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    The four riders were well hidden as they came down through a cut in the hills and pulled their horses to a stop in a clump of trees bordering the long valley of the Elkhorn River. They were Jim Maxwell, owner of the ranch, seventeen-year-old Joe Dixon, Mack Spaulding, and Bud Martin. Unseen by the three mares with their nine-month-old colts, well out along the valley between them and the river, they looked out from the trees. They were especially pleased not to have been seen by the jet-black mare with a big white spot on one side, known to them as Big Spot. They had named her colt Blaze Face. The other two mares and their colts were sorrel.


    Blaze Face had shed his hair early in the spring and now stood out in all his beauty. He was coal black except for his entire face, where the white reached down over his nose and well back on his jaws, and his ears, which were just tipped with black. Set in their field of white, his eyes looked even darker than they were. No rider had ever been closer to him than the men now hiding among the trees. His alert mother had seen to that.


    Big Spot had escaped from the ranch together with the other two mares now grazing near her. The previous spring the men had made a futile effort to round up these three outlaws and drive them back to the ranch, but Big Spot had been too watchful. She got wind of the riders, gave a warning snort, and started running in plenty of time for her and the other two swift outlaw mares to escape. The two sorrel mares were of average size. Blaze Face was taller and bigger.


    As the three riders sat on their horses, peeping out from the trees, Jim Maxwell said in a low voice: “That Blaze Face colt is plenty long-legged. He takes after his mammy. He’ll run like a streak and keep a little ahead of her, I think, when he sees us, but it looks this time as if we could turn ’em.”


    The men were well mounted. They noted that the lay of the land was good for their purpose. The outlaw mares were grazing near the foot of a high, steep hill that ended abruptly at the precipitous five-foot bank above the Elkhorn River. The current of the river flowed on the near side, some six feet deep.


    Jim Maxwell spoke low to the others, directing them to ride out hard and rush toward the river. He assumed Big Spot would start toward the river but would turn when she saw that the high banks trapped her, and run back. Then as she ran past the men one of them could throw a rope over her head. The riders, sitting on their horses, well hidden by the trees, were pleased to think that at last they seemed to have long-legged Big Spot just where they wanted her. Joe Dixon, first to see Blaze Face and report his existence when the colt was only a month old, had a special reason for delight.


    A week before Jim had said to him, “Joe, all of us fellers think a heap of you. Now, if we can get that Blaze Face colt, he’s yours.”


    So Joe smiled and his eyes shone with expectation. Jim again spoke quietly. “The mares won’t try to go up that hill. It’s too steep and they know it. We’re on this side of them and the five-foot drop to the river is in front of them. They won’t jump off that bank. They’ll run to the river, turn back, and try to pass us. That’s when one of us should be able to drop a loop over Big Spot and her colt.”


    Joe, like the others, was getting his rope ready. In the meantime Big Spot grazed as watchfully as ever. She would bite off a few mouthfuls of grass and jerk her head up to look at every side except where the steep bank above the river stretched for a long distance. She seemed to know that no one would come from across the river, but she did take a look at the top of the high hill on her side of the narrow valley. She stood chewing a big mouthful of grass and set her ears stiffly forward as she gazed up to the summit. She looked once toward the grove of trees where the men were hidden, but the wind was blowing away from her toward them, so they felt easy even though her gaze in their direction was so steady for a moment that they wondered if there were any possibility she sensed their presence.


    Blaze Face was having a good time all by himself. He kicked up his heels and ran in a wide circle around the mares. Three times he ran around, kicking as he ran. He stopped, held his head high, and snorted. He looked toward the river, whirled, looked ahead, and suddenly started running up the valley like one possessed. He ran so fast and so far that Big Spot looked at him with her ears pricked up as if she were wondering what had got into him. Blaze Face suddenly put on the brakes in his own way, throwing out his long front legs, and jolting to a stop in a series of short jerks. He looked up the valley, snorted, whirled around, and raced like the wind toward his mother and the other mares.


    “Look at that speed!” Jim exclaimed softly. “That little feller can run like a streak. I bet we’ll have to ride fast to get a loop over him.”


    Jim gave the men brief instructions. Bud was to remain at the cut in the hill to head off the mares if they ran for it. Mack, on his long-legged gray horse, would lead out down the valley, while Jim and Joe, spaced a little apart, would ride behind him. So when the mares and colts saw the men coming, they would run toward the river and then turn when the high, precipitous bank checked them.


    The three riders started their horses out from the grove on the run. “Yip, yip, yi, yi!” the men yelled, as they rode at a run out of the grove and down the narrow valley. Bud rode out in sight but stayed near the cut in the steep hill, so that the mares could not escape through it if, as seemed very likely, they should try.


    “Yip! Yip! Yi! Yi!” The riders continued to yell, for they hoped by this sudden surprise rush to startle the three outlaw range mares into running toward the river and then being obliged to whirl and rush back past them. Then perhaps some one of them could cast a loop of his rope over Blaze Face and, if possible, Big Spot too, and lead them to the ranch.


    Big Spot saw them instantly. She surprised them by starting at a run up the valley. The two other mares started running behind her. But suddenly Big Spot changed her mind. She saw the men coming toward her. She knew how surely they could cast a loop over her that would hold her, once she was within reach. The other two mares, with their colts, ran past Big Spot and on up the valley. The men let them go.


    When Big Spot stopped, Blaze Face did too. He snorted and looked with frightened eyes at the oncoming riders. Big Spot saw she was trapped. With a snort of defiance she whirled and ran straight toward the river and its six-foot high bank. Blaze Face ran neck and neck with her. Seeing this, Bud left the grove and rode at a run down the valley. That old mare has plumb made up her mind to jump into the river, he thought.


    The men had chased Big Spot before this. They knew she had unusual speed, but this time she ran faster than ever. What stirred their admiration was that Blaze Face kept up with her. Joe rode swiftly on, hoping that Big Spot would turn and run at the last minute and then he could try to rope Blaze Face.


    Near the river Big Spot stopped and faced the men for an instant. They got their loops ready, but to their surprise Big Spot whirled and ran straight toward the river with Blaze Face beside her. The men lifted their loops in readiness, supposing each instant she might turn and run back. But no! When she reached the steep bank she leaped, and Blaze Face leaped with her. They struck the water with a great splash. The men galloped up to the bank. They saw Big Spot and Blaze Face swimming well out in the current, making for a sandbar out in the river. They swam on and soon reached shallow water. When their feet struck the shallows they splashed out on the sandbar. Big Spot whirled and looked toward the men sitting on their horses on the bank. Blaze Face turned and looked also. The mare snorted and went galloping and splashing across the water toward the other shore. There she stopped again and looked back once more toward the riders. Then she turned, and with head held high and tail raised she moved off at a swift trot, throwing her head from side to side. She trotted so fast that Blaze Face had to gallop to keep up with her. They disappeared beyond a clump of bushes and cottonwood trees.


    “Jim,” said Joe impulsively, “I’m going to ride down the river and cross over. I think I know where that old mare will spend the night with Blaze Face. She’s been hanging around Gordon Spring. Several mornings when I rode to the top of the hill above the spring and looked down I saw her grazing near it. Once she was standing under that lone tree near the spring. After I go down the river and cross over, I can take my time and keep to the low places until I reach that tree by the spring. I can tie my horse to the tree, hide the saddle behind the rocks at the foot of the hill, and then get up into the tree with my rope and wait. If Big Spot comes up in the night and sees my horse all alone with no saddle on him, she might come up under the tree to look him over. If she does, I’m sure Blaze Face will come right up too, for he’s just a colt and sure to be curious. Then I’ll be ready to drop my loop over his head. Big Spot wouldn’t be likely to get scent of me up in the tree, especially now when whatever wind there is blows from the south, where she’s likely to come from. If she comes up to see my horse, Blaze Face will probably be right along. He’s the friendly kind of colt.”


    The riders sat on their horses and talked the matter over. Jim said: “Well, Joe, there’s a chance anyhow that maybe you can drop your rope over the colt’s head. It’s not likely, but you won’t know till you try. That old mare runs like the wind and Blaze Face keeps right up with her. If we don’t rope him before he’s grown, we may never get him. You go ahead and tie your horse there and get up in the tree with your loop. In the morning some of us will ride out that way and see what’s happened.”
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    When Joe left the other riders he rode down the river to a place where there was a sloping bank. The horse swam the narrow current to the sandbars and crossed over to the other side. It was a bright, clear day. Looking toward the west, Joe saw it would be several hours before the sun went down. He rode on until he came to a grove of trees. Here he tied his horse on a long rope that allowed him to graze while his master sat on the ground and ate of some of the jerked beef he carried on his saddle. Everything was still except when the breeze, blowing from the south, stirred the leaves in the tree under which Joe sat. With an hour of daylight still left, Joe mounted his horse and rode on to Gordon Spring. It was nearly dark when he got there. Joe sat on his horse and let him drink at the spring. He rode a little way, removed the saddle, and hid it from sight behind some big boulders at the foot of the hill. Then he tied his horse on a short rope close to the tree and talked to him briefly, as he often did, telling him he would probably have to stand and wait for some time. Then, with the coil of rope on his arm, Joe climbed up into the tree.


    Joe knew that he had only a chance of dropping the loop over the head of Blaze Face. But he thought it was a fairly good chance, because his horse, who liked company, would probably whinny a greeting if Big Spot came along in the night. Then the big mare might well come up to look at the horse. If she did so, Blaze Face would certainly come too, out of curiosity. Joe had an advantage up in the tree, for animals get scents along the ground.


    As the night deepened and the stars came out, the light south breeze increased until there was a steady murmur of the leaves in Joe’s tree. Joe saw that his horse stood looking toward the shadowy valley to the south as if he saw something. Joe, staring in the same direction, could make out nothing in the dim starlight, but he had felt from the first that if Big Spot came up to the spring she would come from the south, where the grazing was very good.


    All at once Joe heard his horse make a low, friendly sound as a horse will sometimes do when he feels lonesome and sees another horse. Joe peered intently through the branches of the tree in the direction where the horse seemed to be grazing. He thought he saw a dark form well beyond him. Presently he saw the object move and then stop. Then he saw a smaller object move up near the first one, and he felt a quickening of all his senses for he felt sure these must be Big Spot and Blaze Face. For a minute the two forms were still. Then Joe was startled to hear his horse let forth a shrill nicker as he looked toward the two objects. Joe’s horse stood with his head high, looking into the darkness after he had neighed. The next minute the two forms came forward. On they came, side by side, and stopped not far from the tree.


    Joe recognized Big Spot and Blaze Face. Joe’s horse made a low, friendly, whinnying sound. Big Spot walked forward, followed closely by Blaze Face.


    They came on up and stood only a few feet from the tree while they looked at Joe’s horse. Big Spot uttered a low snort. She came a little nearer and stopped again. She saw nothing but a friendly horse that seemed at ease. She walked to the spring and drank. Blaze Face walked beside her and also drank at the spring. They both turned back and came near to Joe’s horse, Big Spot a little ahead of the colt. She had been alone with Blaze Face since the two other mares had gone and she wanted the company of other horses.


    Joe sat tense on the limb, his eyes on Blaze Face. The colt walked nearer until he could put his nose on the flank of the horse, flinching a little as he did so. Joe leaned forward with his coil. He knew he must drop the loop fair over the head of Blaze Face at the first drop or probably he would not get him at all. Big Spot helped by keeping back when she saw the horse was friendly. Blaze Face, investigating, moved up toward the horse’s head.


    Joe was waiting for this. He could see Blaze Face reach up his head. Joe decided he would never have a better chance. He dropped the loop, giving it a slight cast. Instantly it fell over Blaze Face’s head. He threw his head up and leaped violently back, jerking the rope taut. Joe jumped down to the ground and fell on his knees. Blaze Face jerked hard on the rope, but Joe held onto it. The colt struggled, but the noose tightened on his neck. He fell, floundered about on the ground, and then managed to get back on his feet.


    Big Spot had dashed off when she saw Joe strike the ground. When she saw that Blaze Face did not follow, she whirled and let out a loud nicker for him. Seeing that Blaze Face did not come, she moved toward him, stepping high and uttering loud snorts. Within a few yards of Joe and Blaze Face she stopped and began to prance about and snort.


    Joe paid no attention to Big Spot but worked swiftly. He got Blaze Face tied to the tree. He ran to his saddle and fetched another rope. Because of Blaze Face’s struggles he was being choked by the slip noose on his neck. Joe quickly tied one end of the new rope on Blaze Face’s neck so it would not slip and the other end to the tree. Then he removed the slip noose. When Blaze Face got his breath he leaped so violently against the rope that once he sat down. He fought with all his might to get loose from the rope but could not.


    In the meantime Big Spot ran about the place, snorting wildly. Joe would have liked to capture her also, but he thought she would probably follow if he could pull Blaze Face along. Joe was grinning broadly as he worked. He knew he had had extremely good luck.


    Big Spot ran about the tree, protesting violently by all her actions against this restraint of her colt. However, she made no move to attack Joe. He had felt she would not, although he kept an eye on her as he worked with Blaze Face. Big Spot was a range mare that had been broken and ridden by the men. Because of her speed and endurance she had run free for three years, but she knew the power of the men. She did not come close to Joe while he held her plunging colt. She came within reach of the lariat rope a number of times, but she seemed to know that Joe did not have time to cast a loop toward her because he was so busy with the struggling Blaze Face.


    When Joe got the rope that would not slip on Blaze Face’s neck, he held him and said, “Now take it easy, little feller; I won’t hurt you. Take it easy and let’s get acquainted.”


    Blaze Face was not convinced. He jerked back with all his might and kept Joe moving about to hold him. Finally the colt stopped his violent struggles and stood trembling and puffing, looking at Joe with wide eyes.


    The moon rose in the east and shone down on Joe with his captured colt in this remote spot by the lone tree and the spring. Joe knew it was miles to the ranch, but his horse was a good one. He knew the steel horn on the saddle would hold Blaze Face in spite of all his efforts to break away.


    While Blaze Face stood puffing, Joe got the saddle, put it on his horse’s back, and cinched it up. He untied the rope that held Blaze Face to the tree and also the one holding his own horse. He mounted and then gathered in the slack of the rope tied to Blaze Face. The instant Blaze Face felt the rope pull a little on his neck he leaped to get free. Joe quickly took a half hitch of the rope around his saddle horn and Blaze Face found himself jerked up promptly. Joe mounted and started his horse forward. Blaze Face suddenly ran forward on the rope. Big Spot ran alongside him and snorted loudly to encourage him to break away. Blaze Face ran against the end of the rope so hard he fell. He jumped up, snorted, and ran back the other way. Again he hit the end of the rope hard and fell. Again he jumped up and again he ran forward, but he stopped at the first pull of the rope and stood trembling. Joe said to him: “Now, little feller, you’re a real fighter. I like that, but it’s hard on you. I see how you are. You want to run wild like your old outlaw mammy. But I want to take care of you.”


    Joe’s soothing words had no effect on Blaze Face. He stood, breathing hard. Then he snorted and ran forward against the rope again. He was jerked to his knees. He leaped up. He did not look back toward Joe but stood looking forward, breathing heavily and trembling.


    Big Spot began to gallop in a circle around Joe. She snorted wildly as she ran, and once she ran close up to Blaze Face, stamped a big hoof on the ground, and looked at Joe. Joe smiled and said, “Daggone it, old lady, you’re almost ready to fight me to get your colt.”


    In the moonlight Joe saw a small tree ahead. An idea occurred to him. He started his horse forward. Blaze Face stood until Joe rode ahead and the rope again pulled on his neck. He lunged back and braced his front feet. Joe’s horse dutifully moved forward and with his greater weight pulled Blaze Face along. Blaze Face set his front legs stiffly forward and pulled back as hard as he could. He shook his head from side to side, and Joe’s horse had to work hard to drag him along to the small tree. Here Joe dismounted and tied his horse. There was some slack in Blaze Face’s rope. Joe pulled in the slack until Blaze Face was only ten feet away and then tied the rope to the tree. Joe said as he walked toward him, “Now, little feller, we must get acquainted. You’ll do better then.”


    Joe moved slowly toward Blaze Face, talking as he moved and holding out his hand. Big Spot kept up her loud snorts but stood a short distance away. Blaze Face kept quiet until Joe had nearly reached him. Then he lunged back, but the rope held. Joe stood still and held his hand out. Edging forward, Joe slowly got nearer and nearer. Blaze Face stood quivering and breathing fast, but he did not move. He stared at Joe, who kept moving slowly toward him, talking quietly. At last Joe reached out and touched Blaze Face on the head with the tips of his fingers. He got his hand on Blaze Face’s neck and rubbed him gently, all the time talking softly to him.


