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8 REAL WESTERN ROMANCES

stormy months around The Horn. Al-
most a year after her father’s death,
because Aunt Matilda had been
adamant that Dorcas finish her
schooling, in accordance with her fa-
ther’s wish, before coming out to mar-
vy Allen.

They’d wasted precious months. She
didn’t know why she hadn’t persuaded
her father to take her with him that
raw cold day in New York. It had al-
ways been casy for her to get her way.
Especially with her father. She amend-
ed that, With ¢/l men. Most of whom
succumbed to her flaming beauty and
gave unstintingly of themselves and
their loyalty.

Now the brash young vigor of San
I'rancisco caught at Dorcas. It held a
challenge. Something in her leaped to
meet it and she, too, wanted to help
conquer the wild toughness of this ex-
citing city that had mushroomed since
gold had been discovered at Sutter’s.

Not even Allen suspected her belief
in herself and her own destiny. Like
other men, he saw her long-lashed
eves and provocative smile and missed
the hard-core. The will to be one of the
strong in this world of 1850 where
women were weak and dependent.

If only she’d had those extra two
vears here. She could have been with
her father for that extra time and
could have worked side by side with
Alien when. because of her father’s ill-
ness, he’d taken over as general man-
ager of the Taylor Line and the big
import-export company.

She smiled at Charlie, the dour
coachman, and turned from the car-
riage for a less obstructed view of the
Dorcas Qucen. It would be nice if
someone would smooth the rough
planks of the sidewalk and f{ill in the
miserable deep-holed street. Continual
passage of men, animals and wagons
had cut it to ribbons and Dorcas shud-
dered thinking what it would be like
in the rainy season. The street to her
father’s mansion would be impassable.
And she began to believe the tales of

men and mules who'd been sucked
into the mud and drowned.

Dorcas stood there slim and straight,
Lovely, as the brecze from the Bay
whipped her skirts around her, A
proud girl, with her face lifted to the
sun.

“Well, hello,” a voice said, and she
whirled to see a towering man.

There was something definitely
breathtaking about the width of his
shoulders and the way his black hair
curled. Consciously, her own eyes
shifted away from his dark gray ones.
The impact of his physical magnetism
was as devastating as it was unexpect-
ed. She stiffened. He needed a shave
and his clothes were disreputable and
caked with dirt. She was shocked that
she had thought he was attractive
enough to step the beat of her heart.

IS EYLS ran over her slender

body, lingering at the soft curve
of her breasts. “They said you were
beautiful, Miss Taylor,” he said softly
and his grin was audacious. “But they
lied. Not one of them said tkis beauti-
ful.”

Color whipped her cheeks. “I don’t
know you. I don’t want to; so kindly
go away,” she ordered haughtily.

“Better get back to your carriage
before you’re insulted.” He nodded to-
ward a half dozen roistering sailors on
the other side of the pock-marked
street. “In their state they can’t dis-
tinguish between you, Miss Taylor,
and a beautiful dance hall gal.” He
chuckled at the flash in her green eyes.
“Go back to vour carriage, ma’am,”
he ordered and put his hand on her
arm.

She jerked away.

He muttered something under his
breath and sighed resignedly. One of
the sailors stared at Dorcas, then
staggered across and climbed up on
the planked walk. He’'d scarcely start-
ed toward her when the big black
haired man took one step forward and
knocked him back into the street. She
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in five weeks. But her father’s ulti-
matum had been inflexible, they were
to wait until Dorcas finished school. ..
1f only she'd fought it out with him
then!

The coachman touched the matched
team of grays with his whip and they
moved forward. Dorcas tried not to
worry about the business and was
laughing at Allen’s nonsense when she
saw the black haired man in front of a
warehouse. As they passed he smiled
and his eyes met hers boldly for an
instant. Allen looked straight ahead,
but she knew he’d seen him.

After a while she asked casually,
“Who’s that big man?”

“Slade Reardon.” There was cold
anger in his voice. “A trouble-maker.”

Silently she agreed that he was. Cer-
tainly the effect of Slade’s physical
impact on her had caused her trouble.
She’d have to tell Allen about the en-
counter, then realized if she postponed
the telling it might increase the im-
portance of it to Allen. She shook her
head and the dark blue plume danced
a little. Keeping it light and casual,
she told him and Allen’s face reddened.

