose and
followed her. He had done so before, and the fact had not displeased her.

"Kane! Kane! come here!" she called. He camereadily, but halted a rod
or so away, and made an attempt at wagging his tail, a function evid-
ently somewhat difficult for him. When she resumed trotting he fol-
lowed her.

Old White Slides had lost all but the drabs and dull yellows and
greens, and of course those pale, light slopes that had given the moun-
tain its name. Sage Valley was only one of the valleys at its base. It
opened out half a mile wide, dominated by the looming peak, and
bordered on the far side by an aspen-thicketed slope. The brook babbled
along under the edge of this thicket. Cattle and horses grazed here and
there on the rich, grassy levels, Columbine was surprised to seeso many
cattle and wondered to whom they belonged. All of Belllounds's stock
had been driven lower down for the winter. There among the several
horses that whistled at her approach she espied the white mustang
Belllounds had given to Moore. It thrilled her to seehim. And next, she
suffered a pang to think that perhaps his owner might never ride him
again. But Columbine held her emotions in abeyance.

The cabin stood high upon a level terrace, with clusters of aspensbe-
hind it, and was sheltered from winter blasts by a gray cliff, picturesque
and crumbling, with its face overgrown by creeping vines and colorful
shrubs, Wilson Moore could not have chosena more secluded and beau-
tiful valley for his homesteading adventure. The little gray cabin, with
smoke curling from the stone chimney, had lost its look of dilapidation
and disuse, yet there was nothing new that Columbine could see.The
last quarter of the ascentof the slope, and the few rods acrossthe level
terrace, seemed extraordinarily long to Columbine. As she dismounted
and tied Pronto her heart was beating and her breath was coming fast.

92



The door of the cabin was open. Kane trotted past the hesitating
Columbine and went in.

"You son-of-a-hound-dog!" came to Columbine's listening ears in
Wade's well-known voice. "I'll have to beat youNsure as you're born."

"I heard a horse," came in a lower voice, that was Wilson's.

"Darn me if I'm not gettin' deafer every day," was the reply.

Then Wade appeared in the doorway.

“It's nobody but Miss Collie," he announced, as he made way for her to
enter.

"Good morning!" said Columbine, in a voice that had more than cheer-
fulness in it.

"CollielE Did you come to see me?"

Sheheard this incredulous query just an instant before she saw Wilson
at the far end of the room, lying under the light of awindow. The inside
of the cabin seemed vague and unfamiliar.

"l surely did," she replied, advancing. "How are you?"

"Oh, I'm all right. Tickled to death, right now. Only, | hate to have you
see this battered mug of mine."

"You needn'tNcare," said Columbine, unsteadily. And indeed, in that
first glance she did not see him clearly. A mist blurred her sight and
there was a lump in her throat. Then, to recover herself, she looked
around the cabin.

"WellNWils MooreNif this isn't fine!" she ejaculated, in amazeand de-
light. Columbine sustained an absolute surprise. A magic hand had
transformed the interior of that rude old prospector's abode. A carpenter
and a mason and a decorator had been wonderfully at work. From one
end to the other Columbine gazed,; from the big window under which
Wilson lay on a blanketed couch to the open fireplace where Wade
grinned she looked and looked, and then up to the clean, aspen-poled
roof and down to the floor, carpeted with deer hides. The chinks
between the logs of the walls were plastered with red clay; the dust and
dirt were gone; the place smelled like sage and wood-smoke and fra-
grant, frying meat. Indeed, there were a glowing bed of embers and a
steaming kettle and a smoking pot; and the way the smoke and steam
curled up into the gray old chimney attested to its splendid draught. In
each corner hung a deer-head, from the antlers of which depended ac-
coutrements of a cowboyNspurs, ropes, belts, scarfs, guns. One corner
contained cupboard, ceiling high, with new, clean doors of wood, neatly
made; and next to it stood a table, just asnew. On the blank wall beyond
that were pegs holding saddles, bridles, blankets, clothes.
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"He did itNall this inside," burst out Moore, delighted with her de-
light. "Quicker than a flash! Collie, isn't this great? | don't mind being
down on my back. And he saysthey call him Hell-Bent Wade. | call him
Heaven-Sent Wade!"

When Columbine turned to the hunter, bursting with her pleasure and
gratitude, he suddenly dropped the forked stick he used asa lift, and she
saw his hand shake when he stooped to recover it. How strangely that
struck her!

“Ben, it's perfectly possible that you've been sent by Heaven," she re-
marked, with a humor which still held gravity in it.

"Me! A good angel? That'd be a new job for Bent Wade," he replied,
with a queer laugh. "But | reckon I'd try to live up to it."

There were small sprigs of golden aspen leaves and crimson oak
leaveson the wall above the foot of Wilson's bed. Beneaththem, on pegs,
hung a rifle. And on the window-sill stood a glass jar containing
columbines. They were fresh. They had just been picked. They waved
gently in the breeze,sweetly white and blue, strangely significant to the
girl.

Moore laughed defiantly.

"Wade thought to fetch theseflowers in," he explained. "They're his fa-
vorites as well as mine. It won't be long now till the frost kills them E
and | want to be happy while | may!"

Again Columbine felt that deep surge within her, beyond her control,
beyond her understanding, but now gathering and swelling, soon to be
reckoned with. She did not look at Wilson's face then. Her downcast
gaze saw that his right hand was bandaged, and she touched it with an
unconscious tenderness.

"Your hand! Why is it all wrapped up?"

The cowboy laughed with grim humor.

"Have you seen Jack this morning?"

"No," she replied, shortly.

"Well, if you had, you'd know what happened to my fist."

"Did you hurt it on him?" she asked, with a queer little shudder that
was not unpleasant.

"Collie, | busted that fist on his handsome face."

"Oh, it was dreadful!" she murmured. "Wilson, he meant to kill you."

"Sure. And I'd cheerfully have killed him."

"You two must never meet again," she went on.

"l hope to Heaven we never do," replied Moore, with a dark earnest-
ness that meant more than his actual words.
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"Wilson, will you avoid himNfor my sake?"implored Columbine, un-
consciously clasping the bandaged hand.

“I will. I'll take the back trails. I'll sneaklike a coyote. I'll hide and I'll
watchE . But, Columbine Belllounds, if he ever corners me againN"

"Why, you'll leave him to Hell-Bent Wade," interrupted the hunter,
and he looked up from where he knelt, fixing those great, inscrutable
eyesupon the cowboy. Columbine saw something beyond his face, deep-
er than the gloom, a passion and a spirit that drew her like a magnet.
"An' now, Miss Collie," he went on, "l reckon you'll want to wait on our
invalid. He's got to be fed."

"I surely will," replied Columbine, gladly, and she sat down on the
edge of the bed. "Ben, you fetch that box and put his dinner on it."

While Wade complied, Columbine, shyly aware of her nearnessto the
cowboy, sought to keep up conversation. "Couldn't you help yourself
with your left hand?" she inquired.

“That's one worse," he answered, taking it from under the blanket,
where it had been concealed.

"Oh!" cried Columbine, in dismay.

"Broke two bonesin this one," said Wilson, with animation. "Say, Col-
lie, our friend Wade is a doctor, too. Never saw his beat!"

"And a cook, too, for here's your dinner. You must sit up," ordered
Columbine.

"Fold that blanket and help me up on it," replied Moore.

How strange and disturbing for Columbine to bend over him, to slip
her arms under him and lift him! It recalled a long-forgotten motherli-
ness of her doll-playing days. And her face flushed hot.

"Can't you move?" she asked, suddenly becoming aware of how dead
a weight the cowboy appeared.

"NotNvery much," he replied. Drops of sweat appeared on his bruised
brow. It must have hurt him to move.

"You said your foot was all right."

"It is," he returned. "It's still on my leg, as | know darned well."

"Oh!" exclaimed Columbine, dubiously. Without further comment she
began to feed him.

"It's worth getting licked to have this treat," he said.

"Nonsense!" she rejoined.

"I'd stand it againNto have you come here and feed meE . But not
from him."

"Wilson, | never knew you to be facetious before. Here, take this."

Apparently he did not see her outstretched hand.
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"Collie, you've changed. You're older. You're a woman, nowNand the
prettiestN"

"Are you going to eat?" demanded Columbine.

"Huh!" exclaimed the cowboy, blankly. "Eat? Oh yes, sure. I'm power-
ful hungry. And maybe Heaven-Sent Wade can't cook!"

But Columbine had trouble in feeding him. What with his helpless-
ness,and his propensity to watch her face instead of her hands, and her
own mounting sensationsof a sweet, natural joy and fitness in her prox-
imity to him, she was hard put to it to show some dexterity as a nurse.
And all the time she was aware of Wade, with his quiet, forceful pres-
ence, hovering near. Could he not seeher hands trembling? And would
he not think that weakness strange? Then driftingly came the thought
that she would not shrink from Wade's reading her mind. Perhaps even
now he understood her better than she understood herself.

"| can'tNeat any more," declared Moore, at last.

"You've done very well for an invalid," observed Columbine. Then,
changing the subject, she asked, "Wilson, you're going to stay
hereNwinter here, dad would call it?"

"Yes."

"Are those your cattle down in the valley?"

"Sure. I've got near a hundred head. | saved my money and bought
cattle.”

“That's a good start for you. I'm glad. But who's going to take care of
you and your stock until you can work again?"

"Why, my friend there, Heaven-SentWade," replied Moore, indicating
the little man busy with the utensils on the table, and apparently hearing
nothing.

"Can | fetch you anything to eatNor read?" she inquired.

"Fetch yourself," he replied, softly.

"But, boy, how could I fetch you anything without fetching myself?"

