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CHAPTER ONE

At timberline, John Signal paused. Before him, the pass narrowed to a gorge, dark and silent as a throat of iron; behind him, the slope dipped and folded like a sea heaped up by some prodigious wind until it descended to the green of the valley, far off and quiet as standing water. By shading his eyes and peering, he could discern that glimmer of green clearly in spite of the blue mist of distance; and clear as a streak of quicksilver he made out the face of the river. Where the bright mark divided, there was the village which had been home to him. He never would see it again!

At that thought, John Signal made his face as stern and as hard as the black cliffs before him; young Westerners refuse to melt with emotion, and Signal was only twenty-two! But he wondered, now, why he never before had appreciated the beauty of the white streets of the town, smoking with dust at every touch of the wind, or the narrow gardens on either side; and in his memory all the houses looked like the faces of dear friends, and all the hours of his life seemed to cling about those buildings, like plants rooted in rich mold. Suppose that he went back to face them, and rode to the sheriff’s office and gave himself up?

He turned his horse about with a sudden twitch of the reins, but, so doing, he noticed how much thinner the gelding was across the shoulders, how much sharper the ridge of the neck. All the sleekness of the pasture fat had evaporated in the labor of lifting his rider from that far-off gleam of water to this upland. Should all that labor be wasted? Besides, if he returned, his friends would look at one another and smile, and say that John Signal’s nerve had failed in the great pinch. They would point out that it had often happened before; the hero of the school yard and the vacant lot and the bunkhouse grew soft of heart when real danger came.

Thinking of the town itself, John Signal was about to rush back in surrender. Thinking of the people in it, he became grimly resolute and turned the gelding back toward the throat of the pass.

He was on the verge of timberline, which ran along the deeply incised profile of the mountains like a water mark–a stain left, as it were, by the lower atmosphere, with its fogs and vapors and climbing mists. He, like some amphibious creature, for the first time was lifting his head and shoulders from the deep and breathing the pure air of the upper region. This thought pleased John Signal, and he turned and re-turned it in his mind, like a toy. Sometimes a metaphor is like a pack, bending the back; sometimes it is like a sword in the hand. The boy, much heartened, looked about him with a smile.

The outermost line of the trees, in their unending battle against mountain wind and mountain cold, were flung forward, groveling to the ground, clinging desperately; limber pine and alpine fir, the quaking aspen, black birch and arctic willow still marched against the height and lived on where they had fallen. The air was as still as the waters of a standing pool, but the trees seemed to be still fighting against the wind which had dwarfed and broken and distorted them; and yet it could not drive them back.

It seemed to John Signal that he could understand this battle in another way. Where the forest could climb, man could climb also, and the laws of man, and all beneath this water mark upon the mountains was the dominion of sheriff and judge; but now his horse was carrying him out of the lower region to a place above the law.

He looked up to the dark portals of the pass as if to a gate on which he expected to read some inscription. Once he was inside the rocky throat, darkness fell over him.

The echoes raised by the shod hoofs of his horse came faintly, hollowly upon his ear, floating upon air so thin that it hardly would bear up the sound; and the snorting and breathing of the gelding was like the puffing of another animal, pursuing him at a distance. John Signal felt as though he had ridden into a dream, and he was more than ever startled when he came to the end of the narrow pass and saw before him the treeless gardens of the upper mountains.

He could see, now, that, although he had gone over one ridge of the world, he was not yet at the summit, but in a sort of half land, between the bottom and the top. To his left he looked up the face of a thousand-foot cliff and at the top saw a mountain sheep–very like a tuft of cloud lodged on the rough edge of the rock; and beyond that lofty mass there were other peaks, but all before him and to the right was a comparatively level plateau without a tree, without a bush, but so thickly stippled by ten million million flowers that it appeared not painted but streaked with bits of tinted atmosphere. And for the first time, having passed the dark gate to this land above the law, John Signal understood that it was not only cold and mighty, but also that it possessed a radiant and a lonely beauty of its own.

The winter was not ended here, and never would be, even in August heats; all the northern slopes were agleam with ice or dazzling white with snow, but the flowers that covered the upland meadows–spring beauties, the daisy, the forget-me-not, purple asters, and the goldenrod, and many more–advanced to the edge of the ice and of the icy rocks. Yes, they even blossomed on the backs of the boulders, and through the very ice itself the avalanche lily pushed up to the sun, drilling its way by miracle to the air and to the light.

