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    A man who longs to leave violence behind discovers that the past rides as faithfully as any trail companion. Zane Grey’s Nevada opens on the American frontier, where wide reaches of rangeland, canyon, and desert are more than backdrop—they are tests of character. Written during the early twentieth century and first published in the late 1920s, the novel belongs squarely to the classic Western tradition that Grey helped popularize. Its title points not only to a landscape evoked by the genre but also to the enigmatic gunman at its center, a figure whose chosen name becomes a pledge, a mask, and a challenge.

As a Western, the book offers the familiar markers of ranch country and open range, of riders who measure distance by sun and saddle, and of communities living at the uneasy edge between law and necessity. Grey situates his story in the mythic West rather than a single circumscribed locale, allowing the terrain to mirror the moral and emotional stakes. Appearing in the late 1920s, it arrived when readers sought adventure and moral clarity amid rapid social change. Nevada thus participates in a cultural moment that transformed the frontier into a stage for American ideas about independence, duty, and reinvention.

The premise turns on a seasoned gunman known as Nevada who has tried to step away from the old life. He rides into ranchland where tensions over cattle, land, and loyalty simmer, and where his reputation both precedes him and invites trouble. Drawn into local conflicts, he must decide whether his hard-won restraint can hold when friends, livelihoods, and a precarious peace are at risk. Grey shapes this dilemma through swift action, spare dialogue, and descriptive passages that slow the pace to let the land speak. The experience balances suspense with reflection, danger with the promise of a more honorable path.

Themes of identity and redemption run through every chapter. Nevada’s struggle is not only with outlaws or rustlers but with the version of himself the frontier believes him to be. Grey probes the gap between reputation and character, asking whether a man’s past must define his future. Codes of honor—unwritten yet binding—guide choices in a place where formal law arrives late or stands too far away. Friendship, trust, and the cost of violence anchor the emotional core. The novel treats courage not as spectacle but as endurance, measured in the quiet decision to hold a line or turn away.

Readers will recognize Grey’s signature voice: evocative descriptions that render mesas and sage flats with painterly precision, brisk chapters that accelerate toward sudden confrontations, and a romantic undercurrent that softens the novel’s harder edges without diminishing its grit. The landscape functions as both mirror and judge, rewarding patience and punishing arrogance. While the prose carries the clean lines of popular fiction from its era, it leaves room for ambiguity, especially in the way justice is pursued and earned. The result is a narrative that feels at once archetypal and grounded, offering action set pieces framed by moments of quiet, watchful stillness.

Nevada matters today because it articulates enduring questions: Can people truly change, and what do they owe to the communities that accept or fear them? How should strength be used, and at what point does protection shade into domination? Grey’s frontier is a proving ground for responsibility, where the tension between individual freedom and shared obligation cannot be wished away. Contemporary readers may also find resonance in its attention to reputation—how quickly it spreads, how stubbornly it clings, and how costly it can be to reshape. In this respect, the novel feels less like nostalgia than a study in moral resilience.

For newcomers to Westerns, the book provides a clear path into the genre’s pleasures: big skies, quiet courage, and conflicts sharpened by open country. For longtime readers, it refines familiar patterns with a protagonist whose self-mastery is as compelling as his skill with a gun. Nevada offers a story paced for momentum yet willing to linger on the hard choices that define a life. It invites reflection without sacrificing the tautness of pursuit and the thrill of hard-won peace. To read it is to enter a landscape where character is tested in every mile and where the horizon promises consequence as well as hope.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Zane Grey’s Nevada continues the story of the enigmatic gunman introduced in Forlorn River, while remaining accessible as a standalone Western. The novel opens on a hard-used frontier where cattle outfits face lean seasons, wary neighbors, and a shadow of lawlessness. Ben Ide, an earnest rancher striving to build a secure future, has lost touch with his friend known as Nevada, a reformed outlaw rumored dead. As Ben moves stock and crew into a promising but contested range, small thefts and troubling signs suggest organized rustling. The stage is set for conflict that will test loyalties, reputations, and the fragile peace of a growing community.

Ben’s new start is complicated by unfriendly rivals and uncertain law. A smooth-talking cattle buyer appears at opportune moments, offering easy deals that would bind ranchers to him. A foreman of questionable integrity and a hard-edged drifter make their presence felt around shipping points and water. Meanwhile, rumors of Nevada—half legend, half warning—drift through bunkhouses and saloons, heightening suspicion of strangers. Ben doubles down on honest work, counting calves and guarding trails, but scattered losses mount. He looks to the courts and the sheriff, discovering that paper authority means little on isolated ranges where night riders choose the time and place.

A laconic cowhand rides in under another name and takes a job on Ben’s outfit. Reserved and observant, he works long days, mends fences, and says little. Yet he reads tracks with uncanny precision, keeps to the edges of gatherings, and watches men who do not know they are watched. His quiet competence earns trust from the kitchen to the corral. Without fanfare, he steers Ben away from vulnerable drives and suggests modest changes in routine that reduce exposure. The crew senses he has seen trouble before. Whether or not he is the fabled Nevada, the ranch gains a steady hand.

Trouble escalates when cleverly timed thefts coincide with roundups and shipping, signaling a coordinated operation rather than random raids. A supply wagon is waylaid on a lonely stretch, and a friendly teamster advises caution. At a community dance, tongues wag, alliances harden, and a visiting lawman leaves town abruptly. The pattern points to a ring that blends legitimate business with covert rustling. The quiet cowhand follows sign in the backcountry and notes a hidden trail network feeding a remote canyon. He keeps his findings close, choosing patience over confrontation, and prepares to probe deeper without exposing Ben to sudden retaliation.

Amid branding and trail work, the social life of the range emerges, including gatherings where ranch families meet. A young woman from a neighboring outfit brings a clear-eyed perspective to the tensions, urging restraint and faith in evidence. Her regard for the reserved cowhand suggests that character can be seen in small acts as much as bold ones. He, in turn, is reminded of a chance at belonging he thought lost. The fragile connection underscores the stakes: a single misstep could brand him an outlaw again and pull others into danger. The promise of a better path takes quiet, deliberate root.