    Blaze Face began to breathe easier and stop trembling. Then to Joe’s delight Blaze Face put his nose on Joe’s arm and snorted a little. Joe kept talking low and rubbing the colt’s neck. Blaze Face became curious. He took a few steps toward Joe’s horse and touched his nose to the horse’s neck. The horse paid no attention but stood with his head up, resting, waiting for Joe’s next orders. Blaze Face kept standing near Joe’s horse and only now and then looked at Big Spot, who was still running about with loud snorts but carefully keeping a distance away from Joe.


    Joe got on his horse and started forward. As they moved on, Blaze Face seemed to accept the new situation. Joe had the slack of the rope pulled up until Blaze Face was no more than a few feet from his horse.


    Joe rode steadily on. At times he urged his horse to a slow trot. Blaze Face did not protest; when he felt the rope pull on his neck he moved on and trotted also. Sometimes he broke into a gallop and then Joe let the horse trot a little faster.


    Now the way toward the ranch led near a bend in the river. Big Spot was keeping up with them. She had stopped snorting and running about. She followed along as if she knew Joe was leading her colt to the ranch and was resigned to go along.


    On the other side of the river rose the shadowy foothills of the mountains. All at once Joe heard a wild, piercing scream. Big Spot heard it, too. She whirled and faced across the river, snorted, and stamped a front hoof on the ground. The scream had come from a mountain lion. Joe said aloud to Blaze Face: “Now, little feller, that’s a big mountain cat. He’d likely get you if I left you out here. Those daggone mountain cats get a lot of little fellers like you. You’ll be safer where I’m going to take you.”
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    It was daylight the next morning when Joe reached the ranch with Blaze Face. The men were up and about the place. They all came forward with pleased grins when Joe dismounted from his horse and held the rope on Blaze Face. Big Spot ran about in the yard, snorting and showing her disapproval plainly. Jim said: “She’s telling us she’s plumb disgusted with our outfit. She’s likely trying to say to Blaze Face: ‘Take it easy, little feller. You’re in awful poor company. I once had to live with ’em. The whole outfit is no account! But take it easy. I’ll see if I can get you away from them and we’ll run our own affairs!’”


    Blaze Face began to get acquainted with Joe and the other men. At first when they touched him he lunged back and snorted. Once, when Joe put his hands on Blaze Face’s back, he bucked like a broncho. The men laughed heartily. “Now look at him!” said Jim. “He’s saying, ‘Give me half a chance and I’ll lick you all!’”


    But the first day was the worst for Blaze Face. He began to learn fast. After about ten days he snorted only a little when Joe came up to him. And it was not long before he would munch brown sugar from the palm of Joe’s hand.


    Big Spot stayed around the place for nearly two months. During this time Joe tied Blaze Face at night in a corral and left the gate open. When the men had gone to bed at night and the house was in darkness, Joe would look out in the yard and see Big Spot go into the corral. After a month of this, Joe said, “Jim, I’m going to hide out there tonight, and when that old mare goes in to see Blaze Face I’m going to try to run up and slam the gate shut on her.”


    Jim replied: “You better say you’ll try, Joe, because I don’t think you’ll be quick enough to slam that gate shut on her. When it gets dark we’ll blow out the light and see how you come out.”


    That night, when the stars came out, Joe took up his watch at the corner of a small shed where he sat crouched, waiting. Big Spot came up. She walked to the open gate, looked toward the dark house, and then turned and went into the corral. Joe leaped up and ran toward the gate, followed by the men who had been watching. They were just in time to hear the cracking of the gate as Big Spot ran against it. She knocked the gate down and Joe went down under one end of it. Big Spot ran like a streak, snorting as she went. Joe picked himself up as the men approached.


    Jim asked, “Are you all in one piece?” and then saw for himself that Joe was unhurt. “Look at Big Spot,” he exclaimed.


    In the bright starlight the men could see her a little way off, running about in circles, letting out loud snorts as she ran. Suddenly she came running back to within a few rods of the men, stopped, snorted, and ran off again, kicking and bucking. Jim grinned and said: “She sure is soured on all of us. I don’t ever aim to try to catch her again. She knows she can outrun all the horses on the ranch, and I bet this little Blaze Face colt of hers will be able to do the same thing; so we’d better handle him careful and keep him tame.”


    


    When Blaze Face was three years old, Joe started to ride him, but only a little, for he was waiting for Blaze Face to reach his full growth and strength.


    The men often noticed Blaze Face following Joe around like a dog, until Joe was free to take care of him. Blaze Face learned to like the men, who were all especially kind to him. They rubbed his glossy black coat and petted him. He did not know what it was for a man to treat him hard and cruelly, so he trusted all the men, just as they admired and trusted him. Joe never had to tie Blaze Face; at any point out on the range Joe could dismount and let Blaze Face stand. He would not leave the spot until Joe came up or called him. He had long ago learned to know Joe’s whistle and would come galloping in answer to it.


    Joe taught Blaze Face to lift one front foot at the command, “Shake hands,” and also to lie down when Joe told him to. He would lie with his head up until Joe said, “Clear down, Blaze Face,” when he would put his head down on the ground too. The hardest thing for Joe to teach Blaze Face was to go home alone at command, for he hated to leave his master. Joe would dismount a short way out from the ranch and say, “Go home, Blaze Face!” and tap him gently with his quirt, until the obedient colt learned even this difficult lesson.


    When Blaze Face was three years old, he became attached to a horse named Dapple Gray. Most horses are impatient with a colt and will show their teeth and nip at him if he comes up to look them over. But not Dapple Gray. When Blaze Face came up and touched his nose to the horse, Dapple Gray did not seem to care. Soon the two were seen close together when they and a few of the other horses were allowed to graze free at night near the ranch.


    Often, in the early morning when Joe got up and looked out, he saw Blaze Face and Dapple Gray standing close to each other on top of a near-by ridge. They stood side by side as friendly horses do in the summertime—facing in opposite directions so that each could keep the flies away from the other’s head with his tail.


    The friendship between Blaze Face and Dapple Gray was stronger than ever when Blaze Face was in his fifth year. During these days there were strange riders who came and went at the ranch. One of these men, known simply as Jud, had worked for Jim Maxwell at the Elkhorn Ranch for a while, taken his wages, and left. No one thought anything of this, for such an occurrence was not at all unusual. He had also seen the tame, easy-going Dapple Gray and learned that he was so fond of brown sugar he would come up to any man who held it out on the palm of his hand. He knew Blaze Face and Dapple Gray liked each other and generally grazed together when they were left free at night.


    One bright starlight night shortly after he had been paid off, Jud stood in a low spot under a small tree near the ranch, holding the reins of his horse, an animal of little value. He was looking at Dapple Gray and Blaze Face, grazing a little distance apart from the other horses. He started forward, leading his horse toward the two. When he came nearer, they both raised their heads from the grass and stood watching him come on, with his horse walking behind him. Jud spoke quietly to Dapple Gray, calling him Dapple as the other men did, and holding out brown sugar on the palm of his hand. Dapple Gray heard the low, soft words and saw the extended arm. He made a little friendly sound and slowly advanced toward Jud, until he was near enough to eat the brown sugar from his hand. Blaze Face was a little more timid, but he, too, wanted some sugar.


    Jud, holding a long coiled rope on his arm, let the reins of his jaded old horse drop to the ground. The horse stood resting, head down, quite uninterested in what went on. Jud patted Dapple Gray, easily got the end of the rope around his neck, and tied it to the steel saddle horn on his own horse. Then, working carefully, he went after Blaze Face in the same way. As he took more sugar from his sack to attract Blaze Face, Dapple Gray crowded up, begging for still more sugar. Blaze Face flinched and stepped back when he felt Jud’s hand on his neck, but Dapple Gray’s attempts to crowd Blaze Face away from the sugar made Blaze Face want it all the more, so Jud soon succeeded in getting a rope around Blaze Face’s neck. Then he put a handful of sugar on the ground, and while Blaze Face was eating it Jud tied him to the saddle horn too.


    This done, Jud mounted and started up his horse. At the first pull on the rope Dapple Gray obediently came along. Blaze Face resisted at first when he felt the rope, but he had long ago learned to obey the pull of a rope on his neck, and when he saw Dapple Gray going forward he gave in and followed, because he wanted to keep near him.


    Jud rode on at a steady gallop until he came to a tree where he stopped and tied both Dapple Gray and Blaze Face. He removed the saddle and bridle from his own horse and put them on Blaze Face, turned Dapple Gray loose, and mounted Blaze Face, who started forward when Jud urged him. Dapple Gray followed a short distance and then stopped. Blaze Face at once stopped too, but Jud urged him on. Dapple Gray stood still, looking. Blaze Face nickered for Dapple Gray but he did not come. A little farther on Blaze Face whirled around and nickered shrilly to Dapple Gray. He tried to gallop back, but Jud for the first time tapped him with the quirt. Blaze Face jumped at the touch and stepped about nervously, but when he felt the quirt again he started off across the valley as Jud guided him. He galloped on obediently, but he nickered from time to time, trying to get his companion to come with him. Crossing over a ridge, they could no longer see Dapple Gray, who, knowing he was free, had galloped away toward home.


    All that day and all the following night Jud rode on. He made only one brief stop in the night to allow Blaze Face to graze and then rode on again. Jud had some jerked beef on his saddle and could keep himself going for a week on this if necessary.


    Six days and nights of travel passed. When the sixth night came, Jud felt more secure. He kept Blaze Face going until midnight and then pulled him to a stop in a valley where a small spring gushed out of the rocks below a hill. To get to the spring it was necessary to pass through a narrow fifteen-foot defile with almost perpendicular sides, just wide enough for a horse to turn around.


    When Blaze Face was allowed to stop, he dropped his head toward the ground and breathed heavily. He was now very thin, nearly starved for grass, and had not even had enough water to drink. But thirsty as he was, he was so tired he had to drop his head to rest.


    Jud dismounted and removed the saddle. Blaze Face seemed to have forgotten everything except his exhaustion, so Jud had no fear at all about removing the bridle. He took Blaze Face by the foretop, led him into the opening of the defile, and said, “Go on and drink.” Blaze Face walked forward and began to drink. After a little while Jud, standing with a rope, called to him to come out. Blaze Face raised his head at the second command, started slowly backing out, and then stopped. Jud would not go into the narrow cut for fear Blaze Face might crowd him, but he shouted at him viciously. Blaze Face did not move. Jud seized the handle of the quirt hanging at his wrist and stepping aside, in case Blaze Face should kick, he cut him savagely with the quirt. The effect of this on Blaze Face was startling. His weariness was forgotten and his good temper changed to fury. He did not kick, but instead of backing out he whirled about and, to Jud’s amazement, leaped toward him with ears laid back and teeth showing. Jud uttered a yell of terror, jumped back, and fell.


    Blaze Face leaped over the man and ran free. He did not pause to look back and for a time his anger kept him going. He ran on and on until at last his weakness made him stop. He looked back across the starlit plain, saw he was all by himself, and started walking away. When he came to some rich grassland he began to graze hungrily.
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    About two weeks later Jim Maxwell sold some horses to a horse buyer, a friend of his named Bob Walters. Bob and some of his men knew about Blaze Face and Bob had once seen him. Jim told Bob that Joe had lost his fine horse. Bob said that when he and his men drove the horses to the shipping point, they would watch out along the way for Blaze Face and inquire about him from any other riders they might meet. Dapple Gray, who had come home after leaving Blaze Face, was one of the horses being driven away, and Bob knew from Joe about the friendship between the two horses.


    The men traveled many miles behind the herd of horses and made good time toward their destination at the shipping point. They did not know that Blaze Face had happened to come upon their trail far to the rear and was now following it, gradually lessening the distance between him and the other horses.


    He galloped to the top of a ridge and looked forward, but saw nothing except the lonely, wild prairie before him. Then he ran down the ridge and leaped with long, swift strides on toward the east. He had picked up the scent of Dapple Gray, his unforgotten companion, and he galloped faster in his desire to see him. On and on he ran over the rolling land, breathing a little heavily after a while—more from excitement than because he was physically tired. He had unusual endurance and strength.


    As he drew nearer, Blaze Face knew by the scent that he was catching up with Dapple Gray and the other horses. He was rapidly gaining on them in spite of their long start, because while the men had kept them moving for the most part at a gentle trot, Blaze Face had been coming on at a swift gallop. The riders’ plan was to drive the horses until midnight and then stop to let them drink and graze till daylight. The next day they would drive them on again, reach the shipping point some time the following night, and load the horses on the cars which would take them away.


    The men riding along behind the herd were surprised to hear the hoofbeats of a running horse behind them. All at once they saw a great black horse with a white face run past them and up to the front of the herd. Bob Walters recognized Blaze Face at once. “Look!” he said. “There’s that fine, big black horse of Jim Maxwell’s. He must have been following our trail just to be with the other horses.”


    The boss at once laid his plans. Nothing could be done until daylight, but then they would try to get up to Blaze Face and put a rope around his neck so that two of the men could lead him back home.


    Farther on the horses were stopped for the night. The men tried a few times to ride up close enough to Blaze Face to get a rope on his neck, but he snorted and leaped away from them every time. The same thing happened in the morning. Blaze Face watched the men and would not let them get near enough with their long ropes. Bob Walters said all they could do now was to let him go on with the other horses, and when they reached the shipping corrals that night, they would let Blaze Face go into the corral with the other horses and then get a rope on him and lead him back home.


    All that day Blaze Face traveled among the foremost horses as the men drove the herd. When they allowed the horses to stop to graze, they saw that Blaze Face kept near the dappled gray horse, and they guessed it was because of him that Blaze Face had followed the herd. When they let the horses stop at some small stream to drink, Blaze Face would drink with the others but would lift his head often to look back at the men. They saw he was watching them and did not mean to be caught. As the horses jogged along, Blaze Face would sometimes kick up his heels and race ahead of the herd, run in a big half circle, stop, and with head lifted high look back at the men, snort, and kick up his heels again. It was as if he felt he was on some kind of strange lark. As he looked back at the men, he seemed to be thinking, “I know what you want. You want to catch me but I’m too quick for you!”


    The men driving the horses did not believe there was much danger that Blaze Face would really run away from the herd. If he did, they knew he might be lost permanently to Jim Maxwell and Joe, for Blaze Face was a fine, big saddle horse that any man of the West would have been glad to own. But since Blaze Face had found the dappled gray horse, it seemed likely he would remain with him and the herd. The dappled gray horse acted much like all the others in the herd—went forward when they did, stopped when the herd was permitted to stop, and went on grazing in a businesslike way with the rest of them. It was only Blaze Face who showed that he was nervous and excited about the new adventure.


    The men drove the herd on until the middle of the night, when they drew near the town where the horses were to be shipped east on cattle cars.


    As Blaze Face trotted along with the other horses, he saw dim lights twinkling ahead of him, but he did not know this meant they were approaching the western town that was the shipping point. Blaze Face slowed down like the horses trotting beside him. As they came near the place and Blaze Face saw strange dark shadows ahead of him, he let some of the horses pass him. He did not like the look of the place, but he moved on again with the others. Most of these horses had been driven by riders before and were ready to stop when the men behind them did.


    The horses just ahead of Blaze Face began to stumble, and Blaze Face found himself stumbling, too, as he struck his hoofs against the hardest objects he had ever encountered. They were the steel rails of the railroad track the horses were crossing.


    All the horses came to a halt, and Blaze Face found himself at the edge of the herd. Standing with his head above the backs of the other horses, he saw riders on three sides of him and in front he saw the horses ahead of him walking through a gate into what seemed to be a high, looming enclosure. It looked like a trap to Blaze Face. Suddenly he had a feeling that if he went in there he could not get out. He leaped to one side and stood with frightened eyes, facing the men on their horses. The men shouted at him, trying to make him turn and go into the corral, as Bob Walters had planned, so that a rope could be thrown over his head and he could be led back to the Maxwell Ranch.


    Blaze Face was frightened now. He did not want to go into this corral where he could not get free. He leaped out and a little away from the rest of the herd, saw the men sitting on their horses and shouting at him, and became more frightened than ever. With sudden determination he leaped so quickly and unexpectedly straight toward the men that they were caught off guard and failed to stop him. Before they could do anything, Blaze Face shot past them. He ran off a little distance, stopped, looked at them, and snorted. Two of the riders tried to get behind him but he ran farther away.


    Bob Walters said they would let him go until daylight. Then, with the other horses loaded on the cars and shipped away, two of the men would remain behind, take their time, and get Blaze Face. They hoped this could be done without too much difficulty, for they believed that when Blaze Face found all the herd gone he would probably go hunting about the town for the company of other horses. If they could find him near other horses or perhaps even see him go into a stable where other horses were tied, they thought they could get a rope on him. So they forgot about Blaze Face for the time being and went on with their work of getting the herd into the cattle cars.
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    When Blaze Face found himself free, he stood for only a short time looking at the men and at the herd being driven into the corral. He walked some distance away in the starlight, looking at the strange things near the railroad tracks. As he walked on, he heard the snorts of other horses and moved curiously in the direction of these sounds. Presently he came upon a scene similar to the one he had left, except that he saw no men. Just beyond him he saw many horses in another corral. He could hear the sounds of men’s voices on the far side of the high corral, but since he could not see any men near by he walked up near the open gate. All the horses were on the far side of the big corral and were walking up the chute into a cattle car, but Blaze Face did not understand what was being done.


