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PAUSING on the long gallery of the tavern porch, Eden Ballou
looked vainly at the familiar scene for some indication of that
change she so definitely felt. It was another high noon and in half
an hour the stage would come straining out of the sultry southern
prairie into the half-light of this wooded pass, tarry briefly, and
roll on to the northern flats. Great red-bodied pines shut out a
brass-colored sky; the underbrush of those gentle ridges girting
the tavern back and front was a dull, dusty emerald. Wolf Creek's
crystal surface moved through shadow and brightness, and at either
end of the tunneling road tawny flares of brilliance announced the
open country beating against the timbered belt. It was the same;
yet in the shade and in the silence was a faint quality that
touched Eden. When trouble came, this was its forewarning—a
greater stillness in which the air seemed brittle. Juba Bill, who
tended the stage company's relief horses, lay asleep on the cooler
side of the barn. A faint streak of dust down the road announced
the passage of some recently unobserved rider.


"Trenkard and Jim Rawle again," thought the girl.


After that she was not surprised. A file of six men cut out of
the farther trees and halted at Wolf Creek's margin, one of the
party leading a riderless mount. Jim Rawle came on and forded the
shallow water. He looked at Eden, a sudden reserve covering what
had been in his eyes. Eden thought: There's always that fence
between us.


"Nobody here?" he asked.


"No," said Eden. One firm white arm rested against a porch post.
Her body, slimly tall, leaned gently against this support. A little
shaft of sun splashed down on her yellow hair and illumined the
cool composure of her cheeks. "No," she repeated, "not yet."


He was again watching those quiet vistas of the ridge opposed to
him. Presently he said, "How's things with you, Eden?"


She wanted to ask: Why are you afraid of me, and what's kept you
away from here so long? But she didn't, for if Jim Rawle's pride
was stiff and intractable, so was her own. They were, she thought,
both alike. Both fools. The trouble was they had known each other
since childhood and there was nothing new about her so far as Jim
Rawle was concerned. "Good enough," she said aloud.


He turned with an unhurried yet definite motion, lean flanks and
flatly square shoulders drawn into line. A compact body fell out of
the eastern ridge at a gallop, whirled along the road, and made a
violent halt beside the porch. On the foremost horse sat a bulky,
heavy man whose face was bold, rather dark, and very arrogant; his
eyes were pale green and pointed with a restless, discontented
light. Jim Rawle was instantly formidable, instantly alert.


"You wanted to see me, Trenkard?"


Trenkard dropped from his saddle, came within a yard of Rawle.
His attention went momentarily to Eden. She only nodded to him.


Jim Rawle's voice bore down insistently. "You wanted to meet
me?"


Trenkard said: "You've closed Stone Gap against my cattle."


"Yes."


"Do you figure I'm goin' to drive beef thirty miles roundabout,
when that short cut's there?"


"For you it is no longer there."


"No?" intoned Trenkard. "I think different."


"That's too bad. You'll drive no more stock through the gap,
across Rawle range."


Watching them, Eden felt the repressed violence behind each
word, the long-burning animosity holding them apart. It was
something they had inherited from another generation and could not
escape. Trenkard, more at the mercy of his temper, made no attempt
to conceal the stormy run of his thinking.


"Blood's been let at Stone Gap before, Rawle. You won't close
it. Trenkards have put stock through the gap for thirty-one years.
It's common-user."


"It has been," corrected Jim Rawle. "But not now."


"You're breaking the old agreement?"


"Yes."


Trenkard said heavily: "Then you're quite willing to start the
old fight again?"


"Let me clear your mind," stated Rawle. "The agreement was made
between our families to end a bad mess. The gap is ours. We opened
it to you for the sake of peace on the clear condition that there
was to be no more fighting between your side and mine. A week ago I
found the remains of a fire over in Red Rock coulee. There was
plain evidence of cattle having been driven off my range to that
fire. What for? To change brands, of course."


Trenkard's body shifted slightly. "This country is full of stray
rustlers. Don't jump at conclusions."


Rawle's left hand went to a vest pocket, found something, held
it out on a flat palm. Eden saw only a bit of twisted wire. But
Nick Trenkard's lips became a white line, his gaze clung to the
wire. Then he glanced toward the Rawle men stationed across the
creek.


