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    On the desert frontier where reputation is currency and longing will not be denied, this paired work follows how yearning collides with duty, how private vows confront public law, and how the smallest gesture—a wary glance, a reckless ride, a calculated invitation—can tilt lives toward chase or sanctuary, binding strangers and neighbors in consequences that echo across mesas and river bottoms, cattle towns and lonely ranches, under relentless sun and sudden storm, until desire itself serves as both compass and snare in a country that prizes grit, decency, and the exacting mercy of a hard-won justice.

The Desire of the Moth; and the Come On belongs to the classic Western tradition, set in the American Southwest, with strong ties to New Mexico’s range country. Written by Eugene Manlove Rhodes, an author celebrated for his firsthand knowledge of ranch work and frontier life, the volume gathers two short Western narratives in a single book. Composed in the early twentieth century, it reflects the period’s preoccupation with honor codes, community standards, and the uneasy evolution from rough frontier customs to more formal law. Readers encounter a landscape and society in transition, rendered with economy, humor, and a practiced eye.

Without revealing key turns, it is safe to say that each tale centers on a principled protagonist whose choices reverberate through a tight-knit community where news travels faster than proof. One story hinges on a hazardous meeting of romance and responsibility; the other takes its title from a deliberate lure that tests nerve, patience, and moral clarity. Rhodes shapes brisk, suspenseful episodes around laconic dialogue, close observation of country and stock, and a dry, companionable wit. The result is a reading experience that balances tension and tenderness, offering swift action tempered by reflection and a steady moral undercurrent.

Rhodes’s craft favors clean lines and lived-in detail: saddles and sign, dust and distance, the calculus of water, weather, and time. He sidesteps bombast, trusting tight scenes and sharp speech to carry force. The humor is lean and situational, emerging from character rather than quip, while the pacing alternates between taut pursuit and the long pause of watchfulness that life on open range imposes. Landscapes are not ornamental backdrops but working environments that test judgment. The voice is confident yet modest, interested in how people earn one another’s respect, how they misread or rise to the moment, and how consequences accrue.

The themes are enduring: the tension between law and justice, the fragility and power of reputation, the costs and consolations of loyalty, and the way love clarifies duty even as it complicates it. Rhodes treats courage as a moral posture rather than mere bravado, and he takes seriously the idea that decency requires both restraint and resolve. The stories examine how communities police themselves—sometimes wisely, sometimes rashly—and how a person might live well under scrutiny. Violence exists, but the books are fundamentally concerned with character: what it means to be fair, to stand one’s ground, to tell the truth when it hurts.

For contemporary readers, these tales offer a vivid alternative to mythic excess: a Western sensibility rooted less in spectacle and more in earned trust, practical skill, and ethical ambiguity. Questions about institutional authority versus personal conscience feel current, as do the pressures of rumor, image, and belonging. The portrayal of work—ranching, tracking, negotiating—carries a quiet dignity that resonates beyond time and place. Readers interested in American regional writing, the evolution of frontier law, or depictions of love that neither idealize nor trivialize will find both substance and charm, along with an invitation to consider how environments shape choices.

Approached today, the volume reads as two complementary meditations on choice under pressure, with enough motion for the action-minded and enough nuance for those drawn to moral texture. It rewards attentive reading: notice how small decisions tilt whole scenes, how silence does as much as speech, how the land enforces honesty. The stories are accessible on their surfaces—clear stakes, strong momentum—yet they linger because Rhodes allows goodness to be difficult. Whether you come for the chase, the courtship, the frontier towns, or the wry humor, you are likely to stay for the steady, humane intelligence that holds all the elements together.
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    In the border country of the Southwest, the first tale opens with a seasoned wanderer riding back into a town he once knew. The place has grown but remains precarious, ruled as much by reputation as by law. Drawn by a long-remembered attachment and an unspoken debt, he keeps his reasons to himself while taking the measure of shifting alliances among ranchers, miners, and officials. Rumors of old quarrels persist beneath a layer of everyday bustle. He finds work, listens more than he speaks, and waits for the moment when the quiet tension that defines the settlement will finally break.

The moment arrives when personal feeling intersects with public trouble. A woman he admires stands near the center of a dispute that touches land, money, and the pride of competing factions. A respected figure of authority pushes hard for a quick resolution to a lingering offense, and a few restless men are ready to settle scores on their own. The newcomer’s easy manner hides careful watchfulness. He maps who trusts whom, where fear outweighs courage, and who might be willing to bend the rules. The town’s peace proves fragile, and a careless word or raised hand could tilt everything.

