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ONE FALSE STEP-—-

The floor of the bridge was a mere cross-
lashing of small ropes. It took Silver’s breath
away to look at it! Those ropes not only looked
small but they were whitened by long weather-
ing. The whole structure swayed in the wind . ..

Silver set his teeth and looked across the span;
then, stepped on the edge of the bridge. Fear
was already a cold stone in his stomach. Step by
step he went on. He tried to look only at the
floor of the bridge but again and again his eyes
slipped over the side. But the center had been
passed, and now his courage and his hope re-
vived. He walked on.

Suddenly, he staggered and swayed far to
the right—and the wind knocked at the bridge.
He was falling!
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Chapter I

THE PRAIRIE FIRE

ON the brow of the last hill that spilled from the knees
of the mountains toward the prairie, under the last
Aree, “Silver” sat with his knees hugged in his arms
and watched the rider in the distance, and the prairie
fire behind him. )

Parade, with bridle off and saddle on, grazed near
by, biting off the short, sweet grass close to the roots,
eating greedily, as though he knew that the taste of
this pasturage was much sweeter than the tall, dry
grasses beneath him. Now and then he jerked up his
head and looked suddenly at his master, and then all
about him, with pricking ears, for he understood per-
fectly that to the wolfish keenness of his scent and to
his quickness of ear and eye, Silver looked for warn-
ing if any danger came his way. Parade was a combi-
nation of stallion and sentinel, the guardian and the
servant of the man.

The day was hot and dry. Silver had taken off the
big sombrero as he sat in the shade, and thereby ex-
posed the two marks of gray hair above his temples
that looked like incipient horns sprouting, and had
given him his universal nickname of “Silvertip.” Now
he made himself at ease. He had been long enough in
the mountain wilderness which he loved, and it seemed
to him a typical irony of fate that as he turned his face
‘back toward the dwellings of man he should see a rider
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on the plain and a grass fire at the same time. For
among men there was always danger.

The fellow who jogged his horse quietly along seemed
unaware of the coming of the fire for a long time. It
had begun as a small point, like a dust cloud, rolling.
It increased. Evidently a wind was favoring it, and finally
a gust of that breeze went whispering through the leaves
above the head of Silver.

By this time the grass fire had gathered both speed
and frontage, and was leaving behind it a widening
wedge of black against the pallor of the prairie grass.
At the same moment the lone rider became aware of
the danger behind him. Silver laughed to see the man
bring his mustang to a gallop and flatten out along
the neck of the horse.

It was high time, but time enough, for the horse
could move a great deal faster than the fire itself,
though that was now galloping like a thousand wild
beasts, wallowing, plunging, throwing forward a lean-
ing wall of smoke, as though a dense mass of skirmish-
ers were running forward with rifles firing constantly.
Fast as the wind blew, pressing the smoke forward,
the speeding flames ran almost as quickly. Now they
rushed down a hollow with a slower gait. Now they
leaped up a slope, and at the crest hurled upward a
gigantic cloud of fire, as though in excess of strength.
A god seemed to be rioting in that flame, bounding
between earth and heaven, trailing his cloak of smoke
high up in the sky.

The fugitive, in the meantime, was gaining rapidly
on the wall of danger, when all at once, as he came
close enough for Silver to make out that the horse was
small and the man big, the mustang went down and
hurled its rider far away, spinning head over heels.

The horse tried to rise at once, but a dangling fore-
leg prevented it. The man, on the other hand, lay per-
fectly still, face down, twisted as though his body had
been broken in the middle.

Silver had the bridle on Parade almost before he
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had finished noting these things. For both horse and
man lay wrecdy 1 ti.e path of the fire.

With the throatlatch unfastened, he sprang into the
saddle. The big golden chestnut got under way like a
frightened deer. Down the hillside he streaked, across
the green like a meteor down the blue arch of the sky,
and struck the level, where the tall prairie grasses whipped
like splashing water about his shoulders. That impedi-
ment could not slow his speed or shorten his stride.

