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    In Stepsons of Light, Eugene Manlove Rhodes tests whether integrity can stay upright when the ground itself is shifting beneath working people on the far edge of the map. Belonging to the Western tradition and set against the vast, hard country of the American Southwest, the book emerged from the early twentieth century, when Rhodes was shaping frontier material into lean, character-driven narratives. Rather than chase spectacle, he anchors conflict in labor, landscape, and the fragile codes that organize ranch life. That context matters: distances are long, institutions are thin, and personal reputation can travel faster than written law, giving every private decision public consequence.

The premise unfolds with measured clarity: an experienced hand, accustomed to reading sign and weather, is drawn into a tangle of obligations—work, friendship, and a wary peace kept by custom more than statute. A small breach threatens to widen, and choices made for practical reasons begin to bear moral weight. Rhodes guides readers through this tightening circle without flashy melodrama. The voice is laconic yet attentive, the tone unsentimental but humane, and the action emerges from credible pressures. Scenes of travel, talk, and tension accumulate into a story that rewards patience with steadily rising stakes and hard-earned insight.

Rhodes’s style brings the range alive through economy and precision. Dialogue carries the cadence of riders who say only what needs saying, while brief, exact strokes sketch horses, trails, and weather that can turn from ally to adversary in an hour. The prose is quick when it must be and reflective when the land quiets, letting implications settle like dust after hooves. Humor surfaces in dry turns rather than broad jokes, and irony arrives without fanfare. Most of all, the sentences honor competence—how people move, handle tools, and weigh consequences—so that character is revealed in practiced motion as much as in thought.

The title signals one of the book’s abiding concerns: who inherits light—and on what terms. Rhodes’s people are not born to privilege; they become, as the phrase suggests, stepsons, learning their way toward clarity, fairness, and self-command. The narrative tests loyalty against conscience, reputation against truth, and personal safety against the demands of neighborly responsibility. Justice and legality do not always coincide, and the book asks what good men and women owe to each other when rules falter. In place of abstract sermonizing, it offers scenes in which kindness, restraint, and courage must be chosen, often at real cost.

This work stands within a phase of Western writing that moved beyond pulp formulas toward observation grounded in lived experience. Rhodes knew the work of the range and writes from that knowledge, giving the landscape the force of a character without romantic fog. Water, distance, and time count; so do worn tack, sore feet, and the quiet arithmetic of survival. That realism, combined with moral focus, distinguishes the book from more flamboyant frontier mythmaking. It respects the intelligence of readers, trusting them to feel the pull of duty and danger without ornament or exaggeration.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions remain urgent: How do communities hold together when formal power is distant or distracted? What happens when custom sustains order but also conceals harm? Stepsons of Light shows the daily work of justice—listening, intervening, standing down, standing up—as something practiced in public and private, not merely proclaimed. It captures the strain of precarious labor and the environmental limits that shape human choice. In its understated way, it challenges narrow visions of toughness by insisting that real strength keeps company with care, and that decency is a discipline, not an accident.

Approach this book as you would a long ride: notice the small signs, trust the steady pace, and let the vistas open in their time. The idiom is specific, but the emotions are common; the plot moves by quiet turns that reward close attention to gesture, timing, and consequence. Without revealing later developments, it is safe to say that conflict deepens without abandoning plausibility, and that the closing satisfactions are earned. Stepsons of Light endures because it takes seriously both the world it portrays and the readers who enter it, offering a clear-eyed study of character under pressure that still feels bracingly current.
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    Stepsons of Light, a Western novel by Eugene Manlove Rhodes from the early twentieth century, unfolds in the ranching country of the American Southwest. Rhodes frames a landscape where law exists but is still contestable, and where personal honor often arrives at the scene before formal authority. Into this setting steps a seasoned rider whose habit of drifting masks a deliberate, ethical center. Drawn by friendship and a wary respect for community, he confronts a tangle of pressures—economic, social, and political—that threaten to turn ordinary disputes into enduring feuds. The title signals a moral inquiry: who truly belongs with justice, and who approaches it at a distance.