“Have nothing to do with Slade.”
he told her sternly. “He’s no good and
certainly your enemy.” She was re-
lieved that Allen disliked him too and
her amazing green eves brightened.
“He’s an ambitious upstart,” he went
on. “Slade signed on in Boston as as-
sistant to the supercargo of a brig. He
left the ship here and went to the gold
fields and made a strike. Today, be-
cause of that and his gambling, he
owns two clippers and thinks he can
take our trade and markets. He thinks
he can break the Taylor Line!” Al-
len’s mouth twisted bitterly. “He
can’t. I'll break him just as your fa-
ther did his competitors.” Allen took
her hand and held it tightly. “I'll see
ke doesn't annoy vou.”

“He wen't,” she said vchemently.
She despised him. The hoodlum would
never break the Taylor Line, not if she
died stopping Slade Reardon.

S 2SS

HEY TURNED
from the dock at
Pacific and Davis
Streets into Kearny
and passed the wine
and whiskey shops
and  mercantiles,
passed a solid mass
of dance halls, gam-
bling and entertainment palaces and
concert saloons. People overflowed the
narrow planked sidewalks into the
dusty chuck-holed streets. They stared
at Dorcas and several men lifted their
tall beaver hats and bowed. Allen
smiled as his lifted his own hat.

“You'll be the talk of San Francisco
by tonight, darling,” he told her
proudly.

She laughed. “Let’s hope it will be
good talk. Oh, Allen,” she cried sud-
denly, “I’m going to love San Fran-
cisco.”

“I doubt it, after the novelty wears
off.” His tone told her too plainly how
little he found to like in young, bump-
tious Frisco.

After they passed the Opera
Comique they climbed toward stecp
Nob Hill, the fashionable residential
section overlooking San Francisco
Bay. Here politicians, miners who'd
struck it rich, merchants and bankers
had built their homes, just as Dorcas’
father had.

Allen smiled down into her eves as
he got out of the carriage in front of
the big brown frame house and held
his hand to help her out. Inside, the
furnishings were lavish with teak from
India, rugs from the Orient and bro-
cade ball-fringed window draperies.

“Dorcas?”’ Aunt Matilda called.

“Coming,” she answered, then whis-
pered to Allen, “Don’t let her know
now that anything’s wrong with the
business.” .

He looked horrified at the mere sug-
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a mental note to see that ships still
brought Mrs. Hurley presents. She
wanted to follow the custom of her fa-
ther and she was sorry that Allen
hadn’t thought of it.

“He spoiled me
Mrs. Hurley laughed.

“And why shouldn’t he?” Slade said
behind them and Dorcas dropped a
jade DBuddah and he grinned as he
picked it up. “You're our loveliest
lady.”

“1'm an old woman who sheuld have
more sense than to listen to the likes
of you.” Her eves were warm. “Dor-
cas, this is a dangerous man. He flirts
outrageously, takes love lightly and
never means a word he says to any
woman.” She shook her finger at him.
“Some day you’ll fall in love, my hand-
some devil. And then you’ll get your
fickle no-good heart smashed. Be care-
ful of him, Dorcas.” She chuckled as
she left them.

Idly, he picked up the Buddah and
put it down again on the table. “I sup-
pose you and Allen are marrying
soon?” he asked casually.

“What difference could that possibly
make to you?” she demanded coldly.
His eyes met hers and there was the
impact of that physical magnetism
again. She could feel the beat of her
heart in her throat.

He looked serious for a moment,
“I’m not sure,” he said. “But it’s some-
thing I’ll find out.”

It was stupidly foolish to prolong
this when she felt this way. Without
meeting his eyes, Dorcas turned to
walk out of the room.

Then it happened. The house
jumped and the windows rattled. The
Buddah danced on the table and then
fell to the floor.

Dorcas was frightened. For a mo-
ment, she was dizzy as the walls shiv-
ered and a picture crashed. Slade’s
arm was steadying her.

“Don’t be {rightened,” he said gen-
tly. “It’s just an earthquake.”

with surprises,”

“Earthquake,” she cried.
“That’s all.” He laughed. “You’ll
get used to these tremors.”

IS HANDS were hard on her bare

shoulders as he turned her toward
hini, holding her close. His lips sought
hers and she moved her head away, but
inexorably his mouth found hers. She
felt the racing fire spread through her
body. She couldn’t breathe and she
never wanted to again. She clung to
him.

He let her go and then she heard
his quiet laughter. “You can’t really
love Allen and kiss me like that. He
couldn’t hold you for an hour if a man
like me wanted you. .\ man who'd be
your match.” He read the cold fury in
her eyes and laughed again. “Slap me
if you want.”

“I couldn’t be bothered.” Her voice
was tight with fury. She almost ran
away from him, but his words still fol-
lowed.