"Sure, that's right. Then fetch me some jam and a bookNto-morrow.
Will you?"

"l surely will."

“That's a promise. | know your promises of old."

“Then good-by till to-morrow. | must go. | hope you'll be better."

“I'll stay sick in bed till you stop coming."

Columbine left rather precipitously, and when she got outdoors it
seemedthat the hills had never been so softly, dreamily gray, nor their
loneliness so sweet, nor the sky sorichly and deeply blue. As she untied
Pronto the hunter came out with Kane at his heels.
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"Miss Collie, if you'll go easy I'll ketch my horse an' ride down with
you," he said.

Shemounted, and walked Pronto out to the trail, and slowly faced the
gradual descent. It was really higher up there than she had surmised.
And the view was beautiful. The gray, rolling foothills, so exquisitely
colored at that hour, and the black-fringed ranges, one above the other,
and the distant peaks, sunset-flushed acrossthe purple, all rose open and
clear to her sight, so wildly and splendidly expressive of the Colorado
she loved.

At the foot of the slope Wade joined her.

“Lass, I'm askin' you not to tell Belllounds that I'm carin' for Wils," he
said, in his gentle, persuasive way.

"l won't. But why not tell dad? He wouldn't mind. He'd do that sort of
thing himself."

"Reckon he would. But this deal's out of the ordinary. An' Wils's not in
as good shape as he thinks. I'm not takin' any chances.| don't want to
lose my job, an' | don't want to be hindered from attendin' to this boy."

They had ridden asfar asthe first aspengrove when Wade concluded
this remark. Columbine halted her horse, causing her companion to do
likewise. Her former misgivings were augmented by the intelligence of
Wade's sad, lined face.

"Ben, tell me," she whispered, with a hand going to his arm.

"Miss Collie, I'm a sort of doctor in my way. | studied some medicine
an' surgery. An' | know. | wouldn't tell you this if it wasn't that I've got
to rely on you to help me."

"I willNbut go onNtell me," interposed Columbine trying to fortify
herself.

"Wils's foot is all messedup. Buster Jackkicked it all out of shape. An'
it's a hundred times worse than ever. I'm afraid of blood-poisonin’ an'
gangrene. You know gangrene is a dyin' an' rottin' of the fleshE . | told
the boy straight out that he'd better let me cut his foot off. An' he swore
he'd keep his foot or die! Well, if gangrene does setin we can't save his
leg, an' maybe not his life."

"Oh, it can't be as bad as all that!" cried Columbine. "Oh, | knewNl
knew there was somethingE . Ben,you mean even at best nowNhe'll be
aN" She broke off, unable to finish.

"Miss Collie, in any case Wils'll never ride againNnot like a cowboy."

That for Columbine seemed the worst and the last straw. Hot tears
blinded her, hot blood gushed over her, hot heart-beats throbbed in her
throat.
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"Poor boy! That'llNruin  him," she cried. "He lovedNa horse. He loved
to ride. He was theNbest rider of them all. And now he'sruined! He'll be
lameNa crippleNclub-footed!E  All becauseof that JackBelllounds! The
bruteNthe coward! | hate him! Oh, | hatehim!E And I've got to marry
himNon October first! Oh, God pity me!"

Blindly Columbine reeled out of her saddle and slowly dropped to the
grass,where she burst into a violent storm of sobsand tears. It shook her
every fiber. It was hopeless, terrible grief. The dry grass received her
flood of tears and her incoherent words.

Wade dismounted and, kneeling beside her, placed a gentle hand
upon her heaving shoulder, but he spoke no word. By and by, when the
storm had begun to subside, he raised her head.

“Lass, nothin' is ever so bad asit seems,"he said, softly. "Come, sit up.
Let me talk to you."

"Oh, Ben, something terrible hashappened," she cried. "It's in md |
don't know what it is. But it'll kill me."

"I know," he replied, as her head fell upon his shoulder. "Miss Collie,
I'm an old fellow that's had everythin' happen to him, an' I'm livin' yet,
tryin' to help people along. No one dies so easy. Why, you're a fine,
strong girlNan' somethin' tells me you was made for happiness. | know
how things turn out. ListenN"

"But, BenNyou don't knowNabout me," she sobbed. "I've told
youNINhate JackBelllounds. But I'veNgot to marry him!E His father
raised meNfrom a baby. He brought me up. | owe himNmy lifeE . I've
no relationNno motherNno father! No one loves meNfor myself!"

"Nobody loves you!" echoed Wade, with an exquisite tone of repudi-
ation. "Strange how people fool themselves! Lass, you're huggin' your
troubles too hard. An' you're wrong. Why, everybody loves you! Lem an’
JimNwhy you just brighten the hard world they live in. An' that poor,
hot-headed JackNhe loves you as well as he can love anythin'. An' the
old manNno daughter could be loved moreE . An' INI love you, lass,
just likeNas if youNmight have been my own. I'm goin' to be the
friendNthe brother you need. An' | reckon | can come somewheres near
bein' a mother, if you'll let me."

Something, some subtle power or charm, stole over Columbine, as-
suaging her terrible senseof loss, of grief. There was tendernessin this
man's hands, in his voice, and through them throbbed strong and pas-
sionate life and spirit.
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"Do you really love meN love me?" she whispered, somehow comfor-
ted, somehow feeling that what he offered was what she had missed asa
child. "And you want to be all that for me?"

"Yes, lass, an' | reckon you'd better try me."

"Oh, how good you are! | felt thatNthe very first time | was with you.
I've wanted to come to youNto tell you my troubles. | love dad and he
loves me, but he doesn't understand. Dad is wrapped up in his son. I've
had no one. | never had any one."

"You have some one now," returned Wade, with a rich, deep mellow-
nessin his voice that soothed Columbine and made her wonder. "An' be-
causel've beenthrough so much | cantell you what'll help youE . Lass,
if awoman isn't big an' brave, how will a man ever be? There's more in
women than in men. Life has given you a hard knock, placin' you
hereNno real parentsNan' makin' you responsible to a man whose only
fault is blinded love for his son. Well, you've got to meet it, faceit, with
what a woman has more of than any man. Courage! Suppose you do
hate this Buster Jack. Suppose you do love this poor, crippled Wilson
MooreE . Lass,don't look like that! Don't deny. You do love that boyE .
Well, it's hell. But you can never tell what'll happen when you're honest
and square. If you feel it your duty to pay your debt to the old man you
call dadNto pay it by marryin' his son, why do it, an' be a woman.
There'snothin' asgreat asawoman can be. There's happiness that comes
in strange, unheard-of ways. There's more in this life than what you
want most. You didn't place yourself in this fix. Soif you meet it with
courage an' faithfulness to yourself, why, it'll not turn out as you
dreadE . Someday, if you ever think you're broken-hearted, I'll tell you
my story. An' then you'll not think your lot so hard. For I've had a
broken heart an' ruined life, an' yet I've lived on an' on, findin' happiness
| never dreamed would come, fightin' or workin'. An' how | found the
world beautiful, an' how 1| love the flowers an' hills an' wild things so
wellNthat, just that would be enough to live forlE An' think, lass, of
what a wonderful happiness will come to me in showin' all this to you.
That'll be the crownin' glory. An' if it's that much to me, then you be sure
there's nothin' on earth | won't do for you."

Columbine lifted her tear-stained face with a light of inspiration.

"Oh, Wilson was right!" she murmured. "You are Heaven-sent! And
I'm going to love you!"
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Chapter 9

A new spirit, or a liberation of her own, had fired Columbine, and was
now burning within her, unquenchable and unutterable. Some divine
spark had penetrated into that mysterious depth of her, to inflame and to
illumine, so that when she arose from this hour of calamity she felt that
to the tendernessand sorrow and fidelity in her soul had beenadded the
lightning flash of passion.

"Oh, BenNshall | be able to hold onto this?" she cried, flinging wide
her arms, as if to embrace the winds of heaven.

"This what, lass?" he asked.

"ThisNthis woman!" she answered, passionately, with her hands
sweeping back to press her breast.

"No woman who wakes ever goes back to a girl again," he said, sadly.

"| wanted to dieNand now | want to liveNto fightE . Ben,you've up-
lifted me. | was little, weak, miserableE . But in my dreams, or in some
state | can't remember or understand, I've waited for your very words. |
was ready. It's asif | knew you in some other world, before | was born
on this earth; and when you spoke to me here, so wonderfullyNas my
mother might have spokenNmy heart leaped up in recognition of you
and your call to my womanhood!E Oh, how strange and beautiful!"

"Miss Collie,” he replied, slowly, as he bent to his saddle-straps,
"you're young, an' you've no understandin' of what's strange an' terrible
in life. An' beautiful, too, as you sayE . Who knows? Maybe in some
former state | was somethin' to you. | believe in that. Reckon | can't say
how or what. Maybe we were flowers or birds. I've a weaknessfor that
idea."

"Birds! | like the thought, too," replied Columbine. "I love most birds.
But there are hawks, crows, buzzards!"

"l reckon. Lass, there's got to be balancein nature. If it weren't for the
ugly an' the evil, we wouldn't know the beautiful an' goodE . An' now
let's ride home. It's gettin' late."

“Ben, ought | not go back to Wilson right now?" she asked, slowly.

"What for?"
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"To tell himNsomethingNand why | can't come to-morrow, or ever af-
terward," she replied, low and tremulously.

Wade pondered over her words. It seemed to Columbine that her
sharpened faculties sensed something of hostility, of opposition in him.

"Reckon to-morrow would be better," he said, presently. "Wilson's had
enough excitement for one day."

“Then I'll go to-morrow," she returned.

In the gathering, cold twilight they rode down the trail in silence.