He rode on past a whole slope of paintbrushes, white-pointed by wild buckwheat, and now he observed that these gardens had their own peculiar music, as well. Here rose a cloud of buzzing sounds and drifted down the wind–bees, filling the air with a sound of sleep; and yonder a flock of ptarmigans, startled from a feast on the buds of arctic willows, rose on noisy wings, whirled in a circle, flashed in the sun, and settled again to their banquet. Butterflies, too, were everywhere adrift, like unbalanced leaves, trying to settle to the ground and rarely succeeding, and then only to be tossed up again to waver in the air.

This was all a very pretty scene, but the boy was hungry, and three or four hundred pounds of mutton was looking blandly down upon him from the height. He uncased the rifle which he carried in a long holster beneath his right knee, the muzzle down. His hands were a little cold. This was not an atmosphere or a light in which he had been accustomed to shooting, but he told himself grimly that he must not waste ammunition. Suppose, then, that yonder puff of white wool upon the rock lip were a man with a rifle leveled in return?

At this, with narrowed eye like a fighting man, he jumped the butt of his rifle into the hollow of his shoulder and fired. The sheep stood unmoved, but he lowered the gun without a second shot. One bullet a day would have to keep him in meat; otherwise, he simply would starve himself by way of punishment.

Providence, one might have said, had heard this resolution as it was registered in the heart of Signal, and now it tipped the mountain sheep from the ledge. It went down a four-hundred-foot slide, cannoned out into empty air, and fell with a crunch not fifty yards away. Signal went to it curiously, rather than with an outburst of savage appetite. He turned the heavy body. He had aimed at the right shoulder, a little back; and in that spot, exactly, he found the bullet wound!

When he saw this, he looked up and stared at the dark mouth of the pass by which he had been admitted, and he smiled in content and in something more than content. Then he set about butchering the sheep with care, for if he could preserve this meat in part by jerking it, he would not have to go hungry for weeks–it was a three hundred and fifty pound ram.

For fuel, he had to go back through the pass and use his short-hafted ax on the tough timberline trees. Returning with a load of this firewood, he set about his cookery. Even then, he dared not unsaddle his horse, and many a glance he cast at the shadowy mouth of the pass; for if they were following close upon his heels, they would have to come at him through this doorway. No matter how many, he was grimly confident that he could close that door and bolt it with bullets from the rifle.

By noon, he began his cookery; he did not finish it until evening, which came on early and cold when the sun got behind the western heights and all the valley was flooded with chill shadow. It had not been a very neat job. His fingers were scorched, and half of the meat was rather burned than cooked, besides which, a great deal of it would have to be seasoned yet more with heat before he could hope to preserve it. However, he felt that a day or two of the fierce white sun of these uplands would finish the cure, and so he rolled up the rest of his supply in the big sheepskin and prepared to find a shelter for the night.

He was drawing up the cinches of his saddle when a shadow of danger crossed his mind, and, whirling about, he saw a horseman coming toward him, not from the mouth of the stone pass, but in the opposite direction. Even at that distance, he could see that it was a big man, on a big horse, and through the shadows he made out a horizontal gleam balanced across the pommel of the saddle; a mountaineer with a rifle in readiness, then!

He made no secret of his own precautions, but threw his gun across the hollow of his left arm and placed a finger on the trigger. Then he watched the other come up as a lookout watched the approach of a strange ship at sea–a ship at sea in the days of pirates and the buccaneers.

Looming first as a tall, imposing form, the stranger now appeared at close range rather a gaunt figure, his face overshadowed with a beard of many days’ growth, and his clothes loose and ragged to a surprising degree. With a keen eye he looked upon John Signal, a keen and sunken eye, and then made a little gesture of greeting, half a wave of the hand, half a military salute.

Signal merely nodded, and kept the gun in readiness.

“You raised quite a smoke, young feller,” said the man of the mountains. “I see that you got a bighorn. Your first?”