“Yes, Dorcas, you’ll be bothered.
Someday.”

She was trembling when she found
Allen and she hoped he assumed it was
because of the small earthquake. He
put his hand on her arm and it felt
warm and reassuring. Every nerve in
her body cried out to get away from
here—and Slade Reardon.

Almost immediately Slade made his
apologies and left. It seemed to Dor-
cas that everyone in the room must
hear her breath of relief.

“Probably,” Allen said and his
mouth twisted with bitterness, “Slade’s
got a date at the Bella Union.”

“Most likely a date with Kate
there,” Mrs. Hurley shook her head.

Mr. Hurley teetered on his heels,
“Slade’s going far. I doubt if anything,
or anyone can stop him any more than
it stopped your father, Dorcas. You’d
better watch him, Allen, or he’ll carve
into Dorcas’ shipping to build himself
an empire.”

“Never,” she cried. “He’ll never get
my ships.”
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ccming forward in a smooth glide that
dizpiayed a healthily rounded body.
“And of course they wanted to meet
their new teacher.”

The boys, all with black straight
hair and varying shades of -blue and
gray eyes, didn’t move. Lynn faced
three small, mutely hostile faces, and
tried to smile winningly, though all
the time she was trying to puzzle out
what the other woman had been tell-
ing them to put them in such a mood.

Jim put down the suitcases. He
looked at his sons in a way that
showed he thought them nothing less
than perfect though his voice was
gruff,

“Boys, say howdy to your teacher,
Miss Lynn Mather.”

“Howdy,” they muttered.

“I'm awfully glad to meet you.”
Lynn tried a bright little laugh that
seemed to echo cavernously. “What
are your names?”

Three pairs of eyes stared at her,
gloomily, as if the thing they greatly
feared had come upon them. Jim
coughed apologetically without sound-
ing the least bit sorry. He stepped over
and sort of scooped the boys up in a
protective bear hug.

“Tom, Brad, and Danny,” Jim said.
“Starting at right. Danny’s six, Brad’s
eight, and Tom’s nine.” The blond
woman passed her arm possessively
through Jim’s and smiled up at him.

“And you're thirty, the biggest boy
of all. Well, introduce me to the
young lady, Jim! After all, we're shar-
ing her room tonight. Pa thought it
would be nice for me to make her feel
welcome.”

Yowre wreally succeeding, arcn’t
you? Lynn looked into the woman's
mocking green eyes and spoke before
Jim could. “I've heard about you,
Miss Owens. Mrs. Edwards said you
were—neighborly.”

“I’ll bet she did.” Madge Owens
laughed but her tone was brittle and
she watched Lynn with more respect.
“No one has told me about you,

though; I guess I'll have to find out
myself.”

“We live and learn,” Lynn shot
back. “Some of us even teach.” Jim
had moved away from MNadge. He
looked uneasy.

“Boys, you hustle to bed. Madge,
you show Miss Mather her room, will
you? I've got to unhitch the team.”

)

ADGE STOOD so that the fire-

light silhouetted her ripe form.
“Run along, Jim. Lynn and I will man-
age just fine.” Jim nodded and went
out. Danny, Brad, and Tom didn’t
move, they sat like brooding little
black-thatched owls and watched
Lynn. Lynn decided she might as well
test them now as later.

“Your father told you to go to
bed,” she said in her best firm but gen-
tle teacher’s voice. “I think you’d bet-
ter. Classes start in the morning.”

“No'm,” said Tom. “Dad says we
can watch the dehorning. We’re going
to hold the rags and turpentine to put
on the stumps.”

Lynn bit her tongue to keep from
saying something hot and unflattering.
“I’ll talk to your father about that,”
she said grimly. “Right now, it’s time
to go to sleep.”

They just looked at her.

Triumph glinted in Madge’s eyes as
she went over and handed each child
a paper-wrapped piece of candy. “Go
on to bed, boys. Do you want to hug
Auntie Madge?”

Lynn wanted to kick her. Bribing
the kids—was that how Madge got
along with them? The boys unwrapped
the candies, popped them in their
mouths., Then, solemnly, as if it were
a ritual or payment, they embraced
Madge and trotted from the room.

One little, two little, three little In-
juns—, Lynn thought wildly. What a
set-up! A man who hated teachers,
boys who glared at them—and worst
of all, a Madge Owen who quite plain-
ly had schemes. Madge smoothed her
dress snugly across her hips, pushed
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warned her about. As she got level with
the woods which shrouded the cave,
she thought she heard someone call-
ing. Lynn stopped and listened.