Rawle flung the wire at Trenkard's feet. "I found that near the
fire. Maybe there's a lot of stray rustlers around, as you say. But
you'll find that wire twisted into one of your brands, mister.
Stone Gap's closed to you from now on."


Trenkard let his own temper have its way. "All right—two
can work at that! If you're drawin' the lines tight, so will I.
Wolf Creek is the boundary between ranches. Get across that water
and stay there!"


"This ground here doesn't belong to you," Rawle reminded
him.


"It's on my side of the creek," said Trenkard, full of
insolence. "It's in my general territory. I'll tie you up like
you're tryin' to tie me. Don't come across that water any more. Not
even to reach this tavern."


"Stick to your proper rights," grunted Rawle. "You've got no
lick of authority short of that ridge there. Or is it just an
excuse for trouble you want?"


"I don't want to meet you here after today," insisted
Trenkard.


"You probably will," returned Jim Rawle quietly.


What Eden feared then was the one violent motion or the one
careless word that would burst this fragile semblance of
neutrality. Nick Trenkard, full of cruelty and guile, never wanted
a fight till he had first destroyed the confidence of the other
man. It was his invariable manner; and he had deliberately built up
a reputation as a fast, tricky antagonist. All Trenkard's men were
rigid. Across the creek Rawle's five hands never had stirred during
the talk. Juba Bill, who had seen this ancient introduction to
violence before, sidestepped the whole length of the barn and now
stood safely at a far corner.


Then relief went through Eden like a cold current; down at the
southern end of the road the flaring prairie light turned cloudy
and the clack and rumble of the stage swelled forward. It destroyed
the tension, shifted Trenkard's lowering glance. He looked around,
made a deliberate pivot, and got to his horse. Saying nothing more,
he led his crew rapidly through the trees and up the ridge.


Eden said: "Isn't there any better way, Jim?"


Rawle looked at her. "Tell me this, Eden. You think a lot of
him?"


The way he said it, half in wonder and half in accusation, both
angered and hurt her. "Why?" she demanded. "What could make
you—"


But he turned away, and she saw the anger go deliberately from
his face. The stage came on through the ruts, four lathered horses
at a steady trot. Lee Olwell, high on the driver's seat, halted the
stage exactly at the porch and called out: "McKinley died
yesterday, and Teddy's on his way to be sworn in."


Juba Bill ducked behind the horses, unsnapped the tugs, dropped
the tongue, and went rapidly off with the team. Jim Rawle stood at
the coach door, smiling one of his infrequent smiles and handing
out a small and vivid and graceful girl. She was Paula Jacklyn.
Afterward Henry Jacklyn, Circle Dot owner, crawled from the coach
and twisted his cramped legs.


"Olwell," he complained, "you drive like a crazy man."


"Hand down Paula's grips, Lee," said Rawle.


Paula turned. "No. I'm going through to the ranch with Dad."


Eden Ballou marked Jim's surprise. "I thought you and he were
going to put up at my place for a couple of days?"


"I only said 'maybe' in my letter," contradicted Paula. "But Dad
wants to get to Circle Dot for a quick visit. We'll be back on the
morning stage. Let's have our talk while we eat."


"Don't blame this change of plan on me," grunted Henry Jacklyn.
"I'm agreeable to put up with Jim and you blamed well know it,
Paula. Trouble is, Paula she's ate so much dust gettin' here she
don't want to ride the ten miles to your tepee on horseback."


Paula Jacklyn raked her father with one masked glance of
irritation. Then her mobile face managed a bright smile for Jim
Rawle. Her hands were very graceful in explaining away the moment's
embarrassment. "I'm a mess. These clothes are ruined, Jim. I'd feel
terrible in them. Another time, maybe."


"Didn't you bring along something easy to ride in?" asked
Rawle.


Henry Jacklyn's grin was ironic. "My boy, you're lookin' at a
lady. Ride? No, no. She did all her ridin' and ranchin' when she
was a kid. Not any more."


"We'd better eat then," said Rawle, visibly disappointed. "Lee
won't want to waste time."