And his lips twitched a little in a very faint smile beneath his beard. Signal suddenly felt very keenly his youth and his inexperience. He freshened his grip upon the rifle, as the thing which made him equal to any man! And then his sense of good manners returned to him.

“If you’re hungry,” he said, “get down and eat!”




CHAPTER TWO

The unshaven mountaineer did not hesitate.

“I could use a bit of mutton,” he said, and swung his leg over the cantle of his saddle.

He moved slowly, very like a man who is numbed by cold, and then sat down cross-legged on a stone beside the cooked meat which was pointed out by Signal.

“It’s coming on cold, ain’t it?” said the stranger.

“It’s pretty cold,” admitted Signal, and kicked together the last embers of the fire, so that a blaze jumped up. Doing this, he kept his face constantly, watchfully, toward the stranger. He had laid aside his rifle, but he had a Colt loose in the holster at his right thigh, and his right hand was never far from the projecting handle.

He felt that he had some reason for this caution. There was something wolfish about the manner of the stranger in eating–something wolfish, also, in his way of turning his eye upon Signal. Part by part, the boy felt himself surveyed–his boots, even, his revolver–the rifle he had put aside–the heavy belt of ammunition which loosely sagged about his hips.

With amazing speed, the mountaineer had devoured a quantity of the mutton. Now he leaned back against the rock.

“Got the makings?” he inquired.

With his left hand, Signal extracted brown papers and Bull Durham from his pocket and passed them over, watching critically while the other made his smoke with stumbling fingers, lighted it, and drew in great drafts so deep that very little of the smoke appeared again when he blew it forth.

“You hunt, maybe?” asked Signal, allowing his curiosity the satisfaction of a single question.

“I hunt now and then,” said the other.

He nodded after he had answered; his eyes had grown strangely sleepy and a vague smile appeared beneath his beard. Then he jerked up his head, suddenly awake.

“You don’t pack a knife, I see.”

“I have a knife here.”

“That’d never pass for a knife–not if you have to live up here for a spell. Look at this one. It’s the best German steel.”

He displayed it, accordingly–a hunting knife with a long and a heavy blade.

“I’m a little short,” said he. “I’m a little short of bullets. I’d trade that for a handful out of your belt, youngster.”

“It’s worth a good deal more,” answered Signal.

“I know it is. But I can’t expect to make a good trade at this end of the world. You throw in as many bullets as you want.”

“And where shall I get more up here?” asked Signal.

“Why, you’ll have enough to see yourself through, I suppose. You’re not going to camp up here for ever, young feller?”

“No. But ammunition may be worth more than gold,” said Signal.

“Why, then,” replied the other, “I’ve got another knife. I can get along without this one. Suppose that we say only half a dozen cartridges?”

“And I take the knife?”

“I’ve got another as good,” explained the stranger. “A few cartridges would be saving me from a long trip.”

He looked with such earnestness at young Signal that the latter hesitated and, for a fraction of an instant, turned his eyes upward in thought. Charity is highly commendable. He could live very well without another knife, but this ragged man of the mountains seemed desperately cornered. So thinking, with the scales turning to the side of kindness, John Signal saw a floating bird high above him, and knew the flight of a golden eagle–drifting across the range, perhaps, to drop on some prey in the richer lowlands.

Then his glance flickered down, and he was in time to observe the last of a lightning movement which brought a Colt from somewhere about the person of a stranger and leveled it at the head of his host. There was hardly more chance to outspeed that gesture than there would have been, say, to beat the flick of a cat’s paw when it has started toward the mouse. And young John Signal was too bewildered to even attempt resistance.

“I tried to treat you white,” said the other, “but you wouldn’t have that. Now you’re gunna get hell, instead. I’ll take that whole gunbelt, kid. Just unbuckle that belt and let her drop, will you? Bein’ special careful about what your fingers do at the time of unbuckling.”

Totally outraged, the boy exclaimed: “You’ve been fed when you were starving, stranger. Is this your comeback to me?”

“Son,” said the other, pushing himself up to his feet with the same clumsy movement which Signal had noticed when he dismounted, “I’ll tell you how it is. There’s some that’s able to do the way they’re done by; and there’s some that ain’t got a chance unless they do a mite more.”

