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  Chapter One

  The desert road led up a long acclivity toward the mesa. On either side the grotesque branches of the Joshua trees, resembling long, green, bristle brushes, were tipped with clusters of white blossoms. Between clumps of juniper and yucca, among patches of gray sage, little red and yellow flowers peeped forth in radiant bloom, lending an unaccustomed flow of color to the saffron-tinted earth. The sun swam in a cloudless, high-arched sky of blue, and struck fires of brilliancy from the green and crimson stains on mineral rocks. A breath of wind laved a land of desolate, unending distances, cooling and soothing in subtle mockery of the inferno’s blistering blast soon to come. It was the brief season of the desert spring.

  The road was a cushion of dust in which the wheels of a buckboard, drawn by two sturdy grays, moved noiselessly. But the familiar sounds of slow travel were audible—creak of harness, squeak of floor board, the crunch of hoofs. And there was dust, and noonday heat, and the scent of sweating horses. In the buckboard were two people, a man, who was driving, and a girl. The man was short, slender, with prominent knees and a stoop, but displaying a wiry strength in his movements that belied a first impression of frailty. He was not young. There was an intricate network of wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, his neck was seamed and lined, and gray hair showed under his headgear. His neck and gnarled hands were burned a deep brown, but his face was of a lighter shade, almost rosy. His eyes were of a washed-out blue, and constantly twinkling. He wore faded blue overalls, riding boots, flannel shirt, a hat with a medium brim, undented high crown, and adorned with a narrow, fanciful band of leather.

  The girl was a blonde with laughing gray eyes that were frequently serious, rather full-lipped and soft-cheeked, but not enough so to be merely pretty, or really beautiful. Her face and smile indicated a likeable personality; her eyes mirrored a certain strength of character while frankly flashing a question. She seemed cool, radiant, composed, glowingly healthful in a neat blue suit and snug blue turban. The wisps of hair that peeped from beneath the turban were the color of spun gold in the dazzling sunlight.

  “You say, Mister Crossley . . . but I believe you told me you wished me to call you Jim?” She favored the man with a smile that caused him to catch up on the lines with a jerk.

  “Jim it is, Miss Farman,” he said. “It’s what most of ’em call me. My name’s Crossley, all right, but Jim’s easier on the breath an’ the ear, I reckon.”

  “Very well, Jim.” The girl laughed lightly, easily, reassuringly. “Jim, what did you say was the name of my uncle’s place?”

  “Rancho del Encanto,” Jim recited with a lingering accent.

  “Spanish, of course. And what does it mean, Jim?”

  “Means ‘Ranch of Enchantment’ or something like that.” Jim reached for the plug of tobacco in his hip pocket, remembered just in time, and sighed. Hard luck, this, hard work driving a team without the comforting taste of strong tobacco. But wasn’t Miss Hope Farman a lady? And wasn’t she a New Englander? He didn’t know exactly what a New Englander was, although he knew they came from the East, but the housekeeper had warned him to be careful when he had left the ranch the day before to go to the distant railway station. Well, he would play safe; he would forego the chew.

  They were nearing the mesa and the girl looked back over the gray and yellow expanse of desert. Rancho del Encanto—enchantment in this wild and lonely desolation? Perhaps the wife of her uncle, Nathan Farman, had so named the ranch. Perhaps she had found enchantment there; surely she had found love. Her uncle never had remarried after his wife’s death. He had written of her often. He had sorrowed long and deep after he had lost her. It was one reason why Hope Farman had decided to visit him and spend the summer on his ranch.

  The girl looked long and wonderingly at the desert. It seemed so empty! It was so utterly devoid of life. Even with its scant vegetation, it appeared bare. The green grass and trees of her native Connecticut! The contrast was so vivid, had been brought about so suddenly after her long journey, that it left her numbed by its very reality. She found it hard to adjust her mind to the new order of things inanimate. But it interested her, as did Jim Crossley, who handled the horses so easily that he appeared to drive by instinct.

  “Do you know, Jim,” she said suddenly, “do you know . . .” She hesitated.

  “Nope, I reckon I don’t, ma’am.”

  “I don’t believe half what I’ve read and heard of the West,” she said boldly.

  “Don’t blame you a bit, ma’am. There’s liars in all countries.”

  She looked at him quickly. He had subtly turned the edge of her point. If his reply was a sample of the dullness of the desert breed, it occurred to her that she had been misinformed in a quarter she had not suspected.

  “I mean, Jim, that I’m minded to think some of the things that have taken place out here have been exaggerated,” she explained.

  “Mebbe so,” he considered. “An’ I reckon half ain’t been told about some of ’em.”

  The horses pulled up a last stiff piece of grade and came out upon the mesa. Then the wind hit them. It was a chilling wind, sweeping down the great trough east of the foothills of the Sierras. League on league the desert stretched northward and eastward, rimmed by jagged mountains, naked save for a veil of blue haze.

  Hope Farman caught her breath at the stupendous sight. Gone were the fantastic Joshua trees, the junipers, and the yucca, gone were all the beautiful flowers.

  “Why, it’s changed!” she exclaimed.