Paula turned on Eden as though seeing her for the first time.
Her "Hello, Eden," was something on the border of indifference and
recognition. Returning that suave greeting, Eden Ballou wondered
how this Paula, who once had been only another child knocking about
an isolated ranch, had so contrived that ordered perfection. She
was apparently aloof from heat and dust, untouched by it. She was
neatness and bigness from head to foot, lovely to look at—an
effect, Eden realized, that had the appearance of being accidental
but that took labor to create. Paula's eyes were dark and touched
with a glint of speculation.


Eden went through the dining room to the kitchen, dished up, and
carried dinner to the table. She noticed that Paula had taken the
head of the table. Rawle sat soberly on one side, Henry Jacklyn
amusedly on the other. Eden poured the coffee, sat down nearby.


"Eden, honey," said Henry Jacklyn, "why ain't you moved to town,
into the giddy whirl of the alleged civilized folks?"


Eden smiled, feeling rather than seeing Jim's odd side glance.
"Somebody," she said, "has to work."


Lee Olwell came in and made no bones about his hunger. "I can
drop you at Circle Dot in one hour exact, Henry," he said. "And
I'll pick you up in the morning for the return trip at
seven-thirty."


"I was bankin' on that visit," mused Jim Rawle. "When are you
going to make it, Paula?"


"Come to town," she countered.


"I'm supposed to own a ranch," Rawle reminded her. "You ought to
remember something about the work done on one."


"Don't expect her to remember anything as pertains to ranchin',"
warned Henry Jacklyn. "She's a lady, like I told you. She wants to
forget her poor beginnin's."


Paula Jacklyn brushed the interruption lightly aside. "We dance
every Saturday. We have balls. I am studying French, Jim. You ought
to be able to quit riding for a few days. I can offer you more
entertainment in Buffalo than you can offer me on Y Cross."


There was, Eden knew then, an understanding between them;
Paula's air had that touch of possessiveness not to be mistaken.
Olwell finished his meal and got up. He said, "Five minutes,"
warningly, and tramped out.


"You don't like it on the range then, Paula?" said Jim Rawle,
after a moment. The direct question got no ready answer from Paula.
But Henry Jacklyn spoke his mind. "Jim, listen. It ain't in my
womenfolk to like it. My wife stood it ten years and then I had to
build a stone mansion in Buffalo. The idea was, so I was told, to
give Paula a better education and better friends. You're lookin' at
a girl that's got her mother's slant totally. Not mine. No livin'
in the wilderness. No, sir. I have ridden back and forth from town
to Circle Dot these eleven years. I've got two homes and ain't I
the lucky man to afford such luxury? Socially the Jacklyns are
right in the middle of the puddle, up amongst white folks. The idea
seems to be, Jim, that you've got to grow away from where you
started or you ain't makin' any progress at all."


Paula Jacklyn's cheeks turned a deeper rose.


"You're making us out pretty small, Dad. What's wrong with
having a house in town? All the big ranchers' families
have—the Tremaines, the Whatts, the Remingtons. Jim, you're
the only first-class cattleman in this country who doesn't live in
Buffalo."


"You can't run an outfit from a distance," countered Rawle
briefly. Then he apologized to Jacklyn. "Nothing personal, Henry.
For me it wouldn't work. Maybe when I'm fifty it might."


"I'm fifty," said Jacklyn, "and it still don't work."


Paula broke in. "That block Mr. Madden owns is for sale, Jim. It
is next to our place and in exactly the right location. It would be
wonderful for a house."


"As big as a hay barn," added Jacklyn, "for Jim to eat his heart
out in when he knows he better be in the hills. Jim, never think of
it."


"You can't see living out here, then?" insisted Jim Rawle.


Paula's glance was pointed. "What about the woman? What's in it
for her?"


"I must have been wrong," mused Rawle. "I thought there was as
much in it for her as for the man."


Paula watched Jim Rawle closely. "Supposing you stay in these
hills. What will you be like at Dad's age? I know. You'll be one
more of those leather-colored old men with the sand ground into
you. Never happy off a horse, never at ease in any company except
the roundup. A loud-talking sage-brush tyrant like Captain Hall of
Bench U, who is worth a half million and has the manners of a bull
in a parlor."


She stopped with a quickness that was to Eden like the
confession of a mistake: she had said too much. Now she covered it
with that frank, vivid smile and got up, extending her hand to
Rawle. "Let's go out and talk a minute."


"Hold on," said Jacklyn. He rose and gathered his dishes. "This
is camp style, or have you forgotten that custom?"