He rendered justice to his own wit with a broad, slow grin, and this was the thing which unbalanced the scales for Signal. If he had been one of those cautious and thoughtful beings to whom probabilities mattered in a pinch, he never would have done the thing which, in the first place, drove him away from his home; but now he was in loftier regions–above the law. And he felt a pain in his temples, which was the beating of his blood there. Then he went for his Colt.

He was well-covered at the instant. There was no chance that he would escape being shot through and through. But he merely gambled savagely against fate that the bullet would not strike him in a fatal spot, or would, at least, leave him enough life to enable him to send home his own shot. So he twisted himself sidewise as he snatched out the revolver.

And the gun of the stranger remained silent! Instead of firing, he raised his own weapon like a club and lurched in at the boy. Far better for him if he had run at an upreared grizzly! A young grizzly, say, unhampered by fat, unwieldy bulk, sickness, or wounds.

The gun of Signal was ready for work while still the stranger was plunging in, and a rash or careless workman would certainly have pulled the trigger; but Signal was one of those rare creatures who can drop an old thought and find a new one in the course of a single second, or a split part thereof. So he noted that the game of bullets had been thrown aside and another sport put in its place.

It was not for nothing that he had grown up in the streets of his town where the tough jaws of hard-fisted young Mexicans had to be cracked, and where the boys from the range came in for a fight or a frolic like troops of young lions. In that town, he had been the acknowledged master. If there was a hard look about his stern young features, it was because, perhaps, they had been beaten to that texture by the knuckles of his peers in many a grand battle.

So he abandoned the thought of using his trigger finger, and, instead, he shot a well-timed uppercut just under the chin of the other. It lifted the hat from the head of this stranger and tossed all his long, unkempt hair upward as though in a puff of wind; it stopped his rush; it caused the revolver to drop from his nerveless hand; it made him waver in a balance from toe to heel. Then his knees buckled and he sank slowly down.

Signal picked up the fallen revolver and stepped back, with both hands armed, but the instant his left hand took the burden of the other’s gun, he knew what had happened. The Colt was totally empty. It had been merest bluff that caused the bearded fellow to draw the revolver!

Half stunned, as yet, the stranger supported himself upon one hand and knee while his eyes slowly cleared. He shook his head, like a dog trying to get the water out of its pelt; then he staggered to his feet again.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Signal sharply.

“Kid,” said the other, facing the pair of guns undauntedly, “I tried a crooked move on you, and you called me. Well, you hold the cards. I never had a play in the game, anyway. My gun was as empty as the belly of a starved wolf.”

“You hadn’t a shot left. I could tell that by the heft of your Colt. But what’s paralyzed you? I never saw a man go down so dead from such a tap!”

“Tap?” grinned the other with surprising good nature. “You may call it that; it felt like the tap of a sledge hammer, to me. But I haven’t had a mouthful of chuck for five days, son. That’s what softened my joints, if that’s what you mean!”

Instantly Signal believed. It explained the slowness of the other’s movements–except that lightning flash when the gun had been drawn. It explained the wolfing of the mutton, and the sunken eyes, and the gauntness of the form which made the coat fit so loosely.

“I’m sorry,” said he. “If you’d come cleaner, this wouldn’t have happened. Are you feeling better now?”

“My jaw’ll be loose on its hinges for a couple of weeks,” replied the other with a perfect good nature, “but otherwise, I’ll soon be all right.”

“Will you tell me why you had to starve?”


“I’m up here waiting for pals,” said the stranger.

Signal stared.

“Up to starving time?”

“My pals would never go back on me,” replied the other. “They may be slow in coming, but they’re sure to arrive.”

“Then why not live on horse, for a while?” asked Signal.

The other turned and regarded his horse. It was a tall, clean-limbed bay, sleek and trim from living in the mountain pastures.

“That horse and me,” said he, “have played tag with hell together too often for me to tap him on the head because of my belly. I’ve sure envied him that there talent for living on grass, the last week. But outside of that, I’ve never given him a hard thought. Live on Shanks, there? It’d be like cannibalism, partner!”

Signal hesitated no longer. From his cartridge belt he took out a dozen cartridges–more precious than gold, perhaps, they might prove to him! And he presented them together with the empty gun to the other.