To understand the rustlers’ structure, the cowhand slips into their orbit, testing boundaries and listening more than he speaks. He learns that the operation profits from falsified tallies, swift relays, and a hidden buyer who launders stock through distant markets. Evidence is hard to secure without tipping his hand. He begins a covert exchange with Ben through prearranged signs, steering herds away from traps and recording details that might hold in court. The circle tightens as the antagonists seek to draw him out or compromise him. The law’s uneven reach forces a strategy that blends secrecy with precision.

A set of high-stakes moves follows. A night stampede is turned just short of disaster through nerve and horsemanship, sparing Ben’s outfit a crippling blow. A fire on the open range is checked by swift riders who anticipate the wind and terrain. On a canyon trail, an ambush nearly succeeds, revealing the rustlers’ confidence and their willingness to silence threats. The quiet cowhand’s skill becomes harder to conceal, and whispers attach a storied name to him. The gang shifts from covert theft to intimidation, aiming at Ben directly. The conflict edges toward open confrontation that the town’s politics may not prevent.

The final build centers on a secluded stronghold where stolen stock is gathered and deals are cut. A few honest allies, including a practical rancher and a steadfast hand, choose sides as the lines sharpen. The cowhand maneuvers to isolate the ring’s leaders from their riders and to place proof where it will matter. Timing, terrain, and trust become decisive. Identities that have been kept in shadow are acknowledged by those who need to know, but broader recognition is deferred. The law arrives where it can do some good, and a reckoning unfolds without detailing its precise turns or outcomes.

In the aftermath, the novel emphasizes loyalty, redemption, and the difficult balance between reputation and reality. Ben’s outfit stands on firmer ground, though the range remains a place where order must be earned. The young woman’s steady values point toward the kind of life the quiet cowhand might claim if he can shed the burden of his past. The man known as Nevada confronts a choice between disappearing again and accepting a future anchored by trust. Grey’s message underscores courage in the face of uncertainty, the quiet work that sustains communities, and the possibility that even a legend can become simply a man.
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    Zane Grey’s Nevada unfolds in the American Southwest—especially the sagebrush steppe of Nevada’s Great Basin and the canyon-and-rim country of northern Arizona—during the late nineteenth century, roughly the 1880s to the early 1900s. Aridity governs life: control of springs, creeks, and river bottoms determines which outfit prospers. Vast public lands remain largely unfenced, yet railheads and telegraph lines link ranches to distant markets. Small towns, stage stops, and isolated line camps form an archipelago of settlement amid open range. The novel exploits this liminal moment: distances are still immense, law enforcement is thin, and rustlers can vanish into badlands even as commerce and pursuit grow swifter.

The open-range cattle boom that surged after the Civil War shaped Nevada and Arizona from the 1860s through the mid-1880s. Capital from the East and Britain financed enormous herds; roundups, brandings, and seasonal cattle drives moved beeves to railheads. The catastrophic winter of 1886–87—the “Great Die-Up”—killed hundreds of thousands of cattle across the northern plains and Intermountain West, spurring consolidation, tighter management, and desperate rustling. In Nevada, large outfits operating near Elko, Winnemucca, and the Reese River country dominated public lands. Nevada mirrors this economy: its roundups, remudas, chuck wagons, and brand disputes emerge from the boom-and-bust dynamics that made rustling both profitable and perilous.

Barbed wire, patented by Joseph Glidden in 1874, reached Nevada and Arizona in the 1880s and began replacing the freedom of the open range with fenced pastures. Fencing intersected with the Homestead Act of 1862 and later desert land entries, sharpening conflicts over water and drift lines. Fence-cutting outbreaks, prosecuted by states like Texas in the mid-1880s, signaled a national turn toward privatizing range. In the Great Basin and the Arizona Strip, windmills and wire enclosed scarce springs, effectively commanding miles of grazing. Nevada reflects this change by staging confrontations over access to water, line-camp boundaries, and the waning authority of the itinerant cowboy before encroaching property lines.

Range wars and organized rustling syndicates formed the violent backdrop to late-nineteenth-century ranching. In Arizona’s Pleasant Valley War (1882–1892), the Tewksbury and Graham factions—entangled with cattle-versus-sheep grazing and hired gunmen—fought in the remote Tonto Basin; dozens died before territorial authorities reasserted a tenuous peace. Wyoming’s Johnson County War (April 1892) saw powerful stockmen in the Wyoming Stock Growers Association hire gunmen, led in part by ex-sheriff Frank Canton, to invade Johnson County and target alleged rustlers; the siege at the KC Ranch and the killing of Nate Champion ended only when the U.S. Army intervened at the TA Ranch. In New Mexico’s Lincoln County War (1878–1881), competing mercantile-ranching combines (Murphy-Dolan versus Tunstall-McSween) employed gunmen, including Billy the Kid, showing how corporate monopolies and county politics fused with range violence. Stock detectives and “regulators,” such as Tom Horn (later executed in 1903), worked for cattle interests across Arizona and Wyoming, blurring lines between private enforcement and public law. Nevada channels this history through its underworld of clandestine rustler bands, the hiring of professional gunmen, and the uneasy alliance of ranchers, sheriffs, and posses. The protagonist—a reformed gunman turned cowboy—embodies the transition from personal vengeance to community order. Ambushes in box canyons, night raids on remudas, and the strategic use of rimrock and cedar breaks echo tactics documented in Tonto Basin feuds and Great Basin rustling. By tracing how rumor, brands, and payrolls can be manipulated, the novel dramatizes the real power asymmetries that let large outfits weaponize accusations of rustling while genuine thieves exploited the vastness of public lands and the delays of territorial justice.

Mining booms structured Nevada’s settlement and markets. The Comstock Lode (discovered 1859) created Virginia City and a regional economy of supply and vice that persisted after the silver peak. A later wave—Tonopah (1900, Jim Butler), Goldfield (1902), and Ely’s copper boom (Nevada Consolidated Copper Company, 1906)—sparked rail construction, including the Nevada Northern Railway (1906), and sustained demand for beef, horses, and freighting. Boomtown cash brought gamblers, saloons, and itinerant labor into ranch country. Nevada mirrors this interface: trail towns and mining camps become nodes where cattle change hands, information spreads, and lawmen—and outlaws—move swiftly by rail or stage, collapsing distance while expanding opportunity for graft and pursuit.