    As it happened, these horses were also being shipped on this same night. But the men shipping this herd, unlike Bob Walters and his riders, were not honest.


    A man had been stationed at the gate of this corral where Blaze Face now stood. The man had pushed the gate shut and had remained outside leaning against it for a while, in case an unruly horse should turn and try to run out. Seeing all the horses at the other side of the corral going quietly up the chute, however, he had left the gate and sat down in the shadow of a cattle shed near by. Now he saw the gate slowly swing open on its hinges, but he was tired and knew that he could jump up quickly if a horse started this way. So he did not get up but kept sitting in the shadows. Suddenly in the bright starlight he saw Blaze Face standing in the gateway. Recognizing him at once as a fine specimen of a horse, big, tall, and rangy, the man had an idea. He knew the job of loading the other horses on the cattle cars was almost done. Why not take this one, too? Even if there was a brand on him, that would not matter to these dishonest men. They knew how to “blot” or change a brand.


    Blaze Face was standing in the gateway half inside the corral, looking with interest at the horses on the other side of the enclosure as they went streaming up the chute and at the others standing still waiting their turn to go up into the cattle cars.


    The men were far away on the other side of the corral, and it seemed safe to Blaze Face to stand at the gate and watch what was happening. But to his astonishment a man appeared from nowhere, and in an instant was right behind him, waving his big hat and shouting. Instinctively Blaze Face jumped forward. He turned quickly, but too late. The man shut the gate, locked it securely, and began climbing over the boards of the corral. Once inside, the man ran quickly to the others who were loading the horses and told them about Blaze Face. At once they all got behind Blaze Face and began waving their hats at him.


    Blaze Face ran around the corral once and, seeing he was caught, became crazed with fear. He plunged in among the other horses waiting to go up the chute. In his desperation he tried to escape by pushing in among the other horses, but as they surged behind him they crowded him on up the chute. He leaped and plunged and almost knocked some of the horses down, but others surged up and forced him on. When he came to the door of the car, he tried to lunge back and stop. But the pressure of the horses behind, urged on by the sharp voices of the men, forced Blaze Face into the only open space—through the open door of the cattle car.


    He stood inside the car with horses pushing close against him. He was terrified at being caught and restrained like this. When the horses crowded him in the car, he tried to plunge about to escape, but the car door was fastened now. Through the spaces between the slats of the car he saw the men standing on top of the chute. Blaze Face reared up, and as he did so the jostling of the other horses pressing against his flanks held him up so that his head was above all the others.


    One of the men said, “He’s as wild as an untamed horse. The man who gets him will have a tough one to break!”


    Then the men went away. Soon Blaze Face felt the car in which he stood jerk so hard that he and the other horses were thrown violently against each other. They had no more than gained their balance when the car lurched forward and again threw them about. Then the jerking lessened and presently they began to move steadily forward as the freight train gained headway. With the more steady movement the horses all became quiet and stood with their legs apart to keep their balance. Blaze Face looked first to one side of him and then the other, trying to see out through the cracks in the cattle car, but it was still dark and he could see nothing but shadows.


    At last the first dim light of dawn appeared and gradually brightened into daylight. Blaze Face saw that he and the other horses were being carried steadily along. Sometimes he heard the shrieks of the engine whistle ahead and was frightened. He looked forward, wondering what made the piercing sounds, but he could see only the front end of the car.


    Hour after hour the train rattled along. Noon came and Blaze Face felt thirsty. A cow is satisfied if she drinks only once a day, but a horse will drink two or three times a day if he gets the chance. All his life until now, Blaze Face had been able to get water whenever he wanted it. The train should have been stopped at noon and the horses watered, but these were the hard days of the old West when horses had to have endurance.


    By mid-afternoon Blaze Face felt famished for water, but still the train clattered on. A little later it slowed down and with a lurch stopped briefly at a small station to get water for the engine. Then the cars started forward with another lurch and again the train got under way and went rattling and jerking ahead.


    The day was warm. Blaze Face was covered with sweat. The other horses, all smaller than he, were in the same condition, but being used to rough treatment they accepted it more placidly. Blaze Face had never been so thirsty and uncomfortable before.


    The long day passed and the sun began to go down. The train approached a town, slowed down, and at last stopped with a jerk beside a number of corrals and chutes, built so that stock could be unloaded from the cars.


    Blaze Face saw some men walking toward the door of the car. They slid the door open and moved away. Blaze Face was standing near the doorway. He looked at the open space and saw that he could walk across solid footing and down along the floor of a chute. He stood hesitating, looking down into the open corral, until suddenly there were shouts on the other side of the car and the horses near Blaze Face rushed against him and crowded him forward. He was pushed halfway out of the car, and then he leaped down the chute and on to the firm ground in the corral. The other horses followed as the men wanted them to.


    There were long, water-filled troughs in the corral, and Blaze Face and the other horses plunged their noses in and began drinking. When Blaze Face had quenched his thirst, he moved away. Near by, on one side of the corral, he saw fresh hay. Already some of the horses were eating. Blaze Face went up and began to eat with them. The other horses, eating ravenously, paid no attention to their surroundings, but as Blaze Face ate he looked around him frequently. He saw some men standing on the far side of the corral and he kept his eyes on them, but they did not move toward him.


    The horses were left in the corral all night, but Blaze Face could not rest. He paced about, looking for a way to get out. He walked all around the high board fence but could not find any opening. When morning came, Blaze Face saw men coming into the corral. They advanced shouting toward the horses, intending to drive them up the chute and into the cattle car again.


    The horses began milling about, trying to avoid running up the chute, but the men kept coming nearer, shouting all the time. When it became apparent that none of the horses was willing to take the lead up the chute, one of the men cracked a long cattle whip so that it snapped with the sound of a gun. Many of the horses, familiar with that sound, knew what a whip could do. To avoid it, they began to plunge up the chute and into the car.


    Blaze Face had never felt a whip. Desperate, he started to run past the man. Swiftly the whip cracked again, and Blaze Face felt the stinging lash. He whirled back, plunged in behind another horse, and dashed up the chute into the car. The car door was quickly shut and soon the train started once more. It moved on until shortly after the noon hour. Then it stopped at the shipping corrals of a small town. Blaze Face and the other horses were driven out of the car for the last time, for they had arrived at their destination. Blaze Face found himself in a large horse corral.


    The men to whom the horses had been shipped stood in the corral, looking them over. They noticed Blaze Face’s poor condition. He stood apart from the other horses with his head down. The strain of the journey had made him ill.


    The men were used to seeing sick horses. Thinking he might be suffering from distemper, they decided he must be taken away from the rest of the herd at once. One of the men, rope on arm, approached him slowly. Blaze Face jerked up his head, walked away, and then stopped. As the man came nearer, Blaze Face walked away again, but the man continued to follow him slowly, speaking in a low voice. Finally Blaze Face stood still, with raised head. The man tied the rope around Blaze Face’s neck and led him out of the corral, past the shipping yards, and well outside of the town. He stopped at an old ramshackle stable and was greeted by a short, stout man with dark beard and bushy eyebrows.


    “Hello, Jenks!” said the horse buyer. “Here’s another sick horse for you. Perhaps you can fix him up. He’d be the best of the lot if he was well, but I got no time to fool with a sick horse. I don’t want him around the others. I’ll pay you to take care of him because I want him if he gets well.”


    Jenks looked at Blaze Face, who stood with his head down. “Well,” he said, “I’ll take him, but only on condition I can keep him if he gets well. I’m taking the chance that my other horses may catch distemper, if that’s what he’s got.”


    The horse buyer had already noticed the unfamiliar brand on Blaze Face. He realized that the horse had probably been stolen. So he said, “All right, Jenks, you can have him. Take him along.”


    The horse buyer went away. Jenks got a long rope and tied it on Blaze Face. There was a slope beyond the stable, leading down to a pond with a small cottonwood tree near it. Jenks decided this was a good place to keep Blaze Face till he found out whether the horse really had distemper or not. He led him down the slope, tied the end of the rope to the tree, and then stood back to look at him.


    Blaze Face stood with his eyes half closed, apparently interested in nothing. But when he saw the water in the pond, he walked to the edge and drank. Then he turned away, walked a short distance, stopped, and lay down, paying no attention to the man.


    Jenks took off his soiled black hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a red handkerchief, as he stood looking at Blaze Face. He noticed Blaze Face’s unusually large size with interest and hoped he would live, for Jenks decided he would make a good horse for pulling loads. But he frowned as he looked at the listless horse. In his present state he did not seem to be worth much. Perhaps, however, with plenty of water and good grass to feed on, Blaze Face might take a turn for the better. Then Jenks walked back to the stable.


    The evening was so still that the leaves on the cottonwood tree, often restless in the breezes, did not move any more than the water in the pool. There was no sound to be heard except when a frog which had been sitting on a piece of dead wood at the edge of the pond plopped back into the water again.


    As soon as Jenks had walked some distance away, Blaze Face pricked up his ears and watched the man’s moving form. The big horse felt very tired after his long strain, but he was still well enough to be alert. When Jenks had disappeared, however, he lay quietly with nearly closed eyes. Presently he dozed, knowing instinctively that sleep would make him strong again.
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    Jenks made his living chiefly by horse trading. He owned a number of horses and would trade a horse for as small a profit as a dollar. Now and then he would haul loads around the town to earn a little extra income. Jenks suspected that the horse buyer had probably come by Blaze Face dishonestly, but that did not worry him. He hoped he could get Blaze Face in good enough shape to hitch to the wagon and then, perhaps, trade him for a profit. There was also the possibility, if the horse recovered completely, that he could sell him for a really good price.


    When morning came, Blaze Face walked to the pond. After drinking he felt much better. He turned about, began to eat the grass, and grazed for some time. Then, feeling tired, he lay down on the ground to rest again.


    Jenks came out after a while and saw Blaze Face lying on the ground with his head up. His appearance was so much improved that Jenks thought there was a good chance the horse would get in shape again. Jenks left him and went to the stable to hitch up a team to the wagon for some jobs of hauling.


    That evening, when Jenks came out for another look and saw that Blaze Face had eaten grass over a wide area and was still up and eating with zest, he smiled broadly. He figured this was one time when he was going to strike it rich. He planned to change the horse to new grass each day and give him a little oats besides, hoping that in a week he would have him ready to sell. He decided not to be in too much of a hurry to sell Blaze Face, however. First he would hitch him to the wagon and let him pull loads around the town, so that people could see how strong he was. In that way he felt sure he would be able to get a good price for the horse.


    When Blaze Face saw Jenks approaching, he jerked his head up and snorted. Jenks saw that he must be careful now because he was no longer dealing with a sick horse. Now that Blaze Face felt well he was decidedly alert, so Jenks went to the stable and got another long strong rope. When he returned, he tied one end of it to a fairly distant tree and carried the other end back as far as it would go toward Blaze Face. Jenks then moved around behind the horse. Blaze Face snorted and trotted off a short way, passing beyond the end of the long rope where it lay on the ground. Jenks had expected this and now he moved slowly forward. Blaze Face went still farther away, but he did not try to run against the rope to which he knew he was tied, for he had been broken to a rope early. Jenks had counted on this. He sat down quietly and, seeing Blaze Face’s rope slack, he tied the end of the long rope to it. He then cut off the remaining portion of rope between the join and the small cottonwood tree where Blaze Face had first been tied. Now Blaze Face was tied with a longer tether to the more distant tree. But the new tether was not long enough to reach the near tree, so that he could not get wound up short on it. Jenks stood up and walked toward Blaze Face, and the horse started trotting away. Jenks watched him until he saw Blaze Face reach the end of the long rope. He stopped instantly, turned, faced Jenks, and snorted again.


    “There you are,” said Jenks. “Now eat grass and get fat! In a week you’ll do to hitch to the wagon. You may not be broke, but I know I can handle you!”


    By the time a week had passed Blaze Face was in good condition. Jenks kept him on the grass near the pond and also gave him oats every day. One morning Jenks and a tall, raw-boned man named Bill Barton walked up and stood looking at Blaze Face. Jenks was trying to trade Blaze Face to Barton for another horse, and he was asking a large cash sum in addition. Bill did not like the brand on Blaze Face, but he thought that if the real owner happened to discover the horse in his possession, he could prove that he had bought him from Jenks. The more he looked at Blaze Face the more he wanted him.


    “Well, Jenks,” he said, “I’ll trade if you can show me he’s tame enough to work. I won’t have an outlaw horse. Hitch him up to the wagon.”


    Jenks doubted that Blaze Face had been broken to harness, but he wanted the big cash sum and agreed to hitch him to the wagon.


    It was well known that Jenks was good at handling horses and especially skillful in breaking young horses to a wagon. Jenks and Bill went up to the yard and hitched two horses to the wagon, one of them a heavy draft horse that Jenks kept to help train the unbroken young horses. His name was Old Jim, but he was actually no more than eight years old. The two men got into the wagon and Jenks drove the team down to the place where Blaze Face stood. When they stopped, Blaze Face held his head high and snorted at them. Bill looked at him and said, “Jenks, I know you’re plumb good at this stuff, but it looks to me like that there horse will prove to be a wildcat!”


    Jenks turned to Bill in disgust. “What are you talking about?” he said. “They don’t come too big or too tough for me! Remember that Thompson colt that weighed thirteen hundred pounds? I broke him in two days and in a week I had him pulling loads, tame as a tabby cat!”


    Bill remembered and gave in a little. “I know you did,” he said, “and I agree you’re right good. Only it looks to me like that there big horse is awful determined.”


    “You hear me!” boasted Jenks. “Come night, that black horse will be so tame he’ll follow me like a dog if I ask him to!”


    Bill was willing to wait and see.


    The two men maneuvered cleverly until they got Blaze Face close to the tree, Bill keeping behind him and Jenks pulling up the slack in the rope. When this was done, they removed the harness from the smaller horse that was hitched to the wagon. They managed to put the harness on Blaze Face although it was difficult because he was nervous and did not stand still. The fact that Blaze Face was used to a saddle on his back helped the men a little, but the harness felt quite different. It took some time to get the bridle bit into his mouth but they succeeded finally.


    They unfastened the rope tying Blaze Face to the tree and now came the most ticklish part of the work—to lead Blaze Face alongside Old Jim, who was already in place by the wagon. Moving cautiously, they tied a short rope on Blaze Face’s neck. Bill held this while Jenks grasped one of the big iron rings on the bridle bit, and in this way they got him alongside Old Jim.


    The big black horse stepped about nervously. Once he lunged back, but both men held him. At last they got him hitched beside Old Jim and ready to go, according to Jenks. The lines were tied on the front of the wagon. Bill Barton stood at Blaze Face’s head until Jenks climbed into the wagon and picked up the lines. Then Bill hurriedly climbed in, too, and prudently sat down on the bottom of the wagon box, since he did not have the lines to hold to help him keep his balance.


    Old Jim paid no attention to all this. He was quite used to the tearing about of the young horses they brought and hitched alongside him.


    Jenks shouted, “Hi you, Jim! Giddap!”


    When Jim did not move immediately, Jenks made a great mistake. He struck Old Jim with the whip, a thing he had never done before at such times. It seemed to Jenks that his horse had suddenly gone crazy. The instant Old Jim felt the whip he leaped forward, jerking the wagon against Blaze Face, who also plunged ahead. Jenks had expected that Blaze Face might try to run away, but to his amazement here was Old Jim running away, neck and neck with Blaze Face!


    “Whoa, you Jim!” shouted Jenks, his legs spread wide apart as he stood in the bouncing wagon pulling futilely on the lines.


    Blaze Face had never before pulled a wagon, but he helped to pull one now—for the single, earnest purpose of getting away from it. He was not able to do this at once, for the wagon, as he soon discovered, kept right after him, bumping and bounding over rough stretches of ground.


    Some distance ahead stood an elm tree and near it a farmer’s old wagon. Just beyond there flowed a small, shallow stream with sloping banks.


    Blaze Face and Old Jim ran at full speed between the old wagon and the tree. The space was too narrow for their wagon, which struck the obstacles with a crash and stopped in its tracks. The impact broke both singletrees, and Blaze Face and Old Jim, free from the wagon, did not pause for an instant, but dashed ahead. They felt the jolt on their shoulders, but they kept on running, down and across the creek and out on to the prairie beyond, the harness still on them and the two long lines dragging.