“For the price of the knife?” asked the stranger eagerly.

“For the sake of your horse,” smiled John Signal, “and for your sake too, partner!”




CHAPTER THREE

Friendship is not sold by the yard; neither is it traded for merchandise; but it is rather like gold, and sometimes the hardest rocks give the richest strike. These two, who had stood on the verge of a life and death battle, now looked upon each other with kindly eyes. Unhesitatingly, Signal turned his back upon the stranger and finished the cinching of his horse, conscious that his back was guarded from danger by more than leveled guns! And he said, as he turned:

“You’d better help yourself to some more of that meat, old man. You may need it before you get in your next shot.”

“Where are you bound?” asked the other with curiosity.

“Yonder,” said Signal.

“Over the range?”

“Most likely.”

“To Monument, I suppose?”

“Monument? What’s that?”

“You ain’t heard of that?”

“You mean the mining town? The silver mines?”

“What else?”

“I’ve heard of that. Whereabouts does it lie?”

At this, the stranger stared at him in some wonder.

“You beat me,” said he. “As sure as my name is Henry–“ He paused, cutting himself very short, and went on: “You don’t know Monument?” It was as if he had said: “You don’t know the sun?”

“I don’t know the place. I’ve never been there.”

“You’re from the hind side of the range, are you?”

“Yes, from over there.”

“You don’t have to cover up with me,” said the other, smiling most disarmingly again. “You’re on the run, kid, I suppose. Well, that’s your business. I’m on the run, too. That is to say, more or less. I’ve had to hop a dozen times in my life. I still hop, now and then. If you want to tell me who you are–it goes. If you don’t I shut up. But my name is Henry Colter.”

There was enough force in that name to make Signal, who had just buckled the last cinch, wheel about, his shoulders flattened against the ribs of his horse.

“You’re Colter!” he exclaimed.

“That’s me.”

“Well, I’m damned!”

“To think you had me down, eh?” grinned the other. “I suppose it does seem a little funny; but, as you’ve seen for yourself, I’m not as hard as they’ve made me out, all these years!”

His words came dimly to the ears of John Signal, who was seeing many strong images that rushed up into his mind. There was a picture of a big, rugged fellow, riding a mustang through the streets of the town, burdened with revolvers and a long rifle. That was Dan Garrison, bound outward, men said, to ride until he found death or the life of Henry Colter. Dan Garrison never had come again. He had found the end of his trail, and Colter’s superior gun had won. And there was Ned Levis, famous for his dapperness and his savage fighting, who had been brought down the Bender Creek to the town, five long years before, and had lain for three days in bed before he died, more of exhaustion from the loss of blood than because of the terrible wounds which the bullets of his conqueror had driven through his body. Henry Colter was that conqueror.

Those were two overt pictures, so to speak. But there was much else, such as the wild tales of robbery and murder which, from time to time, drifted upon the tongues of men, not quite enough substantiated to appear in the public press, which rather referred to Colter as “celebrated” than “notorious.” He was one of those men really wanted for a hundred crimes, but not yet outlawed because he had not actually been tried and found guilty for any important action. For he had lived not on the “hind side” of the range, but on the western front of it, where the law had not yet established itself. He had kept ahead of the sheriff, so to speak. And, though all the world knew that he was a criminal, there was probably not a warrant in existence for his arrest.

So famous was this Henry Colter that young Signal looked upon him agape.

“My God,” said he, “but I’ve heard a lot and a lot about you, Colter!”

“Have you?” said the other, not unpleased. “And pretty near all bad, I take it?”

“They say that you shoot straight–and you’re square with your pals,” said the boy, who had much to learn of diplomacy in this strangely tangled world of ours. However, he was talking with one who was quite indifferent to most criticism.

“If they say that, they say enough,” said Colter. “I don’t ask for any more. I shoot straight, and I stand for my pals–all them that stand for me! Now, kid, where d’you aim to ride that hoss tonight–or are you still upstage with me?”

The boy canted his ear a little, at this unfamiliar slang. It was a less sophisticated world than that of today, when all the side-talk of a dozen professions is spilled abroad through the newspapers and shop-talk finds its way into the conversation of the most uninitiated.