Federal land and water policy reshaped ranching after 1890. The Forest Reserve Act (1891) and the creation of the U.S. Forest Service in 1905 under Gifford Pinchot imposed grazing permits and seasonal limits on formerly unfettered mountain ranges. Theodore Roosevelt’s forest expansions (notably 1907) intensified conflicts with stockmen over access and fees. The Newlands Reclamation Act (1902) launched projects such as the Truckee–Carson Project near Fallon, Nevada, while Arizona’s Salt River Project (1902) reorganized irrigation and water rights. Prior appropriation—“first in time, first in right”—governed scarce water. Nevada invokes these struggles through plots over springs, ditch rights, and the frictions between local custom, county sheriffs, and new federal authority.

Western law in this era evolved from territorial improvisation to formal state systems. Nevada achieved statehood in 1864; Arizona followed in 1912, but for decades both regions relied on county sheriffs, U.S. marshals, and posses comitatus to police vast districts. Telegraphs and railroads accelerated warrants and extraditions, yet isolation let vigilantism and private detectives flourish. Stockgrowers’ associations lobbied prosecutors; juries were swayed by fear or patronage. Anti-vice ordinances proliferated in boomtowns, but enforcement was uneven. Nevada depicts this legal patchwork: posses organize hastily, evidence hinges on brands and eyewitnesses, and the spectrum between outlawry and respectability—cowhand, rustler, range detective—remains fluid until community consensus hardens into law.

As social and political critique, the novel exposes how power accrues to those who command water, capital, and private force. It scrutinizes cattle oligopolies that leverage accusations of rustling to discipline rivals, the complicity of hired gunmen and pliable officials, and the precarity of wage cowboys whose labor sustains fortunes they do not share. By setting redemption against systemic violence, Nevada questions vigilantism while acknowledging why communities resorted to it amid distant or captured courts. The book laments enclosure and ecological hardening of the range, registering the costs of progress on customary rights and local autonomy, and it challenges the myth that market expansion alone brought justice to the frontier.
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As his goaded horse plunged into the road, Nevada looked back
over his shoulder. The lane he had plowed through the crowd let
him see back into the circle where the three men lay prostrate.
The blue smoke from his gun was rising slowly, floating away[1q]. Ben
Ide's face shone white and convulsed in the sunlight.

"So long, Pard[1]!" yelled Nevada, hoarsely, and stood in his
stirrups to wave his sombrero high. That, he thought, was
farewell forever to this friend who had saved and succored and
uplifted him, whom he loved better than a brother.

Then Nevada faced the yellow road down which his horse was
racing, and the grim and terrible mood returned to smother the
heart-swelling emotion which had momentarily broken it.

There was something familiar and mocking about this
precipitate flight on a swift horse, headed for the sage and the
dark mountains. How often had he felt the wind sting his face on
a run for his life! But it was not fear now, nor love of life,
that made him a fugitive.

The last gate of the ranch was open, and Nevada flashed
through it to turn off the road into the sage and go flying down
the trail along the shore of the lake. The green water blurred on
one side of him and the gray sage on the other. Even the winding
trail was indistinct to eyes that still saw red. There was no
need now for this breakneck ride. To be sure, the officers of the
law would eventually get on his track, as they had been for
years; but thought of them scarcely lingered a moment in his
consciousness.

The action of a swift and powerful horse seemed to be
necessary to the whirling of his mind. Thoughts, feelings,
sensations regurgitated around that familiar cold and horrible
sickness of soul which had always followed the spilling of human
blood and which this time came back worse than ever.

The fierce running of the horse along the levels, around the
bends of the trail, leaping washes, plunging up and down the
gullies, brought into tense play all Nevada's muscular force. It
seemed like a mad race away from himself. Burning and wet all
over, he gradually surrendered to physical exertion.

Five miles brought horse and rider far around to the other
side of the lake. Here the trail wound down upon the soft sand,
where the horse slowed from run to trot, and along the edge of
the lake, where the midday sun had thawed the ice. Nevada had a
break in his strained mood. He saw the deep hoof tracks of horses
along the shore, and the long cuts and scars on the ice, where he
and Ben and the freed outlaws had run that grand wild stallion,
California Red, to his last plunge and fall. Nevada could not
help but think, as he passed that place, and thrill as he
remembered the strange lucky catch of the wild horse Ben Ide
loved so well. What a trick for fortune to play! How mad Ben had
been--to bargain with the rustlers they had captured--to trade
their freedom for the aid they gave in running down the red
stallion! Yet mad as that act had been, Nevada could only love
Ben the more. Ben was the true wild-horse hunter.

Nevada reached the bluff where Forlorn River lost itself in
the lake, and climbed the sloping trail to the clump of trees and
the cabin where he and Ben had lived in lonely happiness. Ben,
the outcast son of a rich rancher of Tule Lake--and he, the
wandering, fugitive, crippled gunman, whom Ben had taken in with
only one question.

"Where you from?" Ben had asked.

"Nevada," had been the reply. And that had been the only name
by which Ben had ever known him.

It was all over now. Nevada dismounted from his wet and
heaving horse. "Wal, Baldy," he said, throwing the bridle, "heah
we are. Reckon the runnin's aboot over." And he sank heavily upon
the porch step, pushed his sombrero back to run a hand through
his wet hair, smoothing it away from his heated brow. He gazed
across the lake toward the dots on the far gray slope--the dots
that were the cabins and barns of the Blaine ranch. With the
wrench which shook him then, the last of that icy nausea--that
cold grip from bowels to heart--released its cramping hold and
yielded to the softening human element in Nevada. It would have
been better for him if that sinister fixity of mind had not
passed away, because with its passing came a slow-growing
agony.

"Reckon I cain't set heah mopin' like an owl," soliloquized
Nevada, getting up. "Shore, the thing's done. An' I wouldn't have
it otherwise. . . . Dear old Ben!"

But he could not just yet enter the cabin where he had learned
the glory of friendship.