The narrative begins with a local disturbance that seems straightforward—livestock gone missing, fences cut, tempers short. Yet the hero quickly senses an unseen hand aligning accidents into patterns. A loose alliance of ambitious men exploits confusion, casting blame where it will stick and coaxing neighbors toward hasty reprisals. The newcomer’s refusal to accept easy answers earns him allies among working cowhands and small ranchers, but also the hostility of those who profit from disorder. Rhodes uses scenes of daily labor, trail craft, and campfire talk to establish the social fabric at risk, suggesting that the land’s harshness both binds people together and invites opportunists.

As suspicion spreads, the story widens to include the uneasy reach of formal law. Deputies, justices, and self-appointed enforcers jostle for authority, and procedural forms are shown to be only as sound as the men who wield them. The protagonist judges that a quick gun will not settle matters that began with lies, and he turns to watchfulness, patient inquiry, and careful timing. Small details—brands, tracks, errand routes, who rode where and when—gain weight. Rhodes emphasizes how reputations can be bent by rumor and how a community’s memory, however long, can be coached to forget inconvenient facts.

A sharper turn arrives when a single violent episode is used to harden sides, a move that almost works. What looks like righteous retaliation may instead be stagecraft meant to collapse distinctions between guilt and innocence. The rider travels rough country to verify what others dismiss, testing friendships while respecting boundaries between cultures and households. His method is less spectacle than stubborn attention, stripping away pretexts without advertising what he knows. In these middle chapters, the book’s central tension clarifies: the choice between speed and fairness, between the relief of decisive force and the slower comfort of a verified truth.

As the stakes rise, public proceedings loom, but so does the threat that crowds will settle matters outside any hearing. Weather, distance, and the fatigue of long days become characters in their own right, complicating every errand. The protagonist’s composure steadies companions otherwise tempted to break ranks, and his tactics pivot from defense to quiet offense. New information suggests that the obvious villains may be instruments rather than authors, and that some protectors have bargained away more than they admit. Rhodes refuses a caricature of pure good or evil, preferring incremental revelations that test each person’s willingness to be corrected.

Near the end, the strands converge on a resolution that seeks to salvage both truth and neighborliness. The plan that forms values restraint over spectacle, asking rough men to measure their pride against shared futures. Key relationships—between riders and ranchers, enforcers and the enforced—are recalibrated rather than dissolved. The central figure insists that any victory worth keeping must be explained, not merely imposed, and that the slow work of mending is braver than a moment of glory. Without disclosing the final turns, Rhodes draws the conflict toward an outcome that honors evidence and leaves room for continuing lives.

The novel’s lasting resonance lies in its disciplined compassion. Rhodes, prized for exact regional speech and unshowy wit, builds a Western that respects skill with a horse yet looks beyond bravado to the patient ethics of community. Stepsons of Light lingers on the paradox of its title: people formed by hard country who are not born to justice but can adopt it, imperfectly and insistently. In avoiding easy condemnations, the book keeps its surprises intact while affirming that progress on the frontier meant not the end of courage but its redirection—from settling scores to keeping faith with the truth.
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    Eugene Manlove Rhodes (1869–1934), often called the “cowboy novelist,” grounded Stepsons of Light in the daily life of ranch country in southern New Mexico. Raised and employed as a working cowboy in the Sacramento and San Andres Mountains and the Tularosa and Hondo basins, he wrote with firsthand knowledge of range work, county institutions, and dispersed settlements. Published in the 1910s, the novel reflects a region moving from territorial days toward modern statehood. Its milieu features ranch outfits, one‑room schools, county courthouses, Protestant and Catholic congregations, and the growing influence of the railroad—institutions that structured community life on the semi‑arid rim of the Chihuahuan Desert.

From 1850 to 1912 New Mexico was a U.S. territory, with politics shaped by overlapping Anglo and Hispano elites and memories of frontier violence. The Lincoln County War (1878–1881), involving rival mercantile-ranching factions and figures such as Billy the Kid, left a lasting cautionary tale about private power eclipsing lawful process. Statehood arrived in 1912, reorganizing courts and administration while leaving rural counties to rely on sheriffs, juries, and local patronage networks. Rhodes wrote against this backdrop of hard‑won legal order, attentive to how communities balanced neighborly mediation with formal justice in a landscape where distance and sparse population complicated enforcement.