    Bill and Jenks were hurled to the ground when the wagon crashed. They picked themselves up, unhurt but slightly dazed, and saw Blaze Face and Old Jim, running like the wind, disappear beyond the trees in the distance.


    “I’ll be daggoned,” exclaimed Jenks. “Who would have thought it! That Jim horse went crazy! Now I got to find him and I reckon I’ll find the other horse, too. I don’t see how they can get apart.”


    “Personally,” Bill replied, “I’m glad I’m all in one piece. I hope you get ’em on account you can keep ’em. Me, I couldn’t use that big black horse. He’s too plumb notional and excitable.”


    “I’ll get him,” said Jenks soothingly. “He may tame down.”


    Bill said, “A tornado might tame down, too, but I wouldn’t want to ride it and maybe try to pet it!”


    With that he walked off toward the town. Jenks, hopeful of finding the big black horse, followed Bill. He decided to walk home, get on one of his horses, and try to locate the two runaways. His idea was to ride south, since the horses had been headed in that direction when they disappeared. That was fortunate for Blaze Face, because he and Old Jim had already turned and were running eastward.
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    It was evening when Blaze Face and Old Jim, walking along with the harness on them, saw a stable just ahead. It belonged to two farmers who lived alone. They had turned their work horses out in a near-by pasture for the night. The stable stood empty, its wide double door open. The two farmers, Hank and Sam, were sitting on a bench under a tree near the house when they saw the two horses, harnessed together, walk up to the stable door and look in. Old Jim was trying to go inside because he was used to stables and thought he might find some oats in a feed box. But Blaze Face balked at going inside. He held back, and Old Jim could get only part way through the door, where he pulled at the harness, trying to reach the feed boxes he saw in the mangers. But the lines on Blaze Face held Old Jim so that he could not get in.


    Both farmers were on their feet at once. Hank said, “Look at that now—two runaway horses with the harness on them!”


    “Let’s sneak up behind ’em,” said Sam, “and drive ’em into the stable.”


    They stole around to a position behind Blaze Face and then rushed upon him, shouting. Taken by surprise, Blaze Face leaped into the stable after Old Jim. The men quickly closed the double door and went inside.


    Old Jim looked casually at the men and then began to sniff at one of the feed boxes. Blaze Face stood with his head up, looking scared.


    “Look at that, Sam!” said Hank. “There’s a fine-looking horse, that big black one!”


    “You bet he is,” said Sam. “He’s a beauty. Look at his muscles and that chest of his and his long legs. See how proud he holds his head up and watches us. Some feller has tried to break him to a wagon, like as not, and he’s kicked everything to pieces and run away.”


    “Guess you’re right,” said Hank. “He probably was the one that did most of the fighting. Well, let’s get their harness off and leave them in the stable tonight. Some feller will likely come along hunting them.”


    Hank got some oats and put them in two of the feed boxes. He took Old Jim’s bridle off, and Old Jim began eating the oats at once. Blaze Face snorted and looked at the men as they approached him cautiously, speaking soothing words all the while. Gradually they got near enough to remove his harness, though he hindered them by his continual restless stepping about. When they finally got his bridle off, Blaze Face moved off into a corner of the stable and watched the men with wide eyes.


    “Let’s set a couple of buckets of water inside,” said Hank. “That will do them until morning.”


    Having done this, Hank and Sam stood in the stable a few minutes to watch Blaze Face and admire him. Old Jim was contentedly eating his oats. He turned now and then and looked calmly at the men.


    They left soon, taking care to shut the stable doors and fasten them securely. At midnight, although they were both sound sleepers, they woke up hearing a great commotion.


    “What’s that racket?” Hank exclaimed.


    “Daggone it!” said Sam. “Sounds like them horses is trying to break the stable down!”


    They leaped out of bed and ran out to the stable, arriving just in time to see Blaze Face come tearing out of a narrow opening he had made by kicking down the boards. Snorting, he galloped away toward the west. Old Jim pushed halfway out of the opening. Hank and Sam shouted at him, “Get back there!” But Old Jim plunged out and ran toward the north.


    The men walked up and looked at the side of the barn. A number of the broad boards had been kicked off and broken. Hank said: “I bet it was that big black horse that done it. I knowed when I looked at him he was plenty determined. I kinda hoped we might somehow get to keep him, but I bet no one ever does very long. He don’t like men, but he’s so handsome some feller will sure try to get hold of him.”


    Blaze Face went west because it seemed the best way to get clear from the place where he had been. Actually he had headed in the right direction for the ranch where he had been raised, but the long ride on the cattle train had confused him completely and he had no notion where he was running.


    He galloped on for a long distance before he slowed down at last to a trot and then stopped and looked around him. He saw nothing but the starlit prairie stretching away as far as he could see in every direction. Rapidly he began to eat the grass that grew everywhere on the plains. When he had had enough, he felt the need of water. He started off at a trot to look for it. Reaching a low valley where there was a small, shallow stream, he splashed out to the middle of it and began drinking quickly. Now and then he jerked up his head to look around him. After his drink he walked out of the stream and started off at a swift trot. In the course of time he slowed down again and stopped to graze.


    Blaze Face spent a week this way, wandering on and eating his fill of grass. He happened to be traveling near one of the regular wagon trails that crossed the West in those days. One sunny morning he found himself in another little valley with a stream. He drank the water, walked out on the level ground, and lay down near a small tree. Soon he fell sound asleep in the warm sunlight, his head stretched out at full length on the green prairie grass.


    A ridge overlooked the valley, not far from the place where Blaze Face lay. He had satisfied his hunger and now slept soundly. While he lay asleep, a rider named Nick Shields, a short thin man with bowlegs, approached from the other side of the ridge. His horse was old and jaded. Nick knew the animal was almost done for and he was wondering how he might get hold of a younger horse. He did not make a living by honest work but got along in any way he could. He was perfectly willing to steal a good horse if he could find one. As he rode up to the top of the ridge overlooking the valley, he saw Blaze Face lying asleep on the level ground below.


    Nick instantly pulled his old horse back and down out of sight behind the ridge. He had seen that the black horse was a fine one. It occurred to Nick that the horse might have been with a covered wagon and wandered away in the night, as sometimes happened on these wild prairies. At all events, he was determined to try and capture him.


    Nick noticed that the breeze was blowing from the sleeping horse toward himself. He dismounted behind the ridge, quickly took the coil of rope from his saddle horn, and then removed his boots. His old horse stood quietly, nose near the ground, not at all interested in the proceedings. Nick saw the small tree near Blaze Face and made his plan accordingly.


    He stood for a second, watching. Then he crept stealthily down the ridge. Blaze Face continued to sleep peacefully, his sides rising and falling as he breathed.


    But something wakened him suddenly. He raised his head and was amazed to feel a rope over it and tightening on his neck. He leaped to his feet and saw a man standing near him, holding the rope. Blaze Face snorted and started to run, but Nick quickly took a half hitch of the rope around the small tree and the rope held. Nick tied the rope to the tree and stood looking at Blaze Face. He saw he was a young horse and a very fine one.


    Nick went back to his old horse. He pulled on his boots, mounted the horse, and rode down to Blaze Face. He let his horse stand under the tree and began pulling Blaze Face up nearer, using a half hitch of rope on the tree to take up the slack when the big black horse moved. Blaze Face was frightened, but the sight of the quiet old horse calmed him down a little. Working cunningly, Nick got Blaze Face close enough to the tree for his purpose. Then he removed the saddle and bridle from the old horse and got both of them on Blaze Face without too much difficulty, although he snorted and stepped around in protest. Then Nick took the rope from the tree and leaped into the saddle like a cat. Blaze Face snorted again and moved nervously, but he did not buck, as Nick thought he might.


    Nick touched Blaze Face on the shoulder with his quirt and started him off, leaving the jaded old horse to shift for himself. Blaze Face kept snorting and showing his dislike plainly, but Nick kept him moving on. He had noticed a brand on the horse’s shoulder, but he thought he could manage to take care of that. It was still his idea that Blaze Face might have strayed away from some traveling wagon. Because there were no collar marks on his shoulders, Nick figured that Blaze Face might have been a saddle horse led behind such a wagon. In any case Nick was sure he had a young horse with good trading or selling possibilities, and that was all that interested him. He decided to be as easy on Blaze Face as possible, see that he had plenty of grass and water, and buy a little grain for him if he got a chance. If only he could find the right man, thought Nick, he might make a very fine deal with Blaze Face.
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    When Nick had mounted Blaze Face he had not spurred him, but now he touched him sharply with a spur. The result was astonishing. Blaze Face became so excited he would do nothing but whirl around and almost got out of hand. Nick patted him on the shoulder, talked quietly to him, and finally persuaded him to stand still. Then Nick very carefully lifted first one leg and then the other up around the saddle horn and thus managed to remove his spurs. He tied them together and hung them on the saddle horn while Blaze Face stood waiting. Then Nick tapped Blaze Face’s shoulder gently with his hand and started him forward. Nick had not dismounted for fear Blaze Face might jerk loose.


    They traveled all day. Nick stopped twice to let the horse graze and drink water, but he did not get off his back. When night fell, Blaze Face saw in the distance the twinkling lights of the town Nick was heading for. The big horse had seen similar lights before and he felt uneasy.


    Nick rode to a place on the outskirts of the town and made arrangements with a man to keep Blaze Face in his stable for the night and to give him water and a generous feed of oats. In the early dawn Nick came into the stable. He fed Blaze Face more oats, and when he had eaten he gave him water, put the saddle and bridle on him, and rode away.


    Nick rode carefully for a week, taking his time. He stopped at night at small towns as they traveled eastward and he saw to it that Blaze Face had oats every night. Nick knew he had an unusually fine horse, and the finer he could make him look, the bigger price he could get for him.


    Sometimes Nick stopped at noon and tied a hobble on Blaze Face’s front feet so that he could move about and eat all the rich, green grass he wanted, but could not run away. In this way Blaze Face got in excellent condition.


    One evening as Blaze Face moved along with Nick on his back, he saw lights again, twinkling not far ahead. He knew now that they meant a place where there were people and a stable, and he felt ill at ease because he was reminded of the first town he had ever seen—that night when he had been shipped away on the train. Since then everything in his life had become different and Blaze Face was dissatisfied. He would wake up from sleep with a start and realize anew the strange world in which he found himself.


    This night Nick approached the town cautiously. He knew the place well. It was one of the largest of the cattle shipping towns, with great pens for cattle which had been driven here from the southwest. Large numbers of western horses were also shipped from this town.


    As Blaze Face approached at a walk, he heard the sound of human voices and he smelled many strange odors. He stopped of his own accord and stood looking apprehensively forward. As the horse stood for a minute, Nick considered his best procedure. He knew there were many cattlemen in the place, some one of whom might recognize the brand Blaze Face had on him. In those days if a cattleman found his own horse ridden by a stranger, the rider might have a difficult time explaining how he came by the horse. Nick wanted to avoid such an encounter. He knew that not all the men in this town were honest, so he thought he could manage.


    He kept riding Blaze Face along as far away as possible from the shipping pens until he arrived at the kind of place he was looking for. It was a rough, one-room house with the light of a dim kerosene lamp shining from one of the windows. Outside, in a small corral, there were a number of horses. Nick rode up to the corral, dismounted, and tied Blaze Face. Nick got a look at the horses in the starlight and found them as he expected—old and scrawny. This was where a shiftless horse trader lived, a type familiar to Nick. He walked to the house and found the horse trader alone.


    The man, whose name was Breck, was short and squat, with a heavy red beard. He sat in a chair tilted back against the wall, smoking a short-stemmed pipe. He told Nick to come in, without getting up from his chair. Strangers like Nick were common. Nick sat down and said briefly that he would like something to eat and, if possible, oats for his horse. He took some money from his pocket and laid it on the table. At this the horse trader’s eyes brightened. He told Nick he could stay for the night.


    Nick and Breck went out with a lantern. They tied Blaze Face in the stable and gave him a good feed of oats. The oats were for sale but the old horses in the corral got only enough, as Breck said, “to keep the ‘weather-boarding’ on them till I can trade ’em off.”


    Breck, nevertheless, was a shrewd judge of horses. When the light of the lantern fell on Blaze Face, Breck’s eyes lighted up. He saw a big, powerful, black horse with a white face. He also saw the brand on the horse’s shoulder but he said nothing about it, keeping his thoughts to himself. When they went back to the house to get Nick something to eat, Nick became uneasy every time he glanced at the horse trader. The look in his eye now was like that of a cat about to pounce on a mouse, and Nick was apprehensive.


    Breck was thinking hard and fast, trying to plan how he could manage to do as he wanted. Enough of his purpose showed in his eyes to give Nick the feeling that this man could not be trusted. It happened that late in the afternoon of that same day, the horse trader had noticed a group of western horsemen and cattlemen listening to a tall, lean man with piercing dark eyes—eyes that told of purpose and decision. Breck had heard the tall man say he had lost a great black horse with a blaze face and was offering a reward of one thousand dollars for the return of the horse in good condition. The man was Jim Maxwell. Though Breck had never seen Jim before, he was sure from the expression in his eyes that while Jim would give the promised sum to get the horse, it would go hard with anyone who had Blaze Face unless he could give a good explanation of how he got him.


    All this was in Breck’s mind as he tried to talk easily to Nick. Breck was determined to get the big reward. He hoped Nick would go to sleep soon, so that he might slip out and find the tall man who had lost a blaze-faced black horse, for Breck was certain it was the very one now in his corral.


    There was only one bed in the room, but it was a summer night, and the horse trader spread some blankets on the floor and lay down on them, telling Nick he could sleep on the bed. Nick was thinking fast, also. It was a case of two dishonest men pitting their wits against each other. Nick knew that he would have to look after himself. He pulled off his boots and lay down on the bed as if to go to sleep.


    After a while it seemed as if both men were asleep. The lamp on the table had been blown out, the door of the house left open. Breck lay still for a long time. Then Nick heard a faint stir on the blankets near the open door. It was starlight outside. By the dim light that came into the room Nick saw the movements of the horse trader. He, like Nick, had taken off only his boots when he lay down. Moving softly, the horse trader sat up and picked up his boots. Then Nick saw him, holding his boots in his hand, step noiselessly out through the doorway.


    Nick got up and, keeping in the shadows of the room, looked out. He saw Breck pull his boots on out in the yard and then set off rapidly toward the main part of the town. Nick waited only a moment. Then he pulled on his own boots and went out to the corral. He put the saddle and bridle on Blaze Face hurriedly and led him outside. Peering down the street, he saw no sign of the horse trader, nothing but the dark houses along the street leading downtown. Nick mounted Blaze Face, tapped him quickly on the shoulder with the palm of his hand, and spoke to him at the same time. Blaze Face started off at a gallop. Nick tapped him again and Blaze Face leaped away in long swift strides over the prairie.


    So later on, when Jim Maxwell came to the corral with Breck, he did not find Blaze Face. However, Jim now had hope. He believed from the description given him by Breck that Blaze Face had actually been here and that he could report to Joe the horse was alive and well.


    In the meantime Nick kept Blaze Face at a steady gallop. He rode on in the night toward the east. When dawn came, he let the horse drink at a small stream and then rode on again. Nick knew he would soon come to a region where many farmers lived and where there were a number of fairly large towns.


    As Blaze Face moved along at an easy gait, he kept his head up and his eyes on the land before him. There came to him again, as so many times before, a desire for the place he had always known. As he traveled along, he twitched his ears back and forth and looked vainly for some familiar scene. Everything he saw was strange, and still worse, he did not like the man on his back. Since that first time when the spur had touched him, Blaze Face had been afraid of his rider.


    In the afternoon they reached a farm house. Nick pulled Blaze Face to a stop in the yard. The farmer was at the house with his wife and two children, a girl and a boy. They all came out and looked at the handsome black horse with the white face. Nick told them he wanted food for himself and oats for his horse, and the farmer agreed to provide them. First of all he gave Blaze Face a pail of water to drink. Then he and his children went along as Nick led the horse into the stable to be quartered and fed. This done, the two men returned to the house.


    The two children stayed to watch Blaze Face eat his oats. They went up close and began to pat him. Blaze Face turned and looked at them. Still chewing, he put his nose down to the boy and the boy patted him on the neck. As Blaze Face continued to eat, he kept turning to the boy and the girl and they both patted him and talked to him. The patting pleased Blaze Face because this was what he had been used to back home at the ranch. But there he had known only full grown people, and he was curious about these human beings who were so small. The boy got the horse brush and began to brush down Blaze Face’s long legs. Blaze Face liked this, too. He kept turning his head toward the children with a soft look in his eyes. They looked very small to him, but he found them most agreeable.