"He was the only pard I ever had, except a hoss or two. . . .
Wal, Ben's name is cleared now--thank God. Old Amos Ide knows the
truth now an' he'll have to beg forgiveness of Ben. Gosh! how
good that'll be! But Ben, he'll never rub it in on the old gent.
He'll be soft an' easy. . . . Hart Blaine will know, too, an'
he'll have to come round to the boy. They'll all have to crawl
for callin' Ben a rustler. . . . Ben will marry Ina now--an'
he'll be rich. He's got California Red, too, an' he'll be
happy."

From the lake Nevada gazed away across Forlorn River, over the
gray sage hills, so expressive of solitude, over the black ranges
toward the back country, the wilderness whence he had come and to
which he must return. To the hard life, the scant fare, the
sordid intimacy of crooked men and women, to the border of
Nevada, where he had a bad name, where he could never sleep in
safety, or wear a glove on his gun-hand! But at that moment
Nevada had not one regret. He was sustained and exalted by the
splendid consciousness that he had paid his debt to his friend.
He had saved Ben from prison, cleared his name of infamy, given
him back to Ina Blaine, and killed his enemies. Whatever had been
the evil of Nevada's life before he met Ben, whatever might be
the loneliness and bitterness of the future, neither could change
or mitigate the sweetness and glory of the service he had
rendered.

Nevada went into the cabin. He had expected to find it as
always, clean and neat and comfortable. The room, however, was in
rude disorder. It had been ransacked by violent hands. The
pseudo-sheriffs[2], who had come at the beck of Less Setter to
arrest Ben, had not hesitated to stoop to thievery. They had
evidently searched the cabin for money, or anything of value.

Nevada gazed ponderingly around on this disorder.

"Wal," he muttered, grimly, "I reckon Less Setter won't be
rammin' around heah any more--or any other place short of
hell!"

With that remark Nevada strode out and down the path to the
corrals. There were horses in at the watering trough. He caught
one, and securing packsaddle and packs, he returned to the cabin.
Here he hurriedly gathered his belongings and food, blankets,
ammunition. Then mounting his horse he drove the pack animal
ahead of him, and rode down to the shallow ford across Forlorn
River.

"Shore, Ben will always keep this ranch as we had it," he
mused. "An' he'll come heah often."

Hot tears fell from Nevada's eyes, the first he had shed since
his orphaned boyhood, so dim and far away. It was no use to turn
his eyes again to the little gray cabin half hidden among the
trees, for he could not see. But as he rode up the river his
tears dried, and he saw the pasture where the horses he had owned
with Ben raised their heads to look and to neigh. From a ridge
top a mile or more up the lonely river, Nevada gazed back at the
cabin for the last time. Something surer than his intelligence
told him that he would never see it again. The moment was
poignant. It opened a door into his mind, which let in the fact
he had so stubbornly resisted--that when he bade good-by to the
little cabin it was not only good-by to it and to his friend, but
to the most precious of all that had ever entered his
life--Hettie Ide.

Nevada made that farewell, and then rode on, locked in thought
which took no notice of the miles and the hours. Sunset brought
him to an awareness of the proximity of night and the need of
suitable camp for himself and his animals. While crossing the
river, now a shallow rod-wide stream, he let the horses drink. On
the other side he dismounted to fill his waterbag and canteen.
Then he rode away from the river and trail in search of a
secluded spot. He knew the country, and before long reached a
valley up which he traveled some distance. There was no water and
therefore an absence of trails. Riding through a thicket of
slender oaks, which crossed the narrowing valley, he halted in a
grassy dell to make his camp.

His well-trained horses would not stray beyond the grass plot,
and there was little chance of the eyes of riders seeing his camp
fire. How strange to be alone again! Yet such loneliness had been
a greater part of his life before he chanced upon Ben Ide. From
time to time Nevada's hands fell idle and he stood or knelt
motionless while thought of the past held him. In spite of this
restlessness of spirit he was hungry and ate heartily. By the
time his few camp chores were done, night had fallen, pitch
black, without any stars.

Then came the hour he dreaded--that hour at the camp fire when
the silence and solitude fell oppressively upon him. Always in
his lonely travels this had been so, but now they were vastly
greater and stranger. Something incomprehensible had changed him,
sharpened his intelligence, augmented his emotions. Something
tremendous had entered his life. He felt it now.

The night was cold and still. A few lonesome insects that had
so far escaped the frost hummed sadly. He heard the melancholy
wail of coyotes. There were no other sounds. The wind had not
risen.

Nevada sat cross-legged, like an Indian, before his camp fire.
It was small, but warm. The short pieces of dead hard oak burned
red, like coal. Nevada spread his palms to the heat, an old habit
of comfort and pleasure. He dreaded to go to the bed he had made,
for he would fall asleep at once, then awake during the night, to
lie in the loneliness and stillness. The longer he stayed awake
the shorter that vigil in the after hours of the night. Besides,
the camp fire was a companion. It glowed and sparkled. It was
something alive that wanted to cheer him.

The moment came when Hettie Ide's face appeared clearly in the
gold and red embers. It shone there, her youthful face crowned by
fair hair, with its earnest gray eyes and firm sweet lips. It
looked more mature than the face of a sixteen-year-old
girl--brave and strong and enduring.

Strange and terrible to recall--Nevada had kissed those sweet
lips and had been kissed by them! That face had lain upon his
breast and the fair hair had caressed his cheek. They would haunt
him now, always, down the trails of the future, shining from
every camp fire.

"Hettie--Hettie," he whispered, brokenly, "you're only a kid
an' shore you'll forget. I'm glad Ben never knew aboot us. It'll
all come out now after my gunplay of to-day. An' you an' Ben will
know I am Jim Lacy! . . . Oh, if only I could have kept it
secret, so you'd never have known I was bad! An', oh--there'll
never be any one to tell you I cain't be bad no more!"

Thus Nevada mourned to himself while the shadow face in the
fire softened and glowed with sweetness and understanding. It was
an hour when Nevada's love mounted to the greatness of sacrifice,
when he cast forever from him any hope of possession, when he
realized all that remained was the glory and the dream, and the
changed soul which must be true to the girl who had loved him and
believed in him.