"Good night, lass,"said Wade, as he reached his cabin. "An' remember
you're not alone any more."

"Good night, my friend," she replied, and rode on.

Columbine encountered Jim Montana at the corrals, and it was not too
dark for her to seehis foam-lashed horse. Jim appeared non-committal,
almost surly. But Columbine guessedthat he had ridden to Kremmling
and back in one day, on some order of Jack's.

"Miss Collie, I'll tend to Pronto," he offered. "An' yore supper'll be
waitin'."

A bright fire blazed on the living-room hearth. The rancher was read-
ing by its light.

"Hello, rosy-cheeks!" greeted the rancher, with unusual amiability.
"Beenridin' ag'in' the wind, hey? Wal, if you ain't pretty, then my eyes
are pore!"

“It's cold, dad," shereplied, "and the wind stings. But | didn't ride fast
nor farE . I've been up to see Wilson Moore."

"Ahuh! Wal, how's the boy?" asked Belllounds, gruffly.

"He said he was all right, butNbut | guess that's not so," responded
Columbine.

"Any friends lookin' after him?"

"Oh yesNhe must have friendsNthe Andrewses and others. I'm glad
to say his cabin is comfortable. He'll be looked after.”

"Wal, I'm glad to hear thet. I'll send Lem or Wade up thar an' seeif we
can do anythin' fer the boy."

"DadNthat's just like you," replied Columbine, with her hand seeking
his broad shoulder.

"Ahuh! Say, Collie, hyar's letters from 'most everybody in Kremmlin'
wantin' to be invited up fer October first. How about askin' ‘em?"

“The more the merrier,"” replied Columbine.

"Wal, | reckon I'll not ask anybody."

"Why not, dad?"
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“"No one can gamble on thet son of mine, even on his weddin'-day,"
replied Belllounds, gloomily.

"Dad, What'd Jack do to-day?"

“I'm not sayin' he did anythin'," answered the rancher.

"Dad, you can gamble on me."

"Wal, | should smile," he said, putting his big arm around her. "I wish
you was Jack an' Jack was you."

At that moment the young man spoken of slouched into the room,
with his head bandaged, and took a seat at the supper-table.

"Wal, Collie, let's go an' get it," said the rancher, cheerily. "I can always
eat, anyhow."

“I'm hungry as a bear," rejoined Columbine, as she took her seat,
which was opposite Jack.

"Where 'ye you been?" he asked, curiously.

"Why, good evening, Jack!Did you finally notice me?E I've been rid-
ing Pronto, the first time since he was hurt. Had a lovely rideNup
through Sage Valley."

Jack glowered at her with the one unbandaged eye, and growled
something under his breath, and then began to stab meat and potatoes
with his fork.

"What's the matter, Jack?Aren't you well?" asked Columbine, with a
solicitude just a little too sweet to be genuine.

"Yes, I'm well," snapped Jack.

"But you look sick. That is, what | can seeof your facelooks sick. Your
mouth droops at the corners. You're very paleNand red in spots. And
your one eye glows with unearthly woe, asif you were not long for this
world!"

The amazing nature of this speech,coming from the girl who had al-
ways beenso sweet and quiet and backward, was attested to by the con-
sternation of Jack and the mirth of his father.

"Are you making fun of me?" demanded Jack.

"Why, Jack!Do you think | would make fun of you? | only wanted to
say how queer you lookE . Are you going to be married with one eye?"

Jack collapsed at that, and the old man, after a long stare of open-
mouthed wonder, broke out: "Haw! Haw! Haw!E By Golly! lassNI'd
never believed thet was in youE . Jack,be game an' take your medi-
cineE . An' both of you forgive an' forget. Thar'll be quarrels enough,
mebbe, without rakin' over the past."

When alone again Columbine reverted to a mood vastly removed from
her apparent levity with the rancher and his son. A grave and inward-
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searching thought possessedher, and it had to do with the uplift, the
spiritual advance, the rise above mere personal welfare, that had
strangely come to her through Bent Wade. From their first meeting he
had possesseda singular attraction for her that now, in the light of the
meaning of his life, seemedto Columbine to be the man's nobility and
wisdom, arising out of his travail, out of the terrible years that had left
their record upon his face.

And so Columbine strove to bind forever in her soul the spirit which
had arisen in her, interpreting from Wade's rude words of philosophy
that which she needed for her own light and strength.

She appreciated her duty toward the man who had been a father to
her. Whatever he asked that would she do. And asfor the son she must
live with the rest of her life, her duty there was to be a good wife, to bear
with his faults, to strive always to help him by kindness, patience, loy-
alty, and such affection aswas possible to her. Hate had to be reckoned
with, and hate, she knew, had no place in a good woman's heart. It must
be expelled, if that were humanly possible. All this was hard, would
grow harder, but she accepted it, and knew her mind.

Her soul was her own, unchangeablethrough any adversity. Shecould
be with that alone always, aloof from the petty caresand troubles com-
mon to people. Wade's words had thrilled her with their secret, with
their limitless hope of an unknown world of thought and feeling. Happi-
ness,in the ordinary sense,might never be hers. Alas for her dreams! But
there had been given her a glimpse of something higher than pleasure
and contentment. Dreams were but dreams. But she could still dream of
what had been, of what might have been, of the beauty and mystery of
life, of something in nature that called sweetly and irresistibly to her.
Who could rob her of the rolling, gray, velvety hills, and the purple
peaks and the black ranges, among which she had been found a waif, a
little lost creature, born like a columbine under the spruces?

Love, sudden-dawning, inexplicable love, was her secret, still tremu-
lously new, and perilous in its sweetness.That only did she fear to real-
ize and to face, becauseit was an unknown factor, a threatening flame.
Her sudden knowledge of it seemed inextricably merged with the
mounting, strong, and steadfast stream of her spirit.

"I'l'go to him. I'll tell him," she murmured. "He shall have that'E Then
| must bid himNgood-byNforever!"

To tell Wilson would be sweet; to leave him would be bitter. Vague
possibilities haunted her. What might come of the telling? How dark
loomed the bitterness! She could not know what hid in either of these
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acts until they were fulfilled. And the hours becamelong, and sleep far
off, and the quietness of the house a torment, and the melancholy wail of
coyotes a reminder of happy girlhood, never to return.

When next day the long-deferred hour came Columbine selected a
horse that she could run, and sherode up the winding valley swift asthe
wind. But at the aspengrove, where Wade's keen, gentle voice had given
her secretlife, she suffered a reaction that made her halt and ascendthe
slope very slowly and with many stops.

Sight of Wade's horse haltered near the cabin relieved Columbine
somewhat of a gathering might of emotion. The hunter would be inside
and so shewould not be compelled at once to confessher secret. This ex-
pectancy gave impetus to her lagging steps. Before she reached the open
door she called out.

"Collie, you're late," answered Wilson, with both joy and reproach, as
she entered. The cowboy lay upon his bed, and he was alone in the
room.

"Oh!E Where is Ben?" exclaimed Columbine.

"He was here. He cooked my dinner. We waited, but you never came.
The dinner got cold. | made sure you'd backed outNweren't coming at
allNand | couldn't eatE . Wade said he knew you'd come. He went off
with the hounds, somewhere E and oh, Collie, it's all right now!"

Columbine walked to his bedside and looked down upon him with a
feeling asif some giant hand was tugging at her heart. He looked better.
The swelling and redness of his face were less marked. And at that mo-
ment no pain shadowed his eyes. They were soft, dark, eloguent. If
Columbine had not come with her avowed resolution and desire to un-
burden her heart she would have found that look in his eyes a desper-
ately hard one to resist. Had it ever shone there before? Blind she had
been.

"You're better," she said, happily.

"SureN now. But | had a bad night. Didn't sleep till near daylight.
Wade found me asleepE . Collie, it's good of you to come. You look
soNso wonderful! | never saw your face glow like that. And your
eyesNoh!"

"You think I'm pretty, then?" she asked, dreamily, not occupied at all
with that thought.

He uttered a contemptuous laugh.

"Come closer," he said, reaching for her with a clumsy bandaged hand.
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Down upon her knees Columbine fell. Both hands flew to cover her
face. And asshe swayed forward she shook violently, and there escaped
her lips a little, muffled sound.

"WhyNCollie!" cried Moore, astounded. "Good Heavens! Don't cry!
INI didn't mean anything. | only wanted to feel youNtouch your hand."

"Here," she answered, blindly holding out her hand, groping for his till
shefound it. Her other was still pressedto her eyes.One moment longer
would Columbine keep her secretNhide her eyesNrevel in the unutter-
able joy and sadness of this crisis that could come to a woman only once.

"What in the world?" ejaculated the cowboy, now bewildered. But he
possessed himself of the trembling hand offered. "Collie, you act so
strangeE . You're not crying!E Am | only locoed, or flighty, or what?
Dear, look at me."

Columbine swept her hand from her eyes with a gesture of utter
surrender.

"Wilson, I'm ashamedNand sadNand gloriously happy," she said,
with swift breathlessness.

"Why?" he asked.

"Because ofNof something | have to tell you," she whispered.

"What is that?"

She bent over him.

"Can't you guess?"

He turned pale, and his eyes burned with intense fire.

"| won't guess E | daren't guess."

“I's something that's been true for yearsNforever, it
seemsNsomething | never dreamed of till last night," she went on, softly.

"Collie!" he cried. "Don't torture me!"

"Do you remember long agoNwhen we quarreled so dread-
fullyNbecause you kissed me?" she asked.

"Do you think | could kiss youNand live to forget?"

"l love you!" she whispered, shyly, feeling the hot blood burn her.