    After a while Nick and the farmer came back to the stable. The farmer was concerned to see the boy rubbing down Blaze Face’s hind legs and the girl bent down under the horse rubbing his forelegs with her hands. He called the children back and stood with his arms folded, looking at Blaze Face. Then to Nick’s surprise he said: “A horse like that should bring a good price in a circus. There’s one coming in to the town of Clarksburg tonight. They’re going to show there tomorrow and give a big parade at noon. I should think the circus men would pay well for this horse.”


    Nick was all attention. He knew the town, which was not far away. He arranged with the farmer to let Blaze Face rest here for a few hours and said he would get some needed sleep himself on a pile of hay that lay at one end of the stable.


    Nick realized that the circus would be unloading from the cars during the coming night, so he slept until a little while before dark. Then he mounted Blaze Face and rode away toward Clarksburg.


    This was one of the largest and most rapidly growing towns in the region. Nick knew there would be many people there—not only the town people but many farm families from miles around, coming to see the circus. Blaze Face was such a striking-looking horse Nick had no doubt he would be able to sell him to the circus men for a fine price.


    Blaze Face moved forward at an easy canter across the plains. He had been given both feed and water and he felt refreshed; but, as always now, he felt apprehensive too, not knowing what lay ahead and ill at ease in the hands of a stranger.
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    Nick, riding Blaze Face, reached Clarksburg in the night. After he had made inquiries and discovered where the circus tent was to be set up, he rode Blaze Face well out on the prairie where there was good grass. He tied him to a tree on a long rope so that he could eat. Then Nick rolled up in his blanket and went to sleep. He was up with the dawn. He put the saddle and bridle on Blaze Face and rode him to a small water tank at the edge of town and let him drink his fill.


    Nick then rode on to the circus grounds and came upon a dozen or more men feeding the circus horses, who were tied in two long parallel rows. As soon as the circus men saw Blaze Face, a short, stout, well-dressed man with a black mustache came over to Nick. He was one of the owners of the circus. Nick dismounted and the two men began to talk about Blaze Face. Finally Nick said he would take two hundred dollars for the horse on condition that he would also receive another horse fit to ride.


    The circus man patted Blaze Face’s neck and got him to open his mouth. His teeth showed, of course, that he was a young horse. The man decided to buy Blaze Face and had a bill of sale made out at once, which Nick signed with a fictitious name. Blaze Face’s new owner untied a small horse for Nick, who saddled the animal, mounted him, and rode away.


    A rope had been tied around Blaze Face’s neck and now he was led up to a feed box and given a good feed of oats beside the long line of horses. At the direction of the short, stout man, two of his men brought brushes and began to brush Blaze Face’s black coat until it shone like silk. Then they carefully brushed his flowing mane and tail, and when they saw he was gentle they brushed down his long slim legs, too, until they were as sleek as his body. These men were kind to Blaze Face, as they were to all their horses. They patted him as they worked on him and he felt at ease with them in spite of the unfamiliar surroundings.


    As the activities at the circus grounds increased, more men appeared and many strange sounds came to Blaze Face’s ears. He saw the big tent now erected on the grounds some distance away. None of the sights and sounds so new to Blaze Face seemed at all unusual to the other horses. As they finished their oats, they began eating their prairie hay, standing quietly with the morning sun shining on them.


    Presently a number of men and boys from the town came to visit the grounds and began to walk along the line of horses. There were many excellent horses standing there beside Blaze Face—bay horses, sorrel horses, some gray, some black, some of a bright dun color. The visitors from the town made slow progress in their advance down the line because each handsome horse attracted their attention.


    Suddenly one of the boys exclaimed, “Oh, look! Look at that big black horse with the white face!”


    Some of the men looked; then the whole crowd of men and boys came up and stood admiring Blaze Face.


    “What a beauty!”


    “You bet he’s a beauty, so tall and graceful!”


    “Why, he’s as fine a horse as a feller ever laid eyes on.”


    “You bet he is. Lots of fine horses in this circus, but I reckon he’s the prize of ’em all!”


    “He looks as if he could run like a streak, too!”


    Blaze Face turned halfway around, showing his broad, powerful chest. One of the men said: “Look at that chest on him! That horse has got endurance. He probably could run a dozen horses down!”


    The boys stood with their mouths open, their eyes wide, staring at Blaze Face. One of them swallowed and said, “Do you suppose he’ll be in the parade?”


    A man exclaimed, “I bet he’ll be in the parade. And my guess is they’ve got him for something special. I don’t know what it is, but you boys wait and see. Like as not he’ll lead ’em in the parade with a man on his back and a lot of fine trappings on him. These circus fellers know he’s a beauty. That’s why they got him.”


    The circus men who took care of Blaze Face continued to be kind and gentle with him and handled him very carefully. Some time before the parade was to start they led him away and kept him at a distance from the circus features the other horses were used to but which were unfamiliar to Blaze Face. The manager of the circus came to give special instructions to the men who were handling Blaze Face as to his trappings for the parade.


    In due time the main street of Clarksburg was crowded with men, women, and children, all looking toward the north, where they had been told the circus parade would first appear. There was much good-natured bantering and laughter among the men. The boys shouted to each other as they dashed out into the street from time to time to look for signs of the parade and then ran back in obedience to their fathers’ calls. The sidewalks were filled with men and women, boys and girls, all growing more and more impatient as the slow moments of waiting passed.


    At last a great shout rose from the people at the north end of the street. “Here it comes!”


    Far in the distance they could see a man astride a horse turning into the street, with circus wagons following. The strains of the circus band floated out on the still air.


    The stirring music grew louder as the parade advanced, and the crowd saw that the leading rider was mounted on a great black horse with a snow-white face. The horseman wore tight-fitting white riding breeches, polished black riding boots, a black cutaway coat with long tails, and a high black silk hat. The crowd set up a loud shout of admiration.


    Blaze Face’s dark eyes were wide with wonder and a little fear, but the skillful man on his back handled him gently and kindly, keeping him fairly calm, in spite of all the noise. There were shouts of “Oh! He’s a beauty!” “Look at him dance!” “He’s plumb proud of his place at the head of the parade and he’s got a right to be!”


    Blaze Face was fitted out splendidly. His light saddle rested on a shining silvery cover. On his chest were white straps with a large white breastplate in the center. The men on the sidewalks, all of them good judges of a horse, saw his great muscles gleam and ripple in the sun. They observed that the rider often patted him on the shoulder and frequently spoke to him in a low voice, keeping him under control in spite of his fear. Blaze Face stepped along in good style, only dancing a little from time to time because he was nervous. Knowing this, the circus men had wisely kept him at a distance from the animal wagons.


    When at last Blaze Face came to the end of the line of march, he had more than done his part for the admiring throngs. He was ridden back to the circus grounds, where his caretakers hoped that he would get used to the elephants and the other animals before too long and be at ease like the other circus horses.


    They tied him with the long line of horses again and gave him a forkful of fresh hay, which he began to eat at once. When Blaze Face had eaten his hay, he felt comfortable and stood quietly resting like the other horses. But unlike them he did not put his head down and doze. He kept his eyes open and looked around. He could see the big circus tent a short distance away.


    When the circus performance started, all sorts of strange sounds came from the tent. The other horses paid no attention, but Blaze Face kept turning his head to look at the big tent from which the noises came. He could see nothing unusual—only a few men loitering outside the tent. Everyone else was inside. Now and then Blaze Face could hear bursts of lively music from the band. This did not alarm him, but the sound of animals making strange noises inside the tent did. He was startled most of all by the occasional roar of a lion. Every time he heard it he snorted and looked nervously toward the tent.


    This afternoon, as was usual during the show, the trainer had entered the tall steel cage where the lions were put through their accustomed performance. One big male lion, known for his bad temper, was in a particularly ugly mood. Aware of this, the trainer had arranged to have his assistant stand just outside the door of the big steel cage and watch. Besides their whips, both men had revolvers loaded with blank cartridges.


    For a while the lion act proceeded as usual. Then when the trainer ordered the big male lion to get up on his pedestal, the animal shrank back, refusing to obey and snarling at the trainer, who boldly struck him with the whip. Like a flash the lion leaped at the trainer—something he had never attempted to do before—and sank his teeth savagely in the man’s shoulder. Instantly the other trainer opened the gate and tried to close it behind him, but the lion leaped upon him, knocked him down, and fled through the open gate. Another circus man ran up swiftly and closed the gate to keep the remaining lions in.


    Pandemonium broke loose in the crowd. Women and children screamed wildly as the lion ran for the opening of the big tent and reached it in a few leaps. Outside he paused for a second and then ran toward the long line of horses, apparently seeking a way of escape. A number of circus men with rifles dashed outside the tent after the lion.


    Blaze Face was tied at the extreme end of the long line of horses. The lion ran straight toward him. As the lion drew dangerously near, the big horse lashed out with both hind hoofs. One hoof struck the lion’s jaw, throwing him back on his haunches. Instantly Blaze Face kicked again and knocked the beast down.


    As soon as the other horses saw the lion, they lunged against their ropes, screaming in terror. Some of them broke their ropes and ran. Blaze Face, too, was terror-stricken. After he had knocked the lion down he threw all his weight into a backward lunge, broke his rope, and raced away.


    The big lion got to his feet, but one of the circus men quickly ended him with a rifle bullet. Some of the men had already mounted horses to try and catch Blaze Face. The manager, yelling at them, offered a high reward for the horse’s capture.


    They started after him at full speed, but Blaze Face ran like the wind, quickly putting distance between himself and the hard-riding men.
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    Blaze Face traveled for days, stopping when he chose, to graze and to drink at the streams or from the clear water of the little springs that gushed out from the base of the hillsides. Often he saw in the distance long lines of white-topped wagons moving over a trail, pulled by horses plodding slowly along. But Blaze Face kept his distance, sensing that there were men in the covered wagons.


    Several weeks passed and still Blaze Face traveled westward. He saw horses several times, but always near what he realized to be the habitations of men. He had felt lonely for days. He wanted the company of other horses, but only if there were no sign of men anywhere near them.


    One morning he had his wish. He walked up a rise of ground and saw beyond him a number of horses and several small colts. The horses were grazing. He stopped and looked at them. They seemed peaceful enough, and since he saw no men he walked toward the herd.


    When Blaze Face came in sight, all the horses lifted their heads and stood looking at him. Blaze Face stood for a minute, too, without moving. He was much bigger than any of the other horses, for he weighed more than thirteen hundred pounds now.


    The horses took only one look at Blaze Face and then went on quietly grazing. There were among them horses of several colors—black, brown, bright bay, cream-colored, and black and white spotted. These last were known among the horsemen as pintos. One of the pintos, larger than the others, stepped out from the herd when he saw Blaze Face walking nearer and looked at him curiously. Blaze Face came closer still and soon the two horses touched noses. The pinto was friendly. He looked mildly at Blaze Face for a minute and then resumed his grazing. Blaze Face, well satisfied, began to graze too. He did not know that all the grown horses here were branded and that they belonged to a horse ranch not far away. He knew only that they were his own kind and that he was glad to be with them.


    Presently a small colt came up and put its nose out toward Blaze Face, who went on grazing. The colt touched his nose on Blaze Face’s shoulder, flinched away at the touch, and then stood staring at the big horse. Blaze Face turned his head, looked at the colt, and then went on grazing.


    He liked being near the colts and the other horses. For the first time since he had left his old home he felt he was in surroundings that seemed pleasant and good.


    After a while some of the horses started walking away on a well-trodden trail leading to the west. At this all the other horses followed and Blaze Face went with them. He did not know that they were going to water. He knew only that he wanted to go with them.


    For quite a way the trail led along the base of a foothill and then a little farther on it ascended the hill itself. Blaze Face found himself going up the slope with the other horses. A sheer, rocky wall rose on one side of the trail; on the other side the ground fell off so steeply a horse could not climb down the drop. After a short distance the trail reached its highest point; then it sloped down toward a level plain not far below.


    About midway down the slope beyond the high point, there was a jutting shelf of rock just above the trail. Lying flat on the rocky shelf, a mountain lion waited to attack one of the colts coming with the horses. Unfortunately the wind was blowing away from the horses, and since they could not see the beast crouching on the rock they had no warning of its presence. As the trail went on, it broadened so that as many as a dozen horses could move abreast and still keep clear of the sheer drop on their right. The horses often went up the ascending portion of the trail in single file, but sometimes after they had reached the highest point they would rush down the slope in a mass if they were unusually thirsty, for they knew there was a stream not far beyond.


    This was one of the times when they started to gallop down together. Blaze Face went with them. He was well up toward the foremost horses, traveling close beside a colt. The colt was running with his head high, but Blaze Face galloped with his head straight out. The horses on Blaze Face’s right jostled against him at one point, so that his head and the colt’s were almost touching. At this instant the mountain lion leaped from the rock for the colt but failed to land squarely. One of the big paws struck Blaze Face above the eye, tearing the flesh. The other front paw cut a long wound in the side of the colt’s head. Unable to get a hold, the cat fell beneath the hoofs of the terror-stricken horses as they crowded wildly down the slope. It disappeared from view completely and soon lay lifeless, its head beaten by the pounding of many hoofs. The fleeing horses did not try to check their speed but only rushed on faster.


    They ran down the incline to the level land as fast as they could and did not stop for water. Some distance ahead there was a belt of woods where the lower branches of the tall trees overhung the trail. The horses tried to dodge the branches. Some threw their heads sideways; some tried to duck beneath the boughs.


    Blaze Face hurried along with the rest of the herd. He was more frightened than ever, for the blood trickling down from his wound blurred the vision of one eye. He ducked under one bough only to find he had rushed into another. The limb struck him hard in the face. He shut his eyes as quickly as he could, but a small piece of bark got into his blurred eye and remained there. He did not realize what had happened. He only knew that he had been struck in the face and that for a moment he felt pain in both eyes.


    The horses galloped swiftly through the woods and on across the level land beyond, Blaze Face with them. After a while Blaze Face saw a long narrow stretch of water ahead. All the horses walked down to the edge of the water to drink. Blaze Face followed, for he was thirsty, too. He stood with the long row of horses, put his head down, and began to drink.


    Some of the young colts stood beside their mothers, looking out wonderingly at the water. Others had to stand behind, for the grown horses were so close together that not all the colts could reach the water. The mother of one of these colts stood next to Blaze Face. The colt, who wanted to get where he could see everything, pushed in between his mother and the big black horse. Feeling the pressure on his flank, Blaze Face moved over, and the little fellow wedged in. The colt looked curiously at the big neck of Blaze Face, who had his head down drinking. He nudged Blaze Face’s neck with his nose and then gave it a little nip by way of further investigation.


    Blaze Face scarcely felt the colt. He did not stop drinking, but he was aware of the growing irritation in his eye. As he drank, he kept winking from time to time in an effort to get rid of this thing that bothered him. He went with the other horses when they left the water and walked out to the grass. Like them, he began to graze, but his eye still troubled him.


    As night came on, Blaze Face moved a little distance away from the other horses and lay down. The blood from his wound no longer trickled down but his eye became increasingly painful. The small piece of bark was still in it. Blaze Face could feel there was something there hurting him, but he did not know how to get it out. He put his head down on his foreleg and tried to rub the offending thing out, but this only made the pain worse, as winking did too.


    The other horses were grazing quietly. The colt that had also been wounded by the mountain lion was feeling well enough to nurse his mother. It was evident that his wound would soon heal.


    In the morning Blaze Face’s eye was inflamed and swollen. When he winked, the sharp scratching of the piece of bark against his eye made it more acutely painful than ever, but it hurt all the time. The other horses were all grazing contentedly near by in the sun. But the bright sunlight only added to the pain in Blaze Face’s eye. He began to walk about and presently moved away from the other horses. After he had walked for some distance he turned, stopped for a minute, and looked at them. Then he started to walk in a wide circle around them. A few lifted their heads to look at Blaze Face walking restlessly about. They could not understand his constant moving around while all of them were peacefully eating grass to satisfy their hunger.


    Blaze Face interrupted his circling movement to walk farther away than before. This time he saw some men on horses coming at a gallop in his direction. As they came nearer, all the horses in the herd threw up their heads and looked at the riders.


    The men rode up, shouted at the horses, and started them on a trail leading north. All of them except Blaze Face obediently moved along. They understood that the men were driving them toward the corrals at the ranch, as they had done many times before. The riders were out to round up the mares with new colts so that the colts might be branded.


    The men saw the great black horse with the white face, and when they had started the other horses on the homeward way they galloped toward Blaze Face, who was trotting away in the opposite direction. They saw in him the possibilities of a great saddle horse, and thought that if he had no brand on him they might be able to keep him. They were honest men who would try to find the big horse’s rightful owner if it turned out that he was branded.


    But Blaze Face was afraid of all strange men and was determined not to let them get their hands on him if he could help it.