Beside that first camp fire Nevada's courage failed. He had
never, until now, realized the significance of that moment when
Hettie and he, without knowing how it had come to pass, found
themselves in each other's arms. What might have been! But that,
too, had only been a dream. Still, Nevada knew he had dreamed it,
believed in it, surrendered to it. And some day he might have
buried the past, even his name, and grasped the happiness
Hettie's arms had promised. Ben would have joyfully accepted him
as a brother. But in hiding his real name, in living this
character Nevada, could he have been true to the soul Ben and
Hettie had uplifted in him? Nevada realized that he could no
longer have lived a lie. And though he would not have cared so
much about Ben, he had not wanted Hettie to learn that he had
been Jim Lacy, notorious from Lineville across the desert wastes
of Nevada clear to Tombstone.

"Reckon it's better so," muttered Nevada to the listening camp
fire. "If only Hettie never learns aboot the real me!"

The loss of Hettie was insupportable. He had been happy
without realizing it. On the steps of friendship and love and
faith he had climbed out of hell. He had been transformed. Never
could he go back, never minimize the bloody act through which he
had saved his friend from the treachery of a ruthless and evil
man. That act, as well, had saved the Blaines and the Ides from
ruin, and no doubt Ina and Hettie from worse. For that crafty
devil, Setter, had laid his plans well.

Nevada bowed his bare head over his camp fire, and a hard sob
racked him.

"Shore--it's losin' her--that kills me!" he ground out between
his teeth. "I cain't--bear it."

When he crawled into his blankets at midnight it was only
because the conflict within him had exhausted his strength. Sleep
mercifully brought him oblivion. But with the cold dawn his
ordeal returned, and the knowledge that it would always abide
with him. The agony was that he could not be happy without Hettie
Ide's love--without sight of her, without her smile, her touch.
He wanted to seek some hidden covert, like a crippled animal, and
die. He wanted to plunge into the old raw life of the border,
dealing death and meeting death among those lawless men who had
ruined him.

But he could not make an end to it all, in any way. The
infernal paradox was that in thought of Ben's happiness, which he
had made, there was an ecstasy as great as the agony of his own
loss. Furthermore, Hettie's love, her embraces, her faith had
lifted him to some incredible height and fettered him there,
forever to fight for the something she had created in himself. He
owed himself a debt greater than that which he had owed Ben. Not
a debt to love, but to faith! Hettie had made him believe in
himself--in that newborn self which seemed now so all-compelling
and so inscrutable.

"Baldy, I've shore got a fight on my hands," he said to his
horse, as he threw on the saddle. "We've got to hit the back
trails. We've got to eat an' sleep an' find some place where it's
safe to hide. Maybe, after a long while, we can cross over the
desert to Arizona an' find honest work. But, by Heaven! if I have
to hide all my life, an' be Jim Lacy to the bloody end, I'll be
true to this thing in my heart--to the name Ben Ide gave
me--Nevada--the name an' the man Hettie Ide believed in!"

Nevada traveled far that day, winding along the cattle trails
up the valleys and over the passes. He began to get into high
country, into the cedars and piñons. Far above him the black
timber belted the mountains, and above that gleamed the snow
line. He avoided the few cattle ranches which nestled in the
larger grass valleys. Well-trodden trails did not know the
imprint of his tracks that day; and dusk found him camped in a
lonely gulch, with high walls and grassy floor, where a murmuring
stream made music.

Endless had been the hours and miles of the long day's ride.
Camp was welcome to weary man and horses. The mourn of a wolf,
terrible in its haunting prolonged sadness and wildness, greeted
Nevada by his camp fire. A lone gray wolf hungering for a mate!
The cry found an echo in the cry of Nevada's heart. He too was a
lone wolf, one to whom nature had been even more cruel.

And once again a sweet face with gray questioning eyes gleamed
and glowed and changed in the white-red heart of the camp
fire.

On the following day Nevada climbed the divide that separated
the sage and forest country from the desert beyond. It was a low
wide pass through the range, easily surmountable on horseback,
though the trail was winding and rough. The absence of cattle
tracks brought a grim smile to Nevada's face. He knew why there
were none here, and where, to the south through the rocky
fastness of another and very rough pass, there were many. But few
ranchers who bought or traded cattle ever crossed that
divide.

From a grassy saddle, where autumn wild flowers still bloomed
brightly, he gazed down the long uneven slope of the range, to
the canyoned and cedared strip of California, and on to the
border of Nevada, bleak, wild, and magnificent. The
gray-and-yellow desert stretched away illimitably, with vast
expanse of hazy levels and endless barren ranges. The prospect in
some sense resembled Nevada's future, as he imagined it.

As he gazed mournfully out over this tremendous and monotonous
wasteland a powerful antagonism to its nature and meaning swept
over him. How he had learned to love the fragrant sage country
behind him! But this desert was hard, bitter, cruel, like the men
it developed. He hated to go back to it. Could he not find a
refuge somewhere else--surely in far-off sunny Arizona? Yet
strange to tell, this wild Nevada called to something deep in
him, something raw and deadly and defiant.

"Reckon I'll hide out a while in some canyon," he
reflected.

Then he began the descent from the divide, and soon the great
hollow and the upheaval of land beyond were lost to his sight.
The trail zigzagged down and up, under the brushy banks, through
defiles of weathered rock, over cedar ridges, on and on down out
of the heights.

Before Nevada reached the end of that long mountain slope he
heard the dreamy hum of a tumbling stream, and turning off the
trail he picked his way over the roughest of ground to the rim of
a shallow canyon, whence had come the sound of falling water. He
walked, leading his horses for a mile or more before he found a
break in the canyon wall where he could get down.

Here indeed was a lonely retreat. Grass and wood were
abundant, and tracks of deer and other game assured him he could
kill meat. A narrow sheltered reach of the canyon, where the
cottonwood trees still were green and gold and the grass grew
rich along the stream, appeared a most desirable place to
camp.

So he unpacked his horses, leisurely and ponderingly, as if
time were naught, and set about making a habitation in the wilds.
From earliest boyhood this kind of work had possessed infinite
charm. No time in his life had he needed solitude as now.

Nevada did not count the days or nights. These passed as in a
dream. He roamed up and down the canyon with his rifle, though he
used it only when he needed meat. He spent hours sitting in sunny
spots, absorbed in memory. His horses grew fat and lazy. Days
passed into weeks. The cottonwoods shed their leaves to spread a
golden carpet underneath. The nights grew cold and the wind
moaned in the trees.