New Mexico’s cattle industry matured after the Civil War, expanding open‑range herds across Lincoln, Chaves, and Otero counties. Barbed wire, introduced in the 1870s, and the catastrophic winter of 1886–1887 hastened the end of unfenced grazing and promoted smaller, better‑managed outfits. Roundups, brand inspections, and trail drives gave way to rail shipment and ranch association rules by the early twentieth century. Conflicts over trespass, rustling, and fence‑cutting did not vanish but were increasingly addressed through branding laws, stock associations, and the courts. Rhodes’s depictions of range practice draw on this transition from loosely policed rangeland toward regulated, market‑oriented ranching.

Railroads tied remote valleys to national markets. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe reached New Mexico in 1880, while the El Paso and Northeastern Railway, completed in 1897–1899, created new towns such as Alamogordo and connected the Sacramento foothills to El Paso. A steep logging and passenger branch climbed to Cloudcroft, symbolizing technological ambition in rugged country. Telegraph and later telephone lines, rural mail delivery, and company depots changed tempo and expectation in ranch communities, tightening schedules for shipments, wages, and court dates. Such infrastructure reduced isolation without erasing local autonomy, a balance Rhodes registers in his measured attention to distance, timetables, and rumor.

Scarce water shaped settlement. The 1902 Reclamation Act launched federal irrigation projects across the arid West, including the Carlsbad Project on the Pecos and the Rio Grande Project anchored by Elephant Butte Dam, which began impounding water in 1916. Meanwhile, federal forest reserves became national forests; the Lincoln forest reserve was created in 1902 (later the Lincoln National Forest), introducing grazing permits, timber rules, and professional rangers. These policies redefined customary access to streams, springs, and uplands, pressing ranchers to navigate permits and water rights alongside neighborly usage. The resulting negotiations and disputes inform Rhodes’s portrayals of prudence, stewardship, and the friction between local practice and distant administrative authority.

Law and order in rural New Mexico rested on layered institutions. County sheriffs and deputies shouldered most policing, supplemented intermittently by the New Mexico Mounted Police, a statewide force active from 1905 to 1911 and again from 1915 to 1921. Federal courts handled certain crimes and land matters; territorial and later state courts managed the rest. Jury travel, witness reliability, and the cost of prosecutions complicated routine justice, encouraging reliance on bonds, reputations, and mediation. Rhodes, who valued procedural fairness, registers this environment of practical law—neither lawless nor rigid—where character, testimony, and the slow machinery of courts determined outcomes.

Events beyond New Mexico also pressed in. The Mexican Revolution (1910–1920) unsettled the borderlands; the 1916 raid on Columbus, New Mexico, prompted Gen. John J. Pershing’s Punitive Expedition and increased military patrols across the south. War in Europe drove U.S. demand for beef after 1914, and especially after American entry in 1917, boosting prices for ranchers while straining labor and transport. These pressures tested loyalties, supply chains, and notions of security in counties tied economically to El Paso and the Pecos‑Rio Grande corridors. Rhodes situates ranch life within this wider flux, noting how distant decisions could ripple through an isolated bunkhouse.

Stepsons of Light appeared amid the consolidation of the Western as a national genre after Owen Wister’s The Virginian (1902) and alongside popular contemporaries such as Zane Grey. Rhodes published widely in national magazines, prized for stylistic economy, regional humor, and an insistence on accuracy learned from years on horseback. His fiction favors competence, mutual obligation, and measured justice over melodramatic outlaw heroics. In that sense, the novel both reflects Progressive‑Era faith in institutions and scrutinizes their limits on the far edge of authority. By dramatizing ethical choice within real constraints, Rhodes offered a grounded counterpoint to more romantic mythmaking.
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“Why-Why had been principally beaten about the face, and his injuries, therefore, were slight[1q].”

—The Romance of the First Radical.

“A fine face, marred by an expression of unscrupulous integrity[2q].”

—Credit Lost.



The lady listened with fluttering attention. The lady was sweet and twenty, and the narrator—myself—was spurred to greater effort. Suddenly a thought struck her. It was a severe blow. She sat up straight, she stiffened her lips to primness, her fine eyes darkened with suspicion, her voice crisped to stern inquiry.

“I suppose, when Sunday came, you kept right on working?”

It was an acid supposition. Her dear little nose squinched to express some strong emotion—loving-kindness, perhaps; her dear little upper lip curled ominous. She looked as though she might bite.

“Kept right on working is right. We had to keep on working,” I explained. “We couldn’t very well work six days gathering cattle and then turn them all loose again on the seventh day—could we now?”