A sudden accusation sparks action. With one man facing blame for a deed he may not have done, the newcomer chooses to stand between anger and haste. He moves quietly, cultivating allies on both sides of the badge and among those who prefer to stay officially uninvolved. The woman’s safety and good name demand discretion as much as daring. He tests stories against tracks and tempers, using humor to lower defenses and timing to avoid needless fights. The stakes climb, not only for the accused, but for the standing of the town itself if rage outruns truth.

The country’s distances and silences become part of the struggle. Night rides, chance meetings on ranch roads, and a public gathering where glances reveal more than words give the newcomer opportunities to compare masks with motives. He engineers small trials—harmless at a glance—that yield telling reactions. A near mishap underlines how quickly misjudgments can turn lethal. Meanwhile, the authority pushing the case begins to show the strain of urgency. The drifter’s quiet campaign favors patience over bravado, guiding events toward a place where facts can be separated from tangled loyalties without wrecking lives.

Pressure peaks in a showdown that stops short of spectacle. Conscience, not gunfire, decides what follows. Without exposing private wounds to public view, the newcomer manages to steer the conflict toward an outcome that spares the innocent and gives the town a way to keep faith with its better self. Desire yields to duty, and personal longing accepts its limits. When the dust settles, the settlement has learned something about the cost of justice and the value of restraint. The man who made that learning possible leaves as he arrived, with little said and much understood.

The second tale turns to another corner of the same country, where caution and cunning take center stage. Trouble gathers around money on the move and whispers of a robbery in the making. Rather than wait to be struck, a plan forms to bait the strike—a come-on designed to draw out the boldest hands. A resourceful strategist, either familiar or of like mind to the earlier wanderer, proposes using rumor, timing, and conspicuous opportunity to force hidden players to reveal themselves. The stakes are measured not only in cash, but in whether a small community can keep its nerve.

The scheme rests on theater as much as tactics. A shipment that looks tempting, a route that seems predictable, and a handful of talkative bystanders become props in a carefully managed performance. Trusted partners act their parts in plain sight, while watchers keep to the edges. The planners expect both imitation and innovation from their adversaries and leave room to adapt. Each step is meant to tighten a net without appearing to set one. Tension grows as the day approaches, and the margin for error narrows to split-second judgments made under watching eyes.

When the trap springs, complications arrive with it. Not everyone who reaches for the bait is a stranger, and not all loyalties run as expected. A standoff in hard country tests tempers and timing. Rather than force a bloody finish, the guiding hand leans on terrain, surprise, and bargaining room to separate the reckless from the truly dangerous. Unseen preparations prove their worth as a clearer picture of the threat emerges. The case turns on proof that can stand up in daylight, allowing order to be restored without humiliating those who helped by pretending not to know.

Together the two stories move from private longing to public strategy, from a man resisting his own desire to a community resisting fear. Each emphasizes nerve, wit, and a code that values restraint over excess. The land itself—wide, patient, and exacting—presses on every choice. The desire of the moth stands for what cannot be claimed without harm; the come-on for the risks of tempting fate to show its hand. The book’s essence lies in measured courage: how to act decisively without courting needless ruin, and how to keep honor intact when justice must be done swiftly but well.
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    Eugene Manlove Rhodes sets The Desire of the Moth; and the Come On in the arid uplands and basins of southern New Mexico during the late territorial period and the first years of statehood. The narrative space evokes the Tularosa Basin, the Sacramento and San Andres ranges, and the small ranching towns that grew with the railroad around 1898 to 1915. The region’s vast distances, scarce water, and harsh winters shaped mobility, risk, and community dependence. Bilingual, multiethnic society was the norm, with Anglo ranchers working alongside long-established Hispano families and neighboring Mescalero Apache communities. Law, property, and honor codes emerged from this demanding, semi-ordered frontier.

The open range cattle boom of the 1870s and early 1880s defined livelihoods across New Mexico and the greater Southwest. Barbed wire, patented in 1874, gradually curtailed free grazing, while blizzards and drought in 1886 to 1887 devastated herds and capitalized many small outfits. Territorial stock associations, roundups, and brand inspection regimes emerged to police rustling and allocate scarce range. Rhodes, a working cowboy in New Mexico from the 1880s, channels that system’s unwritten rules into plot and character. The book mirrors the ethics of trail credit, hospitality, and brand law, and the tensions that flared when economic downturns turned neighbors into competitors or suspected thieves.