It sounded like a woman—and who-
ever it was calling the names of Jim’s
sons, Lynn knew what had happened
and plunged through the trees with
grim fury.

Madge had coaxed the boys to play
hooky. Maybe for a picnic at the cave.
Could Jim know? Lynn pushed on
through the woods. The voice rose and
fell in panic that began to drive some
of the unreasoning anger from Lynn.

Were the boys in trouble? And if
they were, why wasn’t Madge doing
something besides shrieking her head
off? Lynn burst out of the brush,
heedless of her scratched face and
bands as she scanned the cave. Then
she saw Madge—alone, standing just
outside the gaping dark mouth and
yelling through cupped hands. A pic-
nic basket was beside her, all spilled
and jumbled.

“Brad! Tom! Danny! Come out—
and—and T’ll give you lots of candy!
Come out! Come on, you little devils!”

There wasn’t any answer.

Lynn’s heart caught in her throat.
Those chasms back inside, those bot-
tomless pits no one came back
from—. She ran up and seized Madge,
panted for breath as she tried to shake
the terrified woman into sanity.

“What’s happened? Are the boys in
therer”

Madge’s face was sweating, she
seemed half crazy with rage and fear.
“The—the little monsters ran back in
there. I've begged them but they won't
answer!” Lynn was already heading for
the dark frightening entrance.

“Why didn’t you get them?” she
shot back over her shoulder.

“I'm afraid!” Madge wailed. “I—
I'd rather die than go!” Then, as
Lynn groped her way, a terrible laugh
floated echoing into the cave. “Go on,
get killed! I'll tell Jim you made the

oys go in! You damned fool!”

Lynn kept going. She couldn’t see a
thing. “Tom—,” she called. No an-
swer. The walls of the cave were nar-
rowing. She jerked her hand back from
the dripping slime, edged ahead a foot
at a time, calling first one boy and
then the other,

FTER WHAT seemed an eternity

of groping in the horrible dark,
Lynn heard a faint answer. She went
faster, her heart thudding in her ears.
If any grown person had gotten back
in here, for all of her, they’d have
stayed. But three little boys—oh, even
if they hated you, you couldn’t let
them fall in a long dark that had no
ending—not in this life. She almost
tripped over a small body and then
she had two boys in her arms, they
ran weeping to her.

“Danny’s hurt his leg—he started to
fall and we dragged him up but his
leg won’t go! Oh, Miss Lynn—!"”

Lynn thought, then he did stumble,
it nearly was the pit. Very gently, she
said, “Don’t cry, boys. I'll carry Dan-
ny. Each of you get hold of my skirt
and hang tight. We'll be out in the sun
in just a little while.”

When they came out of the cave,
Lynn laid Danny down and felt along
his leg. He was conscious again. He
looked up at her and grinned faintly.
His leg wasn’t broken, but his ankle
was sprained, for he winced when he
sat up and tested it.

Lynn had been getting steadily mad-
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Why, Jim? Why leave? It isn’t money,
1 know that.”

He walked over to the fireplace,
stood with his back against it and
rolled a cigavette. The lamp light flick-
ered on his set face.

“I want to be in at the kill and help
drive the Hudson Bay Company off
American soil. I don’t like to see the
English grabbing the lucrative fur trade
which rightfully belongs to Americans.
The American Fur Company’s going
to get into a real fight with the English
Crowd.”

It was a long speech for him. He
pinched out his cigarette and came to
look deep in her eyes.

Jim had never touched her. He didn’t
now. But the expectancy was there
rushing through her and she felt her
temples throb. She got up and walked
restlessly over to a small table and
moved the flower bow! and then went
back to her chair again.

“And Glory will go with you?” She
kept it cazual. ’

He shrugged. “She’d be a diversion
certainly and she is very beautiful. In
her own way,” he added. “But you,
Candace. I want to talk about you.
Are you very sure yowu're going to be
happy in a city?”

It was the second time today she’'d
been asked this and she ilared now as
she had earlier. “What possible differ-
ence could it make to you?”

¢ WANT YOU to be happy. It’s

that simple,” he said. “You've
made a real contribution here to the
country. Iven though it's been in a
small way, still it’s started something
fine. The children you’ve taught will
pass along the education and ideals
you've implanted. Some of it, at least
has brushed off. As time goes on it will
lead to better cooperation between the
Indians and the whites.