  Jim shrugged, made another false move toward his hip pocket, and shook out the lines. “Yep, she’s a tough proposition from here on in,” he announced. “Nuthin’ but greasewood an’ sage till we get pretty close to the ranch. We come on it sudden like . . . off there.” He pointed toward the northwest and the foothills.

  “Is it all like this at the ranch?” she asked with a feeling of revulsion.

  “Nope. There’s trees there, an’ water.”

  She smiled at him gratefully. That was it. Water! It was the water she missed so acutely. There was so little of it. They were carrying it in bags. They hadn’t passed a single water hole or spring since leaving the small town at the railroad. It was good to know there was water somewhere in that barren country.

  “Are there any towns . . . places of interest . . . near here?” she asked.

  Jim motioned eastward. “Bandburg’s off there. Mining town. Ever hear of a glory hole? Bandburg’s got one. They’re scooping the gold out of the mountain like it was soft coal! They’ve gutted the hill five million dollars’ worth already.”

  Hope was thrilled. She always had associated the thought of the desert with gold. Here was evidence that it was not a fallacy that the two words were synonymous.

  Jim was pointing again, northeastward this time. “Death Valley’s up there. Can’t see it. Too far away an’ the Slate range shuts it off. Panamint’s on this side an’ Funeral Mountains on the other.”

  She had heard of it, a dreaded sink in the desert, sometimes white as though covered with the dust of powdered skulls, glowing with color at sunset, practically waterless, below the level of the sea.

  “How did it get that name?” she inquired.

  “Bunch of Mormons, headed for the gold fields, tried to cross it an’ died there,” Jim replied. “Plenty has died there since,” he added as an afterthought.

  Slowly the significance of his laconic speech dawned upon her. It was the water. It made her thirsty, and she said so. Jim drew a drink from one of the water bags.

  Refreshed, she again scanned the far-flung reaches of desert. The mesa was a long tableland and the horses were taking it at a jog trot. In the north it sloped down into a great basin. The wind had freshened and Hope took her coat from the back of the seat and put it on. She saw what appeared to be a dark, filmy cloud in the basin. She pointed to it and remarked about it.

  “That’s dust, ma’am,” said Jim readily. “We skirt the basin on the west an’ mebbe we won’t get much of it. It’s mighty dusty in here when it blows.”

  They rode on in silence. Jim, on such short acquaintance, was naturally reticent. Hope was turning over in her mind the many remarkable things she had read and heard of in this new land, in which she intended to stay several months. The nature of the landscape seemed to inspire silence. But Hope had been bred where conversation is a habit. Besides, she was curious. After all, it was an astonishing adventure—this change from the soft, æsthetic beauty of her native New England to the forbidding, sinister land that lay spread out before her. That it held a menace, she sensed, rather than knew; the thing she did not realize was that she had yet to learn the inexorable nature of that menace.

  “We never see anyone,” she complained suddenly. “There isn’t a single living thing in sight except a few wandering birds, and I feel that they have gotten here by mistake.”

  “There ain’t much travel in this direction,” Jim commented. “Your uncle’s is the only ranch in here. If we was to see anybody sloping this way, I’d be curious.”

  “Why? They might be going to the Rancho del Encanto.”

  “They might,” was Jim’s matter-of-fact rejoinder.

  “There’s a certain element of mystery in your replies, Jim,” said the girl in a tone that hinted of severity. “Has there been any . . . is there ever any trouble at the ranch?”

  “Hasn’t been any all winter, ma’am.” Jim was giving the horses closer attention.

  “I believe you are trying to intrigue my curiosity,” she said reprovingly. “Next thing you will be telling me there are outlaws in the country.” She had read of outlaws and she awaited his reply with amused interest.

  “Mendicott’s still here somewheres,” he said with a drawl, favoring her with a side glance.

  “Mendicott? Who is he?”

  “An outlaw just like you mentioned, ma’am.”

  “But, what kind of an outlaw?”

  Jim’s right hand got clear into his hip pocket and was closing on the plug of tobacco before he recollected his decision. He withdrew it reluctantly. “He’s the regular kind, ma’am.” His drawl was now pronounced.

  “But what does he do?”

  “He does a general outlawin’ business, ma’am. Takes what he wants an’ don’t bother ’bout receipts.”

  Hope Farman’s chin tilted a bit. “I suppose it’s impossible to catch him,” she observed, mildly sarcastic.

  “Has been so far,” answered Jim cheerfully.

  “Do they . . . the authorities . . . know where he is?”

  “They think they do,” replied Jim, grinning.

  “Then why is it that they don’t go in force and capture him?” the girl demanded.

  “He throws a wicked gun for one thing,” drawled Jim patiently. “Then he usually ain’t where they think he is, an’ it irritates him an’ his gang to be follered.”

  Hope’s chin went up another degree and she regarded the little driver coldly. “Then I am to assume that the authorities cater to the whims of this desperado?”

  “They sure do, ma’am, most of ’em bein’ men of family.”

  “Humph!” It was a prim exclamation, but the girl managed to put considerable feeling into it. “Do you know what I would like to see, Jim?”