However, he could understand the meaning of Colter, and he hesitated a little, not only because of what he would have to say, if he answered at all, but because there was a weight upon his heart when he even thought of the thing which sent him from Bender City to the highlands. He sighed, and instantly the words came.

“They want me for murder at my home town. That’s my story. My name is John Signal.”

The other nodded.

“I knew it was a killing,” he said, unshocked.

“Will you tell me how you happened to guess that?” asked Signal anxiously.

“You haven’t got the story branded into your forehead,” smiled the other. “That needn’t bother you, if that’s what you mean. But folks have to have a reason for coming up to this section of the world. And, after I saw the way you tickled that revolver and danced it out under my nose, why, I didn’t have to ask any more questions. It was guns that made you leave your home town; and you’d shoot too straight not to kill your man!”

This simple analysis left Signal a little bewildered. The other went on genially: “They ran you out, then?”

“I didn’t stay to be run out,” said he. “I knew that they’d be after me.”

“Self-defense, son,” said the experienced Colter. “That’s the gag to use on them–so long as the shooting is done from in front!”

The boy shrugged his shoulders.

“It was done from in front, but it was the son of the judge who dropped.” He exploded angrily: “Damn him, he’d been trading on his father’s name all his life. He tried to walk on me!”

The other grinned broadly.

“And you couldn’t reach him with your fists?”

“It was poker,” said John Signal. “He began to talk and tap the table with his Colt. A man can’t stand for that!”

“He had his gun out?”

“He did.”

“Did other people see it?”

“Two sneaking cronies of young Bill Hampton.”

“They’d testify against you?”

“Of course they would. They’re both employed by the judge. I didn’t have a chance.”

Colter held his peace for a serious instant. Then:

“What do you aim at?”

“A new start in life,” said the boy gloomily. “That’s the only thing that I can do.”

“And why not a start in Monument?”

“I’ve got to avoid towns–and the law!”

Colter laughed.

“You think that they’ll pepper the whole countryside with men looking for you, and a thousand-dollar reward. They won’t! On the hind side of the mountains, the law’s a growed-up man. But over yonder it goes on bare feet and ain’t as big as a baby. In Monument there ain’t any law to speak of. Not for a man that wears two guns and can use ‘em! Monument, my boy. That’s the home that’s waiting for you!”

“What would I do?” sighed Signal. “I’m not a miner.”

Colter laughed again.

“Who goes to a mining town to mine? Only the suckers–and five or six lucky devils. The rest go there to get their honey without working!”

“I don’t know what you mean by that.”

“You know me, kid!”

“Yes.”

“What sort of work do I do?” Then, as the boy was silent, he went on: “Your best plan is as plain as the nose on your face. The thing for you to do is to stay here with me until my chums come along. Then throw in with me. That’s the absolute ticket! Why, kid, I’ll roll you in money.”

He explained, during the next pause: “That sounds a lot–from a starved man that didn’t have even a bullet for his guns, eh? But wait and see. Today or tomorrow, the boys I’m waiting for will be up here. We head straight down for Monument. I’ll show you who’s king there, old-timer.”

Signal shook himself like a man rousing from a profound sleep. He said rapidly:

“That’s a kind offer. I take it that way. But the fact is that I want to go straight. You see how it is–I’m willing to work. I don’t mind work. I’ve worked before!”

The other chuckled, unabashed.

“Is that it?” said he. “Well, they all start like that, and feeling that way. The books say that the crooks have got to go down. Sure, because the books only know about the ones that have been caught. Well, I’m forty, and never saw the inside of a jail. You try working. But on Saturday night, you come around and talk to me!”




CHAPTER FOUR

Like a hot toddy, the sense of his own virtue warmed the heart of John Signal through three bleak, beautiful days among the highlands, during which he shuddered at night beneath his blankets in the cold, and during the day drove gradually across the range until he came on the third afternoon to a lofty platform, held up as upon stilts, to view the lower regions around him. He saw almost as far as the human eye can reach, for the mountain air was pure and still–distance made objects dwindle in size but hardly obscured their features, except to the south where a reddish haze, like smoke, continually poured upward from the earth to the upper air. That was the desert, as he knew, over whose face the wind is never still, picking up sands and sifting them eternally through the sieve of the air.