The lady frowned. The lady sniffed. She was not one to be turned aside by subterfuge. She leaned forward to strike, and flattened her brows in scorn. She looked uncommonly like a rattlesnake[3q]. She said:

“I suppose you couldn’t put them in the barn-yards?”

And I learned about readers from her.



Cattle were once grazed to the nearest railroad—say, a thousand miles—yes, and beyond that railroad to Wyoming grass; or Montana. No one who saw those great herds forgot them or ever quite refrained from speech of those stirring days, to children or grandchildren. That is why so many think—not unnaturally—that range cattle were always held under herd. But it is a mistaken impression. Cattle do not thrive under herd.

Cattle on the free range—everybody’s cattle—were turned loose and mixed together. There were no fences except as deep rivers counted for such; the Panama Canal was yet undug. Twice a year, in spring and fall, everybody gets together to work the cattle at the rodeo, or round-up. They brand the calves; they take into the day herd all strays, all steers or cows to be shipped, and nothing more. From cattle gathered each day steers and strays are cut out and thrown into the day herd; all the others, the range cattle, are turned loose with a vigorous shove in that direction most remote from to-morrow’s round-up.

Again, your ranch was that land to which you had either title or claim; its purpose was to give a water right on stream or lake or to hold spring, well or tank. But your range was either Texas land or Uncle Sam’s land as far as your cattle would range from your various water rights—say, twenty-five miles in each direction. Your range was that country where you were reasonably sure your cattle would not be stolen by strangers.

Here was the way of the Bar Cross[3] round-up; with slight variations it was the way of any round-up. The Bar Cross Company, running the biggest brand on the Jornada[4] range, supplied one foreman, one straw boss, three top hands and the captain of the day herd; one horse wrangler, who herded the saddle horses by day; one night wrangler, who herded them by night; and mounts for these eight. The Bar Cross also furnished one red-headed cook; one chuck wagon and the chuck—chuck being grub—and one bed wagon to haul bed rolls from camp to camp, and also to haul wood and water between times. Item: Four mules for the chuck wagon, and two for the bed wagon. The night wrangler drove the bed wagon; night wranglers were not supposed to sleep.

Other ranchmen, co-users of the Bar Cross range, sent each a man and his mount to represent. A man with many cattle might send two or more men; the 7 T X—next to the Bar Cross the biggest brand on the Jornada—sent four. Each man or each two men brought tarp and bedding on a pack horse.

From north, south, east and west came the stray men, each with mount and bed. Stray men stayed with the outfit as long as it pleased them. When they were satisfied they cut out from the day herd their own cattle, together with those of their neighbors, and drove them home. As a usual thing, three or four would throw in and drive back together. If by chance some man was homeward bound and alone, the Bar Cross detailed a man to help him home; a friendly and not imprudent custom.

To sum up: The Bar Cross paid nine men, and provided good grub for all comers; in return it had the help of twenty-five to forty men in working the range; the rodeo, or round-up.

During the weeks or months of that working, wherever some other outfit gave a round-up—east, west, south or north—there, with mount and bed, went either a Bar Cross man or one from some other brand of the Jornada people, bringing back all Jornada cattle.

A word about horses. In the fall, when grass was green and good, a mount was eight to thirteen head. One must be gentle; he was night horse; every man stood guard at night two and a half to three hours; all night in case of storm. For the others, the best were cutting horses, used afternoons, when the day’s drive was worked; the poorest were circle horses and were ridden in the forenoon, when the round-up was made. But in the spring it is different. Grass is scant and short; corn is fed, and four horses go to a mount; the range is worked lightly.

So much was needful by way of glossary and guide; so partly to avoid such handicap as we meet in telling a baseball story to an Englishman.

It is a singular thing that with the Bar Cross were found the top ropers, crack riders, sure shots—not only the slickest cowmen, but also the wisest cow ponies. Our foremen were “cowmen right,” our wranglers held the horses, our cooks would fry anything once. But you know how it is—your own organization—firm, farm or factory—is doubtless the best of its kind. No? You surprise me. You have missed much—faith in others, hope for others, comradeship.