The time came when solitude seemed no longer endurable. Nevada
knew that if he lingered there he would go mad. For there
encroached upon his dream of Hettie Ide and Ben, and that one
short beautiful and ennobling period of his life, a strange dark
mood in which the men he had killed came back to him. Nevada had
experienced this before. The only cure was drink, work, action, a
mingling with humankind, the sound of voices. Even a community of
the most evil of men and women could save him from that haunting
shadow in his mind.

Somberly he thought it all out. Though he had deemed he was
self-sufficient, he found his limitations. He could no longer
dwell alone in this utter solitude, starving his body, falling
day by day deeper into melancholy and mental aberration. There
seemed to be relief even in the thought of old associations. Yet
Nevada shuddered in his soul at the inevitable which would force
him back into the old life.

"Reckon now it's aboot time for me to declare myself," he
muttered. "I cain't lie to myself, any more than I could to
Hettie. I've changed. I change every day. Shore I don't know
myself. An' this damned life I face staggers me. What am I goin'
to do? I say find honest work somewhere far off. Arizona,
perhaps, where I'd be least known. That's what Hettie would
expect of me. She'd have faith I'd do it. . . . An', by Gawd! I
will do it! . . . But for her sake an' Ben's, never
mindin' my own, I've got to hole up till that last gun-throwin'
of mine is forgotten. If I were found an' recognized as Jim Lacy
it'd be bad. An' if anyone did, it'd throw the light on some
things I'd rather die than have Hettie Ide know."
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It was a cold, bleak November day when Nevada rode into
Lineville. Dust and leaves whipped up with the wind. Columns of
blue wood smoke curled from the shacks and huts and houses of the
straggling hamlet. Part of these habitations, those on one side
of the road, lay in California, and those on the other belonged
to Nevada. Many a bullet had been fired from one state to kill a
man in the other.

Lineville had been a mining town of some pretensions during
the early days of the gold rush. Deserted and weathered shacks
were mute reminders of more populous times. High on the bleak
drab foothill stood the ruins of an ore mill, with long chute and
rusted pipes running down to the stream. Black holes in the
cliffs opposite attested to bygone activity of prospectors. Gold
was still to be mined in the rugged hills, though only in scant
quantity. Prospectors arrived in Lineville, wandered around for a
season, then left on their endless search, while other
prospectors came. When Nevada had last been there it was possible
to find a few honest men and women, but the percentage in the
three hundred population was small.

Nevada halted before a gray cabin set well back in a large
plot of ground just inside the limits of the town. The place had
not changed. A brown sway-back horse, with the wind ruffling his
deep fuzzy coat, huddled in the lee of an old squat barn. Nevada
knew the horse. Corrals and sheds stood farther back at the foot
of the rocky slope. Briers and brush surrounded a garden where
some late greens showed bright against the red dug-up soil.
Nevada remembered the rudely painted sign that had been nailed
slantwise on the gate-post Lodgings.

Dismounting, Nevada left his horses and entered, to go round
to the back of the cabin. A wide low porch had been stacked to
the roof with cut stove wood, handy to the door. Nevada hesitated
a moment, then knocked. He heard a bustling inside, brisk
footsteps, after which the door was opened by a buxom matron,
with ruddy face, big frank eyes, and hair beginning to turn
gray.

"Howdy, Mrs. Wood!" he greeted her.

The woman stared, then burst out: "Well, for goodness' sake,
if it ain't Jim Lacy!"

"I reckon. Are you goin' to ask me in? I'm aboot froze."

"Jim, you know you never had to ask to come in my house," she
replied, and drew him into a cozy little kitchen where a hot
stove and the pleasant odor of baking bread appealed powerfully
to Nevada.

"Thanks. I'm glad to hear that. Shore seems like home to me.
I've been layin' out in the cold an' starvin' for a long
time."

"Son, you look it," she returned, nodding her head
disapprovingly at him. "Never saw you like this. Jim, you used to
be a handsome lad. How lanky you are! An' you're as bushy-haired
as a miner. . . . What've you been up to?"

"Wal, Mrs. Wood," he drawled, coolly, "shore you've heard
aboot me lately?" And his gaze studied her face. Much might
depend upon her reply, but she gave no sign.

"Nary a word, Jim. Not lately or ever since you left."

"No? Wal, I am surprised, an' glad, too," replied Nevada,
smiling his relief. "Reckon you couldn't give me a job? Helpin'
around, like I used to, for my board."

"Jim, I jest could, an' I will," she declared. "You won't have
to sleep in the barn, either."

"Now, I'm dog-gone lucky, Mrs. Wood," replied Nevada,
gratefully.

"Humph! I don't know about that, Jim. Comin' back to Lineville
can't be lucky. . . . Ah, boy, I'd hoped if you was alive you'd
turned over a new leaf."

"It was good of you to think of me kind like that," he said,
moving away from the warm stove. "I'll go out an' look after my
pack an' horses."

"Fetch your pack right in. An' I'll not forget you're
starved."

Nevada went out thoughtfully, and slowly led his horses out to
the barn. There, while he unpacked, his mind dwelt on the
singular effect that Mrs. Wood's words had upon him. Perhaps
speech from anyone in Lineville would have affected him
similarly. He had been brought back by word of mouth to
actualities. This kindly woman had hoped he would never return.
He took so long about caring for his horses and unpacking part of
his outfit that presently Mrs. Wood called him. Then shouldering
his bed-roll and carrying a small pack, he returned to the
kitchen. She had a hot meal prepared. Nevada indeed showed his
need of good and wholesome food.

"You poor boy!" she said once, sadly and curiously. But she
did not ask any questions.

Nevada ate until he was ashamed of himself. "Shore I know what
to call myself. But it tasted so good."

"Ahuh. Well, Jim, you take some hot water an' shave your
woolly face," she returned. "You can have the end room, right off
the hall. There's a stove an' a box of wood."

Nevada carried his pack into the room designated, then
returned for the hot water, soap, and towel. Perhaps it was the
dim and scarred mirror that gave his face such an unsightly
appearance. He was to find out presently that shaving and clean
clothes and a vastly improved appearance meant nothing to him,
because Hettie had gone out of his life forever. What did he care
how he looked? Yet he remembered with a twinge that she would
care. When an hour later he strode into the kitchen to confront
Mrs. Wood, she studied him with eyes as speculative as kind.