“And by the way,” he smiled as
Candace flushed under his praise, “I
did a little missionary work for you.
The sergeant’s wife, as vou know, is

with the wagon train. She hasn’t any
children of her own and is anxious to
take over your school. You see.” his
voice was very sober, “I had a hunch
you’d be lcavinez, But vour work will
continue, Candace, I promise.”

Candace sprang up, her large gray
eves dark with emotion. “Oh, Jim,”
she cried. “How kind, how very kind.”
Only he had really appreciated what
her school had meant.

Glory ran in then, curls awry, Don
striding beside her. “Guess what,” she
cried. “I went up to the top of the
stockade walls and saw a cannon.
They’re wonderful.”

Candace leaned her head back and
closed her eyes for a moment.

Jim grinned. “We'll have our own
private cannon on the Green River.”
He kissed her lightly, thanked Candace
for supper and told them goodnight.

Glory said reluctantly, “I have to
have my beauty sleep. Thanks for eve-
rything.”

After her footsteps no longer sound-
ed, Candace laughed. “Well. what do
vou think of her? For Jim I mean.”

“We’ll have friends like that back
home,” Don said slowly, a nostalzia
deep in his voice. “It’s a damn shame
she isn’t going to be there. She’d be a
heln 1o you.”

“To me?” Candace was sturtled.

“Yes. She knows all the right peo-
ple. And I think it’s a shame she’s mar-
rying Jim. Not that he isn’t all right,
but to bury her in the wilderness.” He
shook his head. “You like her, too,
don’t you?” he demanded eagerly.

“I do not.” Candace was firm. Don
caught her up into his arms then and
tilted her chin so as to watch her ex-
pression the more carefully. “Why are
you worrying so about Jim? I’ve some-
times thought you were in love with
him yourself.”

“No,” she said. “I'm not. Sometimes
1 even despise him, but he’s kind.” She

didn’t elaborate. Don wouldn’t under-
stand.
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“Well,” Glory blazed, “it’s no thanks
to Candace if I am. She deliberately
sent me down here knowing there
weren’t any flowers. I was too fright-
ened to move once I got here. Candace
hoped I'd fall into the river or get
scalped.” She covered her face with
her hands. “It was dreadful to sit for
hours and hours alone waiting for
someone to come and get me.”

Don helped Glory up and caught
her before she fainted. Candace looked
down at the ground. Maybe Glory was
justified in her anger. All she was
thankful for was that Blue Feather
hadn’t annoyed Glory.

Then her eye caught the imprint of
garrison boots by the boulder. She
glanced quickly at Jim, but he was
lifting Glory up in the saddle in front
of Don who took her gently. Then they
started riding slowly back to the Fort.

Glory put her head on Don’s shoul-
der. “You’re wonderful,” she said and
closed her eyes. But she kept her arm
tight around him.

Candace spurred her horse ahead,
jumped off and got some pillows to
make the arm chair more comfortable.
She waited. Jim carried Glory inside,
she was smiling prettily up into his
face as Don hovered ncar.

It was surprising how quickly Glory
had recovered and Candace walked out
of the house. She stood. there, not sure
whether she wanted to ride off her
confusion, or send her horse to the
stables.

She’d started across to the hitching
rail when a good looking soldier
stopped her. “Miss Glory’s sure pretty,
isn’t she?” his eyes were dreamy. Then
he explained that he’d been down to
the river for a swim and had seen her
just in time. They’d talked for an hour
or more, but he finally had to leave
for mess duty.

“She was sure nice. She wanted to
stay there.” He smiled.

“You're not to sav one word to any-
onc about this,” she told him fiercely.

“I don’t want to report you to the
Colonel.”

The man grinned. “Sure, Ma'am.
Whatever you say. But she’s sure pret-
ty.” He went off whistling.

The little cheat. Heaven help Jim,
Candace thought as she swung into
the saddle. She cut across the prairie.

It was much later when Candace re-
turned. but none of them had even no-
ticed her absence. Glory was still hold-
ing court. It continued through supper
until finally Candace excused herself
to pack. Laughter floated up from the
living room and as she packed in a
desultory sort of way, she felt left out
and lonely. It was silly too, for all she
had to do was to join them. But she
couldn’t endure watching Glory making
fools of two perfectlyv nice men.

But she knew staying up here was
inexcusable, so she went back down
stairs to try to be a polite hostess.
Glory even apologized for her earlier
outburst.

“But it’s wonderful to be with peo-
ple.” She shuddered slightly. “And not
alone for hours as I was today.”

ANDACE  smiled sweetly. “You

know, Glory. it wouldn’t have been
so bad if you’d had company.” Maybe
it was a mean thing to say, but she
wasn't going to let Glory completely
eet by with her little adventure. Glory’s
look was pure venom.