And angling straight toward the danger point, Silver
4 rode him between the fallen horse and the fallen rider.
f It would be a near thing. Already the running flame

put out an arm of crimson and smoke that enveloped
the struggling horse. The poor beast screamed with
agony. Silver, twisting in the saddle, put a bullet through
its head from his revolver.

Right behind him came the sweeping fire. The wind
that hurried above the flames dropped a shower of
sparks and whole bunches of burning grass that seemed
té® have been uprooted by the force of the draft! And
little new fires caught hold on the dryness of the grass
even before the main body of the flame had rolled to
them.

One of these spots of fire was spreading at the side
of the fallen rider as Silver came up. He called out.
Parade stood on braced feet, and Silver, without dis-
mounting, leaned far down from the saddle.

He took that burden under the armpits and hauled
¢ it up. The head fell back as though on a broken neck,
to show Silver a young, brown face, almest absurdly
. homely. There was enough nose and jaw for two ordi-
mnary men, yet what the face enjoyed in length it lacked
in width. But the forehead was good, and what Silver
saw first and -last was the frown that lingered on the
4 brow. A dead man’s face would have been smooth, he
told himself, but here was the promise of life!

With that limp body in his arms, he called again;
and Parade went like a flashing ‘gesture through the
tall grass, back to the shorter growth on the hillside.

There Silver deposited his burden. He had to spend a
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minute beating out sparks that had begun to ignite his
clothes. Parade was dancing because of a smoking place
on his mane. When that was out, there were more burn-
ing spots on the clothes of the stranger.

In the meantime, the roar of the prairie fire went
by, leaving acres of glowing red behind it, and the
black, smoking heap where the mustang lay dead.

The unconscious man now stirred suddenly, and sat
up with a gasp. He said nothing for some time. First
his eye marked the distant rush and roar of the con-
flagration. Then he looked down and actually patted
the short green of the grass on which he was sitting. .-
At last he marked the place where the dead horse lay.

At that he started to his feet with an exclamation. It
seemed to Silver that he was about to run down into -
the grass toward the dead horse, though there were
still flaming bits that far behind the head of the fire.
Silver caught his shoulder and held him.

“You’ll burn your boots, and spoiled leather won’t
help that dead horse,” said Silver.

“No, youre right,” said the other slowly. He looked
at Silver with a dull eye of suffering. “He’s eaten enough
right out of my hand,” said he. “And now the fire’s eaten
him—right off the ground.”

He smiled. His whole face twisted with grief that he
fought again.

“He was a good-looking horse,” said Silver gently.

“He was a right good one. He was a cutting horse,”
said the stranger, wiping his hands on his leather chaps
absently. “You put him on the tail of a calf and he’d
follow that calf to kingdom come. Yes, sir, and head it off
before ever it got there, in spite of anything. That’s the
kind of a cutting horse he was. But the fire got him—
fire!” He shuddered as he said it.

“I put a bullet through his head just before the fire
ate him,” said Silver.

The stranger looked Silver up and down, but saw no
gun. A gleaming gesture made a big Colt with three

‘extra inches of barrel on it appear from beneath the -

coat of Silver and disappear again.
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“Im thankin’ you,” said the stranger. “And you didn’t
have no lot of time on your hands, neither.”

He looked down at the spots on his own clothes, some
of which were still faintly smoking. Then he eyed the
damaged costume of Silver. Suddenly he grinned.

“I'm goin’ to be owin’ you a suit of clothes in exchange
for the skin that I’m still wearing,” he said.

“All right,” answered Silver.

“Poor old Jerry!” said the man under his breath. “I'll
tell you what he was,” he added suddenly. “He was a
partner. You know?”
i~ T know,” said Silver.

. The stranger glanced toward Parade.

) “Yeah, you know, all right,” he agreed. “Maybe you
know even a lot better'n I do. When I was camping out,
he’d watch over me at night like a dog. We've been on
desert marches when he ate half of my bacon and drank
sugar and milk. We been on marches when I’ve boiled
his oats and halved ’em with him. Jerry,” concluded the
stranger with a broad sweep of his hand, “was a horse!”