"Jim, I notice your gun has the same old swing, low down. Now
that's queer, ain't it?" she said, ironically.

"Wal, it shore feels queer," he responded. "For, honest, Mrs.
Wood, I haven't packed it at all for a long time."

"An' you haven't been lookin' at red liquor, either?" she went
on.

"Reckon not."

"An' you haven't been lookin' at women, either?"

"Gosh, no. I always was scared of them," he laughed, easily.
But he could not deceive her.

"Boy, somethin' has happened to you," she declared, seriously.
"You're older. Your eyes aren't like daggers any more. They've
got shadows. . . . Jim, I once saw Billy the Kid[3] in New Mexico.
You used to look like him, not in face or body or walk, but jest
in some way, some look I can't describe. But now it's
gone."

"Ahuh. Wal, I don't know whether or not you're complimentin'
me," drawled Nevada. "Billy the Kid was a pretty wild
hombre, wasn't he?"

"Humph! You'd have thought so if you'd gone through that
Lincoln County cattle war with me an' my husband. They killed
three hundred men, and my Jack was one of them."

"Lincoln County war[4]?" mused Nevada. "Shore I've heard of that,
too. An' how many of the three hundred did Billy the Kid
kill?"

"Lord only knows," she returned, fervently. "Billy had
twenty-one men to his gun before the war, an' that wasn't
countin' Greasers or Injuns. They said he was death on them. . .
. Yes, Jim, you had the look of Billy, an' if you'd kept on you'd
been another like him. But somethin' has happened to you. I ain't
inquisitive, but have you lost your nerve? Gunmen do that
sometimes, you know."

"Shore, that's it, Mrs. Wood. I've no more nerve than a
chicken," drawled Nevada, with all his old easy coolness. It was
good for him to hear her voice and to exercise his own.

"Shoo! An' I'll bet that's all you tell me about yourself,"
she said. "Jim Lacy, you left here a boy an' you've come back a
man. Wonder what Lize Teller will think of you now. She was moony
about you, the hussy!"

"Lize Teller," echoed Nevada, ponderingly. "Shore I remember
now. Is she heah?"

"She about bosses Lineville, Jim. She doesn't live with my
humble self any more, but hangs out at the Gold Mine."

Nevada found a seat on a low bench between the stove and the
corner, a place that had been a favorite with him and into which
he dropped instinctively, and settled himself for a talk. This
woman held an unique position in the little border hamlet, in
that she possessed the confidence of gamblers, miners, rustlers,
everybody. She was a good soul, always ready to help anyone in
sickness or trouble. Whatever her life had been in the past--and
Nevada guessed it had been one with her outlaw husband--she was
an honest and hard-working woman now. In the wild days of his
former association with Lineville he had not appreciated her. She
probably had some other idler or fugitive like himself doing the
very odd jobs about the place that he had applied for. Nevada
remembered that her kindliness for him had been sort of motherly,
no doubt owing to the fact that he had been the youngest of the
notorious characters of Lineville.

"Lize married yet?" began Nevada, casually.

"No indeed, an' she never will be now," replied Mrs. Wood,
forcibly. "She had her chance, a decent cattleman named Holder,
from Eureka. Reckon he knew he was buyin' stolen cattle. But for
all that he was a mighty fine sort for Lineville. Much too good
for that black-eyed wench. She was taken with him, too. Her one
chance to get away from Lineville! Then Cash Burridge rode in one
day--after a long absence. 'Most as long as yours. Cash had been
in somethin' big, south somewhere. An' he came back to lie low
an' gamble. He had plenty of money, as usual. Lost it, as usual
Lize was clerk at the Gold Mine. She got thick with Cash. He an'
Holder had a mixup over the girl, an' that settled her. Maybe I
didn't give her a piece of my mind. But I might as well have
shouted to the hills. She went from bad to worse. You'll
see."

"Cash Burridge back," rejoined Nevada, somberly, and he
dropped his head. That name had power to make him want to hide
the sudden fire in his eyes. "Reckon I'd plumb forgot Cash."

"Ha! Ha! Yes, you did, Jim Lacy," replied the woman,
knowingly. "No one would ever forget Cash, much less you. . . .
Dear me, I hope you an' he don't meet again."

"Wal, of course we'll meet," said Nevada. "I cain't hang round
your kitchen all the while, much as I like it."

"Jim, I didn't mean meet him on the street, or in the store,
or anywhere. You know what I meant."

"Don't worry, Mother Wood. Reckon Cash an' I won't clash.
Because I'm not lookin' for trouble."

"You never did, my boy, I'll swear to that. But you never run
from it. An' you know Cash Burridge. He's bad medicine sober, an'
hell when he's drunk."

"Ahuh, I reckon, now you remind me. Has Cash been up to his
old tricks lately?"

"I haven't heard much, Jim," she returned, thoughtfully.
"Mostly just Lineville gossip. No truth in it, likely."

Nevada knew it would do no good to press her further in this
direction, which reticence was proof that Cash Burridge had been
adding to his reputation one way or another. Nevada had a curious
reaction--a scorn for his own strange, vague eagerness to know.
Old submerged or forgotten feelings were regurgitating in him. A
slow heat ran along his veins.

"Lineville shore looks daid," he said, tentatively.

"It is dead, Jim. But you know it's comin' on winter.
An' this Lineville outfit is like a lot of groundhogs. They hole
up when the snow flies. There's more travel along the road than
ever before. Three stages a week now, an' lots of people stop
here for a night. I get a good many; been busy all summer an'
fall."

"Travel on the road? Wal, that's a new one for Lineville.
Prospectors always came along. But travel. What you mean, Mother
Wood?"

"Jim, where have you been for so long?" she asked, curiously.
"Sure you must have been buried somewhere. There's a new minin'
town--Salisbar. An' travel from north has been comin' through
here, in spite of the awful road."

"Salisbar? Never heard aboot it. An' stagecoaches--goin'
through Lineville. By golly!"

"Jim, there's been only couple of hold-ups. None of this
outfit, though. We hear the stage line will stop runnin' soon,
till spring."