It is laughable to recall that men of other brands disputed the headship of the Bar Cross. Nor was this jest or bravado; the poor fellows were sincere enough. Indeed, we thought this pathetic loyalty rather admirable than otherwise. Such were the 101, in Colorado; the X I T, in the Panhandle; the Block and the V V, between the Pecos and the Front Range; the Bar W, west of the White Mountain; the V Cross T, the John Cross, the Diamond A and the L C, west of the Rio Grande. Even from Arizona, the T L, the Toltec Company—Little Colorado River way—put forth absurd pretensions.

The Bar Cross men smiled, knowing what they knew. That sure knowledge was the foundation of the gay and holdfast spirit they brought to confront importunate life. No man wanted to be the weak link of that strong chain; each brought to his meanest task the earnestness that is remarked upon when Mr. Ty Cobb slides into second base; they bent every energy on the thing they did at the joyful time of doing it. In this way only is developed that rare quality to which the scientific give the name of pep or punch. Being snappy made them happy, and being happy made them snappy; establishing what is known to philosophers as the virtuous circle. The nearest parallel is newspaper circulation, which means more advertising, which boosts circulation, and so onward and upward.

In that high eagerness of absorption, a man “working for the brand” did not, could not, center all thoughts on self; he trusted his fellows, counted upon them, joyed in their deeds. And to forget self in the thought of others is for so long to reach life at its highest.



The Bar Cross had worked the northern half of the range, getting back to Engle, the center and the one shipping point of the Jornada, with fifteen hundred steers—finding there no cars available, no prospect of cars for ten days to come. To take those steers to the south and back meant that they would be so gaunted as to be unfit for shipment.

So the wagon led on softly, drifting down to the river, to a beating of bosque[1]s for outlaw cattle and a combing of half-forgotten ridges and pockets behind Christobal Mountain. It was a work which because of its difficulty had been shirked for years; the river cattle mostly came out on the plains in the rainy season, and got their just deserts there. Waiting for cars, the outfit was marking time anyhow. Any cattle snared on the river were pure gain. The main point was to handle the stock tenderly. From working the bosques the outfit expected few cattle and got less.—The poets babble about the bosky dell; bosque, literally translated, means “woods.” Yet for this purpose if you understand the word as “jungle,” you will be the less misled.

Johnny Dines sat tailor-wise on his horse at the crest of a sandy knoll and looked down at the day herd, spread out over a square mile of tableland, and now mostly asleep in the brooding heat of afternoon. About the herd other riders, six in all, stood at attention, black silhouettes, or paced softly to turn back would-be stragglers.

Of these riders Neighbor Jones alone was a Bar Cross man. He was captain of the day herd, a fixture; for him reluctant straymen were detailed in turn, day by day, as day herders. Johnny represented a number of small brands in the north end of the Black Range. His face was sparkling, all alive; he was short, slender, black-haired, black-eyed, two and twenty. He saw—Neighbor Jones himself not sooner—what turmoil rose startling from a lower bench to riverward; a riot of wild cattle with riders as wild on lead and swing and point. As a usual thing, the day’s catch comes sedately to the day herd; but this day’s catch was bosque cattle—renegades and desperates of a dozen brands.

Jody Weir, on Johnny’s right, sat on the sand in the shadow of his horses. This was not ethical; seeing him, Yoast and Ralston, leading the riot, turned that way, drew aside to right and left, and so loosed the charging hurricane directly at the culprit.

Weir scrambled to saddle and spurred from under. The other riders closed in on the day herd, stirring them up the better to check the outlaws. Half of the round-up crew followed Yoast to the right of the now roused and bellowing day herd, bunching them; the others followed Ralston on Johnny’s side of the herd.

Cole Ralston was the Bar Cross foreman. Overtaking Johnny, he raised a finger; the two drew rein and let the others pass by. Cole spoke to the last man.

“Spike, when they quiet down you ride round and tell all these day-herder waddies that if any of ’em want to write letters they can slip in to the wagon. I’m sending a man to town soon after supper.”

He turned to Johnny, laughing.

“Them outcasts was sure snaky. We near wasted the whole bunch. Had to string ’em out and let ’em run so they thought they was getting away or they’d ha’ broke back into the brush.”

“Two bull fights started already,” observed Johnny. “Your Sunday-School bulls are hunting up the wild ones, just a-snuffin’.”

“The boys will keep ’em a-moving,” said Cole. “Dines, you ride your own horses, so I reckon you’re not drawing pay from the ninety-seven piney-woods brands you’re lookin’ out for. Just turning their cattle in a neighborly way?”