Jim slanted a glance at Candace. his
jaw tightened. Had he seen the im-
prints too. IFor his sake she hoped not.
But even as she hoped it she knew
instinctively that he had.

She was glad when the men insisted
they leave so the girls could get some
rest. Glory had to meet the wagon
train in the morning and start west
with Jim along the tortuous trail to
Santa Fe.

Candace didn’t want to talk so she
undressed quickly, tumbled into bed
and pretended to go to sleep instantly.
Glory looked at her warily, waiting
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tinue.” He smiled sadly. “That wasn’t
enough for Blue Feather. She wants
you to take her East with you and I
know it’s hopeless.”

Blue Feather came out then, timid-
ly. She ran to Candace and buried her
head against her waist. Candace drew
her close. How could she take the
child along? Don would never permit
it. She patted her and told her to run
back to bed that she’d see her tomor-
row and to stop worrying. Candace
promised she’d try to think of some-
thing. The shining faith in Blue Feath-
er's eyes tore at Candace, then she
trotted obediently back into the tee-
pee.

Candace got up slowly and climbed
back on her horse. They rode silently
back toward the Fort, Then she pulled
up and Jim stopped.

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth
at the Fort?” she demanded. “I
thought she was really ill and Don’s
furious at me now.”

Jim smiled. “Shall T tell you?” His
eyes were briszht “I wanted to see
what you’d do.”

She spurred her horse. He’d been so
sure. He'd even ordered her horse sad-
dled.

Don was waiting for them. So was
Glory who'd awakened and come down
to see what the fuss was all about.
Glory let out a little cry.

“How could you do such a thing to
a person as wonderful as Don?” Glory
demanded. “Go off that way to a filthy
village. Don’t come near me,” she
cried. “You’ve probably caught some
dreadful disease.”

Don said curtly, “Candace, you’d

A
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better scrub up. Did the Indian have
an infection, do you think?”

ANDACE looked at him for a long

time. “No,” she said very slowly.
“But I have. I guess I'm infected by
the West and its problems. I'm sorry,
darling, but it wouldn’t have worked
out for us. 'm afraid I'm a pioneer
after all and not meant to return to
civilization.” Don started after her and
Candace felt a little sad. “I’'m too
much of a hoodlum at heart.” She
glanced at Glory. “Don’t vou see, Don,
Glory’s the type you’d be happy with.”
And she smiled when she realized that
Don would be able to hold Glory in
line.

Glory ran to Don. ¢
ing I don’t want it. Jim would make
me nurse sick Indians at his awful
trading post. Oh, Don, take me back to
St. Louis with you,” she begged.

Jim laughed and walked out of the
room. Candace turned and followed
blindly. He was standing at the open
gates, staring through the brilliant
moonlight across the prairie into the
West. He didn’t turn.

“You could take Blue Feather with
you, vou know,” he said.

“I know,” Candace said.

He turned then. And there was be-
tween them that which had discon-
certed her from the start. That knowl-
edgeableness in him of her—of the ex-
pectancy he raised and her dormant
fires. Only now Candace read that
awareness correctly. It hadn’t been for
all women. It had been just for her.

She went into his arms.

*

‘If this is pioncer-
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arm and clung to it tightly as fear
roared within her. With a gasp, she
realized that the roar was not imagina-
tion. It was real! She screamed as she
watched the foaming brown cloud of
water bearing down on them. With a
horrible fascination, Thalia felt other
screams try to force their way from
her tightly constricted throat and fail.
Jamie was tryving desperately to turn
the horses back but his efforts were
futile. The icy brown monster bore
down them, and engulfed the wagon
and horses. Thalia felt the wetness that
threatened to drown her and clung des-
perately to Jamie’s arm. There was
a sharp blow at the base of her skull,
and the merciful blackness swallowed
her.

BRIGHTLY colored lights wavered
and disappeared before Thalia’s
closed eyelids. She felt like a sodden
mass of pain and somewhere, far away,
she heard a voice calling her name.
With a great effort, she tried to raise
her evelids, but they were so heavy
and she was exhausted! She lay still,
seeing and feeling the colored lights,
then again, she heard the voice. This
time she managed to open her eyes.
The world seemed to reel, but she
steadied herself and looked around.

She was lying in the mud at the
river’s edge. Jamie lay a few feet away,
his left leg oddly twisted and his face
white with pain. He caught her glance
and managed to smile encouragingly.