    The men were mounted on good horses. There were a dozen of them, all spread out in a line as they galloped after Blaze Face, trying to turn him back. Hearing the thunder of the pursuing hoofs, he lengthened his stride to outpace them. The men ran their horses hard, but Blaze Face had no trouble at all in keeping ahead of them. The riders pushed their horses to the utmost for a while, but when they saw the great horse ahead of them flatten out at full speed and move swiftly away from all of them, they stopped their puffing horses and watched Blaze Face disappear in the distance over a rise in the land. Then the men turned back.


    Blaze Face ran on for a long distance before he stopped on a knoll and looked back. He could not see any of the horsemen but still he stood and looked. In the excitement of the chase he had forgotten the pain in his eye, but now it returned. He walked down the knoll and on to a small wood. He pushed in under the trees, where he found a little pool of water. He drank from the pool and stood in the shade of the trees, looking and listening for signs of the men.


    Everything was still around him. He felt instinctively that it was better here in the deep shade than out in the bright sunlight. After looking around for a while he lay down on the ground, with his forelegs bent back under him. He put his head down gently against one leg to rub the troublesome eye, but the instant his eye touched his leg he felt a sharp pain and quickly jerked his head up. He relaxed it again but was careful to avoid any contact against the painful eye. He just let his head hang low, his nose almost touching the ground, as he lay quietly in the shade of the trees.


    Hours later, during the night, Blaze Face was released from his discomfort. His eye had been streaming more and more profusely and at last the piece of bark was washed out. As soon as this happened he was free of pain. He raised his head with a profound sense of relief and then he got up on his feet and looked around in the darkness. He walked out of the woods to the grassland. Now he felt hungry and began to graze.


    When his appetite was satisfied, the old urge came back into Blaze Face’s mind stronger than ever—the longing to find his former home at Jim Maxwell’s ranch, the place where Joe lived and the other men he had known so long. But it was Joe he wanted most of all, for Joe meant more to him than anyone else. Blaze Face had had this feeling from time to time ever since he had found himself being shipped away in the cattle cars, but he had not until now formed a fixed purpose actually to search for the Maxwell ranch.


    Blaze Face was not only intelligent. He was by nature the type that all true horsemen admire—the horse that appreciates kindness and is completely faithful to the man who proves himself a friend. Because Joe had been his friend, Blaze Face trusted him and was faithful to him. He did not know how to find Joe. All he knew was that at this moment, as he stood alone in a strange country, he wanted desperately to see Joe. The feeling was so strong in him that he set out, not knowing how to find the old ranch, but determined to travel on in search of it.


    In his eagerness Blaze Face began to trot, and as the urge grew in him he broke into a gallop. Although he was still far away from the ranch, he was instinctively traveling in the right direction.
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    It was night. The sky was dark with clouds and the wind was blowing hard from the north as Blaze Face walked on a trail beside the Blue Hawk River. Some time before he had been standing in the open, dozing now and then, but when he felt the wind’s force against him he became uneasy and felt that he should look for shelter. Having come upon this wagon trail, he followed it.


    The trail sloped upward along the river, and as he walked forward he found a steep bank, five or six feet high, on his right. There was a forest of tall trees growing on the slope above the bank, some of them so close that their roots were bare where the earth had fallen away. On his left another sheer bank dropped down some ten feet to the river.


    As Blaze Face walked on a little farther he found that the steep bank on his right grew higher, breaking the violent wind. He stopped at the highest point of the trail, where the bank rose higher than his head, and stood close to it for shelter. The wind increased in violence until it was blowing at hurricane speed. Blaze Face could see nothing in the black darkness. Above the roar of the wind through the forest he heard sharp cracking noises, followed by dull thuds. These were the sounds made by the trees as the wind broke down some and uprooted others.


    Suddenly a great tree near the edge of the bank crashed down so close behind him that he leaped forward. He crowded close to the bank, snorted, and looked back with frightened eyes. Another tree fell in front of him and he leaped back. The roaring and crashing noises increased. Blaze Face stood trembling and tense, ready to rush away, but he did not know where to run. The boughs of a tree hurled down by the wind whipped him violently on the back. He leaped forward, but at almost the same instant another tree was uprooted from the edge of the bank, a little ahead of him. It crashed down, measuring its length across the trail, with its topmost branches extending out over the high steep bank above the river. Blaze Face, finding himself trapped, whirled around once and stood trembling as more and more trees crashed down on the trail in front and in back of him.


    In the darkness he could not see the vast wreckage on the trail. He could hear only the roar of the storm and the noises made by the falling trees. Then it started to rain. Suddenly there was a crash of thunder and the rain drove down in sheets. The lightning flashes made an almost constant glare and peal after peal of thunder shook the earth.


    Blaze Face snorted and quivered in fear as the torrent of rain beat upon him. He stepped forward, then backward, always crowding close to the bank. He was in a frenzy to escape from the storm, yet all he could do was to stay where he was. A flash of lightning and an ear-splitting crash of thunder came almost at the same instant as the lightning struck near. Blaze Face was temporarily dazed. He leaped away from the shelter of the bank, not knowing what he was doing. The wind caught him and almost blew him from his feet. He fell to his knees but leaped up, gained the shelter of the bank again, and crowded close. The storm roared on for a long time. At last the rain ceased and the wind blew less violently. Toward morning it died away.


    Daylight found Blaze Face standing on the top of the trail, looking with wide eyes at the scene around him. Great tall trees near the edge of the bank had been blown down on the trail, and he found himself completely blocked in for a space of a few rods. He walked to the edge of the sheer river bank, ten feet above the water. He looked down at the deep, swirling current below and then out across the stream. Blaze Face could swim. He was not at all afraid of deep water. If he could have walked down to the river he would not have hesitated to plunge in and swim across. He could see the gently sloping bank on the opposite side with its green grass and scattered trees, motionless in the calm morning. Presently the sun rose and shone brightly.


    Blaze Face looked at the great masses of trees lying across the trail. Then he turned toward the steep bank of the river and looked across the water once more.


    It is against the nature of a horse to leap off a height into space. A man, seeing the flow of the current, would have known the water was deep enough for him to jump into the stream safely. But Blaze Face could not reason like a man and his instinct held him back from such a jump. If he had been suddenly chased by men to this point, he probably would have taken the plunge. With time to consider, he could not bring himself to do it.


    So Blaze Face remained in his small quarters. He spent the time walking nervously about, pausing to look at the trees blocking the trail, and then walking to the edge of the bank for another look across the river. The sun shone all that day and the next with increasing heat.


    In his anxiety Blaze Face did not feel hunger but only a tormenting thirst. Fear will take away hunger, but a trapped man or animal feels thirst, and Blaze Face’s thirst increased with his fear. In the hours of darkness during the second night Blaze Face often licked his tongue against his lips because of his thirst.


    The next day it was hotter than ever. As the time passed, Blaze Face became desperate. He kept close to the edge of the river bank and looked down at the water. Suddenly he pricked up his ears and looked across to the other side. He saw several horses walk down the grassy slope toward the river. They stopped at the edge and drank.


    The sight of the horses drinking, added to his own thirst, swept all caution from Blaze Face. He stood only for an instant looking at the drinking horses. Then he moved back from the bank, sprang forward, and leaped into space.


    The horses on the other side looked up. For the fraction of a minute Blaze Face’s big black body was in the air. Then he struck the water with a great splash and was almost submerged. He came up swimming. The current carried him down a little but he reached the opposite side and plunged out of the water. He turned about immediately and began drinking. The other horses looked wonderingly at him.


    After Blaze Face had drunk for some time, he felt a sudden hunger and he began to graze ravenously. He was so hungry that for a while he paid no attention to the other horses, although they all stood looking at him. By turns grazing on the grass and going down to the water’s edge to drink, he acted as if he were quite alone.


    More horses appeared on a slope above. They stopped, pricked up their ears, and looked at Blaze Face, aware that he was a newcomer. Blaze Face raised his head and looked at them but immediately resumed his grazing. The horses came down the slope to the edge of the river and drank; then they started back in the direction from which they had come. The other horses that had been grazing near by began to follow them. When Blaze Face saw he was being left alone, he walked up toward the horses in the rear and followed them.


    Blaze Face had been traveling westward for days before the storm struck and he had wandered into this vast range land where there were a number of big horse ranches. He was now in a land of many horsemen, none of whom had ever seen or heard of him.


    On this day two men had just ridden out from a grove into the open when they saw Blaze Face, who also saw them. The men rode well to one side of Blaze Face and the other horses till they got behind them, when they turned in order to drive the herd toward the ranch corrals. The horses, knowing what was expected of them, started at a slow gallop in the right direction. Blaze Face leaped away in the lead of the other horses, but as he galloped he turned his head from side to side watching the two riders.


    He kept on ahead of the other horses for a while, and the men began to have hopes of getting him to the corrals; but suddenly he kicked up his heels and ran off in a direction at a right angle to that taken by the herd. John McBain and Link Hunter, the two horsemen, rode hard to turn him back, but he ran away at great speed and they pulled their horses to a stand. When Blaze Face saw this, he too came to a halt and stood looking back at them. The other horses that had been started toward the corrals stopped also when they saw the riders were no longer driving them. They did not want to go to the ranch. They liked the freedom of the open range and they began to graze again as if nothing had happened.


    Blaze Face trotted in a wide circle around John and Link and came up to one side of the herd. He walked near the horses and began to graze. The two men sat on their horses, looking admiringly at his black body, his long flowing mane and tail, his trim legs, and his snow-white face. John McBain, the ranch owner, said: “We might as well go away. Tomorrow we’ll get the whole outfit of men out on the best horses. That’s a valuable horse. With all of us after him at once maybe we can drive him into a corral with the other horses. Then we could throw a loop over his head and tie him up.”


    So the next day, while Blaze Face was peacefully grazing with the herd, a number of riders came up in the rear of the horses and started them toward the ranch. As he had done the day before, Blaze Face galloped for a stretch with the herd and then tried to run off at an angle. This time, however, he was turned by oncoming riders. He got free from the other horses, but a score of hard-riding men chased him till he put an end to the proceedings by racing away at such a continued speed that he quickly left all the men far behind. He disappeared in a wild, broken land of many high hills and long, deep, timbered ravines, where there were the best of hiding places among the tall, sheltering trees.
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    The summer months passed and Blaze Face continued to wander alone. He stayed in good condition because there was plenty of rich pasture to be found.


    In the fall he came upon five other horses in a wild region and stayed with them because he wanted company. All five of them were known as outlaws by the ranchmen who owned them. They were so swift and determined that for years the men had not been able to round them up as they did the other horses.


    One night in late November when a cold wind howled down from the north, Blaze Face stood with the long-legged outlaw horses in the shelter of the brush at the base of a steep hill. They huddled close together for warmth, for they felt the cold of the north wind in spite of their long, thick winter growth of hair. The buffalo grass had long since withered, but because it cured on the ground the horses were well fed. For a week now there had been snow on the ground, but Blaze Face had learned to paw down through the snow to the grass like the outlaw horses and eat.


    As the night wore on, the wind blew stronger and snow began driving down. Blaze Face pushed back in the brush with the other horses as close to the hill as possible to escape some of the stinging wind.


    It snowed all night. When morning came the snow stopped falling, but the wind blew bitter cold and low-hanging clouds overcast the sky. The horses started out in search of grass. They walked on through the snow, which was up to their knees in some places. When they were well out on the level land, each horse began to paw down through the snow to the grass. They moved about here and there, selecting the places where the snow lay lightest. When a horse had pawed and cleared a small space, he would begin grazing, eating a little snow with the grass. The brown coats of the outlaw horses and the jet-black coat of Blaze Face stood out in marked contrast to the snow-covered ground. Only the white on Blaze Face’s head failed to show distinctly against the white landscape. There was no sign of life all day except the dark, moving forms of the horses as they walked about on the snowy expanse, stopping often to paw down through the snow for grass.


    When evening came, they went back to the brush at the foot of the high hill and stood there all during the night. They tried to doze a little from time to time, but they often pricked up their ears and looked out in the darkness as the wind rustled the tall brush around them.


    At daylight the unmistakable howl of a wolf startled every horse. It was followed by another and yet another. All the horses snorted, but Blaze Face did not understand the full danger as the outlaw horses did. They stood tensely on the watch, listening to the wolves. Then there was silence. The wolves had caught the scent of the horses. They were running along a cut in the hill that took them nearer and nearer to the place where the horses stood. When the strong scent reached the wolves, they paused an instant. Then they ran out of the cut and without a sound rushed for the herd.


    All the horses, wild with fright, dashed out across the open land, running as fast as they could. The snow here and there was piled up on the ground in low drifts, which the horses plunged across. The cunning wolves ran around the drifts without slackening their speed.


    Blaze Face ran alongside one of the horses, while the others, bunched together, ran a little to one side. Some distance ahead there was a wide stretch of dense, low brush where the snow had been caught so that only the tops of the bushes showed above the snow. The wolves were close upon them when the horses rushed into the low bushes. Instantly one wolf leaped for Blaze Face’s hind leg to hamstring him, while another leaped for the horse beside Blaze Face. Both horses were fortunate enough to get nothing more than slashes on the leg. Together with the others they quickly whirled to face the wolves.


    Maddened with the pain in his leg, Blaze Face struck at a wolf savagely with his front hoofs as all the horses charged their enemies. The wolves shrank back a little way and waited, heads low, looking at the horses with wild, greenish eyes. They were panting, so that they showed their long, lolling tongues and gleaming white fangs.


    Blaze Face lacked the experience with wolves that the outlaw horses had had, but his natural instinct was quickened by the pain in his leg. He knew that the creatures before him were deadly enemies.


    Suddenly all the wolves rushed at the same time in an attempt to frighten the horses into turning, but the horses met them with their front hoofs. Blaze Face was so quick that he struck one wolf on the shoulder and bowled the beast down. Quick as a flash Blaze Face was upon him with both front hoofs, stamping furiously and squealing with rage. However, in making his attack, Blaze Face had leaped out so far ahead of the other horses that one of the wolves tried to cut in behind him. But at that moment another horse rushed the wolf with striking hoofs. The wolf leaped aside and now only four wolves faced the horses. Blaze Face had finished one of them. The rest of the pack paid no attention to the dead wolf. They waited again, panting, their cruel eyes set on the horses.


    Blaze Face found it hard to remain still. He snorted wildly and stepped about in the snow-covered bushes. Suddenly the biggest wolf sprang a little ahead of the others and leaped into the snow among the bushes, coming swiftly on. It was plain that he was determined to get behind the horses. He reached a point at the rear of the horses and again he plunged. The horses were much alarmed, knowing that they were about to be attacked from both front and rear. Blaze Face saw this. He was undecided whether to watch the savage beasts in front or leap for the lone wolf behind. The other horses moved a little forward to protect their rear, but the wolves in front did not give much ground. Suddenly Blaze Face whirled and leaped for the lone wolf at the rear. As he turned, two of the wolves tried to dash in for his rear, but the other horses charged them with flailing hoofs. The wolf that Blaze Face was charging attempted to leap aside, but the big horse had the advantage in the deep snow.


    As the big wolf leaped aside, Blaze Face was upon him with his front hoofs. He struck the beast down and pounded it, squealing again as he had done before. Wild snorts from the other horses made Blaze Face look around just in time. One of the other wolves at his rear was almost upon him. Blaze Face kicked with both hind legs and caught the wolf a glancing blow on the shoulder. The wolf leaped back, escaped to the open ground, and did not stop at all but kept on running. The other two wolves followed, loping away for a distance before they sat down and looked back.


    Blaze Face and the other horses, with ears cocked stiffly forward, walked out on the open land. Uttering loud, defiant snorts, they started toward the wolves. The wolves leaped to their feet and ran loping away. Far out on the snow they stopped, looked back once more, and then ran on.


    The outlaw horses had escaped like this before and bore scars on their hind legs in witness, but it had all been new to Blaze Face. His instinct had told him what to do, but if he had been alone it might have gone badly with him. It was fortunate that his desire for company had led him to join the outlaw horses.


    When the forms of the wolves disappeared in the distance, Blaze Face began pawing down through the snow again to reach the withered grass.
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    The ranch house of Jim Maxwell’s friend, Bill Brewster, lay well to the north of Jim’s. Joe Dixon had often ridden over there on Blaze Face, so Bill and his men, who loved good horses, all knew and admired the big black horse. When Joe rode over, all eyes had been centered on his horse. Bill and his men would come up, put their hands on him, and rub and pat him. Blaze Face would always hold his head high as if he were looking across the landscape. But the men had known that Blaze Face liked their attention, although they were also aware that he was as much attached to Joe as a faithful dog might be.


    It was spring now. Green grass spread over the valleys and along the hillsides, and the first fresh green leaves appeared on the willows and cottonwoods along the streams. One evening, just as the sun was going down behind the western ridges, one of Bill Brewster’s men, a young fellow named Andy Malone, came riding in fast. It was unusual for a rider to come in with his horse at full speed, and Bill and the other men looked up in surprise. Andy dismounted from his puffing horse.