  “People, probably,” Jim conjectured.

  “Yes, and one . . . ah . . . character in particular.”

  Jim looked at her speculatively. “An outlaw?” he ventured.

  She shook her head a bit disdainfully. “No, I can’t say I am particularly interested in that class of misguided humanity. I’d like to see one of these famous men of yours, the specimen that is tall, broad-shouldered, slim-waisted, and tanned a beautiful brown, that can ride the wild horses, and throw a lariat without ever missing, and draw his revolver and fire it and hit the mark before you can wink an eye, and . . . and all that. What do you call them . . . buckaroos? Are there any buckaroos on Rancho del Encanto, Jim?”

  “Nope, I reckon not,” Jim confessed slowly.

  “I thought so!” exclaimed the girl with a note of triumph.

  They had reached the north end of the mesa where the road turned westward in descent. The force of the wind had increased as the afternoon wore on, and now it flung blinding clouds of dust in their faces. The horses snorted and tossed their heads, straining in the harness so that Jim had to keep a tight rein. Hope drew her coat closely about her and buttoned it tightly. The air was growing colder with the approach of sunset. The foothills loomed close ahead through the dust veil. As Jim had said they would come upon the ranch unexpectedly, she felt a growing interest. Suddenly she gripped Jim’s right arm and cried out in excitement.

  “There’s a man on a horse down there!” She pointed eastward into the basin. He looked quickly, nodded, and again gave his entire attention to the horses.

  They came to the rolling ground on the west side of the basin and started north at a brisk trot. The dust swept down upon them. Jim drew a blue bandanna handkerchief over his mouth and nostrils, while the girl buried the lower part of her face in her coat collar for protection. She shielded her eyes with an arm. To the left she saw an opening in the foothills, and through this opening came rolling clouds of dust, riding fiercely on the wind.

  Jim turned to her and shouted: “That’s live dust, ma’am!”

  She looked at him queerly, as if she suspected an awkward jest.

  “I mean it’s kicked up by something that’s alive an’ movin’,” he called. “There! Just what I thought. It’s cattle that’s kickin’ up that fog!”

  Her eyes widened as she caught a glimpse of tossing horns through the dust. The bellowing of cattle came to her ears on the wind. She caught her breath sharply as the horses lunged under Jim’s whip. The buckboard careened as they dashed wildly ahead.


  Chapter Two

  Hope held up her left hand in a futile effort to shield her eyes while she clung to the seat with the other. The road led down for a short distance and then cut straight across in front of the opening. Although she was far from experienced in such matters, the girl realized that the little driver intended to try to cross in front of the onrushing cattle before the maddened animals could reach them. It was the only course left to him. He could not turn around in the narrow road, lined with boulders and rock outcroppings, and to stop would mean merely to await the inevitable in the path of the herd. She heard him swearing, and the words—“Lost Cañon”—came to her. She assumed that it was the name of the opening in the hills.

  The dust stung their faces and nearly blinded them. Hope closed her smarting eyes for a few moments. She opened them when Jim yelled: “They’re drivin’ ’em!”

  A rift in the dust clouds enabled her to determine what he meant. For, at a distance up the cañon, she descried the dim, swift-moving forms of horses and riders. There were men with the cattle. Very likely the herd had gotten away from them. She remembered what she had read of stampedes, and shuddered. Terror seized her, left her white and shaken, clinging to the seat of the swaying buckboard, as Jim flung away the whip he no longer needed.

  The horses were galloping madly and they made the turn at the foot of the grade on two wheels. The buckboard came down with a jolt, bumped and swerved, and again the world was blotted out by a solid wall of dust through which the dying sun shone obscurely in a dull, yellow opaqueness. The effect was weird, uncanny, and added to the terror inspired by the danger of being run over by the oncoming herd. The air was filled with the thunder of pounding hoofs, and the raucous bellowing of the cattle. Jim braced his feet against the dash, leaned forward on the lines, but gave the horses their heads. Then the vanguard of the stampede loomed directly ahead, so close that they could see the wild, red light in the eyes of the frightened animals.

  Jim pulled in on the lines, shouting to the horses, causing them to slacken their pace a bit. Over they went to the right, the buckboard tipping to a dangerous angle, the right wheels nearly buckling. They left the road just ahead of the cattle, now almost upon them, and started down the steep grade into the basin. It was impossible to mark their course any distance ahead because of the dust. The girl was choking, and she saw the wind strip Jim’s hat from his head. The horses plowed through clumps of greasewood and sage; rocks jolted the buckboard until it became a twisting, writhing thing, with no balance of motion, in imminent danger of overturning.

  Hope’s gaze seemed riveted on the flying ground under the light tongue of the vehicle. She dared not look up; she could only hold on with all her strength in the effort to keep in the seat. She glimpsed a streak of gray under the tongue; one of the horses stumbled, recovered; there was a shock as the front wheels struck an obstruction. The right side of the little buckboard was lifted high. She was thrown heavily against Jim. Then came a confused moment and something struck her on the left side and head. It was some moments before she realized she had been thrown.