“You sure had me worried, Pretty-
Gal. Thought that log that whacked
you on the head had killed you. I think
I've got a busted leg or something. You
feel all right?”

Thalia nodded and got unsteadily
to her feet. She knelt beside Jamie and
took the knife he unsheathed and of-
fered her, then she began cutting away
the wet buckskin. His leg was swollen

and dark, and Thalia felt the bone

grate everytime she accidently moved
the leg. Jamie bit his lips until tiny
drops of blood oozed out.

“Wagon washed up on the bank?”
she asked softly. He nodded silently
and pointed upstream. Thalia choked

.back a cry as she saw that one of her

horses lay cold and stiff, but still in
the traces. Another horse grazed near-
by, his harness hanging in tatters. She
got to her feet and walked over to the
wagon. After a minutes rummaging, she
found several small pieces of wood that
would do for splints. She climbed into
the wagon, torn between dismay and
relief at the sight of the wreckage.
Boxes and bundles had burst open and
were soaked through.

Thalia paused long enough to collect
a fairly dry petticoat which she tore
into strips, then she climbed out and
hurried back to Jamie.

His eyes were closed and he seemed
to be sleeping but at her first touch,
he opened them wide and reaching out,
pulled her roughly to him.

“Do a good job, Pretty-Gal. And
don’t mind if I holler a little. I
wouldn’t be much of a man if I didn’t
bave my two legs to stand on.”

Thalia tried to smile, and felt the
weak, silly tears slide down her cheeks.

“I helped my Dad set a colt’s leg
once. It knitted so well, he won a race
at the county fair.”

“Well, if you could do a good job
on a frail little thing like a horse, I
reckon I'll pull through. I'm half bear
and one-quarter wild-cat, anyhow.”

In spite of herself, Thalia laughed
aloud. She bent her head, and Jamie’s
lips met hers eagerly and sweetly.
Thalia saw colored lights beneath her
eyelids once more, but the pain was re-
placed by a bitter-sweet ache through
her body, as the memory of Dan Trail
sent the sweetness crashing around her.
She pulled herself gently out of Jamie’s
arms and said briskly, “I don’t care
how much you holler, Mister Hali-
Bear, just don’t kick!”

WORKING grimly, she managed
to set the bone to her satisfac-
tion and although Jamie gasped audi- -
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bly once or twice, he kept a twisted
grin on his mouth and his dark eyes
danced. When the last bandage was
tied around the splints, Thalia picked
up the battered water-bucket she had
brought from the wagon and venturing
to the swollen river’s edge, managed
to fill the bucket with water. Jamie
drank greedily, then he lay down again
and closed his eyes.

“If you’ll find a little pine-pitch and
some pine fuzz, I'll build us up a fire.
And if you’ll find me a sturdy pole,
I'll whittle me out a fancy crutch so’s
I can hop around a little.”

Thalia found some pitch and pine-
fuzz that seemed fairly dry and
dumped a skirt-full of kindling by
Jamie. While he coaxed a small fire
from the damp wood, she found pota-
toes and some tea and cornmeal in the
wagon. The cornmeal was soggy, but
she decided it would do for some sort
of bread to eat with their potatoes.

After their meager supper, Jamie
whittled out a crude crutch and with
a little help from Thalia, managed to
hobble a few steps before he collapsed.

Thalia rigged an improvised shelter
of poles and the tattered remnants of
the canvas from the wagon. Some of
the bedding she had hung near the
fire, and it was warm and dry. She
fixed a bed for Jamie, and found to her
dismay that there was one thin blan-
ket left. Wrapping the blanket around
her shoulders, she huddled near the
fire.

Darkness descended swiftly and
Thalia realized that she had been un-
conscious for several hours that after-
noon.

Jamie’s low voice brought her out of
her reverie.

“Are you thinking about Dan,
Thalia?” She turned quickly, a little
startled, and smiled warmly at him.

“Yes, I suppose he must be very
worried about you, Jamie. He prob-
ably thinks we’re both dead.”

“I reckon he’s just as worried about
you as he is me. Dan’s in love with

you, Thalia. I always knew it would
hit him like lightning. I'd bet this win-
ter’'s whole fur catch he’s ready to set-
tle down and stay in the same place for
the rest of his life. I feel the same
way too, Pretty-Gal. I've been struck
as hard as Dan has.” He gazed at her
intently and Thalia saw that his eyes
no longer sparkled with devilry.

She lowered her head and closed
her eyes. She believed him! The
thought that he was in love with her
was comforting, but to think that Dan
might love her! That was sparkling
wine—a bright flame—that was every-
thing. Jamie continued in the same
quiet voice, devoid of laughter.