That whisper transformed Wilson Moore. His arm flashed round her
neck and pulled her face down to his, and, holding her in a close em-
brace, he kissed her lips and cheeks and wet eyes, and then again her
lips, passionately and tenderly.

Then he pressed her head down upon his breast.

"My God! | can't believe! Say it again!" he cried, hoarsely.

Columbine buried her flaming face in the blanket covering him, and
her hands clutched it tightly. The wildness of his joy, the strange
strength and power of his kisses, utterly changed her. Upon his breast
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she lay, without desire to lift her face. All seemed different, wilder, as
she responded to his appeal: "Yes, | love you! Oh, | loveNloveNlove
you!"

"Dearest!E Lift your faceE . It's true now. | know. It's proved. But let
me look at you."

Columbine lifted herself as best she could. But she was blinded by
tears and choked with utterance that would not come, and in the grip of
a shuddering emotion that was realization of lossin a moment when she
learned the supreme and imperious sweetness of love.

"Kiss me, Columbine," he demanded.

Through blurred eyesshe saw his face, white and rapt, and she bent to
it, meeting his lips with her first kiss which was her last.

"Again, CollieNagain!" he begged.

"NoNno more," she whispered, very low, and encircling his neck with
her arms she hid her face and held him convulsively, and stifled the sobs
that shook her.

Then Moore was silent, holding her with his free hand, breathing hard,
and slowly quieting down. Columbine felt then that he knew that there
was something terribly wrong, and that perhaps he dared not voice his
fear. At any rate, he silently held her, waiting. That silent wait grew un-
endurable for Columbine. Shewanted to prolong this moment that was
to be all she could ever surrender. But she dared not do so, for she knew
if he ever kissed her again her duty to Belllounds would vanish like mist
in the sun.

To releaseher hold upon him seemedlike atearing of her heartstrings.
Shesat up, shewiped the tears from her eyes,sherose to her feet, all the
time striving for strength to face him again.

A loud voice ringing from the cliffs outside, startled Columbine. It
came from Wade calling the hounds. He had returned, and the fact
stirred her.

“I'm to marry Jack Belllounds on October first."

The cowboy raised himself up asfar as he was able. It was agonizing
for Columbine to watch the changing and whitening of his face!

"NoNno!" he gasped.

"Yes, it's true," she replied, hopelessly.

"No!" he exclaimed, hoarsely.

"But, Wilson, | tell you yes. | came to tell you. It's trueNoh, it's true!"

"But, girl, you said you love me," he declared, transfixing her with
dark, accusing eyes.

“That's just as terribly true."
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He softened a little, and something of terror and horror took the place
of anger.

Just then Wade entered the cabin with his soft tread, hesitated, and
then came to Columbine's side. She could not unrivet her gaze from
Moore to look at her friend, but she reached out with trembling hand to
him. Wade clasped it in a horny palm.

Wilson fought for self-control in vain.

"Collie, if you love me, how can you marry Jack Belllounds?" he
demanded.

"l must."

"Why must you?"

"l owe my life and my bringing up to his father. He wants me to do it.
His heart is setupon my helping Jackto becomea manE . Dad loves me,
and | love him. | must stand by him. | must repay him. It is my duty."

"You've a duty to yourselfNas a woman!" he rejoined, passionately.
"Belllounds is wrapped up in his son. He's blind to the shame of such a
marriage. But you're not."

"Shame?" faltered Columbine.

"Yes. The shame of marrying one man when you love another. You
can't love two menE . You'll give yourself. You'll be his wife! Do you un-
derstand what that means?"

"INI thinkNI do," replied Columbine, faintly. Where had vanished all
her wonderful spirit? This fire-eyed boy was breaking her heart with his
reproach.

"But you'll bear his children," cried Wilson. "Mother ofNthemNwhen
you love me!E Didn't you think of that?"

"Oh noNI never didNI never did!" wailed Columbine.

“Then you'll think before it's too late?" he implored, wildly. "Dearest
Collie, think! You won't ruin yourself! You won't? Say you won't!"

"ButNOh, Wilson, what can | say? I've got to marry him."

"Collie, I'll kill him before he gets you."

"You mustn't talk so. If you fought againNif anything terrible
happened, it'd kill me."

"You'd be better off!" he flashed, white as a sheet.

Columbine leaned against Wade for support. Shewas fast weakening
in strength, although her spirit held. Sheknew what was inevitable. But
Wilson's agony was rending her.

"Listen," began the cowboy again. "It's your lifeNyour happi-
nessNyour soulE . Belllounds is crazy over that spoiled boy. He thinks
the sun rises and setsin himE . But JackBelllounds is no good on this

107



earth! Collie dearest,don't think that's my jealousy. | am horribly jealous.
But | know him. He's not worth you! No man isNand he the least. He'll
break your heart, drag you down, ruin your healthNKkill you, assure as
you stand there. | want you to know | could prove to you what heis. But
don't make me. Trust me, Collie. Believe me."

"Wilson, | do believe you," cried Columbine. "But it doesn't make any
difference. It only makes my duty harder."

"He'll treat you like he treats a horse or a dog. He'll beat youN"

"He never will! If he ever lays a hand on meN"

"If not that, he'll tire of you. JackBelllounds never stuck to anything in
his life, and never will. It's not in him. He wants what he can't have. If he
getsit, then right off he doesn't want it. Oh, I've known him since he was
akidE . Columbine, you've a mistaken senseof duty. No girl need sacri-
fice her all because some man found her a lost baby and gave her a
home. A woman owes more to herself than to any one."

"Oh, that's true, Wilson. I've thought it allE . But you're unjustNhard.
You make no allowance forNfor some possible good in every one. Dad
swears | can reform Jack. Maybe | can. I'll pray for it."

"Reform JackBelllounds! How can you save a bad egg? That damned
coward! Didn't he prove to you what he was when he jumped on me and
kicked my broken foot till | fainted?E What do you want?"

"Don't say any moreNplease," cried Columbine. "Oh, I'm so sorryE . |
oughtn't have comeE . Ben, take me home."

"But, Collie, | love you," frantically urged Wilson. "And heNhe may
love youNbut he'sNCollieNhe's beenN"

Here Moore seemedto bite his tongue, to hold back speech,to fight
something terrible and desperate and cowardly in himself.

Columbine heard only his impassioned declaration of love, and to that
she vibrated.

"You speak asif this was oneNsided," she burst out, as once more the
gush of hot blood surged over her. "You don't love me any more than |
love you. Not as much, for I'm awoman!E | love with all my heart and
soul!"

Moore fell back upon the bed, spent and overcome.

"Wade, my friend, for God's sake do something,"” he whispered, ap-
pealing to the hunter asif in alast hope. "Tell Collie what it'll mean for
her to marry Belllounds. If that doesn't change her, then tell her what it'll
mean to me. I'll never go home. I'll never leave here. If shehadn't told me
she loved me then, | might have stood anything. But now | can't. It'll kill
me, Wade."

108



"Boy, you're talkin' flighty again," replied Wade. "This mornin' when |
come you were dreamin' an' talkin'Nclean out of your headE . Well,
now, you an' Collie listen. You're right an' she'sright. | reckon | never
run across a deal with two people fixed just like you. But that doesn't
hinder me from feelin' the sameabout it asl'd feel about somethin' | was
used to."

He paused, and, gently releasing Columbine, he went to Moore, and
retied his loosened bandage, and spread out the disarranged blankets.
Then he satdown on the edge of the bed and bent over a little, running a
roughened hand through the scanthair that had begun to silver upon his
head. Presently he looked up, and from that sallow face, with its lines
and furrows, and from the deep, inscrutable eyes,there fell alight which,
however sad and wise in its infinite understanding of pain and strife,
was still ruthless and unquenchable in its hope.

"Wade, for God's sake save Columbine!" importuned Wilson.

"Oh, if you only could!" cried Columbine, impelled beyond her power
to resist by that prayer.

“Lass, you stand by your convictions,” he said, impressively. "An’
Moore, you be a man an' don't make it so hard for her. Neither of you
can do anythin'E . Now there's old BellloundsNhe'll never change. He
might r'ar up for this or that, but he'll never change his cherished hopes
for his sonE . But Jackmight change!Lookin' back over all the years| re-
member many boys like this Buster Jack, an' | remember how in the
nature of their doin's they just hanged themselves. I've a queer foresight
about people whose trouble I've made my own. It's somethin' that never
fails. When their trouble's goin' to turn out bad then | feel a terrible
yearnin' to tell the story of Hell-Bent Wade. That foresight of trouble
gave me my nameE . But it's not operatin' hereE . An' so, my young
friends, you can believe me when | say somethin' will happen. As far as
October first is concerned, or any time near, Collie isn't goin' to marry
Jack Belllounds."
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Chapter 1 O

One day Wade remarked to Belllounds: "You can never tell what adog is
until you know him. Dogs are like men. Some of 'em look good, but
they're really bad. An' that works the other way round. If adog's born to
run wild an' be a sheep-killer, that's what he'll be. I've known dogs that
loved men as no humans could have loved them. It doesn't make any
difference to a dog if his master is a worthless scamp."

"Wal, | reckon most of them hounds | bought had no good masters,
judgin' from the way they act,"” replied the rancher.

“I'm developin' afirst-rate pack," said Wade. "Jim hasn't any faults ex-
ceptin' he doesn't bay enough. Sampson'snot as true-nosed as Jim, but
he'll follow Jim, an' he has a deep, heavy bay you can hear for miles. So
that makes up for Jim's one fault. Thesetwo hounds hang together, an’
with them I'm developin' others. Denver will split off of bear or lion
tracks when he jumps a deer. | reckon he's not young enough to be cured
of that. Some of the younger hounds are comin' on fine. But there's two
dogs in the bunch that beat me all hollow."