“He was,” said Silver. “Right up to the end, he was
trying to get to you and tell you that the fire was coming.”

“What happened"” asked the man.

“He put his foot in a hole in the ground, I guess,” said
Silver. “He broke his leg when he fell, and he couldn’t
get up.”

The stranger took off his sombrero and wiped from
‘I his face sweat that was never produced by the heat of
i the sun. He swallowed hard. Then suddeniy he faced
_ Silver.

“I don’t know your name,” he said. “Mine is Ned
Kenyon.”

Silver took the hand.

“People call me Jim,” he said, “or Arizona Jim, or
Arizona. I don’t care much what I’'m called.”

A slight shadow passed over the face of Kenyon, but
it was gone at once.

“Any name is the right name,” he said, “for me to
tell you that I’ve had my hide saved by you. The day
before my wedding day, too!”
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He grinned broadly, and the ugliness disappeared from
his face, it was so lighted.

“The luck stays with a plumb happy man,” said Kenyon.

“It does,” agreed Silver.

“Look,” said the stranger impulsively. “I want you
to see her right away. I want that you should know you’ve
done more than save my hide; because maybe you’ve kept
a lot finer person than me from trouble. I want you to
see her.”

He jerked a flat leather case from his inside coat pocket,
and then paused, and his blue, small eyes lingered wistfully
on the handsome face of Silver, as though asking for
permission.

“I want to see it,” said Silver. “Let’s have a look.”

That was enough.

Ned Kenyon opened the leather case and displayed
the picture.

“It don’t do her justice,” he said, sidling around to
Silver. “But you just get a sort of general idea, is all.”

A small, stinging shock had passed into the brain of
Silver as he looked. A queer numbness spread in his
mind. For as he stared, he told himself that there was
only one thing under heaven he could be sure of, and
that was' that such a girl as this could never marry Ned
Kenyon.

Silver saw her in profile, but he could tell the bigness
and the straightness of the eyes, and the refinement of -
the mouth, and the proud lift of the chin. A king could
have married her proudly, and not for her beauty only,
but for things of mind and spirit that spoke out of her
face.

Half squinting, Silver called up the image of the man
beside him, the long, gaunt body, the long, gaunt face.

No, he decided, the thing could not be. Perhaps the
poor fellow had this mania—that being unattractive to
most women, he had picked up the portrait of some
reigning beauty of New York or Paris, and carried it
about with him, to boast pathetically of his triumph.

“She’s very beautiful,” said Silver gravely, giving back
the picture.
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Kenyon took it in both hands and shook his head.

“It ain’t the beauty that counts. It’s the heart under-
neath it,” he said. “She’s a clean-bred one. Oh, she’s as
straight as a string, let me tell you!”

“Pll put my money that she is,” said Silver.

“Brave, and honest, and sort of simple and quiet, and
about perfect,” said Kenyon slowly. ‘

He put the picture back inside his coat.

“To-morrow at noon,” said he, “we’re going to be
married in Mustang. And I wish that you were going
. to be there, partner. That’s what I wish. That you were
going to be there, so that she could thank you face to
face. I'd like to have you hear her voice—just once.
Because it’s the sort of a thing that you'd never forget
if you lived for a hundred years.”

Silver looked at the vanishing smoke of the prairie fire,
far away, for it had been running like wild horses all
this time, cleaving a greater and greater wedge of black
through the pale prairie grass.

The thing could not be. Every instinct in him spoke
against it. She could not, being what she was, marry this
lean grotesque of a cow-puncher.

“How far is Mustang?” he asked.

“Only twenty miles!” said the other eagerly.

“Then I'll go there with you,” said Silver. “It’s a long
time since I've seen a wedding.”
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Chapter II

THE SIMPLE MAN

THERE was no doubt of one thing—that just as firmly
as Silver was convinced that the wedding would never
take place, just so firmly was Ned Kenyon assured that
on the morrow he would be the happiest man in the
world, and that this girl would be his wife.