  She lifted herself and cried out in horror. The buckboard had overturned. The horses were dragging it, and behind it she saw a bobbing object on the ground. It was Jim, still holding to the lines! The dust closed in and shut off the sight.

  She rose from the ground, pains shooting through her left shoulder, a queer tightening in her throat. She saw the gray ledge of rock that had caused the catastrophe. She looked at it dully. A loud bellow sounded above the thundering rumble of flying hoofs and instantly she was aware of her peril. She started to run, stumbled in the sage, fell. In that moment she felt it was no use; she could not hope to escape; the herd was plunging down upon her to pound her to death. And suddenly she was cool. It was as if her mind could not fully grasp the horror of her predicament. It had all happened with such suddenness that it seemed unreal—impossible! In swift retrospect her well-ordered life—calm, punctilious, devoid of thrills, exact—flashed before her in kaleidoscopic review. She felt the hard, sun-baked earth shake under her. The sensation reminded her vaguely of her danger. She gained her feet and a red-hot iron pricked at her right ankle. A sprain! Her temples throbbed. It was almost dark in the swirling dust—so dark she could hardly see the shadow that suddenly loomed over her. She closed her eyes.

  But, instead of the impact of horns or hoofs that she calmly awaited, she felt herself caught up, rudely, unceremoniously, held tightly within an arm, and pressed against leather under which was the feel of playing muscles. Then came motion. She swayed, but the arm held her securely. She recognized the motion. She was on a horse. She opened her eyes, red and smarting, and looked up into the face of a man. Then darkness descended upon her and she was drifting—drifting—slowly out on the tide of oblivion.

  * * * * *

  From a distance, a great distance, it seemed, she heard the ripple of water. It became more and more distinct, closer and closer. It seemed good to hear the water. Gradually she became aware of a luxurious sense of lassitude. It took possession of all her body, and she reveled in it. She felt a soothing coolness on her forehead, her face, her hair, her hands—at her temples. Then a twinge of pain in her right ankle and a dull, aching throb in her left shoulder, and she abruptly regained her normal senses. Her thoughts flashed back to the long, tiresome ride, the wind and dust, the bellowing of the stampeding cattle, the crash of the buckboard, Jim being dragged on the ground, the sprain, the shadow above her.

  She opened her eyes with an effort to see a man leaning over her, applying a wet handkerchief to her temples, holding a canteen in one hand in which water gurgled. She looked into gray eyes—gray eyes, shot with brown. She saw regular features, strong, clear-cut, and a bronzed skin—hair a shade darker than the color of copper against the gray of a big hat, pushed back from the forehead. She saw white, even teeth, a neckerchief of blue, dark blue silk, perhaps.

  “Here, drink some of this.” The voice was a modulated bass, musical in its varying inflections. He held the canteen to her lips and she drank eagerly, watching him the while. When he drew back the canteen, she tried to grasp it, then pouted.

  “In a minute,” he promised. And then: “If I had any whiskey, I’d give you a shot of that, but I guess you don’t need it.”

  She knew she was lying on the ground, but she felt something cushioning her head. She twisted about and saw that it was a coat. His coat, of course. She saw a big, bay horse standing with bridle reins dangling. She had been on that horse, and so had the man. He had come just in time. She remembered the horseman she had seen riding up from the basin. He was doubtless the same rider, she reasoned. It all seemed clear enough—and plausible.

  “Now you can have some more,” came the agreeable, deep voice. “I guess you can have all you want.”

  She drank as much as she wished and, with returning strength, smiled up at him. “Thank you,” she said in a faint voice.

  He rose to his full length, and she looked with wonder at his neat, glove-fitting riding boots, his leather chaparejos, the heavy belt about his slim waist—and then she started. The pearl-handled butt of a huge revolver protruded from a holster strapped about his right thigh over the leather chaps. Then she saw what made the belt heavy. It held a row of cartridges. It was the first time she had seen a man wear a deadly weapon in plain sight, exposed to the view of any who might choose to look, and he wore it naturally, without concern, as a matter of fact. But there was nothing in his bearing to indicate that he wore it as an ornament. Her gaze ranged upward to the soft flannel shirt that covered his broad shoulders, open at the neck, where the scarf was knotted low. Then she looked at him again and found him surveying her coolly while he fashioned a cigarette in his brown, tapering fingers. He was studying her frankly and, she surmised with resentment, curiously. But why should she resent his critical inspection when she had just subjected him to the same examination? She laughed and raised herself on her hands.

  The wind still was blowing, but it was less filled with dust. The cattle were nowhere to be seen. The entrance to the opening in the hills, Lost Cañon, was clear. There was a peculiar stillness, save for the drone of the wind in the endless sage and greasewood. High above the towering hulks of the mountains in the west, billowing white clouds rode the sky like vagrant ships. Crimson spangles strewed the blue with the sunset’s phosphorescence. Streamers of gold wavered like telltale pennants, flinging their reflections to the eastern horizon to crown the lava hills that swam in a sea of color. Her attention was diverted from the glory of the desert sunset as the man snapped a match into flame and held it to his cigarette.