"Which ones?" asked Belllounds.

“There's that bloodhound, Kane," replied the hunter. "He's sure a queer
dog. | can't win him. He minds me now becausel licked him, an' once
good an' hard when he bit meE . But he doesn't cotton to me worth a
damn. He's gettin' fond of Miss Columbine, an' | believe might make a
good watch-dog for her. Where'd he come from, Belllounds?"

"Wal, if 1 don't disremember he was born in a prairie-schooner, comin'
across the plains. His mother was a full-blood, an' come from Louisiana.”

“That accounts for an instinct | see croppin’ out in Kane," rejoined
Wade. "He likes to trail a man. I've caught him doin' it. An' he doesn't
take to huntin' lions or bear. Why, the other day, when the hounds treed
a lion an' went howlin' wild, Kane came up, an' he looked disgusted an'
went off by himself. He hunts by himself, anyhow. First off | thought he
might be a sheep-killer. But | reckon not. He can trail men, an' that's
about all the good he is. His mother must have been a slave-hunter, an'
Kane inherits that trailin' instinct."
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"Ahuh! Wal, train him on trailin' men, then. I've seentimes when a
dog like thet'd come handy. An' if he takes to Collie an' you approve of
him, let her have him. She's been coaxin' me fer a dog."

“That isn't a bad idea. Miss Collie walks an' rides alone a good deal, an’
she never packs a gun.”

"Funny about thet," said Belllounds. "Collie is game in most ways, but
she'd never kill anythin'E . Wade, you ain't thinkin' she ought to stop
them lonesome walks an' rides?"

“No, sure not, so long as she doesn't go too far away."

"Ahuh! Wal, supposin' sherode up out of the valley, west on the Black
Range?"

“That won't do, Belllounds," replied Wade, seriously. "But Miss Collie's
not goin' to, for I've cautioned her. Fact is I've run across some hard-
lookin' men between here an' Buffalo Park. They're not hunters or pro-
spectors or cattlemen or travelers.”

"Wal, you don't say!" rejoined Belllounds. "Now, Wade, are you con-
nectin' up them strangers with the stock | missed on this last round-up?"

"Reckon| can't go asfar asthat," returned Wade. "But | didn't like their
looks."

"Thet comin' from you, Wade, is like the findin's of ajuryE . It's gettin'
along toward October. Snow'll be flyin' soon. You don't reckon them
strangers will winter in the woods?"

“No, | don't. Neither does Lewis. You recollect him?"

"Yes, thet prospector who hangs out around Buffalo Park, lookin' fer
gold. He's been hyar. Good fellar, but crazy on gold."

“I've met Lewis several times, one place and another. | lost the hounds
day before yesterday. They treed alion an' Lewis heard the racket, an' he
stayed with them till | come up. Then he told me some interestin' news.
You seehe's beenworryin' about this gang thet's rangin' around Buffalo
Park, an' he'stried to get aline on them. Somebody took a shot at him in
the woods. He couldn't swear it was one of that outfit, but he could
swear he wasn't near shot by accident. Now Lewis saysthese men pack
to an' fro from Elgeria, an' he has a hunch they're in cahootswith Smith,
who runs a place there. You know Smith?"

“No, | don't, an' haven't any wish to," declared Belllounds, shortly. "He
always looked shady to me. An' he's not been square with friends of
mine in Elgeria. But no one ever proved him crooked, whatever was
thought. Fer my part, | never missed a guessin my life. Men don't have

scars on their face like his fer nothin'.
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"Boss, I'm confidin' what | want kept under your hat,"” said Wade,
quietly. "I knew Smith. He's as bad as the West makes them. | gave him
that scarE . An' when he sees me he's goin' for his gun."

"Wal, I'll be darned! Doesn't surprise me. It's a small worldE . Wade,
I'll keep my mouth shut, sure. But what's your game?"

“Lewis an' | will find out if there is any connection between Smith an’
this gang of strangersNan' the occasional loss of a few head of stock."

"Ahuh! Wal, you have my good will, you betE . Surethar's beensome
rustlin® of cattle. Not enough to make any rancher holler, an' | reckon
there never will be any more of thet in Colorado. Still, if we get the drop
on some outfit we sure ought to corral them."

"Boss, I'm tellin' youN"

"Wade, you ain't agoin' to start thet tellin' hell-bent happenin's to come
hyar at White Slides?" interrupted Belllounds, plaintively.

“No, | reckon I've no hunch like that now," responded Wade, seriously.
"But | was about to say that if Smith is in on any rustlin' of cattle he'll be
hard to catch, an' if he's caught there'll be shootin' to pay. He's cunnin'
an' has had long experience. It's not likely he'd work openly, as he did
years ago. If he's stealin' stock or buyin' an' sellin' stock that some one
steals for him, it's only on a small scale, an' it'll be hard to trace."

"Wal, he might be deep,” said Belllounds, reflectively. "But men like
thet, no matter how deep or cunnin' they are, always come to a bad end.
Jest works out naturalE . Had you any grudge ag'in' Smith?"

"What | give him was for somebody else, an' was sure little enough.
He's got the grudge against me."

"Ahuh! Wal, then, don't you go huntin' fer trouble. Try an' make White
Slides one place thet'll disprove your name. All the same, don't shy at
sight of anythin' suspicious round the ranch."”

The old man plodded thoughtfully away, leaving the hunter likewise
in a brown study.

"He's gettin' a hunch that I'll tell him of some shadow hoverin' black
over White Slides," soliloquized Wade. "MaybeNmaybe so. But | don't
seeany yetE . Strange how a man will say what he didn't start out to
say. Now, | started to tell him about that amazin' dog Fox."

Fox was the great dog of the whole pack, and he had been absolutely
overlooked, which fact Wade regarded with contempt for himself. Dis-
covery of this particular dog came about by accident. Somewhere in the
big corral there was a hole where the smaller dogs could escape, but
Wade had been unable to find it. For that matter the corral was full of
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holes, not any of which, however, it appeared to Wade, would permit
anything except a squirrel to pass in and out.

One day when the hunter, very much exasperated, was prowling
around and around inside the corral, searching for this mysterious vent,
a rather small dog, with short gray and brown woolly hair, and shaggy
brows half hiding big, bright eyes, came up wagging his stump of a tail.

"Well, what do you know about it?" demanded Wade. Of course he
had noticed this particular dog, but to no purpose. On this occasionthe
dog repeated so unmistakably former overtures of friendship that Wade
gave him close scrutiny. He was neither young nor comely nor thor-
oughbred, but there was something in his intelligent eyesthat struck the
hunter significantly. "Say, maybe | overlooked somethin'? But there's
been a heap of dogs round here an' you're no great shucks for looks.
Now, if you're talkin' to me come an' find that hole."

Whereupon Wade began another searcharound the corral. It covered
nearly an acre of ground, and in some places the fence-poles had been
sunk near rocks. More than once Wade got down upon his hands and
kneesto seeif he could find the hole. The dog went with him, watching
with knowing eyes that the hunter imagined actually laughed at him.
But they were glad eyes, which began to make an appeal. Presently,
when Wade came to a rough place, the dog slipped under a shelving
rock, and thence through a half-concealed hole in the fence;and immedi-
ately came back through to wag his stump of a tail and look as if the
finding of that hole was easy enough.

"You old fox," declared Wade, very much pleased, as he patted the
dog. "You found it for me, didn't you? Good dog! Now ['ll fix that hole,
an' then you can come to the cabin with me. An' your name's Fox."

That was how Fox introduced himself to Wade, and found his oppor-
tunity. The fact that he was not a hound had operated against his being
taken out hunting, and therefore little or no attention had been paid him.
Very shortly Fox showed himself to be a dog of superior intelligence. The
hunter had lived much with dogs and had come to learn that the longer
he lived with them the more there was to marvel at and love.

Fox insisted so strongly on being taken out to hunt with the hounds
that Wade, vowing not to be surprised at anything, let him go. It
happened to be a particularly hard day on hounds becauseof old tracks
and cross-tracks and difficult ground. Fox worked out a labyrinthine
trail that Sampsongave up and Jim failed on. This delighted Wade, and
that night he tried to find out from Andrews, who sold the dog to
Belllounds, something about Fox. All the information obtainable was
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that Andrews suspected the fellow from whom he had gotten Fox had
stolen him. Belllounds had never noticed him at all. Wade kept the pos-
sibilities of Fox to himself and reserved his judgment, and every day
gave the dog another chance to show what he knew.

Long before the end of that week Wade loved Fox and decided that he
was a wonderful animal. Fox liked to hunt, but it did not matter what he
hunted. That depended upon the pleasure of his master. He would find
hobbled horses that were hiding out and standing still to escapedetec-
tion. He would trail cattle. He would tree squirrels and point grouse. In-
variably he suited his mood to the kind of game he hunted. If put on an
elk track, or that of deer, he would follow it, keeping well within sight of
the hunter, and never uttering a single bark or yelp; and without any
particular eagernesshe would stick until he had found the game or until
he was called off. Bear and cat tracks, however, roused the savage in-
stinct in him, and transformed him. He yelped at every jump on a trail,
and whenever his yelp becamepiercing and continuous Wade well knew
the quarry was in sight. He fought bear like a wise old dog that knew
when to rush in with a snap and when to keep away. When lions or
wildcats were treed Fox lost much of his ferocity and interest. Then the
matter of that particular quarry was ended. His most valuable character-
istic, however, was his ability to stick on the track upon which he was
put. Wade believed if he put Fox on the trail of a rabbit, and if a bear or
lion were to crossthat trail ahead of him, Fox would stick to the rabbit.
Even more remarkable was it that Fox would not steal a piece of meat
and that he would fight the other dogs for being thieves.