The transformation of law and order from vigilante justice to formal courts was punctuated by violent episodes such as the Lincoln County War of 1878 to 1881 in southeastern New Mexico. Rival merchant ranch coalitions, notably Murphy Dolan versus Tunstall McSween, drew in hired gunmen and regulators, with figures like Billy the Kid and Sheriff Pat Garrett shaping the conflict’s legend. After the war’s climax in 1881, territorial courts, county sheriffs, and juries expanded their reach, though unevenly. Rhodes’s story world reflects this contested legitimacy: posses, warrants, and courthouse scenes sit uneasily alongside ambushes and private vengeance, dramatizing how communities negotiated justice in practice.

New Mexico’s admission as a state in 1912 brought institutional reforms and symbolic closure to the long territorial era dominated by the Santa Fe Ring, a powerful legal political network active from the 1860s to the 1890s. Statehood entrenched clearer judicial procedures, modernized county administration, and codified bilingual governance in the constitution to reflect Hispano majorities in many counties. Yet patronage networks and local bossism persisted. In Rhodes’s milieu, trials, elections, and the selection of sheriffs and jurors carry higher stakes because status and outcome still hinge on reputation and alliances. The book’s conflicts often turn on whether law can be trusted to restrain entrenched interests.

Railroads reorganized southern New Mexico’s economy and social tempo. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe reached Albuquerque in 1880, and the El Paso and Northeastern built north to Alamogordo in 1898, extending to Carrizozo by 1899 and linking to the Capitan coal field by 1903. Telegraph lines, scheduled trains, and express services compressed distance, hastened news, and made cattle shipping more profitable but also more regulated. Towns sprang up along sidings, while stage routes withered. Rhodes’s pursuits, rendezvous, and deadlines echo this timetable world: characters exploit or resist rail connectivity, cut telegraph wires, or race a train to a junction, turning technology into both opportunity and constraint.

Federal land and water policy reshaped the range. The Lincoln Forest Reserve was proclaimed in 1902, and after 1905 the US Forest Service instituted grazing permits and fees, altering customary access to summer pastures in the Sacramento and Guadalupe highlands; by 1908 these reserves were consolidated as Lincoln National Forest. Homesteading surged under the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909 and the Stock Raising Homestead Act of 1916, fragmenting open range. The Reclamation Act of 1902 funded Elephant Butte Dam on the Rio Grande, built from 1911 to 1916, redirecting irrigation and settlement patterns downstream. The book channels disputes over springs, canyons, and fence lines into personal and legal conflict.

Borderlands security and the Mexican Revolution from 1910 to 1920 intensified military and policing presence across New Mexico. The March 9, 1916 raid by Pancho Villa on Columbus, New Mexico, and the subsequent Punitive Expedition under General John J. Pershing from 1916 to 1917 brought cavalry patrols, checkpoints, and wartime suspicion to ranch country. Smuggling of arms and cattle, real and alleged, drew federal attention to remote trails. Though primarily a local ranch saga, Rhodes’s narrative ambiance reflects this climate of vigilance and mobilization, where strangers are scrutinized, loyalties tested, and federal authority intersects with county law in ways that complicate everyday justice.

The book operates as a critique of unequal justice and economic power during the closing of the open range. It exposes how proximity to county offices, cattle associations, or remnants of Ring style patronage can tilt outcomes against small holders, vaqueros, and the poor. By dramatizing jury selection, arrest tactics, and the social costs of false accusation, it indicts both vigilantism and complacent courts. It also highlights cultural fault lines in a bilingual society where Anglo norms often override Hispano and Native claims to land and water. Against this backdrop, the narrative advances an ethic of civic courage, insisting that law must serve the weak as well as the strong.
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"Little Next Door—her years are few—


Loves me, more than her elders do;


Says, my wrinkles become me so;


Marvels much at the tales I know.


Says, we shall marry when she is grown——"



The little happy song stopped short. John Wesley Pringle, at the
mesa's last headland, drew rein to adjust his geography. This was new
country to him.