He was ready to talk of her. Words about her over-
flowed his lips.

She was only twenty. Her name was Edith Alton. All
the perfections that God could give to a woman had been
showered upon her.

Perhaps, thought Silver, it might be an old acquaintance,
one of those deep affections that grow up from years
spent together—as, for instance, Kenyon might have been
for long the foreman on her father’s ranch. Or perhaps
there were hidden qualities in this man—he might be, for
all his rather ungrammatical language, an artist, an in-
spired poet, or a philosopher such as Silver had met in
the West more than once, filled with wisdom that seems
to rise like sap from the ground.

“You’ve known her a long time?” asked Silver.

“Seven days!” said Kenyon.

Again the numb incredulity spread through the brain
of Silver. Seven days!

“That’s not long,”
sight, 1 suppose?”

“No,” answered Kenyon. “Not for her. For me, yes.
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But not for her. I saw her at the railroad, and I drove
the stage that brought her up to Mustang. I hardly kept
the wheels on the road, because I was turning all the
time to look at her. And then the next day was my day
off the driver’s seat, and I went to a dance, and there
she turned up, and I danced with her, part of a dance.

“But she wanted to talk more than to dance. And
she asked me to take her outside. We walked up and
down under the pine trees, into the black of the trees,
and out into the white of the moon. Mostly talking.
Mostly me talking. And she listening, with her head a
little on one side. It’s dead easy to talk to a girl like
that!” he exclaimed. “And there was me, that never had
found a girl in the world that would pay no attention
to me! And there was me, with the queen of the world,
as you might say!”

Silver, as he walked along at the side -of his com-
panion, the stallion following without the need of a
lead, sighed a little. The problem was beginning to grow
more and more unfathomable to him. Behind it there
lay a mystery as profound as a pit, a darkness which his
eye could not penetrate. But with every step he made
at the side of this man, the more convinced he became of
the man’s stecl-true honesty and worth. There was not a
crooked bone in his body, not a shadowy thought in
his brain.

“You talked of a lot of things?” asked Silver.

“We talked about me,” said the stage driver. “She
seemed a lot interested in that. I told her about being
a kid on the farm in Dakota, and about the way the
winter lasted, and the way the spring came up, and
the way the snow first melted, and the spring skating,
and a lot of things like that, and how I came farther
west, and about prospecting, and all that, and how I
started to drive the stage, and got along at that be-
cause I got a way with horses. And she listened like
a baby to music all the time, with her head a little over
on one side, and now and then turning her head, and
smiling at me a bit. In a way,” said Kenyon, “that I
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couldn’t tell you about it. Just a kind of a smile that
soaked into you, like spring sunshine!”

He was no poet, either, thought Silver—just a fine,
honest, decent fellow, with unprobed virtues of courage
and decency. But a mate for that girl in the picture,
with her lifted chin and her straight-looking eyes, and
the sensitive nose and lips?

No! Whatever happened, it could not be that she
intended to marry Ned Kenyon.

“You go on and ride,” Kenyon was saying. “I don’t
mind walking. I'm pretty good at it. And with Edith
to talk about, I could walk to the end of the world.”

Something jerked at Silver, something pulled him up
in revolt even to hear Ned Kenyon cail the girl by her
first name—and yet he was to marry her on the morrow!

“If you could ride half the time while I walked,” said
Silver, “it would be all right. But this horse doesn’t
like most people, and he’d be fighting every minute to get
you out of the saddle.”

“Would he?” murmured Kenyon.

He gave the brim of his hat a jerk.

“I ain’t boasting,” he said, “but the fact is that I'm
pretty fair with horses my own self. I'd like to try him,
if you don’t mind, stallion or no stallion!”

“Would you?” said Silver, smiling. Then he laid a
hand on Kenyon’s bony shoulder and added: “Don’t
do it. He’s a trickster. He knows a thousand ways of
getting a man out of the saddle, and the worst of him
is that when the rider drops, he has a way of trying
to savage the unlucky fellow. I'd be on hand, but I
might not be close enough to call him off in time. I
don’t doubt that you're a good rider—but I'd rather
not have you try him.”