Fox and Kane, it seemedto the hunter in his reflective foreshadowing
of events at White Slides, were destined to play most important parts.

Upon a certain morning, several days before October firstNwhich date
rankled in the mind of WadeNhe left Moore's cabin, leading a pack-
horse. The hounds he had left behind at the ranch, but Fox accompanied
him.

"Wade, | want some elk steak,"old Belllounds had said the day before.
"Nothin' like a good rump steak! | was raised on elk meat. Now hyar,
more'n a week ago | told you | wanted some. There's elk all around. |
heerd a bull whistle at sunup to-day. Made me wish | was young
ag'in!E You go pack in an elk."

"I haven't run acrossany bulls lately," Wade had replied, but he did
not mention that he had avoided such a circumstance. The fact was
Wade admired and loved the elk above all horned wild animals. So
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strange was his attitude toward elk that he had gone meat-hungry many
a time with these great stags bugling near his camp.

As he climbed the yellow, grassy mountain-side, working round above
the valley, his mind was not centered on the task at hand, but on Wilson
Moore, who had cometo rely on him with the unconscious tenacity of a
son whose faith in his father was unshakable. The crippled cowboy kept
his hope, kept his cheerful, grateful spirit, obeyed and suffered with a
patience that was fine. There had been no improvement in his injured
foot. Wade worried about that much more than Moore. The thing that
mostly occupied the cowboy was the near approach of October first, with
its terrible possibility for him. He did not talk about it, exceptwhen fever
made him irrational, but it was plain to Wade how he prayed and hoped
and waited in silence. Strange how he trusted Wade to avert catastrophe
of Columbine's marriage! Yet such trust seemedfamiliar to Wade, as he
reflected over past years. Had he not wanted such trustNhad he not in-
vited it?

For twenty years no happiness had come to Wade in any sensecom-
parable to that now secretly his, as he lived near Columbine Belllounds,
divining more and more eachday how truly shewas his own flesh and
the image of the girl he had loved and married and wronged. Columbine
was his daughter. He saw himself in her. And Columbine, from being
strongly attracted to him and trusting in him and relying upon him, had
come to love him. That was the most beautiful and terrible fact of his
lifeNbeautiful becauseit brought back the past, her babyhood, and his
barren years, and gave him this sudden change,where he lived transpor-
ted with the senseand the joy of his possession.It was terrible because
she was unhappy, becauseshe was chained to duty and honor, because
ruin faced her, and lastly because Wade began to have the vague,
gloomy intimations of distant tragedy. Far off, like a cloud on the hori-
zon, but there! Long ago he had learned the uselessnessof fighting his
morbid visitations. But he clung to hope, to faith in life, to the victory of
the virtuous, to the defeat of evil. A thousand proofs had strengthened
him in that clinging.

There were personal dread and poignant pain for Wade in Columbine
Belllounds's situation. After all, he had only his subtle and intuitive as-
surance that matters would turn out well for her in the end. To trust that
now, when the shadow began to creep over his own daughter, seemed
unwiseNa juggling with chance.

“I'm beginnin' to feel that | couldn't let her marry that Buster Jack,"so-
liloquized Wade, as he rode along the grassy trail. "Fust off, seein' how
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strong was her senseof duty an' loyalty, | wasn't so set against it. But
somethin's growin' in me. Her love for that crippled boy, now, an' his for
her! Lord! they're so young an' life must be so hot an' love so sweet! |
reckon that's why | couldn't let her marry JackE . But, on the other hand,
there's the old man's faith in his son, an' there's Collie's faith in herself
an'in life. Now | believe in that. An' the years have proved to me there's
hope for the worst of menE . | haven't even had a talk with this Buster
Jack. | don't know him, except by hearsay. An' I'm sure prejudiced,
which's no wonder, considerin' where | saw him in DenverE . | reckon,
before | go any farther, I'd better meet this Belllounds boy an' seewhat's
in him."

It was characteristic of Wade that this soliloquy abruptly ended his
thoughtful considerations for the time being. This was owing to the fact
that he rested upon a decision, and also becauseit was time he began to
attend to the object of his climb.

Bench after bench he had ascended,and the higher he got the denser
and more numerous becamethe aspen thickets and the more luxuriant
the grass. Presently the long black slope of spruce confronted him, with
its edge like a dark wall. He entered the fragrant forest, where not a twig
stirred nor a sound pervaded the silence.Upon the soft, matted earth the
hoofs of the horses made no impression and scarcely a perceptible thud.

Wade headed to the left, avoiding rough, rocky defiles of weathered
cliff and wind-fallen trees, and aimed to find easy going up to the sum-
mit of the mountain bluff far above. This was new forest to him, consist-
ing of moderate-sized spruce-trees growing so closely together that he
had to go carefully to keep from snapping dead twigs. Fox trotted on in
the lead, now and then pausing to look up at his master, as if for
instructions.

A brightening of the dark-green gloom ahead showed the hunter that
he was approaching a large glade or open patch, where the sunlight fell
strongly. It turned out to be a swale, or swampy place, some few acresin
extent, and directly at the foot of a last steep, wooded slope. Here Fox
put his nose into the air and halted.

"What're you scentin’, Fox, old boy?" asked Wade, with low voice, as
he peered ahead. The wind was in the wrong direction for him to ap-
proach close to game without being detected. Fox wagged his stumpy
tail and looked up with knowing eyes.Wade proceeded cautiously. The
swamp was a rank growth of long, weedy grassesand ferns, with here
and there a green-mossedbog half hidden and a number of dwarf oak-
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trees. Wade's horse sank up to his kneesin the mire. On the other side
showed fresh tracks along the wet margin of the swale.

“It's elk, all right,” said Wade, as he dismounted. "Heard us comin'.
Now, Fox, stick your nose in that track. An' go slow."

With rifle ready Wade began the ascent of the slope on foot, leading
his horse. An old elk trail showed a fresh track. Fox accommodated his
pace to that of the toiling hunter. The ascent was steep and led up
through denseforest. At intervals, when Wade halted to catch his breath
and listen, he heard faint snapping of dead branchesfar above. At length
he reached the top of the mountain, to find a wide, open space, with
heavy forest in front, and a bare, ghastly, burned-over district to his
right. Fox growled, and appeared about to dash forward. Then, in an
opening through the forest, Wade espied a large bull elk, standing at
gaze, evidently watching him. He was a gray old bull, with broken
antlers. Wade made no move to shoot, and presently the elk walked out
of sight.

“Too old an' tough, Fox," explained the hunter to the anxious dog. But
perhaps that was not all Wade's motive in sparing him.

Once more mounted, Wade turned his attention to the burned district.
It was a dreary, hideous splotch, a blackened slash in the green cover of
the mountain. It sloped down into a wide hollow and up another bare
slope. The ground was littered with bleached logs, trees that had been
killed first by fire and then felled by wind. Here and there a lofty, spec-
tral trunk still withstood the blasts. Across the hollow sloped a consider-
able area where all trees were dead and still standingNa melancholy
sight. Beyond, and far round and down to the left, opened up a slope of
spruce and bare ridge, where a few cedars showed dark, and then came
black, spear-tipped forest again, leading the eye to the magnificent pan-
orama of endless range on range, purple in the distance.

Wade found patches of grass where beds had been recently occupied.

"Mountain-sheep, by cracky!" exclaimed the hunter. "An' fresh tracks,
too!lE Now | wonder if it wouldn't do to kill asheepan' tell Belllounds |
couldn't find any elk."

The hunter had no qualms about killing mountain-sheep, but he loved
the lordly stags and would have lied to spare them. He rode on, with
keen gaze shifting everywhere to catch a movement of something in this
wilderness before him. If there was any living animal in sight it did not
move. Wade crossedthe hollow, wended a circuitous route through the
upstanding forest of dead timber, and entered a thick woods that skirted
the rim of the mountain. Presently he came out upon the open rim, from
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which the depths of green and gray yawned mightily. Far across, Old
White Slidesloomed up, higher now, with a dignity and majesty unher-
alded from below.

Wade found fresh sheeptracks in the yellow clay of the rim, small as
little deer tracks, showing that they had just been made by ewes and
lambs. Not a ram track in the group!

"Well, that lets me out,"” said Wade, as he peered under the bluff for
sight of the sheep. They had gone over the steep rim as if they had
wings. "Beatshell how sheepcan go down without fallin'!' An' how they
can hide!"

He knew they were near at hand and he wasted time peering to spy
them out. Nevertheless, he could not locate them. Fox waited impa-
tiently for the word to let him prove how easily he could rout them out,
but this permission was not forthcoming.

"We're huntin' elk, you Jack-of-all-dogs," reprovingly spoke the hunter
to Fox.

Sothey went on around the rim, and after a couple of miles of travel
came to the forest, and then open heads of hollows that widened and
deepened down. Here was excellent pasture and cover for elk. Wade left
the rim to ride down these slow-descending half-open ridges, where ce-
dars grew and jack-pines stood in clumps, and little grassy-bordered
brooks babbled between. He saw tracks where a big buck deer had
crossed ahead of him, and then he flushed a covey of grouse that scared
the horses, and then he saw where a bear had pulled a rotten log to
pieces. Fox did not show any interest in these things.

By and by Wade descended to the junction of these hollows, where
three tiny brooklets united to form a stream of pure, swift, clear water,
perhaps a foot deep and several yards wide.

"l reckon this's the head of the Troublesome," said Wade. "Whoever
named this brook had no senseE . Yet here, at its source, it's gatherin'
trouble for itself. That's the way of youth."