Out of that desert mist, while he watched, he saw a streak of black moving, making a pencil line which broadened and evaporated toward the rear as it ran straight on in front toward a range of hills–ran very slowly, but never stopping. He marveled only for a moment, for then he knew that it was a train heading north. The patience of the mountains was upon Signal, and he watched, amused, while the pencil stroke ran on to the foot of the hills where a gap opened among them. There it stopped at a number of houses, clustered close.

Where was the railroad pointed? Not, surely, at this insignificant village which, nevertheless, seemed to be the terminal of the line. But beyond the broad heaps of the hills there was a small valley with a curving gleam of water down its center; and where the river flowed from the western hills, a town appeared, stretched out along the river edges. Still further west, the hills ran against the knees of great mountains which suddenly stood up against the sky, one of them loftier than all the rest with sides more rigidly straight and a great white hat upon its head. By many a description he knew that mountain. It was Monument, and therefore the town beside the river had likewise the same name. That was Monument, to which Colter had commended him.

He frowned at the thought. In making that recommendation, Colter had clearly pointed out that there was little likelihood of proper work being found in the town, except for a gun-fighter or a hanger-on.

But the rigid sense of his own virtue which had supported the boy so stoutly during these past days now faltered a little. What, otherwise, was he to do? To ride on into the unknown, and, at last, find obscure work on a ranch, riding herd? All the miseries of that labor came up in his mind–the blinding hot August days, and the winter blizzards–the weaklings of March which had to be tailed up endlessly–the continual labor, the dirty, ignorant companions, the poor food.

Suddenly the boy put his conscience asleep by saying to himself that he would venture down to the lowlands and find Monument and then–see what might happen to him. Not that he deliberately chose a lawless life, but, having once ridden to the highlands above the law, it seemed a dreary descent to go back to the common ways of common men!

So he rode down for Monument.

It was no easy ride. That which his eye had seen, striking straight across the valley, as a bird might fly, was in reality many a long mile. He came down to the level, however, in the dusk of the day, and there he camped. In the gray morning he rode on up the valley, keeping close to the bank of the river when he had reached that water. It flowed with a hurrying murmur and he smiled a little as he watched it, wondering how much he could have learned from that continual whispering.

The valley narrowed to a pass between two hills, the river cutting a gorge, and, following a trail over the first hill, he came to the top and had his first near view of Monument, laid out like a little map at his feet.

He was amazed by it! For the stories he had heard of mining camps usually figured forth scanty shacks of thin wood, collected largely from packing cases, and patched with canvas–jumbles of dugouts, lean-tos, dog-tents thrown confusedly together. But Monument was different. There appeared before the startled eye of the boy a city of broad streets and structures up to three stories, built of adobe, frame, or brick. Even while he watched, he saw a long procession of wagons, loaded with lumber, come trundling down the main street on the right bank of the river, drawn by great teams of mules. At the chuckholes the teams paused, shocked to an instant’s halt, and then lurched ahead again, all hitting their collars with one rhythm while the loud voices of the drivers and the crackling of the big wheels came up to John Signal clearly and yet at such a distance that he was reminded of the music of the bees and the whirring wings of birds in the tableland of the mountains through which he had just passed.

It was no scraggling frontier town, but seemed built for permanence and pleasure as well as utility. Each bank of the river had been made into a park, the tall trees which originally stood there in imposing files having been miraculously preserved from the hungry axes of the miners. And Signal at last shook his head in doubt, for it seemed impossible that such a place should be free from the influence of the law.

He jogged his gelding down the slope, still scanning the town and the country all about it. It was a mining town set in the heart of a cow country. All the hills, at a little distance, were freckled with live stock, and as he came down again toward the river, he saw a pair of punchers bringing in a hundred beeves toward the town–for the butchers, no doubt. And even those scores of fat steers would not last long among the thronging crowds of the city of Monument.

When he joined the trail, he fell in with the rearward puncher and helped him round into the crowd a runaway.

“Are you an old hand here at Monument?” asked Signal.

“I’m about as old as any,” said the puncher, who was a man of thirty-five. “I’ve worked cows around these parts for eleven year.”

“And worked silver too, I suppose?”