  “You’ll be all right now,” he told her. “I must look after your man.”

  “Is he . . . badly hurt?” she called as he moved away.

  “He’s busted up some, but I reckon he’ll make the grade,” he said over his shoulder.

  As he walked rapidly away, Hope rose unsteadily to her feet. She sat down again promptly, for the pain in her swollen ankle was unbearable. She unlaced and removed her shoe. After this operation, which relieved her to an extent, she saw her rescuer returning, bearing a limp burden in his arms. As he approached, she recognized the white face of Jim Crossley, the little driver. She started to cry out, but the man stopped her with a shake of his head.

  He deposited his burden near her and put the coat under Jim’s head. It was a hard struggle for Hope to keep back the tears as she saw Jim open his eyes and wince with pain as the man cut the right sleeve of his shirt and felt of the arm. She knew by his look that the arm was broken. With remarkable dispatch the man improvised splints, set the bone, and completed the job of binding it fast with his scarf and the scarf worn by Jim. Then he gave the little driver a drink of water, and she saw Jim whisper to him.

  “The horses are all right,” said the man. “I’ll have them up here after I make camp. We can’t start on for the ranch till morning.”

  Jim sighed with relief, twisted his head, and beckoned to Hope. She crept to his side, and leaned over to him to catch his words.

  “There’s one of your buckaroos,” he said faintly, indicating the stranger.

  She looked up at the tall man with a smile, and he motioned her away. But she heard him when he again spoke to Jim.

  “Is there anything you want, now, pardner?”

  “The devil, yes!” answered the little driver in a stronger voice. “Get that woman out of sight an’ give me a chew of terbaccy!”


  Chapter Three

  Hope could not help laughing softly to herself as she turned away so that Jim could realize his desire. When she looked at the little driver again, she found him regarding her with a quizzical expression in his mild blue eyes. The stranger disappeared on his horse. The desert twilight came swiftly, and as swiftly the shadows of night descended. When the stranger returned, he was driving two burros, heavily laden. The little animals stood quietly while he removed the packs. They wore no halters, and, when he relieved them of their burdens and the pack saddles, they turned away to graze. He unsaddled his horse, hobbled it, and turned it out. Then he built a fire.

  His movements were methodic, deliberate, but quickly executed, showing plainly that he knew exactly what he was about. He gave the girl an impression of quiet, cool confidence.

  Hope felt thirsty and voiced her want. He brought a canteen, unscrewed the cap, and offered it to her. As she drank, she looked up at him—at his clear-cut profile under the wide brim of his hat, in sharp relief against the ruddy light of the campfire.

  “Thank you,” she said when she had drunk. “Do you know who I . . . who we are?”

  “I know Jimmy, yonder, by sight,” he said casually, screwing the cap on the canteen.

  “I’m Hope Farman,” she volunteered. “I’m going to visit my uncle, Nathan Farman, on Rancho del Encanto.”

  At this he looked at her sharply with a show of interest. Then his face again became expressionless. He turned back to his tasks without replying.

  “Aren’t you going to tell me your name?” she called to him.

  He came back and stood over her, apparently in indecision. “My name is . . . Channing,” he said finally with a light frown.

  “I’m sure my uncle will join me in thanking you, Mister Channing,” said Hope with a feeling that somehow this man resented having to bother with them.

  “Yes, he likely will,” said Channing soberly. “Nate Farman ain’t a bad sort.”

  “Oh, you know him?” said the girl eagerly.

  “I know him by sight,” was the cool rejoinder.

  When he left her again, Hope did not feel inclined to call him back. And Jim Crossley had referred to him as one of her buckaroos. Now that she pondered the matter, she realized that in many ways this man Channing did conform to her conception of a genuine Western man. She felt she was sure he would prove interesting. She wanted to ask him questions. But this wasn’t easy.

  Channing undid the packs and put up a small miner’s tent. In this he made a bed and indicated to Hope that she was to occupy it. She demurred, saying that Crossley was hurt and should have the best accommodations.

  “You’re hurt yourself, I reckon,” observed Channing.

  “My ankle’s twisted, that’s all,” she returned. “It isn’t anything.”

  “No, it doesn’t amount to much, but I guess you’re not as used to the outdoors as Jimmy, there,” he said. “It gets pretty cool on the desert this time of year.”

  Hope’s chin tilted at this. She had at least expected a show of sympathy for her injury. But instead he had agreed it didn’t amount to much.

  He had brought a canteen. “Might be a good thing if you bathed that ankle in cold water,” he said. “I reckon it hurts some.”

  She looked up at him gratefully, but he had gone back to the campfire. She bathed the injured ankle, which had swollen considerably. Meanwhile, Channing busied himself at the fire with frying pans and coffee pot and soon the appetizing odors of frying bacon and strong coffee reminded the girl that she was ravenous.

  He fed them bacon and beans, biscuits and jelly, and coffee.

  Channing made Crossley comfortable with a blanket and the two squares of tarpaulin used as coverings for the packs. Then he again left them, riding his big horse. Hope managed to hobble to Jim’s side. There she sat down on the edge of one of the pieces of tarpaulin.