Paula glanced at Eden. "I thought this was a tavern where you
paid and went on."


"It is," was Eden's answer. "I make my living by waiting on
people."


Jim Rawle's expression displayed irritation. "Go on," Eden told
him. Paula drew him out of the dining room. Henry Jacklyn took his
dishes to the kitchen and came back.


"Eden, was that Trenkard's pony I saw when the stage rolled
up?"


"They're quarreling again, Henry."


"There's no end to that but a sorry one," said Henry Jacklyn.
"Nick was treacherous as a kid, which you'll remember. He still is.
If he didn't think he could beat Jim Rawle to the draw, you
wouldn't see him darin' to argue with Jim. Look here, Eden, what's
wrong between you and Jim?"


"Nothing."


"You and him were thick as thieves all through your younger
days. You're foolish, honey. He's a fine boy and he'll ride high
through this country. My girl won't make him a good wife. Her kind
is some fellow like Madden's son. She'd do Pete Madden a lot of
good. But Jim needs a ridin' partner."


"What've I to do with that?" demanded Eden.


Henry Jacklyn laid a dollar on the table. "I'd give a great deal
to see you cut the ground from under that strong-minded gal of
mine. You've got everything to do with it. Jim's a fool not to see
what she's tryin' to twist him into. So long."


Eden followed him to the porch. Jim Rawle handed Paula into the
coach and she bent gently and kissed him and said, "Think about it,
Jim. Meet me here in the morning."


Henry Jacklyn swung up on the driver's seat beside Olwell and
the coach lumbered away. Jim came up to Eden and said gruffly,
"Eden, I don't like to hear you say you have to wait on people for
a living."


"True, isn't it?"


He reached toward his pocket. Eden Ballou's cheeks crimsoned.
"If you offer me money for that meal, Jim, I'll throw it clear into
Wolf Creek!"


"Well, you said—"


"Did I ever charge you for anything?"


"Why not?"


"Paying for favors you used to do for me, I suppose," said Eden,
unaccountably irritable.


He said, "Eden," and then stopped. He was beyond his depth,
clearly at odds with himself, tangled up with a problem he couldn't
solve by simple reasoning. He looked ruffled and harassed.
Presently he got on his horse and rode away.


Eden went in and set about clearing away the dishes. Juba Bill
strolled through the back door and got his own dinner, standing up
to it at the kitchen table. Absorbed in her thoughts, Eden never
noticed him. There was an understanding between Paula and Jim, and
that was odd to believe, for in the days of their childhood Jim
never had liked Henry Jacklyn's girl. But it was so. Paula had made
herself alluring to him; and now she wanted to make his life
conform to her own ideas. Eden said to herself bitterly: And she'll
nag at him till she wears him down. He'll give in to her and hell
be unhappy the rest of his days, like Henry.


Juba finished eating and walked toward the door. "Say," he
asked, "did Rawle tell the Jacklyns he'd come down here in the
morning?"


"Yes."


"I'll be gone a little while," grunted Juba.


She's not willing to take her share of Jim's fight, thought
Eden. She doesn't deserve him!


That was the end of introspection. A freighter stopped by for a
late meal; and in a little while two riders came in, ate, and
hurried on. Eden watered her garden patch, dug some potatoes, and
milked. It was suppertime then and Juba had returned, more
secretive than usual. He was a harmless, colorless sort, but he had
once worked for Nick Trenkard and never had forgotten his loyalty
to the outfit. She knew that loyalty had carried Juba up the ridge
to tell Trenkard about Jim Rawle's return in the morning.


Long dusk faded into dark. Eden lighted the lamps, threw a
jacket around her shoulders, and stood awhile on the porch,
absorbing the fine fragrance of the timber.


Juba Bill strolled out of the night and sat indolently on the
porch. Eden was reminded then of Jim Rawle's inexplicable question
concerning her liking for Nick Trenkard. Suddenly she turned on
Juba.


"Did you ever hear any gossip about myself and Nick?" Juba Bill
tapped his pipe against the porch boards. "Sure."


"What?" Eden challenged sharply.


"It's believed you and Nick mean to get married."


"Who started that crazy talk?"


Juba Bill chuckled. "Nick did."


