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CHAPTER I
On the brow of the last hill that spilled from the knees of the mountains toward the prairie, under the last tree, 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 his head and looked suddenly at his master, and then all about him, with pricking ears, for he understood perfectly that to the wolfish keenness of his scent and to his quickness of ear and eye, Silver looked for warning if any danger came his way. Parade was a combination 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 exposed 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 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 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 leaning wall of smoke, as though a dense mass of skirmishers 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 foreleg prevented it. The man, on the other hand, lay perfectly still, face down, twisted as though his body had been broken in the middle.

Silver had the bridle on Parade almost before he had finished noting these things. For both horse and man lay directly in the 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 impediment could not slow his speed or shorten his stride.

And angling straight toward the danger point, Silver rode him between the fallen horse and the fallen rider.

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 to 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 dismounting, 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, almost absurdly homely. There was enough nose and jaw for two ordinary 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 brow. A dead mans face would have been smooth, he told himself, but there 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 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 burning 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 conflagration. 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.

Youll burn your boots, and spoiled leather wont help that dead horse, said Silver.

No, youre right, said the other slowly. He looked at Silver with a dull eye of suffering. Hes eaten enough right out of my hand, said he. And now the fires 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 hed follow that calf to kingdom come. Yes, sir, and head it off before ever it got there, in spite of anything. Thats 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 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.

Im thankin you, said the stranger. And you didnt 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.

Im goin to be owin you a suit of clothes in exchange for the skin that Im still wearing, he said.

All right, answered Silver.

Poor old Jerry! said the man under his breath. Ill tell you what he was, he added suddenly. He was a partner. You know?

I know, said Silver.

The stranger glanced toward Parade.

Yeah, you know, all right, he agreed. Maybe you know even a lot bettern I do. When I was camping out, hed watch over me at night like a dog. Weve been on desert marches when he ate half of my bacon and drank sugar and milk. We been on marches when Ive 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 couldnt get up.

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

I dont know your name, he said. Mine is Ned Kenyon.

Silver shook the hand.

People call me Jim, he said, or Arizona Jim, or Arizona. I dont care much what Im 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 Ive had my hide saved by you. The day before my wedding day, too!

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 youve done more than save my hide; because maybe youve 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. Lets have a look.

That was enough.

Ned Kenyon opened the leather case and displayed the picture.

It dont 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.

Shes very beautiful, said Silver gravely, giving back the picture.

Kenyon took it in both hands and shook his head.

It aint beauty that counts. Its the heart underneath it, he said. Shes a clean-bred one. Oh, shes as straight as a string, let me tell you!

Ill put money that she is, said Silver.

Brave, and honest, 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, were going to be married in Mustang. And I wish that you were going to be there, partner. Thats what I wish. That you were going to be there, so that she could thank you face to face. Id like to have you hear her voice–just once. Because its the sort of a thing that youd 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 Ill go there with you, said Silver. Its a long time since Ive seen a wedding.
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