“I never took nothing out of the ground,” answered the other. “What I say is: If you want to stay above ground, you better work there. Them that take the cash out of the rocks give their lives in exchange, before very long. That’s a bang up hoss you got there.”

“He’s not bad,” admitted the boy, pleased.

“A cuttin’ hoss, I’d say, by the way that he pointed that hunk of beef back into the herd.”

It was an ugly roan that Signal bestrode, with jutting hip bones and a ewe neck and a great Roman nose and ears that perpetually sagged back.

“It’s a cutting hoss, too,” said Signal.

“Looks a pile more like a camel than it does like a hoss,” went on the puncher, “but by the looks of its legs, I could tell. Give a hoss a middle piece and four real legs, and he’s worth something.”

“He stands over some ground,” pointed out the boy, well pleased by this appreciation of a favorite.

“And you gotta use plenty of canvas to make cinches for him.”

“He can last,” agreed Signal. “He can run all day. Can’t you, Grundy?”

Grundy tossed his head and snorted, and flicked his ears back and forth, annoyed.

“He’s got the temper of an old woman,” commented Signal. “He’d as soon eat you as a bale of hay. His idea of a good game is to get a man down and walk up and down his frame. But he’s all horse, and he has a head on his shoulders. That’s what counts, I suppose.”

“Of course it is,” agreed the other. “I wouldn’t mind owning a hoss like that, myself. He’s got a turn of speed, I’d hope?”

“Yep. He’d surprise you.”

“What kind of a price would you put on him?”

“More than you’d want to pay, partner,” said the boy amicably. “He’s worth more to me in my line of work than he would be to you in yours.”

“Is that so? And what might your line of work be?”

Signal hesitated. What, after all, was his line of work? To keep his hide and head intact, first and foremost, and for that purpose, of course the horse was invaluable to him.

“I’m drifting on a long march,” he said in indirect answer. “I’m piling off on a mighty long march, and of course I wouldn’t be selling the best thing I got before I start.”

“Are you gunna make a richer strike than Monument?” asked the puncher, with a grin. And he looked Signal up and down with a flick of his eyes which might have meant nothing, and which might have meant a great deal.

The second puncher came up.

“Here’s a kid,” said the first one, “who’s about to make a long march. A mighty long march. I dunno that he knows where!”

The heart of Signal began to beat fast and his color altered a little, for he saw that they were beginning to suspect something about him. The second puncher laughed.

“Maybe it ain’t what’s before but what’s behind that makes him ride,” was the latter’s comment.

Signal reined up his horse.

“What are you fellows driving at?” he asked in resentment.

They made no answer, but worked slowly on after the herd, talking to one another, and not to him.

He looked after them in some dismay, and, making a grim resolution that he would never again allow himself to be tricked into conversation about his own goals and destinies, he cantered up the road again, passed the herd without giving the drovers a glance, and rode on toward the town.

In a few moments, he was within the verge of the city of Monument, and the sounds of the place gathered about him like the ripple of waters about the ears of a swimmer.

So, determined to keep rigidly upon his guard, and to set a special watch over his tongue, he moved on, glancing to the left and right, and feeling extraordinarily like an escaped prisoner, returning to his jail.

Who would attempt to lock the door upon him?




CHAPTER FIVE

He found the streets of Monument broad and fairly clean, though deeply rutted by the wheels of the great wagons which constantly were jolting and jarring through them, in all weathers of the years. The scheme of the town was pleasant enough, the upper stories of the buildings projecting out well above the lower, and being supported on strong pillars of adobe or brick or wood which rose from the outer edge of the sidewalks. In the shade of the arcades thus made, the citizens of Monument walked to and fro, sometimes almost lost in the shadow, but at the street corners emerging suddenly into the brightness of the sunlight, so that the boy was amazed by such types of clothes and people as he never had seen. Looking down from the height of his saddle, he stared at the headgear in particular and observed derbies, high silk hats most absurdly out of place, common felts of gray and brown, and the sloppy, wide-brimmed black felt which was so common all through the West, turning green with age and much sunshine; there were caps, and the peaked straw hats of Mexicans, and the flatter straw hats of others; there were sun helmets, and there were the towering, massive sombreros, sometimes flecked with metal work of varying kinds.
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