Close behind, Organ Mountain flung up a fantasy of spires,
needle-sharp and bare and golden. The long straight range—saw-toothed
limestone save for this twenty-mile sheer upheaval of the
Organ—stretched away to north and south against the unclouded sky,
till distance turned the barren gray to blue-black, to blue, to misty
haze; till the sharp, square-angled masses rounded to hillocks—to a
blur—a wavy line—nothing.

More than a hundred miles to the north-west, two midget mountains
wavered in the sky. John Wesley nodded at their unforgotten shapes and
pieced this vast landscape to the patchwork map in his head. Those toy
hills were San Mateo and Magdalena. Pringle had passed that way on a
bygone year, headed east. He was going west, now.

"I'm too prosperous here[1q]," he had explained to Beebe and Ballinger,
his partners on Rainbow. "I'm tedious to myself. Guess I'll take a
pasear back to Prescott. Railroad? Who, me? Why, son, I like to
travel when I go anywheres. Just starting and arriving don't delight
me any. Besides, I don't know that strip along the border. I'll ride."

It was a tidy step to Prescott—say, as far as from Philadelphia to
Savannah, or from Richmond to Augusta; but John Wesley had made many
such rides in the Odyssey of his wonder years. Some of them had been
made in haste. But there was no haste now. Sam Bass, his corn-fed
sorrel, was hardly less sleek and sturdy than at the start, though
a third of the way was behind him. Pringle rode by easy stages, and
where he found himself pleased, there he tarried for a space.

With another friendly nod to the northward hills that marked a day of
his past, Pringle turned his eyes to the westlands, outspread and vast
before him. To his right the desert stretched away, a mighty plain
dotted with low hills, rimmed with a curving, jagged range. Beyond
that range was a nothingness, a hiatus that marked the sunken valley
of the Rio Grande; beyond that, a headlong infinity of unknown ranges,
tier on tier, yellow or brown or blue; broken, tumbled, huddled,
scattered, with gulfs between to tell of unseen plains and hidden
happy valleys—altogether giving an impression of rushing toward him,
resistless, like the waves of a stormy sea.

At his feet the plain broke away sharply, in a series of steplike
sandy benches, to where the Rio Grande bore quartering across the
desert, turning to the Mexican sea; the Mesilla Valley here, a slender
ribbon of mossy green, broidered with loops of flashing river—a
ribbon six miles by forty, orchard, woodland, and green field, greener
for the desolate gray desert beyond and the yellow hills of sand
edging the valley floor. Below him Las Uvas, chief town of the valley,
lay basking in the sun, tiny square and street bordered with greenery:
its domino houses white-walled in the sun, with larger splashes of red
from courthouse or church or school.

Far on the westering desert, beyond the valley, Pringle saw a white
feather of smoke from a toiling train; beyond that a twisting gap in
the blue of the westmost range.

"That's our road[3q]." He lifted his bridle rein. "Amble along, Sam!"

To that amble he crooned to himself, pleasantly, half-dreamily—as if
he voiced indirectly some inner thought—quaint snatches of old song:

"She came to the gate and she peeped in—


Grass and the weeds up to her chin;


Said, 'A rake and a hoe and a fantail plow


Would suit you better than a wife just now.'"



And again:

"Schooldays are over now,


Lost all our bliss;


But love remembers yet


Quarrel and kiss.


Still, as in days of yore——"



Then, after a long silence, with a thoughtful earnestness that Rainbow
would scarce have credited, he quoted a verse from what he was wont to
call Billy Beebe's Bible:

"One Moment in Annihilation's waste,


One Moment of the Well of Life to taste—


The Stars are setting, and the Caravan


Starts for the Dawn of——Nothing. Oh, make haste!"



After late dinner at the Gadsden Purchase, Pringle had tidings of the
Motion Picture Palace; and thither he bent his steps. He was late and
the palace was a very small palace indeed; it was with difficulty that
he spied in the semidarkness an empty seat in a side section. A fat
lady and a fatter man, in the seats nearest the aisle, obligingly
moved over rather than risk any attempt to squeeze by.

Beyond them, as he took the end seat, Pringle was dimly aware of a
girl who looked at him rather attentively.

He turned his mind to the screen, where a natty and noble young man,
with a chin, bit off his words distinctly and smote his extended palm
with folded gloves to emphasize the remarks he was making to a far
less natty man with black mustaches. John Wesley rightly concluded
that this second man, who gnashed his teeth so convincingly, and at
whom an incredibly beautiful young lady looked with haughty disdain,
was the villain, and foiled.