  “You can look and act as mad as you want,” she said severely to the little driver, “but I’m going to ask you some questions. And don’t forget my uncle wrote me he was sending one of his best men to meet me at the station. If that’s you, I expect you to be friendly.”

  “I don’t want to be anything else, ma’am,” said Jim with a grin.

  The girl touched his good left hand lightly. “I’m sorry you were hurt, Jim. You were foolish to try to hold the horses after the buckboard tipped over, but I know why you did it, I believe. You’re all man, Jim . . . I think that’s a Western saying.”

  “Shucks, I just didn’t have sense enough to let loose,” scoffed Jim.

  Hope laughed. It was impossible not to like the diminutive driver.

  “Jim, who is this man Channing?” she asked, sobering.

  Jim shifted on his hard bed. “I reckon that’s a hard question, ma’am.”

  “But . . . he said he knew you and my uncle,” said the girl, surprised. “That is, he said he knew you by sight, and surely you must know something about him.”

  “Nobody knows much about him,” was the evasive reply. “He keeps in the desert most the time. Wanders around like . . . no place in particular, I guess.”

  “But what does he do . . . what is his business, Jim?”

  “I dunno. Prospector, maybe. Knows cattle, though. I heard he’d been on a ranch or two on the other side of the mountains. He’s a queer sort of duck.”

  “Is he what they call a desert rat?” the girl persisted. “I’ve read of such persons somewhere.”

  “No, ma’am, I don’t reckon he is,” said Jim slowly. “A desert rat is an old prospector who’s been in the desert so long he’s forgot how he got there. This Channing ain’t so old, an’ I can’t say as he’s a prospector. I do know one thing for sure, though, an’ that’s that he ain’t no man to fool with.”

  “Hasn’t he any home?” asked Hope.

  “Well, there’s a powerful stretch of this desert, ma’am, an’ it’s all his home. We’re in his back yard this minute, I reckon.”

  “A desert derelict,” murmured the girl absently.

  “What was that?” asked Jim.

  Before Hope could reply, they heard horses, and Channing emerged from the shadows driving the two grays that had run away ahead of the stampeding cattle. The girl heard Jim grunt with relief and knew he had been worrying about the team. He called to her as she started back toward the tent. “Just wanted you to know, ma’am, I’m right sorry this here all happened!” He raised himself on his good arm. “I didn’t figure on anything like this an' . . .”

  “That’ll do, Jim,” said Hope. “I’m from New England, but I’m not altogether stupid. Anyway, it gave me a chance to meet a buckaroo.”

  She started to hobble back to the tent slowly and painfully when she was suddenly aware of Channing towering at her side.

  “I reckon you’ve just naturally got to be helped,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

  Then he picked her up and carried her to the tent, put her down just within the small opening, and left without further words. Hope, flushed and flustered, sat staring as he replenished the fire. A sudden pound of hoofs brought Channing to his full height. The girl saw him step quickly out of the circle of light into the shadow near her tent. His right hand had darted downward to rest on the butt of the gun on his thigh.

  A rider came quickly into view, checked his horse abruptly, and flung himself from the saddle near the fire. He looked about him and spied Channing. In the few moments before he spoke, Hope had an opportunity to scrutinize him. He was a large man, but evidently of a muscular build. His features were swarthy, his eyes dark, and he had a bristly black mustache. He was dressed much after the manner of Channing himself and wore a gun.

  “Whose outfit is this?” the newcomer demanded harshly.

  Channing stepped toward him. “Who were you looking for?” he inquired.

  “I’m lookin’ for whoever scared them cattle of mine tonight,” snapped out the other. “We’ve been roundin’ ’em up ever since.”

  “What’d you start ’em runnin’ down Lost Cañon for in the first place?” It was the piping voice of Jim Crossley. “It took more’n just dust to stampede that herd, Brood.”

  The stranger, who Jim had called Brood, strode toward the little driver. “Oh, it’s you,” he said in a sneering tone.

  “Yep, it’s me,” Jim retorted angrily. “Me with a broken arm, thanks to you. Runnin’ cattle that way, Brood, ain’t no credit to a foreman.”

  “Shut up, you little . . .”

  “I don’t reckon I’d be too strong on the language, friend. The third member of this party happens to be a lady.” It was Channing’s voice, smooth, almost unctuous, and carrying a peculiar drawl.

  Brood turned on him with a smothered curse. Then he appeared to see Hope sitting in the opening of the little tent for the first time. He scowled. “Who’s the company?” he asked Channing.

  “She hasn’t asked for any introduction to you, as I’ve heard,” replied Channing. “You’re the Encanto foreman. I take it, from what Jimmy there has said. Seems to me you’d be doing better to be looking after your cattle.”

  Brood turned his eyes from the girl and surveyed Channing coldly. “If I didn’t know that little runt Crossley is workin’ for Farman, I’d say it was a put-up job,” he said meaningfully. “An’ I ain’t so sure it ain’t.”

  “Meanin’ you want to put the blame on me?” called Jim shrilly.