Ned Kenyon looked wistfully at the golden stallion, and
then he sighed.

“You know your own sclf and your own horse better
than anybody else,” he observed. “And it’s the seeing
of a man like you, Arizona, with a horse like that, that
makes me wonder how Edith can look at me once and
want to look at me twice. But I remember folks saying
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years ago that the likes of men for women and women
for men there’s no accounting for. Only, when I think
of you, riding on a horse like that—well, I can’t help
thinking that Edith may shake her head a coupla times.
Only I know that there’s nothing in her but faith. For
what would the world amount to, Arizona, if there was
anything behind a face and an eye and a voice like hers
except truth and honesty, and the kind of love that won’t
dic in a long winter?”

Silver, listening to this speech, which was drawled
out with a good many pauses, while Ned Kenyon found
proper words to express himself, looked several times
down to the ground, and several times with his narrowed
eyes peered into the horizon like a hawk.

He said at last: “A man or a woman that lied to you,
Ned, would nced a hanging; and I’d be glad to pull on the
rope!”

“Would you, Arizona?” asked the simple man. “I think
you mean it, too. I think it’s been a great day for me,
Arizona. Because, look here—a man can’t live by a woman
only, but he needs a friend, too. And I don’t know that
I've ever had a real friend in all my born days.”

“Never a friend?” asked Silver, starting. “Do you mean
that, Kenyon? Do you mean that you've seen through the
lot and found them all a worthless gang?”

“Looked through them?” echoed Kenyon. “Man, man,
who am I to be looking through folks? No, no! There’s
three out of four or four out of five that I would be
glad enough to have as friends. I’'m no one to make big
pretendings. Any right man is a good man for me to
talk to and keep to. It’s not my choosing, but the choice
of the other people, that doesn’t fall on me. Unless they
want to cheat me out of money, or talk kind to me
to-day just in order to make a fool of me to-morrow.
And so it’s come about that I've never had a friend in my
life, until to-day it sort of looks as though you might
be a friend to me, Arizona!”

He slowed his step and turned his frank, open eye on
Silvertip; and the heart of Silver swelled in him.

He put his hand again on the thin shoulder of Kenyon
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and said carefully, weighing his words: “I've had few
friends, too. And most of those I've had are behind me
somewhere.” He made a gesture, as though dropping
something over his shoulder. Then he went on: “But I
think that you and I could pull together as long as we’re
traveling in the same direction. I'd like to tell you this,
Kenyon, that I hope you’ll be able to trust me in any
pinch—as long as I’'m around your part of the world.”

Kenyon held out his hand. It was taken in a firm grasp
by Silver as they looked fixedly into the eyes of one
another.

"~ Then Kenyon began to laugh out of pure pleasure.

“It’s been a lucky day for me—a right lucky day—if
only poor Jerry hadnt gone! But Jerry was twelve,
and every year it was harder for him to do what he
wanted and live up to himself. Well, there he was, out
fighting on the danger line, and that’s the way that he
would have chosen to die, I guess. And TI'll tell you what,
Arizona—the Indians all used to believe that when a brave
went up to the happy hunting ground, he was sure to
find his best horses there before him, waiting.”

He laughed again in some embarrassment, as though
he disclaimed a belief in any such superstition. But for a
time, as they walked along, his eyes went upward and
roved the sky with a blowing rack of clouds, and with
such a smile on his lips that Silver knew suddenly what
thoughts were running in the mind of his simple friend.

Silver made a fierce and a deep resolve to give mind
and heart and hand to this man until that call which
moved him irresistibly across the face of the world reached
him again, and drew him he knew not where across the
sky line.

He was still thinking of this hours later, when they
came over a hill into sight of a town, and down a trail
not far from them a woman was riding.

“Look!” cried Kenyon. “There’s Mustang—and there’s
Edith Alton! Do you need more’'n a sight of the way
of her to tell that there’s no other woman like her on
earth?”
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