“Someone had to come.”

“Well, then,” said Cole, “how would you like a Bar Cross mount?”

Slow red tinged the olive of Johnny’s cheek, betraying the quickened heartbeats.

“You’ve done hired a hand—quick as ever I throw these cattle back home.”

“Wouldn’t Walter Hearn cut out your milk-pen brands as close as you would?”

“Sure! He’s one of the bunch.”

“Your pay started this morning, then. Here’s the lay. To-morrow we work the herd and start the west-bound strays home. Walt can throw in with the S S Bar man and I’ll send Lon along to represent the Bar Cross. Hiram goes to the John Cross work, at the same time helpin’ Pink throw back the John Cross stuff. So that leaves us shy a short man. That’s you. Send your horses home with Walt.”

“I’d like to keep one with me for my private.”

“All right. Leave him at the horse camp. Can’t carry any idlers with the caballada[2]—makes the other horses discontented. You drift into the wagon early, when you see the horse herd coming. I’m goin’ to send you to the horse camp to get you a mount. We’ll cut out all the lame ones and sore backs from our mounts too. I’ll give you a list of fresh ones to bring back for us. You go up to Engle after supper and then slip out to Moongate to-morrow. We’ll be loadin’ ’em at Engle when you get back. No hurry; take your time.”

He rode on. Behind him the most joyous heart between two oceans thumped at Johnny’s ribs. It is likely that you see no cause for pride. You see a hard job for a scanty wage; to Johnny Dines it was accolade and shoulder stroke. Johnny’s life so far had been made up all of hardships well borne. But that was what Johnny did not know or dream; to-day, hailed man-grown, he thought of his honors, prince and peer, not as deserved and earned, but as an unmerited stroke of good fortune.

The herd, suddenly roused, became vociferous with query and rumor; drifted uneasily a little, muttered, whispered, tittered, fell quiet again, to cheerful grazing. The fresh wild cattle, nearing the periphery, glimpsed the dreaded horsemen beyond, and turned again to hiding in the center. Cole and most of his riders drew away and paced soberly campward, leaving ten herders where they found six.

Jody Weir rode over to Johnny.

“Old citizen,” he said, “the rod tells me you are for Engle, and if I wanted to send letters I might go write ’em. But I beat him to it. Letter to my girl all written and ready. All I had to do was to put in a line with my little old pencil, telling her we’d work the herd to-morrow and start home next day. She’ll be one pleased girl; she sure does love her little Jody.”

Johnny knotted his brows in puzzlement. “But who reads your letters to her?” he said wonderingly.

“Now what you doin’—tryin’ to slur my girl? She’s educated, that child is.”

“No; but when you said she—she liked her little Jody—why, I naturally supposed”—Johnny hesitated—“her eyesight, you know, might be—”

Weir slapped his leg and guffawed.

“Thought she was blind, did you? Well, she ain’t. If she was I wouldn’t be writing this letter. Most of it is heap private and confidential.” His face took on a broad and knowing leer as he handed over the letter. It was fat; it was face up; it bore the address:

Mr. J. D. Weir, Hillsboro, N. M.

Johnny put the letter carefully in his saddle pocket.

“Don’t you think maybe you’re leaving an opening for some of the cattle to slip out?” he said, twitching his thumb toward Weir’s deserted post.

“Let them other waddies circulate a little—lazy dogs! Won’t hurt ’em any. Cattle ain’t troublin’, nohow. Cole, he told me himself to slide over and give you my letters. Darned funny if a man can’t gas a little once in a while.” He gave Johnny a black look. “Say, feller! Maybe you don’t like my talk?”

“No,” said Johnny, “I don’t. Not unless you change the subject. That young lady wouldn’t want you to be talking her over with any tough you meet.”

Jody Weir checked his horse and regarded Dines with a truculent stare. “Aw, hell! She ain’t so particular! Here, let me show you the stuff she writes, herself.” His hand went to his vest pocket. “Some baby!”

“Here! That’s enough! I’m surprised at you, Jody. I never was plumb foolish about you, but I suhtenly thought you was man enough not to kiss and tell. That’s as low-down as they ever get, I reckon.”

“You ain’t got no gun. And you’re too little for me to maul round—say nothing of scaring the herd and maybe wasting a lot.”