    “What’s up, Andy?” Bill Brewster asked.


    “Plenty,” said Andy. “I saw Blaze Face this afternoon! He came up behind me over the bank of a stream far up the valley. I must have passed him while he was down at the stream drinking. When he saw me, he snorted and started running across the valley as if he was scared of me. Then he circled around me, stopped a good distance off, snorted again, and away he went. After he had got around me and some distance up the valley, he stopped and looked back at me. I wanted to catch him but I knew I couldn’t. Not him! So I rode away while he stood away off there, looking at me. I didn’t want to scare him by riding toward him. I tried to make him think I didn’t care.”


    Bill Brewster and his men were delighted. They all knew Joe had hunted a long time for his fine horse and still had hopes of finding him.


    Bill ran over in his mind the lay of the land where Andy had seen Blaze Face. Andy had said that the horse had circled around and then headed northward, which would take him farther away, but Bill hoped he might not go far in that direction, since Andy had done nothing to scare him.


    Bill talked it over with his men and decided that in the morning he and his whole outfit, which numbered more than twenty men this spring, would ride out to the place where Blaze Face had been seen and try to do one of two things. They would run him down and either get a rope on him or drive him all the way to the Maxwell ranch. Bill believed Blaze Face would stop when he recognized his old home. Bill said: “I don’t think Blaze Face has ever forgotten Joe. I’ve seen many young fellers with their horses, but I never saw two like Joe and Blaze Face. From the time he was a little colt Joe was all wrapped up in him, and Blaze Face was the same with Joe. There was something unusual between them. I saw it every time Joe rode Blaze Face over here. Now if we can get a rope on the horse, we’ll tie him in the stable and send word to Joe. He’d be the happiest young feller in these parts.”


    The next morning at sunrise, Bill Brewster and all his riders set forth toward the north where Blaze Face had been seen. Bill had laid the plans and told them to each man. The place where Andy had seen Blaze Face was a long, winding, narrow valley between steep hills. It led on for miles through wild, broken country. At several points small ravines cut back from both sides of the valley and through the hills to open on the highlands above.


    Bill Brewster directed more than half of his riders to take up their stations in hiding in these ravines. Bill and the rest of the men would try to head Blaze Face down the valley, making him run as hard as possible. Then the riders posted in the ravines would dash out after Blaze Face from their hiding places among the trees. Since they would be riding fresh horses, they might have a chance to get near him.


    The riders who were to hide in the ravines now rode on ahead so that they would reach their stations in plenty of time. Bill and the other men followed, after they had given the first riders a good start.


    “There are enough of us left,” said Bill, “to see to it that Blaze Face will run hard down the valley.”


    At first the men talked and joked as they rode steadily forward, but after a while they fell silent, thinking of the business at hand. When they drew near a high place overlooking the valley, Bill dismounted. One of the men held his horse while Bill crept up the slope. He took off his big hat and, crouching low, looked down the valley. Instantly he ducked lower still and made his way back to the others quickly.


    “He’s there,” he told them. “big as life, eating grass!”


    The men rode on until they came to a small stream flowing through a wooded ravine that opened out on the valley. They followed the stream under cover of the trees until they came to the open valley. From this point Bill looked again, saw that Blaze Face was still grazing, and gave the word to his men. They all dashed into the open, spread out, and galloped toward the big horse. He saw them at once, lifted his head high, gave one loud snort, and turned and shot like a streak down the valley, where the scattering cottonwood trees along the course of the stream afforded no cover at all.


    Bill Brewster and his men rode their horses hard behind Blaze Face to keep him running as fast as they could along the miles down to the nearest ravine where a rider was hiding on a fresh horse. Blaze Face held his lead. He was not badly scared, for it seemed to him this was simply a matter of running away from his pursuers. But three miles farther on, as he passed the mouth of a ravine, he was astonished to see a rider dash out and come on behind him. Blaze Face stepped up his pace, drew away from the new rider, and ran on swiftly mile after mile. Then, as he passed another ravine, not one but two riders shot out and were close behind him before he saw them. He leaped away desperately, his eyes wide and frightened, and succeeded in lengthening his lead.


    He ran for two miles with these last riders coming hard behind him and then suddenly, in the intense desire to get away at once, he increased his speed with a new effort. He was gaining on the riders behind him as he ran on and on down the valley when still another rider came charging out from the trees at the base of a hill and raced in behind him.


    Blaze Face was now covered with sweat and foam. He had never had to run like this before. He could not understand these hidden riders suddenly dashing out behind him. The new rider, Charley Matthews, was already uncoiling his rope. It was then that the other men strung out behind saw something they could not have believed unless they had seen it.


    A mile below the hard-pressed Blaze Face, a narrow, wooded defile cut through the hill on the left of the valley. Huge, gray rocks jutted up near the opening of the cut. To the amazement of Charley Matthews and the riders following him, Blaze Face suddenly shot out in a new burst of speed. He reached the defile, whirled, and ran into it. Charley raced on as fast as he could and the other men saw him disappear in the cut. They urged their horses on and rode into the cut, too.


    When the men, looking through the trees, caught a glimpse of Blaze Face in the distance they pulled their puffing horses to a stop. Now and then they saw him again, rushing on and up toward the open highland and drawing away from Charley. Then Blaze Face disappeared beyond a heavy growth of trees. When Charley reached the trees, he stopped. A little later, the men saw Blaze Face much farther away in the distance for a second before more trees cut off their view. Finally they saw him only as a dark spot against the horizon. Then he passed from sight.


    Charley rode back and found that Bill Brewster and all his men had come up.


    “Bill, it can’t be done,” said Charley. “Of course our own horses had to pack us while they ran Blaze Face. I admit that slowed ’em some, but think of you fellers running Blaze Face as far as you did, and then me coming at him on a fresh horse and him getting away!”


    “You’re right,” said Bill. “He can’t be run down no matter how many fellers are after him. The only hope now for Joe is that Blaze Face may still hang around in these parts. He may or he may not. He might leave for new country. Anyway, we’ll get word to Joe that Blaze Face is not only alive but in great shape.”
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    Many days had gone by since Joe received word that Blaze Face had appeared on the Brewster Ranch and had escaped all the hard-riding men who tried to capture him. Summer deepened into autumn, and then one day in early November Joe got word that Blaze Face had definitely been seen in a region which the message described. Joe mounted a horse that same day and rode away. He had enough jerked beef with him to last a number of days. Jim Maxwell and the other men were confident Joe could take care of himself, and they believed that if he could get near enough to Blaze Face to be recognized by him, the horse would come to Joe willingly.


    Late in the afternoon on the third day of Joe’s hunt for Blaze Face, he was riding along a valley studded here and there with large groves of trees. Some distance ahead he saw the summit of a range of high hills. Joe rode on to a turn in the valley where the growth of trees was so dense that at times he could see only a short way ahead. He rode across an open space and into a wood. There was no underbrush, so his horse walked along easily in the shade of the tall trees.


    Joe had come almost to the farther edge of the woods and was about to ride out into the open when he saw something ahead that made him pull his horse to a quick stop—an old, abandoned ranch house with a large horse corral and another smaller one near by. It was the sight of a dozen or more saddled horses tied outside of the big corral and a number of men moving about in the ranch house yard that warned Joe to stop and look. He noticed that two of the windows in the house lacked panes entirely and that most of the others were broken.


    Joe counted the horses tied outside the big corral. There were fourteen of them. Then he watched the men, who were standing in a close group as if in consultation. One man, taller than the others, seemed to be doing most of the talking. He waved his hand from time to time, apparently to emphasize a point.


    Joe had suspected almost the first instant he saw the men at the abandoned ranch house that they were horse rustlers. Now he felt more and more sure of it. At first he saw no loose horses, but as he scanned the grassland beyond the old ranch buildings he caught sight of a number of horses coming into view from behind a grove of trees. More horses followed them, and then in the rear of the small herd Joe could see three riders driving them toward the corrals. The men in the ranch yard moved back, away from the big corral, as the horses came on into the yard and were driven into the large corral. One of the men closed the corral gate.


    The three riders dismounted immediately and one of them, as he talked to the group of men in the yard, kept pointing in the direction from which he had come. Joe looked there, too, and all at once he gave a start. Between two clumps of trees Joe caught a glimpse of a horse. The glimpse was enough to make him certain that here was his own magnificent horse, Blaze Face. Now the horse moved out in plain sight on the open ground, holding his head high, looking forward. He looked big to Joe, almost twice the size of the small range horses near the men. Then the men all turned and saw Blaze Face. It was evident that the gesturing man had seen him before and was talking him over with his cronies.


    Joe guessed that he was explaining some scheme he had in mind to get hold of Blaze Face so they could take him along with the other stolen horses. Soon Joe became sure his suspicion was well-founded.


    Two of the saddle horses were led into the small corral and tied at the side farthest from the gate. Then Joe watched a man come from the ranch house with a sack. He went into the small corral and poured something from the sack on the ground not far from the gate. Joe felt certain the sack contained oats. The man then walked farther on in the corral to the side where the horses were tied and poured a little on the ground for each of them. Joe saw the horses put their heads down at once and knew they were eating. The man came out of the corral and took the sack back to the house. All the men, except one who remained standing near a small shed, followed him and disappeared inside the house.


    Their scheme became quite clear to Joe. If Blaze Face, seeing no men, came into the yard, he might smell the oats near the open gate in the small corral. If he went in to eat the oats, the man hiding by the shed would dash out swiftly and shut the gate.


    It was getting late. Joe led his horse back to the other side of the woods and tied him to a tree. Then he walked back with only his quirt dangling from his wrist. Joe was not armed himself, but he was certain that the men at the ranch house all carried revolvers on their belts. He knew the only way he had a chance of getting Blaze Face was by stealth.


    When Joe saw that the men had left their horses standing saddled in the yard, he realized that they intended, after sleeping a while, to mount them and leave the place in the night, driving the stolen horses before them. It was a common practice among horse rustlers to drive their stolen horses by night, when they knew the ranchmen were asleep, and hide by day in some out-of-the-way place like this. Joe did not know how long the horse rustlers expected to sleep; but he thought it likely that if the man who had been left on guard succeeded in capturing Blaze Face, he would awaken the rustlers in time for them to set out and drive all the horses during the night.


    It was now bright starlight and there was not the slightest breeze to be felt. The gentle wind that had been blowing late in the afternoon had ceased, and deep silence lay over the dilapidated ranch house and the groves of trees scattered here and there on the grassland.


    Joe decided that he would get nearer the small horse corral. There were clumps of tall bushes on his way to it which would serve him as cover. In the starlight, crouching low, he moved to the nearest bushes. He looked cautiously around them and out past the bushes near the small horse corral. He could see the open land beyond, from which the small herd of horses had been driven to the big corral. As he looked, he suddenly grew tense. A big black horse appeared on the open land and started walking steadily toward the ranch yard and the other horses.


    The big horse came on until he was in the ranch yard. There he stopped for a minute and stood looking. Seeing him so closely, Joe knew now it was his horse, for whom he had searched so long. Blaze Face walked on past the horses still standing saddled and tied in the yard. They all stood with their heads down, dozing.


    Blaze Face kept on until he was near the small corral and then he stopped. He turned and looked toward the ranch house. All was in darkness there. There was nothing to be seen but the house itself, a dark shadow in the starlight. Blaze Face turned his head and looked around the place. Besides the saddle horses standing half asleep near by, he saw only the horses in the big corral. They were all standing still, too, most of them with their heads down, but a few looked up in mild curiosity at Blaze Face.


    Blaze Face walked up to the open, small corral and stood with his head outstretched. He smelled the oats. He raised his head and looked around again. The whole place seemed asleep. Blaze Face walked into the small corral and began eating the oats which had been left there for him. Suddenly the form of a man appeared at the open gate. Blaze Face whirled, but too late. The man shut the gate and dropped the bar to hold it shut the instant Blaze Face whirled around. The black horse backed away, snorted, and stood looking at the man, who remained at the gate a minute to survey his prize.


    The man then walked away a few rods and sat down with his back toward the bushes where Joe was hiding. Presently Joe could tell from the odor of tobacco smoke that the horse rustler was quietly smoking his pipe. It was plain to Joe that he had been told to watch while the other men slept.


    After a while Joe saw the guard lie down at full length. Joe knew that in a short time the moon would be up, and he thought the horse rustlers might soon come out, mount their horses, and start on their way with the stolen horses.


    Joe moved up behind another bush nearer the man, who was lying on his back, snoring. Joe, tall and strong, was not at all afraid of the man if he could succeed in disarming him. He got down on his hands and knees, so as to move forward without a sound, and crawled steadily forward. Just then the moon began to rise above the eastern horizon. Joe remembered hearing Jim Maxwell say that the moon, starting to shine on a man’s face, might awaken him.


    Joe crawled nearer. First of all he must try to remove the sleeping man’s revolver from his belt. Joe got so close he could see the butt of the big revolver in the moonlight. The weapon had become loosened when the man lay down and was partly out of the leather holster. The man was snoring steadily. Joe reached out silently and quickly, grasped the butt of the revolver, and took the weapon. He sat back on his heels. He knew that he could knock the man unconscious with the revolver. Probably Jim Maxwell or any of the older men would have done so, but now that Joe had the weapon he hoped not to injure the man unless he was compelled to.


    Joe got to his feet, put the revolver in his belt, and walked on tiptoe to the gate of the corral. Blaze Face looked at him intently. Joe lifted the bar of the gate and walked in.


    “Blaze Face!” he said quietly.


    It takes an unusually intelligent and faithful horse to recognize a man from whom he has been separated for many months. Blaze Face hesitated only an instant; then he recognized Joe. He came up, put his nose on Joe’s chest, and once he touched Joe’s cheek with his nose as he had done so many times when he was a little colt.


    Joe was filled with joy, but he knew he had no time to greet Blaze Face here. He took him by his long foretop, walked out of the corral, and started toward the woods where he had tied his other horse. It was a tense moment when he had to pass the sleeping man.


    Joe had almost reached the woods when the guard awoke, sat up, and saw Joe just as he was leading the big black horse into the woods. Then the man also saw that the corral gate was open. He reached for his revolver, found it gone, and leaped to his feet with a wild yell to the men in the house.


    Joe got to the other side of the wood where his horse was tied. He took the saddle off quickly and put it on Blaze Face, removed the bridle, and held the iron bit against Blaze Face’s teeth. Blaze Face understood. He opened his mouth and Joe pulled the bridle on. He heard the horse rustlers as they came running out of the house, shouting to the guard. The man shouted back to them and pointed to the woods where Joe and Blaze Face had disappeared. The men leaped on their saddled horses at once and started for the woods.


    But Joe was already mounted. He touched Blaze Face sharply with the quirt. Blaze Face leaped forward and out of the grove to the open land, where he ran like the wind, the loose horse following. When the men had ridden through the grove, they saw Blaze Face running like a streak, with a rider on his back. Blaze Face passed around a clump of trees up the valley and thundered on like a black phantom in the night. When the hard-riding horse rustlers came around the trees, they saw to their amazement that Blaze Face had run so fast he already looked like a black dot on the valley far ahead. Joe’s loose horse, frightened, was running his best and was more than a match for the riders behind him, but he could not keep up with Blaze Face in spite of Joe’s weight on his back.


    Joe knew he was far out of pistol range as he bent low over Blaze Face and looked back. He saw that if no accident happened he would quickly leave the rustlers on their smaller horses far behind. He lay low on the saddle and slapped Blaze Face on the shoulder as he urged him on. But Blaze Face had needed no more urging since the first touch of the quirt. He understood that Joe wanted him to run hard. He fairly flew on along the valley, his big head outstretched, his nostrils dilated, and his large dark eyes seeing everything before him.


    Still lying low in the saddle, Joe looked back again. Far in the distance just one horse was visible along the moonlit valley. Joe knew it must be his own riderless horse, who could outdistance the rustlers’ ordinary horses carrying men on their backs.


    To the east of Joe a vast highland rose above the valley. Not far ahead he saw a trail leading up the slope, and he turned Blaze Face along it. The horse rushed up the slope in powerful leaps that carried him quickly to the land above. Joe headed him toward the east. Blaze Face rushed on of his own accord over the great stretch of level land, galloping in long, swift leaps, head held up a little, eyes alert. He remembered the man who had caught him in the corral and he knew he was running away from him. Besides, he felt a new purpose in running because he knew Joe was guiding him.


    Joe decided he would let Blaze Face choose for himself the pace at which he wished to travel. He was aware that Blaze Face would not overdo himself, for an intelligent horse knows when his pace is too fast. Yet after a time, as Blaze Face ran on and on at undiminished speed, Joe began to wonder if he should not pull him down a little. But he remembered being told how Blaze Face had run the astonishing race against all the best horses on the Bill Brewster ranch, and now he realized for himself the remarkable power and endurance of his great black horse.