  “Meanin’ you’re cavortin’ with tramps who haven’t any business here,” snarled out Brood, thoroughly angry.

  Channing stepped directly in front of him, so close that the brims of their hats almost touched. “You including the lady when you mention that word tramps?” he asked in a voice that was deceivingly pleasant.

  Brood met his gaze with a glare. “Bah!” he exclaimed. “Someday you’ll get a receipt for meddlin’.”

  Channing caught him by the arm as he turned away and whirled him around. The girl caught her breath as she saw the flash in the eyes of the pair.

  “You haven’t answered my question,” said Channing sternly.

  “An’ you haven’t told me who the company is,” returned Brood.

  “She’s Nate Farman’s niece come to visit him,” said Channing after an ominous pause.

  Brood stared at the girl with a frown. “I ’spect that lets her out of the tramp class,” he reflected gruffly.

  “Good night, Brood,” said Channing evenly.

  Brood, apparently on the point of making a hot retort, caught himself with an effort, looked at Channing narrowly, and swung on his heel. In another moment he was in the saddle and his horse galloped away, cruelly spurred. Channing’s laugh carried after him.

  Long after the fire had died and all sounds had ceased, Hope Farman lay in the little tent and puzzled over the quality of that laugh.


  Chapter Four

  In the morning Hope was awake in time to witness the desert dawn, and saw the sun come up blood red on the far eastern horizon across countless leagues of saffron-colored wastelands, spotted with the never-ending sage and greasewood, presenting a panorama so vast and weirdly beautiful that it caused her to catch her breath in awed wonder.

  Channing already was getting breakfast. He paused in his work over the fire and looked at her curiously before he nodded good morning.

  He brought her water for her makeshift toilet. “How’s the ankle?” he inquired perfunctorily.

  Hope displayed the swelling and smiled at him.

  “It’ll take a few days for it to come around,” he said with a shrug. Then he grinned boyishly in a way she liked. “You got quite an introduction to the country,” he observed. He sobered as she laughed, and returned to his duties at the fire.

  Hope could see no sign of the cattle. Jim Crossley called to her in a cheerful voice, and she asked him about his arm.

  “I ain’t goin’ to have it cut off,” he replied laconically as Channing brought their breakfasts.

  When they had eaten, Channing broke camp, bringing in the burros and packing his outfit on their backs. He saddled his own horse and strapped blankets on the two grays that had drawn the buckboard.

  “Your vehicle’s a wreck,” he told Jim. “The harness is pretty well broken up and we’ll have to leave Miss Farman’s trunk here to be sent for. We haven’t got any way to pack it, and it’s not so far to the ranch.”

  Jim nodded and looked at Hope, who smiled her consent and approval.

  “You and I’ll ride the grays,” Channing was saying, speaking again to Jim. “There’s halters and bridles for both of ’em and we can take it easy. You can make it all right. Miss Farman, you can ride my horse.” He turned to Hope and indicated his splendid mount.

  The girl looked at the tall animal, champing his bit impatiently, and felt a tremor of doubt. But Channing read her thought and shook his head.

  “He wouldn’t be any too gentle with a strange man, maybe,” he said in a tone of assurance, “but a woman can handle him like he was a kitten. Maybe that’s because he sees so few of them,” he added as an afterthought. Then he helped Jim mount one of the grays and came toward her. Her right ankle had swollen so that she couldn’t put on her shoe. He noticed it at once. “You won’t have to put that foot in the stirrup,” he told her. “We’ll walk the distance an’ Major rides like a rocking chair.”

  “I have a riding habit in my trunk,” Hope suggested.

  “Sure enough!” he exclaimed. “You ought to have riding clothes on, and that’s a fact. We’ll go up that way where your trunk is and you can get your outfit.”

  With that he picked her up and put her side-fashion in the saddle. Hope gathered her skirts about her, picked up the reins in her right hand, grasped the horn of the saddle with her left, and sat looking straight ahead, her face flaming.

  Channing mounted the other gray, started the burros out, closed in after them with Jim following, and Hope’s horse struck along in the rear of its own accord. Thus they proceeded to where Hope’s trunk reposed on the ground. There they halted, and Channing helped her to dismount.

  “Jim and I’ll ride over that ridge ahead and wait till you call us,” he said. “You can slip on your riding outfit and be all set for the trip.”

  When they were gone, Hope quickly opened the trunk, took out her riding habit, donned it, put her dress in the trunk, and called. Channing and Jim came riding back and soon they were on their way again. Hope rode man-fashion in the deep stock saddle and let her injured right ankle swing freely.

  From time to time Channing looked back at Jim and herself. But they had no trouble. They rode for nearly two hours before Channing called a halt for the first rest. He brought out a canteen and they all drank. The sun was mounting, and Hope thought this day was warmer than the day before.

  She mentioned this to Channing, and it brought a quick response from the man. For the first time he smiled in genuine mirth, his teeth flashing white against his bronzed skin, his gray eyes laughing. “Ma’am,” he said slowly, looking at her with a quizzical expression, “this is downright cold to what’s coming. This is winter. Summer, when it comes, will come in a day, and then . . . well, Miss Farman, then it’ll be warm.”