“All that is very true—to-day. But it isn’t a question of guns, just now. I’m trying to get you to shut up that big blackguard mouth of yours. If you wasn’t such a numskull you’d see that I’m a-doin’ you a good turn.”

“You little sawed-off, bench-legged pup! I orter throw this gun away and stomp you into the sand! Aw, what’s a-bitin’ you? I ain’t named no names, have I? You’re crowdin’ me purty hard. What’s the matter, feller? Got it in for me, and usin’ this as an excuse? When’d I ever do you any dirt?”

“Never,” said Johnny. “Get this straight: I’m not wanting any fight. It’s decency I’m trying to crowd on to you—not a fight.”

“I can’t write to my girl without your say-so, hey?”

“Now you listen! Writing to a girl, fair and above-board, is one thing. Writing unbeknownst to her folks, with loose talk about her on the side, is another thing altogether. It’s yourself you’re doing dirt to—and to this girl that trusted you.”

Jody’s face showed real bewilderment. “How? You don’t know her name. Nobody knows her name. No one knows I have more than a nodding acquaintance with her—unless she told you!” His eyes flamed with sudden suspicion. “You know her yourself—she told you!”

“Jody, you put me in mind of the stealthy hippopotamus, and likewise of the six-toed Wallipaloova bird, that hides himself under his wing,” said Dines. “I’ve never been in Hillsboro, and I never saw your girl. But when you write her a letter addressed to yourself—why don’t your dad take that letter home and keep it till you come? How is she going to get it out of the post office? She can’t—unless she works in the post office herself. Old man Seiber is postmaster at Hillsboro. I’ve heard that much. And he’s got a daughter named Kitty. You see now I was telling you true—you talk too much.”

Weir’s face went scarlet with rage.

“Here’s a fine how-de-do about a damn little—”

That word was never uttered. Johnny’s horse, with rein and knee and spur to guide and goad, reared high and flung sidewise. White hoofs flashed above Weir’s startled eyes; Johnny launched himself through the air straight at Jody’s throat. Johnny’s horse fell crashing after, twisting, bestriding at once the other horse and the two locked and straining men. Weir’s horse floundered and went down, men and horses rolled together in the sand. From first to last you might have counted—one—two—three—four! Johnny came clear of the tangle with Jody’s six-shooter in his hand. He grabbed Jody by the collar and dragged him from under the struggling horses.

“We can’t go on with this, Jody!” he said gravely. “You’ve got no gun!”
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“She is useful to us, undoubtedly,’ answered Corneuse, ‘but she does us an injury by ruining us.’”

—The Elm Tree on the Mall.



The Jornada is a high desert of tableland, east of the Rio Grande. In design it is strikingly like a billiard table; forty-five miles by ninety, with mountain ranges for rail at east and west, broken highlands on the south, a lava bed on the north. At the middle of each rail and at each corner, for pockets, there is a mountain passway and water; there are peaks and landmarks for each diamond on the rail; for the center and for each spot there is a railroad station and water—Lava, Engle and Upham. Roughly speaking there is road or trail from each spot to each pocket, each spot to each spot, each pocket to every other pocket. In the center, where you put the pin at pin pool, stands Engle.

Noon of the next day found Johnny nearing Moongate Pass, a deep notch in the San Andreas Mountains; a smooth semicircle exactly filled and fitted by the rising moon, when full and seen from Engle. Through Moongate led the wagon road, branching at the high parks on the summit to five springs: The Bar Cross horse camp, Bear Den, Rosebud, Good Fortune, Grapevine.

Johnny drove his casualties slowly up the gentle valley. On either hand a black-cedared ridge climbed eastward, each to a high black mountain at the head of the pass. Johnny gathered up what saddle horses were in the pass and moved them along with his cripples.

At the summit he came to a great gateway country of parks and cedar mottes, gentle slopes and low rolling ridges, with wide smooth valleys falling away to north and south; eastward rose a barrier of red-sandstone hills. High in those red hills Johnny saw two horsemen. They drove a bunch of horses of their own; they rode swiftly down a winding backbone to intercept him. He held up his little herd; the two riders slowed up in response. They came through a greenwood archway to the little cove where Johnny waited. One was a boy of sixteen, Bob Gifford, left in charge of the horse camp; the other a tall stranger who held up his hand in
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