The grass grew thickly and luxuriantly and showed signs of recent
grazing. Elk had been along the brook that morning. There were many
tracks, like cow tracks, only smaller, deeper, and more oval; and there
were beds where elk had lain, and torn-up places where bulls had
plowed and stamped with heavy hoofs.

Fox trailed the herd to higher ground, where evidently they had
entered the woods. Here Wade tied his horses, and, whispering to Fox,
he proceeded stealthily through this strip of spruce. He came out to an
open point, taking care, however, to keep well screened,from which he
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had a glimpse of a parklike hollow, grassy and watered. Working round
to better vantage, he soon espied what had made Fox stand so stiff and
bristling. A herd of elk were trooping up the opposite slope, scarcely a
hundred yards distant. They had heard or scented him, but did not ap-
pear alarmed. They halted to look back. The hunter's quick estimate
credited nearly two dozen to the herd, mostly cows. A magnificent bull,
with wide-spreading antlers, and black head and shoulders and gray
hind quarters, stalked out from the herd, and stood an instant, head
aloft, splendidly significant of the wild. Then he trotted into the woods,
his antlers noiselessly spreading the green. Others trotted off likewise.
Wade raised his rifle and looked through the sight at the bull, and let
him pass.Then he saw another over his rifle, and another. Reluctant and
forced, he at last aimed and pulled trigger. The heavy Henry boomed out
in the stillness. Fox dashed down with eager barks. When the smoke
cleared away Wade saw the opposite slope bare except for one fallen elk.

Then he returned to his horses, and brought them back to where Fox
perched beside the dead quarry.

"Well, Fox, that stag'll never bugle any more of a sunrise,” said Wade.
"Strange how we're made so we have to eat meat! I'd 'a’ liked it
otherwise."

He cut up the elk, and packed all the meat the horse could carry, and
hung the bestof what was left out of the reach of coyotes. Mounting once
more, he ascendedto the rim and found a slope leading down to the
west. Over the basin country below he had hunted several days. This
way back to the ranch was longer, he calculated, but less arduous for
man and beast. His pack-horse would have hard enough going in any
event. From time to time Wade halted to rest the burdened pack-animal.
At length he came to a trail he had himself made, which he now pro-
ceeded to follow. It led out of the basin, through burned and boggy
ground and down upon the forest slope, thence to the grassy and as-
pened uplands. One aspen grove, where he had rested before, faced the
west, and, for reasonshard to guess,had suffered little from frost. All the
leaves were intact, some still green, but most of them a glorious gold
against the blue. It was a large grove, sloping gently, carpeted with yel-
low grassand such a profusion of purple astersasWade had never seen
in his flower-loving life. Here he dismounted and sat against an aspen-
tree. His horses ruthlessly cropped the purple blossoms.

Nature in her strong prodigality had outdone herself here. Pale white
the aspen-treesshone, and above was the fluttering, quivering canopy of
gold tinged with green, and below clustered the asters, thick as stars in
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the sky, waving, nodding, swaying gracefully to each little autumn
breeze,lilac-hued and lavender and pale violet, and all the shadesof ex-
quisite purple.

Wade lingered, his sensespredominating. This was one of those mo-
ments that colored his lonely wanderings. Only to seewas enough. He
would have shut out the encroaching thoughts of self, of others, of life,
had that been wholly possible. But here, after the first few moments of
exquisite riot of his senses,where fragrance of grass and blossom filled
the air, and blaze of gold canopied the purple, he began to think how
beautiful the earth was, how Nature hid her rarest gifts for those who
loved her most, how good it was to live, if only for these blessings. And
sadnesscrept into his meditations becauseall this beauty was ephemeral,
all the gold would soon be gone, and the asters, so pale and pure and
purple, would soon be like the glory of a dream that had passed.

Yet still followed the saving thought that frost and winter must again
yield to sun, and spring, summer, autumn would return with the flowers
of their season,in that perennial birth so gracious and promising. The as-
pen leaves would quiver and slowly gild, the grass would wave in the
wind, the asterswould bloom, lifting star-pale facesto the sky. Next au-
tumn, and every year, and forever, as long as the sun warmed the earth!

It was only man who would not always return to the haunts he loved.
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Chapter 1 1

When Bent Wade desired opportunities they seemed to gravitate to him.

Upon riding into the yard of White Slides Ranch he espied Jack
Belllounds sitting in idle, moping posture on the porch. Something in his
dejected appearanceroused Wade's pity. No one elsewas in sight, so the
hunter took advantage of the moment.

"Hey, Belllounds, will you give me a lift with this meat?" called Wade.

"Sure,"replied Jack,readily enough, and he got up. Wade led the pack-
horse to the door of the store-cabin, which stood back of the kitchen and
was joined to it by a roof. There, with Jack'sassistance,he unloaded the
meat and hung it up on pegs. This done, Wade setto work with knife in
hand.

"l reckon a little trimmin' will improve the looks of this carcass,"ob-
served Wade.

"Wade, we never had any one round exceptdad who could cut up a
steer or elk," said Jack. "But you've got him beat."

“I'm pretty handy at most things."

"Handy!E | wish | could do just one thing aswell asyou. | can ride,
but that's all. No one ever taught me anything."

"You're ayoung fellow yet, an' you've time, if you only take kindly to
learnin’. | was past your age when | learned most | know."

The hunter's voice and his look, and that fascination which subtly hid
in his presence,for the first time seemedto find the response of interest
in young Belllounds.

"l can't stick, dad says, and he swears at me," replied Belllounds. "But
I'll bet | could learn from you."

"Reckon you could. Why can't you stick to anythin'?"

"l don't know. I've been as enthusiastic over work asover riding mus-
tangs. To ride came natural, but in work, when | do it wrong, then | hate
it."

"Ahuh! That's too bad. You oughtn't to hate work. Hard work makes
for what | reckon you like in a man, but don't understand. As | look back
over my lifeNan' let me say, young fellar, it's been a tough oneNwhat |
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remember most an' feel bestover are the hardest jobs | ever did, an' those
that cost the most sweat an' blood."

As Wade warmed to his subject, hoping to sow a good seed in
Belllounds's mind, he saw that he was wasting his earnestness.
Belllounds did not keep to the train of thought. His mind wandered, and
now he was examining Wade's rifle.

"Old Henry forty-four,” he said. "Dad has one. Also an old needle-gun.
Say, can | go hunting with you?"

"Glad to have you. How do you handle a rifle?"

"I used to shoot pretty well before I went to Denver,” he replied.
"Haven't tried since I've beenhomeE . Supposeyou let me take a shot at
that post?" And from where he stood in the door he pointed to a big
hitching-post near the corral gate.

The corral contained horses, and in the pasture beyond were cattle,
any of which might be endangered by such a shot. Wade saw that the
young man was in earnest, that he wanted to respond to the suggestion
in his mind. Consequences of any kind did not awaken after the
suggestion.

"Sure. Go ahead. Shootlow, now, alittle below where you want to hit,"
said Wade.

Belllounds took aim and fired. A thundering report shook the cabin.
Dust and splinters flew from the post.

"I hit it" he exclaimed, in delight. "I was sure | wouldn't, becausel
aimed 'way under."

"Reckon you did. It was a good shot."

Then a door slammed and Old Bill Belllounds appeared, his hair up-
standing, his look and gait proclaiming him on the rampage.

"Jack!What'n hell are you doin'?" he roared, and he stamped up to the
door to see his son standing there with the rifle in his hands. "By
Heaven! If it ain't one thing it's another!"

"Boss,don't jump over the traces," said Wade. "I'll allow if I'd known
the gun would let out a bellar like that I'd not have told Jackto shoot.
Reckonit's becausewe're under the open roof that it made the racket. I'm
wantin' to clean the gun while it's hot."

"Ahuh! Wal, | was scared fust, harkin' back to Indian days, an' then |
was mad becausel figgered Jackwas up to mischiefE . Did you fetch in
the meat?"

"You bet. An' I'd like a piece for myself," replied Wade.

"Help yourself, man. An' say, come down an' eat with us fer supper."

"Much obliged, boss. | sure will."
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Then the old rancher trudged back to the house.

"Wade, it was bully of you!" exclaimed Jack,gratefully. "You seehow
quick dad's ready to jump me? I'll bet he thought I'd picked a shooting-
scrape with one of the cowboys."

"Well, he's gettin' old an' testy," replied Wade. "You ought to humor
him. He'll not be here always."

Belllounds answered to that suggestion with a shadowing of eyesand
look of realization, affection, remorse. Feelings seemedto have a quick
rise and play in him, but were not lasting. Wade casually studied him,
weighing his impressions, holding them in abeyance for a sum of
judgment.

"Belllounds, has anybody told you about Wils Moore bein' bad hurt?"
abruptly asked the hunter.

"He is, is he?" replied Jack, and to his voice and face came sudden
change. "How bad?"

"I reckon he'll be a cripple for life," answered Wade, seriously, and
now he stopped in his work to peer at Belllounds. The next moment
might be critical for that young man.

"Club-footed!E He won't lord it over the cowboys any moreNor ride
that white mustang!" The softer, weaker expression of his face, that
which gave him sometitle to good looks, changed to an ugliness hard for
Wade to define, since it was neither glee, nor joy, nor gratification over
his rival's misfortune. It was rush of blood to eyes and skin, a heated
change that somehow to Wade suggested an anxious, selfish hunger.
Belllounds lacked something, that seemed certain. But it remained to be
proved how deserving he was of Wade's pity.

"Belllounds, it was a dirty trickNyour jumpin' Moore," declared Wade,
with deliberation.

“The hell you say!" Belllounds flared up, with scarletin his face, with
sneer of amaze, with promise of bursting rage. He slammed down the
gun.