    After a while Blaze Face reduced his terrific pace to a steady, persistent gallop. He breathed easily, held his head a little higher, and seemed to be more alert than ever as he looked ahead. Then later on he slowed down to a walk. That gave Joe a chance to talk to him and to pat the horse’s shoulder in his joy. Blaze Face walked on rapidly for quite a distance; but he seemed bent on a definite purpose, and after he had walked for a while he broke again into an easy canter.


    The hours passed and still Blaze Face moved steadily on. From time to time he would slow down to a walk, but then after walking for some distance he would break first into a trot and then again into an easy canter across the vast, level highland.


    The moon moved across the face of the starry sky and began to go down toward the west. Joe watched its progress and knew that before too long he would ride the moon out of the west and have only the stars to guide him.


    An experienced rider can feel when the cinch of his saddle becomes loose. Joe had this feeling now. He spoke to Blaze Face, pulled him to a stop, and dismounted. Untying the long strap in the iron ring on the saddle, he took up the slack in the cinch and tied the usual flat knot in the ring. Blaze Face was breathing easily. Joe took only a moment to go to his head and talk to him a little. Then he mounted, and Blaze Face at once moved away at a gallop.


    Farther on they came to a pool of water in a draw, where Joe stopped and let Blaze Face drink. The moon had gone down. A mile from the draw Joe turned in the saddle and looked at the northern sky. He saw the Big Dipper, and using the two “pointers” of the dipper as a guide, he picked out the North Star. Joe saw by this that he was still moving in the right direction. He figured that he should reach the ranch by afternoon of the coming day. He decided to ride on for a time and then stop and let Blaze Face eat some grass. As for Joe, he was wide-awake and alert. His eyes swept the vast lonely plains, lying hushed in the starry night.
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    About two hours before daylight Joe stopped, dismounted, and took Blaze Face’s bridle off to let him graze on the withered buffalo grass, which cured on the ground and made excellent grazing. Blaze Face began to eat the grass rapidly, for he was very hungry. Joe, having no fear that Blaze Face would leave him, lay down on the ground and slept. He awakened at daylight and sat up. As he expected, he saw Blaze Face grazing near by. Joe picked up the bridle, walked up to the horse, and talked to him while he put the bridle on. With a pat on Blaze Face’s shoulder Joe mounted, and Blaze Face at once moved off at an easy gallop. He seemed to know where he was going.


    Up to this time the weather had been as mild as if it were Indian summer. In fact, Joe had not once considered the possibility of a severe change in the weather. An older, more experienced man would have known that it was possible, even if unusual, for zero weather to come in the West at this time of year.


    Joe was familiar now with the land around him, and he still thought it likely he would reach the ranch house by late afternoon.


    Suddenly a cold blast of wind struck from the north. Joe was greatly surprised at the sudden change. He stopped and put on his coat, which he had taken with him and tied with the leather strings behind the saddle. Looking back, he saw a great cloud in the north. The sight of this, together with the cold north wind, which was now blowing steadily, made Joe realize that, unusual as it seemed at this time of year, a cold spell was surely coming on and probably sleet or snow, too.


    Blaze Face had been going for the most part at an easy lope since Joe had let him set his own pace. Now, plainly disturbed at the cold, he leaped out at a faster pace. The wind grew stronger constantly. When Blaze Face reached a low ravine that crossed his path, he plunged down into the woods, where Joe could hear the roar of the wind in the trees. He felt more comfortable for a minute in the woods, for the trees gave some protection from the cold wind. But now Blaze Face leaped out from the trees and galloped on in a line almost straight south. Joe knew the lay of the land, and since Blaze Face had been in this region before, Joe had not the slightest doubt that he was running of his own accord along the route that would take them to the ranch house most quickly.


    A mile farther on Blaze Face shook his head, as a horse will sometimes do when he feels that he is running home to escape a storm. Joe ran over in his mind all the land that lay between him and the ranch house. The nearest way lay directly south, much of it across a broad highland covered with the gray, withered buffalo grass, with nothing to break the expanse except an occasional lone cedar tree. Joe was aware of Blaze Face’s remarkable endurance and he thought that perhaps he should urge him to a higher speed, but he did not, for Blaze Face was already going very fast.


    Some miles away, the highland dropped down to rolling land that extended to a line of hills bordering the river valley on the north. Joe knew his way would lead for a distance near a long, deep ravine known as Jackson’s Gorge. It occurred to Joe that if a howling storm struck him after he had reached the deep gorge with its dense trees and high, steep banks, he could ride Blaze Face down into the depths of the gorge and find a kind of shelter under one of the precipitous banks that towered up in some places as much as fifty and sixty feet above the bottom of the gorge. He almost forgot the cold, thinking of this gorge and anticipating the time when he would see the tops of the barren trees where the gorge first dipped down in the hills.


    Joe knew the ranch house and stables stood on a gentle slope not far to the east of Jackson’s Gorge. He bent low in the saddle, and in a low voice urged Blaze Face to run on. He had no need to touch the bridle reins. He left Blaze Face perfectly free, certain that he knew where he was going and wanted to reach the ranch house as much as his rider did.


    The whole sky was covered now with gray, low-hanging clouds. Just as Joe felt the sharp sting of sleet on his cheek, Blaze Face ran down a slight incline and then on up to the higher ground beyond. Joe could see the first of the trees looming up in Jackson’s Gorge, where it began to dip down from the highland. He knew that Blaze Face would strike the trail above the gorge any minute now, for this was familiar territory to him.


    The ground on the prairie above Jackson’s Gorge was covered for a considerable area with a mass of low, thickset brush, through which cattle and horses had broken a well-marked trail. This trail ran parallel to the gorge below and quite close, in many places, to the sheer bank of the ravine. At one point where the trail lay near the edge, the bank dropped down steeply for a distance of fully fifty feet. A stunted cedar tree grew on a shelf about fifteen feet long and twelve feet wide which jutted from the rocky wall some ten feet below the top of the bank. The short slope between the trail and the brink was covered by loose shale rock. The protruding shelf below was made up of mingled earth and rock.


    Many times, in the days before Blaze Face had been stolen, Joe had ridden him along this trail or, during the heat of summer, down in the cool depths of the gorge. Looking up at the gnarled cedar far up on the shelf, Joe had understood why it remained stunted, for he could see some of its roots dangling free from the outer edge of the shelf. Joe had noticed, too, the rocky bank that rose sheer above the ledge to the short slope of loose shale rock just beyond the high bank.


    Blaze Face had struck the trail now, and he galloped on along its hard, well-beaten surface. The cutting sleet drove against Joe and Blaze Face, and the cold became more intense. But Joe hardly felt the cold, although his usual thin leather gloves gave his hands little protection from it. He knew he was only a few miles away from the ranch.


    Running on swiftly, Blaze Face drew near the place where the trail led through the bushes near the high bank of the gorge, above the ledge with its stunted cedar.


    It happened that a big timber wolf had killed a calf here in the night, and after eating a large portion of the carcass was sleeping off his gorge in a hollow where the brush hid him from view.


    As Blaze Face was about to gallop past the most dangerous point on the trail, the big timber wolf was awakened by the sound of hoofs and sprang out close beside him. The startled horse reared and whirled in panic. This happened so quickly and unexpectedly that Joe, good rider though he was, was thrown from the saddle and pitched headlong upon the sloping, loose shale at the edge of the high bank. To Joe’s terror, he found himself rolling down the slope. His wild attempts to clutch at something were futile. Horrified, he felt himself falling over the edge of the bank. He struck among the branches of the cedar and brought up on the shelf with nothing worse than a few scratches on his face. There flashed through his mind the fear that Blaze Face might have lost his balance and would come crashing down on top of him. But after a tense second of suspense, he realized, to his great relief, that this had not happened. He knew that the horse’s weight, falling heavily on the ledge, might have broken it and sent both himself and Blaze Face to their death in the depths below.


    Joe got to his feet and looked up. He could not see Blaze Face and that was a good thing. It meant that the horse could not see him, either, and would not try to follow him. If Blaze Face started down the slope, he, too, would find himself helpless in the treacherous, loose shale. Then Joe heard Blaze Face nicker shrilly from the ground above. Suddenly Joe remembered that he had trained Blaze Face as a colt to obey the command, “Go home.” To be sure, Blaze Face had never before had to go more than a mile at such a command. Would he go three miles, now that he had been away from the ranch so long? But Joe had great faith in his horse. As loudly as he could he shouted, “Blaze Face, go home!” At once he heard Blaze Face nicker again. Once more Joe shouted as sternly as he could, “Blaze Face, go home! Go home!”


    This time there was no answering nicker, nor any sound at all except the sleet hissing through the cedar boughs and striking the rocky wall in front of him. As Joe stood between the stunted cedar and the rocky wall and looked up toward the top, he began to beat his arms around him to warm his aching fingers and to stamp his feet to keep them from freezing. He was profoundly glad it was daylight. Still looking up toward the top of the rocky wall, Joe called out to Blaze Face once more. There was no answering sound and nothing in sight but the lonely sky above the steep wall. Joe knew that if Blaze Face were still there, he would have to step on the treacherous shale with his front feet in order to look down on the shelf. But he was sure Blaze Face’s intelligence had prevented him from making the step and that he had started on the way home. He knew that if Blaze Face ran into the ranch yard with the saddle and bridle on, Jim and Bud and Mack would recognize him at once and know that Joe had surely found him and had been riding him. Then, wondered Joe, when Jim and the others started riding out to try to find him, would Blaze Face lead them to this place? Joe knew they would try to follow Blaze Face if he ran away.


    Joe kept stamping his feet and beating his arms around him. The time passed more slowly than he could ever have believed possible. Then, happening to glance down, he saw the butt of the revolver he had been carrying with him. It had fallen on the shelf when he fell. Only the butt of the revolver showed; the other part of it was hidden by a low branch of the cedar that almost touched the ground. Joe picked up the revolver and saw that it was fully loaded. He thought it might be a good idea to fire it in the slim hope that one of the men might have been caught out in the sleet storm and perhaps be galloping his horse near enough to hear the shots and come to investigate.


    Of course the men at the ranch knew Joe had ridden away on another horse. Joe himself did not know what had become of the horse, although he knew he had been following when last he saw him. Actually, this horse had stopped to graze at the time when Joe allowed Blaze Face to do so. He had not been able to keep up with Blaze Face after that. But when he felt the cold of the storm and knew his home was not far away, he had broken into a run and kept up the pace.


    Joe stopped beating his arms for a minute and listened intently. Above the roaring of the wind he heard the unmistakable sounds of a galloping horse, coming from the north. As the rapid hoof beats drew nearer on the trail above, Joe fired two shots in quick succession. But the horse rushed past on the trail and the sound of his hoofs faded quickly away in the storm.


    For an instant Joe wondered if the horse he heard could possibly have been Blaze Face. But the sounds had come from the north and that was the wrong direction for Blaze Face to have taken. Joe had faith in his horse. He believed he had gone the three miles to the ranch house at Joe’s command, “Go home!”


    


    A short time before Joe’s accident, Jim, Bud, and Mack had galloped into the yard at home. All the men were troubled about Joe because of the sudden change in the weather. Like Joe, they had not expected the cold so early in the season. They had ridden through the sleet to the south side of one of the stables for shelter as they dismounted. When they went into the stable they were at least out of the cold wind and the driving sleet. Because of their anxiety about Joe they did not unsaddle their horses.


    They stood in the doorway, talking about Joe and wondering if he had found shelter or if it was possible that he was near enough home to reach the ranch house before night. It was not the sleet but the steadily falling temperature that was so bad. Suddenly they were all amazed to see Blaze Face himself, with saddle and bridle on him, gallop into the yard. At first he did not see them. He stopped suddenly, looked toward the house, and let out a loud, piercing nicker.


    All three men started toward him on foot. When Blaze Face saw them, he snorted, neighed again, and ran around once in a circle. Then he stopped near them, looked at them, and neighed once more. The men recognized the saddle as Joe’s because of the silver stars he had put on each side of its skirt. But they wasted no time in taking more than one quick look at it, for Blaze Face galloped off a short distance, looked at them, snorted, ran on farther, and again stopped and looked at them.


    The same thought came to all the men. They led their horses out of the stable, mounted, and rode toward the big black horse. He snorted and started galloping northward in the teeth of the driving wind and sleet. The other horses rebelled at facing the cold wind and sleet, and had to be driven with quirt and spur.


    Blaze Face thundered away so fast the men had to put their horses to their utmost speed to keep within sight of him. They covered the three miles in record time, with their eyes constantly fixed on the great, rushing black horse ahead. Suddenly they heard the sound of the muffled shots and almost at the same time saw Blaze Face stop near the high bank of Jackson’s Gorge. They heard him utter a loud, piercing nicker as he looked toward the bank.


    Blaze Face did not move as the men rode up near him. They heard Joe shouting but could not see him, and realized that he must be on the shelf where the gnarled cedar tree grew. They could not imagine what had happened to him, but it was their habit to act first and ask questions afterward. Jim shouted to Joe that they would get him out of there.


    The men dismounted quickly. Jim and Bud took the long coils of rope from their saddles. Jim tied the end of his rope around his waist and then gave the rest of it to Bud, who handed his own coil to Jim. Mack held the horses. They stood with their tails to the wind, snorting but not trying to move away.


    Jim started down the treacherous shale slope, with Bud, who stood on solid footing in the bushes, holding the rope that secured him. Jim got near the edge of the slope but still could not see Joe. He called out, “Joe, are you hurt?”


    “No, throw down a rope!” Joe shouted.


    Jim tossed down the end of the spare rope in which the usual slip noose was tied. Joe grasped the rope, put the loop under his arms, and shouted, “All right! Pull me up!”


    Jim pulled on the rope and presently Joe’s head appeared above the edge of the cliff. Then he got his arms over it. Jim backed away as he pulled Joe out upon the shale and held him safe while he quickly made his way up to the trail.


    Beating his arms around him and stamping his feet, Joe told briefly what had happened. Blaze Face, with his tail to the wind, stood so close that his head was almost touching Joe’s shoulder.


    Then it was Jim’s turn to tell about Blaze Face’s return to the ranch house and how he had acted. Joe forgot he was cold for a moment. He turned, facing the wind, put his hands on the sides of Blaze Face’s head, and patted it gently in silence. He could not say a word. He rubbed and patted Blaze Face again and again and Jim and Bud did, too.


    Mack, who was holding the other horses, called out, “Jim, you and Bud hold these horses. I want to have a look at Blaze Face, too.” Jim and Bud took the three horses. Mack came over and put his hands on Blaze Face’s head. As he rubbed him he said, “Blaze Face, you’re a great horse!”


    The three older men mounted their horses as Joe swung up on Blaze Face. They started off at a run, but Blaze Face leaped out and passed them. Mack shouted, “Let’s run hard and see Blaze Face go!”


    At the touch of the spurs the three horses thundered over the ground at a dead run. Blaze Face shot forward in long, powerful strides and would have left them all far behind, but Joe, with a wide smile on his face, pulled him down gently to a few lengths ahead of the others. He knew Jim and Bud and Mack were thrilled to see Blaze Face in action, just as he was to let them see him.


    The sleet was driving harder than ever and the cold was more intense. But this was nothing now. All that mattered was that Joe was safe and Blaze Face had been found. After all these long months of searching, Joe and his magnificent horse were together again.


    The End
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    Thomas C. Hinkle died at age 72 on May 13, 1949, in Onaga, Kansas, and was buried in Wamego, Kansas.


    


    The author’s bio was excerpted and adapted from information found on Wikipedia.org and FindaGrave.com. The tidbit regarding Comanche was adapted from a brief paragraph about the author in the 1956 Scholastic paperback reprint of his book, Black Storm. 

  

  
    About this Book


    Blaze Face was written by Thomas C. Hinkle (1876–1949) and first published in 1947 by William Morrow & Company.


    


    
      
        Description


        Blaze Face, caught as a wild colt and trained by Joe Dixon, is stolen, escapes, and has various adventures before the tale comes to an exciting conclusion during an early winter storm.

      

    

    


    
      
        Source and Details


        The story text is from the August 1949 William Morrow & Company first edition, third printing hardcover of 191 pages. No changes have been made to the text.

      


      The bibliography of the author’s works is added content. It is presented in order of publication with the caveat that some titles were copyrighted and presumably published on the same date. The publication dates are listed via HTML comments.

    

    


    
      
        Colophon


        The text of this book is in the public domain in countries where copyright is “Life plus 70 years” or less. The cover photograph is by Melissa Keizer, obtained from Unsplash.com, and used in accordance with their license.  

      


      
        This ebook was created for the Patricia Clark Memorial Library hosted on MobileRead.com. It was first published on July 14, 2024.
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