  He concluded rather grimly, she thought. It was as if he was making a promise, rather than stating a fact or prediction. She remembered much of what she had read of the desert, and she looked at him with more respect as she realized that here was a man who knew the desert—the inferno—who laughed in the face of its menace as he braved its perils and fought it. She wondered why? A derelict of that land of desolation, what did he see in it? What was there so acute about the mystery that shrouded him? Was it merely because he was the first of his kind she had met? She accepted the last deduction as the most plausible and resumed the journey, feeling less concerned about him.

  They stopped more frequently as the day wore on, and then, in the late afternoon, they turned suddenly up a ridge, and, when they gained the crest, Hope cried out in glad wonder. There was water somewhere ahead, for there were trees—tall, stately trees, from which little fluffs of white were drifting on the breeze.

  Jim Crossley was looking back at her with a wide grin.

  “Cottonwoods,” he called, “an’ pines higher up! We’re comin’ to the ranch!”

  They descended the west side of the ridge into a wide cañon up which they rode. Then they came to the water—a thin trickle of stream that gradually widened up the cañon. They now were in the trees, and higher up on the slopes Hope could see the stands of pine—great, green steps that led up the mountains. The cañon widened, and they came out into a great plateau—a mesa. Below the mesa, on the east, separated from it by the ridge they had crossed, lay the desert. On the west the foothills ranged up to the mountains. The great, level space was carpeted with green grass, and irrigating ditches ran through it. Many of the ditches were lined with red, desert willows, and there were clumps of cottonwoods and alders. The road followed the stream that flowed straight across the mesa, and midway the length of the fertile plain stood the ranch house and other buildings, nestling under a magnificent growth of towering cottonwoods.

  As they approached it, Hope saw that it was built of stone, and it looked substantial, cool, and inviting with a wide verandah on two sides. Flowers were blooming below the verandah, and there was a tamarack hedge, a brilliant band of pink and green, on either side of the branch of the road leading to the front of the house.

  A man came out on the verandah as they drew up. When he saw Hope, he hurried out to greet them, but his look of welcome was tempered by anxiety and perplexity.

  “Is this Hope?” he boomed as he hurried toward her horse.

  “Yes,” said the girl cheerfully, “what’s left of me. I would know you anywhere, Uncle Nathan, although I haven’t seen you since I was a little girl.”

  “What happened?” he asked as he helped her from her horse and kissed her. He looked questioningly at Jim Crossley and Channing.

  “I guess you’d better tell him,” said Channing to Jim. “Do you want to sit on the porch while I put up the horses?” He helped Crossley down.

  Nathan Farman stood staring at the little driver’s right arm in the sling. The rancher was a large man, gray of hair and mustache, blue-eyed, of medium height and square of chin. He wore gray clothes, a huge, high-crowned hat, and was collarless. As he looked at Crossley, then at Channing and Hope, little lines appeared at the corners of his eyes and he appeared to squint.

  In a few words Jim Crossley explained what had happened.

  “Sit down on the porch,” Nathan Farman commanded. “Missus McCaffy . . . oh, Missus McCaffy!” he called. He gave Hope his arm and helped her toward the steps to the verandah. “My dear child,” he said to her, “I wouldn’t have had anything like this happen for anything. I’ll look into it, you bet, I’ll look into it right an’ proper. Oh, Missus McCaffy, take my niece here into the house. She’s been hurt an’ I’ve got to find out about it. Be careful, Hope . . . there.”

  A large, florid woman had come out of the house. She came toward Hope, who had gained the verandah, with arms outstretched. “You poor dear,” she said in a mannish voice that hinted of a brogue. “I was worrying my brains out. I always said that little shrimp would get himself busted up an’ kill somebody else the way he drives.” She looked at Jim Crossley in distinct disapproval.

  “But it wasn’t his fault,” said Hope, coming to the little man’s rescue. “It really couldn’t be helped, Missus McCaffy, and I’m not much hurt.”

  She had surmised at once that the big Irishwoman was the housekeeper at Rancho del Encanto. As they went inside, she saw her uncle bending over Crossley, who was talking in an undertone. Channing was taking the horses around the house.

  “Sit right down here,” said Mrs. McCaffy, putting her in a large chair in the cool living room. “I’ll get the arnicy an’ have the swelling in that ankle down in no time. Just don’t you worry. You’re home, dearie.”

  She hurried out of the room, and Hope looked out the door to where the pink of the tamarack hedge showed vividly against the green of the grass in front of the house. Already she felt a sense of comfort. The big room was home-like. Mrs. McCaffy she had liked the moment she had seen her and heard her speak. Rancho del Encanto—the ranch of enchantment. She believed she knew why it was so named.

  She saw Channing come up on the porch. He passed out of sight, and the low hum of voices came to her ears, but she could not distinguish what was being said. Then Mrs. McCaffy returned and began to treat the injured ankle, indulging in a vast amount of talk, meanwhile, and adroitly drawing out the story of what had taken place from the girl by clever questioning.
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