"You mentioned aboot a cattleman named Holder buyin' heah
since I've been away. Shore he's not the only one?"

"No. But cattle deals have been low this summer. Last bunch of
cattle come over in June."

"Wal, you don't say! Lineville is daid, shore enough."

"Jim, that sort of thing has got to stop sometime, even if it
is only a lot of two-bit rustlin'."

"Two-bit? Ha! Ha!"

"Jim, I've seen thousands of longhorns rustled in my day."

"Ahuh! Reckon you have, I'm sorry to say," responded Nevada,
looking up at her ruddy face again. "Shore you never took me for
a rustler, did you, Mother?"

"Goodness, no! You was only a gun-packin' kid, run off the
ranges. But, Jim, you'll fall into it some day, sure as shootin'.
You'll be in bad company at the wrong time. Now I'm from Texas
an' I always loved a good clean hard-shootin' gunman, like Jack
was. There wasn't nothin' crooked about Jack for years an' years.
But he fell into it. An' so will you, Jim. I want you to go so
far away from Lineville that you can't never come back."

"I'll go in the spring. Shore I'm not hankerin' for the
grabline ride these next few months."

"Fine. That's a promise, my boy. I'll not let you forget it.
An' meanwhile it'll be just as well for you to be snug an' hid
right here. Till spring, huh?"

"Mother Wood, you said you wasn't inquisitive," laughed
Nevada, parrying her question. Then he grew serious. "When was
Hall heah last?"

"In June, with the last cattle that come over the divide. An',
Jim, the right queer fact is he's never been back."

"Wal, I reckon that's not so queer to me. Maybe he has shook
the dust of Lineville. He rode in heah sudden, so I was told. An'
why not ride off that way? To new pastures, Mother Wood?"

"No reason a-tall," she said, reflectively. "Only I jest don't
feel that way about Hall."

"An' that high-flyin' Less Setter from the Snake River
country. Did he ever come again?"

"No. That time you clashed with Setter was the only time he
ever hit Lineville. No wonder! They said you'd kill him if he
did. I remember, Jim, how that night after the row you talked a
lot. It was the drink. You'd had trouble with Setter before you
come to these parts. I never told it, but I remember."

"Wal, Mother, I came from the Snake River country, too,"
replied Nevada, with slow dark smile.

"It was said here that Less Setter was too big a man to fiddle
around Lineville," returned the woman, passing by Nevada's
cryptic remark, though it was not lost upon her. "Hall said
Setter had many brandin' irons in the fire. His game, though, was
to wheedle rich cattlemen an' ranchers into speculations. He was
a cunnin' swindler, low-down enough for any deal. An' he had a
weakness for women. If nothin' else ever was his downfall, that
sure would be. He tried to take Lize Teller away with him."

"Wal, you don't say!" ejaculated Nevada, trying to affect
interest and surprise that were impossible for him to feel. Again
he casually averted his face to hide his eyes. For that cold,
sickening something had shuddered through his soul. Less Setter
would never have a weakness for women again. He would never weave
his evil machinations around Ben and Hettie Ide, or anyone else,
for he and two of his arch conspirators had lain dead there in
the courtyard before Hart Blaine's cabins on the shores of Wild
Goose Lake Ranch. Dead by Nevada's hand! That was the deed that
had saved Ben Ide, and Hettie, too. It seemed long past, yet how
vivid the memory! The crowd that had melted before his charging
horse! The terror of the stricken Setter! Revenge and retribution
and death! Those villains lay prone under the drafting gunsmoke,
before the onlookers. Nevada saw himself leap back to the saddle
and spur his horse away. One look back! "So long, pard!" One look
at Ben's white, convulsed face, which would abide with him
forever.

"Lineville has had its day," the woman was saying, as if with
satisfaction at the fact. "Setter saw that, if he ever had any
idea of operatin' here. Hall saw it, too, for he's never come
back. Cash Burridge knows it. He has been away to the
south--Arizona somewhere--lookin' up a place where outside travel
hasn't struck. He'll leave when the snow melts next spring, an'
he'll not go alone. Then decent people won't be afraid to walk
down to the store."

"Good luck for Lineville, but bad for Arizona somewhere,"
returned Nevada, dryly. "Shore, I feel sorry for the ranchers
over there."

"Humph! I don't know. There are wilder outfits in Arizona than
this country ever saw," rejoined the woman, contemptuously. "Take
that Texas gang in Pleasant Valley, an' the Hash Knife outfit[5] on
the Tonto Rim, not to speak of the Mexican border. Cash Burridge
isn't the caliber to last long in Arizona. Waters an' Blink
Miller are tough nuts to crack, I'll admit. I suppose Hardy Rue
will trail after Burridge, an' of course that loud-mouthed Link
Cawthorne. But there's only one of the whole Lineville outfit
that could ever last in Arizona. An' you know who he is, Jim
Lacy."

"Wal, now, Mother, I shore haven't the least idee," drawled
Nevada.

"Go long with you," she replied, almost with affection. "But,
Jim, I'd rather think of you gettin' away from this life than
lastin' out the whole crew. I've heard my husband say that gunmen
get a mind disease. The gunman is obsessed to kill[2q]. An' if
another great killer looms on the horizon the disease forces him
to go out to meet this one. Jest to see if he can kill him! Isn't
that terrible? But it was so in Texas in the old frontier days
there."

"It shore is terrible," responded Nevada, gloomily. "I can
understand a man learnin' to throw a gun quick for self-defense.
Shore that was my own excuse. But for the sake of killin'! Reckon
I don't know what to call that."

During the hour Mrs. Wood, who had a gift for learning and
dispensing information of all sort, acquainted Nevada with all
that had happened in Lineville since his departure. She did not
confine herself to the affairs of the outlaw element who made of
Lineville a rendezvous. The few children Nevada had known and
played with, the new babies that had arrived in the interim, the
addition of several more families to the community, the talk of
having a school, and the possibilities of a post office
eventually--these things she discussed in detail, with a pleasure
and satisfaction that had been absent in her gossip about
Lineville's hard characters.

But it was that gossip which lingered in Nevada's mind. Later
when he went into his little room he performed an act almost
unconsciously. It
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