“I’'m not bragging or anything, but
I've always had my way with any
woman that I took a fancy to. I guess
it kind of swelled my head, all the at-
tention I used to get, but that was be-
fore I met you. After we get out of
this mess, I'd like the chance to court
you proper-like—if you’ll let me.”

Thalia raised her head and smiled
at Jamie fondly.

“I'm not the girl for you, Jamie,
You’d never really get to know me.
With Dan, it’s already there—the
knowledge of each other. I can’t even
hope that he’ll love me enough to set-
tle down; all I can do is wait.”

“Well, anyway, I spoke my piece
and you know how I feel. If you
change your mind, I'll be waiting.”

She went swiftly to his side and
knelt by him. He tock her hand in his
big, warm one and pressed it reassur-
ingly.

“Thank you so much, Jamie,” she
whispered. “Goodnight.”

He smiled, but his dark eyes were
still withcut laughter.

[IALIA killed a rabbit the next

day and they made a tasty and
filling stew from it. She and Jamie
worked continuously from daylight un-
til long after dark, improving their
shelter and drying out everything that
had survived the wreckage. They man-
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with friendship between men and wom-
en.”

She was puzzled. She opened her
lips as if to answer him, thought bet-
ter of it and said nothing.

A fire was suddenly kindled in his
eves. Before she realized what he was
doing, he jammed his hat firmly on
his head, strode over to her, gathered
her in his arms and kissed her on the
mouth—hard.

T'or a brief, crazy moment, her lips
answered his, pressing firmly. Then,
she tore herself away from him violent-
ly. Anger blazed in her, then turned to
shame.

She had liked that kiss!

He dropped his hands and let her
go. Apparently. the kiss had not been
what he expected, either.

They looked at each other. Neither
spoke. Lach refused to admit fault
for what had happened. It was no long-
er a battle of words betwen them. It
was more a matter of wonder to each
of them. She was a little dazed. His
eves had come alive.

“Someone will bring you hot wa-
ter in the morning,” Sue said, glancing
at the chipped bowl and pitcher on the
commode. ‘“Meals are served in the
d’ ing room. Supper will be ready in
half an hour.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He tossed his
Stetson on the bed. “Could I get some
hot water now? I need a shave.”

“Of course. I'll get it for you.” She
was coolly matter-of-fact.

“No. I'll come for it.”

ULL WAS seated at a table in the -

dining room when he came in ex-
actly on time.

“Won’t you join me?” she asked
pleasantly. as if she had entirely for-
gotten the scene in his room.

“Thank you, ma'am.” She heard him
suck in his breath sharply, and she
was glad she had taken the scarf from
her head and had exchanged her levis
and shirt for a flowered challis:

“Mr. Bond,” she asked slowly, “why
don’t you wear your badge?”

He stared at her. “It’s in my shirt
pocket. How do you-all know so much
about me?”

“My father is the delegate to the
House of Representatives from Wyo-
ming territorv. He also owns the Treas-
ure Minc. He’s the one who asked
President Grant for help. He wired dad
last week that he was sending vou as
his special deputy.”

“Oh.” Vallie said weakly, “but this
—er—hotel. I mean, aren’t you-all
workin’ here?”

“Only today. The clerk quit, but a
new one’s coming in on-the stage to-
night. Dad has a cattle ranch up on
the Sweetwater, near the mountains.
Mother and I live there, and dad does
when he can. We call it the Rocking
Chair ranch.”

Vallie reddened, and then relaxed as
a big bosomed woman brought in the
food. He was hungry and ate with
zest the roast beef and potatoes, brown
gravy, salad, roasting ears, pie and
coffee. “I wouldn’t have believed it if
you'd told me I'd have roastin’ cars
here,” he drawled as he pushed back
his plate. “T’ve been ridin’ a couple
days and haven’t had much to eat.
That was good. Mighty good.”

“The corn and lettuce came from
our ranch.”

Taking a sack of tobacco from his
shirt pocket, he slowly packed his pipe,
thumbed a match into flame. When he
had his pipe going, he said, “There
was a mean lookin’ hombre at the
Treasurc dMine when I came by.”

“Probably Flint Markley, dad’s
foremian at the Treasure.” She paused,
toying with her fork, her food almost
untouched. “Some one tried to kill dad
last week. Everything has gone wrong
since he closed the Trcasure.”

Vallie drew his brows together in a
scowl. “Why did he close the mine?
Run out of ore?”

She shook her head. “No. He ran
out of money. The Treasure is the
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