"Yes, the hell | say," returned the hunter. "They call me Hell-Bent
Wade!"

"Are you friends with Moore?" asked Belllounds, beginning to shake.

"Yes, I'm that with every one. I'd like to be friends with you."

"| don't want you. And I'm giving you noticeNyou won't last long at
White Slides."

“Neither will you!"

Belllounds turned dead white, not apparently from fury or fear, but
from a shock that had its birth within the deep, mysterious, emotional
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reachings of his mind. He was utterly astounded, as if confronting a
vague, terrible premonition of the future. Wade's swift words, like the
ring of bells, had not been menacing, but prophetic.

"Young fellar, you need to be talked to, soif you've got any senseat all
it'll getawedge in your brain,” went on Wade. "I'm a stranger here. But |
happen to be a man who seesthrough things, an' | see how your dad
handles you wrong. You don't know who | am an' you don't care. But if
you'll listen you'll learn what might help youE . No boy can answer to
all his wild impulses without ruinin' himself. It's not natural. There are
other peopleNpeople who have wills an' desires, same as you have.
You've got to live with people. Here's your dad an' Miss Columbine, an'
the cowboys, an' me, an' all the ranchers, so down to Kremmlin' an' other
places. These are the people you've got to live with. You can't go on as
you've begun, without ruinin' yourself an' your dad an' theNthe girlE
It's never too late to begin to be better. | know that. But it gets too late,
sometimes, to save the happiness of others. Now | see where you're
headin' asclear asif | had pictures of the future. I've got a gift that wayE
. An', Belllounds, you'll not last. Unless you begin to control your tem-
per, to forget yourself, to kill your wild impulses, to be kind, to learn
what love isNyou'll never last!E In the very nature of things, one comin'
after another like your fights with Moore, an' your scarin' of Pronto, an'
your drinkin' at Kremmlin', an' just now your r'arin' at meNit's in the
very nature of life that goin' on so you'll sooner or later meet with hell!
You've got to change, Belllounds. No half-way, spoiled-boy changin’, but
the straight right-about-face of aman!E It meansyou must seeyou're no
good an' have a change of heart. Men have revolutions like that. | was no
good. | did worse than you'll ever do, becauseyou're not big enough to
be really bad, an' yet I've turned out worth livin'E . There, I'm through,
an' I'm offerin' to be your friend an' to help you."

Belllounds stood with arms spread outside the door, still astounded,
still pale; but as the long admonition and appeal ended he exploded
stridently. "Who the hell are you?E If | hadn't been so surprisedNif I'd
had a chanceto get a word inNI'd shut your trap! Are you a preacher
masquerading here as hunter? Let me tell you, | won't be talked to like
thatNnot by any man. Keep your advice an' friendship to yourself."

"You don't want me, then?"

“No," Belllounds snapped.

"Reckon you don't need either advice or friend, hey?"

“No, you owl-eyed, soft-voiced fool!" yelled Belllounds.
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It was then Wade felt a singular and familiar sensation, a cold, creep-
ing thing, physical and elemental, that had not visited him since he had
been at White Slides.

"l reckoned so," he said, with low and gloomy voice, and he knew, if
Belllounds did not know, that he was not acquiescing with the other's
harsh epithet, but only greeting the advent of something in himself.

Belllounds shrugged his burly shoulders and slouched away.

Wade finished his dressing of the meat. Then he rode up to spend an
hour with Moore. When he returned to his cabin he proceeded to change
his hunter garb for the besthe owned. It was a proof of his unusual pre-
occupation that he did this before he fed the hounds. It was sunsetwhen
he left his cabin. Montana Jim and Lem hailed as he went by. Wade
paused to listen to their good-natured raillery.

"See hyar, Bent, this ain't Sunday," said Lem.

"You're spruced up powerful fine. What's it fer?" added Montana.

"Boss asked me down to supper.'

"Wal, you lucky son-of-a-gun! An' hyar we've no invite," returned
Lem. "Say, Wade, | heerd Buster Jackroarin' at you. | was ridin' in by the
storehouseE . 'Who the hell are you?' was what collared my attention,
an' | had to laugh. An' I listened to all he said. Soyou was offerin' him
advice an' friendship?"

"l reckon."

"Wal, all | say is thet you was wastin' yore breath,” declared Lem.
"You're a queer fellar, Wade."

"Queer? Aw, Lem, he ain't queer,” said Montana. "He's jest white.
Wade, | feel the same as you. I'd like to do somethin' fer thet locoed
Buster Jack."

"Montana, you're the locoed one," rejoined Lem. "Buster Jack knows
what he's doin'. He can play a slicker hand of poker than you."

"Wal, mebbe. Wade, do you play poker?"

"I'd hate to take your money," replied Wade.

"You needn't be so all-fired kind about thet. Come over to-night an’
take some of it. Buster Jackinvited himself up to our bunk. He's itchin'
fer cards. So we says shore. Blud's goin' to sit in. Now you come an'
make it five-handed."

"Wouldn't young Belllounds object to me?"

"What? Buster Jackshy at gamblin' with you? Not much. He's a born
gambler. He'd bet with his grandmother an' he'd cheat the coppers off a
dead nigger's eyes."

"Slick with cards, eh?" inquired Wade.
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"Naw, Jack's not slick. But he tries to be. An' we jest go him one
slicker."”

"Wouldn't Old Bill object to this card-playin*?"

"He'd be ory-eyed. But, by Golly! we're not leadin' Jackastray. An' we
ain't hankerin' to play with him. All the same a little game is welcome
enough.”

“I'l come over," replied Wade, and thoughtfully turned away.

When he presented himself at the ranch-house it was Columbine who
let him in. Shewas prettily dressed,in a way he had never seenher be-
fore, and his heart throbbed. Her smile, her voice added to her nameless
charm, that seemedto come from the past. Her look was eagerand long-
ing, as if his presence might bring something welcome to her.

Then the rancher stalked in. "Hullo, Wade! Supper's 'most ready.
What's this trouble you had with Jack? He says he won't eat with you."

"l was offerin' him advice," replied Wade.

"What on?"

"Reckon on general principles."

"Humph! Wal, he told me you harangued him till you was black in the
face, an'N"

"Jack had it wrong. He got black in the face," interrupted Wade.

"Did you say he was a spoiled boy an' thet he was no good an' was
headin' plumb fer hell?"

"That was a little of what | said," returned Wade, gently.

"Ahuh! How'd thet come about?" queried Belllounds, gruffly. A slight
stiffening and darkening overcast his face.

Wade then recalled and recounted the remarks that had passed
between him and Jack;and he did not think he missed them very far. He
had a great curiosity to seehow Belllounds would take them, and espe-
cially the young man's scornful rejection of a sincerely offered friend-
ship. All the time Wade was talking he was aware of Columbine watch-
ing him, and when he finished it was sweet to look at her.

"Wade, wasn't you takin' a lot on yourself?" queried the rancher,
plainly displeased.

"Reckon | was. But my conscienceis beholden to no man. If Jackhad
met me half-way that would have been better for him. An' for me, be-
cause | get good out of helpin' any one."

His reply silenced Belllounds. No more was said before supper was
announced, and then the rancher seemed taciturn. Columbine did the
serving, and most all of the talking. Wade felt strangely at ease.Some
subtle difference was at work in him, transforming him, but the moment
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had not yet come for him to question himself. He enjoyed the supper.
And when he ventured to look up at Columbine, to seeher strong, cap-
able hands and her warm, blue glance, glad for his presence,sweetly ex-
pressive of their common secretand darker with a shadow of meaning
beyond her power to guess,then Wade felt havoc within him, the strife
and pain and joy of the truth he never could reveal. For he could never
reveal his identity to her without betraying his basenessto her mother.
Otherwise, to hear her call him father would have beenearning that hap-
piness with a lie. Besides,she loved Belllounds as her father, and were
this trouble of the present removed shewould grow still closerto the old
man in his declining days. Wade acceptedthe inevitable, Shemust never
know. If she might love him it must be asthe stranger who cameto her
gates, it must be through the mysterious affinity between them and
through the service he meant to render.

Wade did not linger after the meal was ended despite the fact that
Belllounds recovered his cordiality. It was dark when he went out.
Columbine followed him, talking cheerfully. Once outside she squeezed
his hand and whispered, "How's Wilson?"

The hunter nodded his reply, and, pausing at the porch step, he
pressed her hand to make his assurance stronger. His reward was in-
stant. In the bright starlight she stood white and eloquent, staring down
at him with dark, wide eyes.

Presently she whispered: "Oh, my friend! It wants only three days till
October first!"

"Lass, it might be athousand years for all you need worry," he replied,
his voice low and full. Then it seemed,assheflung up her arms, that she
was about to embrace him. But her gesture was an appeal to the stars, to
Heaven above, for something she did not speak.

Wade bade her good night and went his way.

The cowboys and the rancher's son were about to engagein a game of
poker when Wade entered the dimly lighted, smoke-hazed room.
Montana Jim was sticking tallow candles in the middle of a rude table;
Lem was searching his clothes, manifestly for money; Bludsoe shuffled a
greasy deck of cards, and Jack Belllounds was filling his pipe before a
fire of blazing logs on the hearth.

"Dog-gone it! | hed more money 'n thet," complained Lem. "Jim, you
rode to Kremmlin' last. Did you take my money?"

"Wal, come to think of it, | reckon | did," replied Jim, in surprise at the
recollection.

127



	1.
	2.
	3.
	4.
	5.
	6.
	7.
	8.
	9.
	10.
	11.
	12.
	13.
	14.
	15.
	16.
	17.
	18.
	19.
	20.