The blond and shaven hero, with a magnificent gesture, motioned the
villain to begone! That baffled person, after waiting long enough to
register despair, spread his fingers across his brow and be-went; the
hero turned, held out his arms; the scornful young beauty crept into
them. Click! On the screen appeared a scroll:

Keep Your Seats. Two Minutes to Change


Reels.



The lights were turned on. Pringle looked at the crowd—girls,
grandmas, mothers with their families, many boys, and few men;
Americans, Mexicans, well-dressed folk and roughly dressed, all
together. Many were leaving; among them Pringle's fat and obliging
neighbors rose with a pleasant: "Excuse me, please!"

A stream of newcomers trickled in through the door. As Pringle sat
down the lights were dimmed again. Simultaneously the girl he had
noticed beyond the fat couple moved over to the seat next to his own.
Pringle did not look at her; and a little later he felt a hand on his
sleeve.

"Tut, tut!" said Pringle in a tolerant undertone. "Why, chicken,
you're not trying to get gay with your old Uncle Dudley, are you?"

"John Wesley Pringle!" came the answer in a furious whisper, each
indignant word a missile. "How dare you! How dare you speak to me like
that?"

"What!" said Pringle, peering. "What! Stella Vorhis! I can hardly
believe it!"

"But it's oh-so-true!" said Stella, rising. "Let's go—we can't talk
here."

"That was one awful break I made. I most sincerely and humbly beg your
pardon," Pringle said on the sidewalk.

Stella laughed.

"That's all right—I understand—forget it! You hadn't looked at me.
But I knew you when you first came in—only I wasn't sure till the
lights were turned on. Of course it would be great fun to tease
you—pretend to be shocked and dreadfully angry, and all that—but
I haven't got time. And oh, John Wesley, I'm so delighted to see you
again! Let's go over to the park. Not but what I was dreadfully angry,
sure enough, until I had a second to think. Why don't you say you're
glad to see me—after five years?"

"Stella! You know I am. Six years, please. But I thought you were
still in Prescott?"

"We came here three years ago. Here's a bench. Now tell it to me!"

But Pringle stood beside and looked down at her without speech, with
a smile unexpected from a face so lean, so brown, so year-bitten and
iron-hard—a smile which happily changed that face, and softened it.

The girl's eyes danced at him.

"I'm so glad you've come, John Wesley! Good old Wes!"

"So I am—both those little things. Six years!" he said slowly. "Dear
me—dear both of us! That will make you twenty-five. You don't look a
day over twenty-four! But you're still Stella Vorhis?"

She met his gaze gravely; then her lids drooped and a wave of red
flushed her face.

"I am Stella Vorhis—yet."

"Meaning—for a little while yet?"

"Meaning, for a little while yet. That will come later, John Wesley.
Oh, I'll tell you, but not just now. You tell about John Wesley,
first—and remember, anything you say may be used against you. Where
have you been? Were you dead? Why didn't you write? Has the world
used you well? Sit down, Mr. John Wesley Also-Ran Pringle, and give an
account of yourself!"

He sat beside her: she laid her hand across his gnarled brown fingers
with an unconscious caress.

"It's good to see you, old-timer! Begin now—I, John Wesley Pringle,
am come from going to and fro upon the earth and from walking up and
down in it. But I didn't ask you where you were living. Perhaps you
have a—home of your own now."

John Wesley firmly lifted her slim fingers from his hand and as firmly
deposited them in her lap.

"Kindly keep your hands to yourself, young woman," he said with
stately dignity.

"Here is an exact account of all my time since I saw you: I have been
hungry, thirsty, sleepy, tired. To remedy these evils, upon expert
advice I have eaten, drunk, slept, and rested. I have worked and
played, been dull and gay, busy and idle, foolish and unwise.
That's all. Oh, yes—I'm living in Rainbow Mountain; cattle. Two
pardners—nice boys but educated. Had another one; he's married now,
poor dear—and just as happy as if he had some sense."

"You're not?"

"Not what—happy or married?"

"Married, silly!"

"And I'm not. Now it's your turn. Where do you live? Here in town?"

"Oh, no. Dad's got a farm twenty miles up the river and a ranch out
on the flat. I just came down on the morning train to do a little
shopping and go back on the four-forty-eight—and I'll have to be
starting soon. You'll walk down to the station with me?"

"But the sad story of your life?" objected Pringle.
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