Eden went quickly to her room. So that was it. Trenkard had
published a lie to hurt Jim Rawle; and Jim had been too proud to
ask questions. It is too late now, she told herself. I might have
known there was some reason when he quit coming here. But it is too
late now.




One moment a crystal mist shrouded the timber and closed down on
the tavern; the next moment another day's heat dissolved it at one
warm breath. Juba Bill's voice sang stridently from the barn where
he harnessed the four-horse relief for the southbound stage soon
due. Eden heard the sound of hoofs at Wolf Creek's shallow ford and
went hurriedly to the porch to find Jim Rawle dismounting
there.


"Jim, is there no other way?"


"What would it be?"


"Jim," she pleaded, "if he comes, don't fight him. But if you've
got to fight him—"


"Be easy on him?" said Jim Rawle.


"No!" said Eden. "Nick is treacherous. He thinks he can whip
you. He thinks you are slow. Don't draw unless you've got to. But
if you do—go through with it, or he'll kill you."


"I don't see—" began Rawle. But he never finished the
sentence. His attention was drawn to the road, where Nick Trenkard
stood in the dust. Jim said, "Nick, if you're bound on a finish,
we'll have it now."


Eden ran through the tavern doorway to a rifle that hung by its
trigger guard on a wooden wall peg. She seized it and rushed back
to the doorway again. Nick Trenkard was walking slowly and
deliberately toward Rawle. Jim never moved, never shifted. And then
Trenkard cried:


"By heaven, I'll make you stir!"


Eden saw him raise his right arm with snakelike speed. Yet it
was not his shot that echoed through the green, gleaming vistas of
the forest. It was Jim Rawle's. Nick Trenkard's bullet whipped the
dust in front of him. Then there were two more shots from Jim's
gun. Nick Trenkard's gun fell from his hand, and his right arm
sagged at the shoulder. Suddenly he swayed and went down.


"You can remember," said Jim Rawle, "that I passed up the chance
to kill you."


Trenkard's cheeks were gray. He said thickly: "Rawle, I'd never
believe you could do this to me."


"Practicing on tin cans," said Rawle, "is a different thing than
drawing on a man."


Juba Bill stumbled forward, and half carried Trenkard to the
barn.


Rawle turned about. "Eden, what are you holding that rifle
for?"


"I'd of used it on him, you idiot!"


"Then there never was any truth in that story?" persisted
Rawle.


"You thought so?" asked Eden.


"It was hard to take, Eden."


"Why didn't you ask? We've both been fools—and there's
your stage."


Coach and horses came on in the tawny light. Lee Olwell sat half
obscured in the dust, with Henry Jacklyn riding beside him; and
Olwell, tooling the coach abreast the porch, yelled: "Where in
hell's those horses! Juba!" Jim Rawle removed his hat and stood at
the open coach door. Paula was smiling and eager. "You'll come into
town this week, won't you, Jim?"


"There's no use," said Jim Rawle.


Juba Bill ran his relief horses out of the barn. It was Henry
Jacklyn who caught sight of Nick Trenkard propped against the barn
wall, and silently he drew Olwell's attention to the man. Juba Bill
broke out wildly: "He's busted Nick all to thunder! Don't ask me
how. I saw it—and I don't believe it!"


Paula Jacklyn cried out, "I don't understand, Jim. Let me out a
moment. We've got to talk this—"


Jim Rawle closed the coach door. "No use. So long."


"No!" cried Paula Jacklyn. "I won't have it like that!"


Lee Olwell was up in the driver's seat. Henry Jacklyn said
vigorously: "Get out of here before that young fool changes his
mind again." Lee kicked off the brakes; the fresh team surged
against the dead weight of the coach. Henry Jacklyn bent toward
Rawle. "Good boy, Jim!" Eden caught Paula Jacklyn's last wide-eyed
look of appeal at Jim Rawle, who stood watching the stage rumble
away. At last he turned to Eden.


"I expected too much," he said slowly. "I made a mistake. I'll
pay for that, Eden. I wish I had known it was only a story about
you and Nick. I'll pay for that, too."


"Have you had breakfast, Jim?"


"Breakfast?" grunted Jim Rawle.


"Come in."


She was smiling as he came up the steps. "I should be sending
you on your business, Jim. But I never could change about you.
Where did we leave off so long ago?"





THE END
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